CSEN 6016  MODERNISM
INTRODUCTION: THE VORTEX OF MODERNITY
Lecture Outline
· What is ‘Modernism’? Some Problems of Definition
· The Shock of the New: Modernism and Modernisation

· Three ‘Moments’ of Modernity: The Sinking of HMS Titanic (1912); The Russian Revolution (1917); The Great War (1914-1918)

· The Angel of History: Modernism and Apocalypse

· Modernism vs. Realism: Representing Consciousness

· Modernism, the City, and Urban Experience

Key Quotations

1. … it is the protean variety of relations to capitalist modernity that is most striking in the broad groupings of movements typically assembled under the common rubric “modernism”. […] As we have seen, what is concealed beneath the label “modernism” is a wide variety of very diverse – indeed, incompatible – aesthetic practices: symbolism, constructivism, expressionism, surrealism. These –isms, which spell out specific programs, were unified post hoc in a portmanteau concept whose only referent is the blank passage of time itself. 
Perry Anderson, ‘Modernity and Revolution,’ Cary Nelson and Lawrence Grossberg, eds., Marxism and the Interpretation of Culture (Urbana; Chacago: University of Illinois Press, 1988), pp. 323, 332.

2. [Modernism] is the art consequent on Heisenberg’s ‘Uncertainty principle’, of the destruction of civilization and reason in the First World War, of the world changed and reinterpreted by Marx, Freud and Darwin, of capitalism and constant acceleration, of existential exposure to meaninglessness or absurdity. It is the literature of technology. It is the art consequent on the dis-establishing of communal reality and conventional notions of causality, on the destruction of traditional notions of the wholeness of individual character, on the linguistic chaos that ensues when public notions of language have been discredited and when all realities have become subjective fictions. Modernism is then the art of modernization – however stark the separation of the artist from society may have been, however oblique the artistic gesture he has made.

Malcolm Bradbury and James McFarlane, ‘The Name and Nature of Modernism,’ Malcolm Bradbury and James McFarlane, eds., Modernism 1890-1930 (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1990), pp. 27.

3. Very broadly speaking, the vast majority of attempts to offer alternative modes of representation from the middle of the nineteenth century to the middle of the twentieth century have at one time or another been termed Modernist, and this applies to literature, music, painting, film and architecture (and to some works before and after this period). 
Peter Childs, Modernism (London; New York: Routledge, 2000), p. 3.

4. The defining characteristic of Modernism was its insistence that the mind be subjected to this wholly new kind of stress. […] Obsessive attempts to say ‘the unsayable’ made extreme demands on the mind’s elasticity. Not only literature but all art of the period seemed to be intent on stretching the mind beyond the very limits of human understanding. 
James McFarlane, ‘The Mind of Modernism,’ Malcolm Bradbury and James McFarlane, eds., Modernism 1890-1930 (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1990), p. 72.

5. ‘We stand on the last promontory of the centuries! … Why should we look back, when what we want is to break down the mysterious door of the Impossible? Time and Space died yesterday. We already live in the absolute, because we have created eternal, omnipresent speed.’ 
F.T. Marinetti, ‘The Founding and Manifesto of Futurism 1909,’ Vassiliki Kolocotroni et al. eds., Modernism: An Anthology of Sources and Documents (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1998), p. 251.

6. ‘The idea of endless war as an inevitable condition of modern life would seem to have become seriously available to the imagination around 1916. Events, never far behindhand in fleshing out the nightmares of imagination, obliged with the Spanish War, the Second World War, the Greek War, the Korean War, the Arab-Israeli War, and the Vietnam War. […] Thus the drift of modern history domesticates the fantastic and normalizes the unspeakable. And the catastrophe that begins it is the Great War.’ 
Paul Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory (Oxford: OUP, 2000), p. 74
7. ‘This is how one pictures the angel of history. His face is turned toward the past. Where we perceive a chain of events, he sees one single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. The angel would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has been smashed. But a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has got caught in his wings with such violence that the angel can no longer close them. The storm irresistibly propels him into the future to which his back is turned, while the pile of debris before him grows skyward. This storm is what we call progress.’ 
Walter Benjamin, ‘Theses on the Philosophy of History,’ in Illuminations ed., Hannah Arendt, trans., Harry Zorn (London: Pimlico, 1999), p. 249.

8. ‘Methods wear out, stimuli fail. New problems loom up and demand new techniques. Reality alters; to represent it the means of representation must alter too. Nothing arises from nothing; the new springs from the old, but this is just what makes it new.’ 
Bertolt Brecht, ‘From ‘The Popular and the Realistic’,’ Peter Brooker, ed., Modernism/Postmodernism (London; New York: Longman, 1992), p. 43.

9. ‘Look within and life, it seems, is very far from being ‘like this’. Examine for a moment an ordinary mind on an ordinary day. The mind receives a myriad impressions – trivial, fantastic, evanescent, or engraved with the sharpness of steel. From all sides they come, an incessant shower of innumerable atoms; and as they fall, as they shape themselves into Monday or Tuesday, the accent falls differently from of old […]. Life is not a series of gig lamps symmetrically arranged; life is a luminous halo, a semi-transparent envelope surrounding us from the beginning of consciousness to the end. Is it not the task of the novelist to convey this varying, this unknown and uncircumscribed spirit, whatever aberration or complexity it may display, with as little mixture of the alien and external as possible?’ 
Virginia Woolf, ‘Modern Fiction,’ Vassiliki Kolocotroni et al. eds., Modernism: An Anthology of Sources and Documents (Edinburgh: Edinburgh UP, 1998), p. 397.

10. ‘So warm. His right hand once more slowly went over his brow and hair. Then he put on his hat again, relieved: and read again: choice blend, made of the finest Ceylon brands The far east. Lovely spot it must be: the garden of the world, big lazy leaves to float about on, cactuses, flowery meads, snaky lianas they call them. Wonder is it like that. Those Cinghalese lobbing about in the sun in dolce far niente, not doing a hand’s turn all day. Sleep six months out of twelve. Too hot to quarrel. Influence of the climate. Lethargy. Flowers of idleness. The air feeds most. Azotes. Hothouse in Botanic gardens. Sensitive plants. Waterlilies. Petals too tired to. Sleeping sickness in the air. Walk on roseleaves. Imagine trying to eat tripe and cowheel. Where was the chap I saw in a picture somewhere? Ah yes, in the dead sea floating on his back, reading a book with a parasol open. Couldn’t sink if you tried: so thick with salt. Because the weight of the water, no the weight of the body in the water is equal to the weight of the what? Or is it the volume is equal to the weight? It’s a law something like that. Vance in High school cracking his fingerjoints, teaching. The college curriculum. Cracking curriculum.’ 

James Joyce, Ulysses ed., Hans Walter Gabler (London: Bodley Head, 1986 [1922]), p. 59.

11. ‘The metropolis housed the great traditional academies and museums and their orthodoxies; their very proximity and powers of control were both a standard and a challenge. But also, within the new kind of open, complex and mobile society, small groups in any form of divergence or dissent could find some kind of foothold, in ways that would not have been possible if the artists and thinkers composing them had been scattered in more traditional, closed societies.’ 
Raymond Williams, ‘The Metropolis and the Emergence of Modernism,’ Peter Brooker, ed., Modernism/Postmodernism (London; New York: Longman, 1992), p.  91.
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