Modernism: A brief Glossary of Terms

Modern.1. Being at this time; now existing.

2a. Of or pertaining to the present and recent times, as distinguished from the remote past; 


   pertaining to or originating in the current age or period.

h. Of a movement in art and architecture, or the works produced by such a movement: 

characterised by a departure from or repudiation of accepted or traditional styles and values.

3a. Characteristic of the present and recent times; new-fashioned; not antiquated or obsolete. 




(Oxford English Dictionary)
Modernism: An expansive ‘umbrella term’ to designate the style, method, or informing principles of a diverse range of literary, artistic and cultural productions of the early twentieth century, especially those characterised by avant-garde aesthetics, formal experimentation, and a sense of the uneasy co-existence of ‘classical’ and ‘modern’ subject matter or ideals.

Modernity: Literally the quality or condition of being modern, ‘modernity’ is also often used more specifically to designate the historical condition of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Chiefly characterised by rapid social, economic, and technological change, this was a period of turbulence and instability in which the relationships between individuals, men and women, social classes, political states, and national empires began to shift in often alarming or dangerous ways. For some – such as T.S. Eliot, who saw only “an immense panorama of futility and anarchy” – such instability and change was overwhelmingly negative, but for many others change could also mean change for the better.

Modernisation: The complex of socio-economic and political forces and processes driving such changes and developments. Modernisation literally means ‘the process of making modern’.

Self-reflexive: Turning back upon itself; in relation to literature, a piece of writing that refers (explicitly or implicitly) to its own conditions of production or to the practice of writing/art more generally.
Montage: A term borrowed from cinema and film, meaning an assemblage/spatial arrangement of images, fragments or diverse materials. Montage works upon the principle of juxtaposition, where one thing is related to another through their proximity within the arrangement of fragments/materials.

Paradox: An apparently self-contradictory statement that, on closer inspection, yields an insight into the deeper relationship between conflicting oppositions. E.g. ‘Less is more’.
Ambiguity: Double (or multiple) meaning; a statement that is ambiguous will have more than one possible interpretation.

Irony: The use of language in particular contexts or situations in such a way as to imply that what is meant in a statement is at odds with, or directly opposite to, what is said. E.g. on a miserable, rainy day saying: ‘What fine weather we’re having’. [N.B. irony is context-specific.]
‘Dehumanisation’: A breakdown of confidence or belief in the notion of a stable, integrated and singular self. The result is a problematisation of the relationship between self and other, and an understanding of the self as socially-constructed, subject to change over time, and internally various.
Fragmentation: The disintegration of former or putative wholes; breaking into pieces, lacking coherence or focus.

Heterogeneous: Composed of various, irregular or different materials (as distinct from ‘homogeneous’ – made up of the same substance).

Avant-Garde: From the military term, ‘advance guard’; advanced, ahead-of-its-time; at the forefront of innovation, invention and experiment – pathbreaking, revolutionary (in terms of literary or artistic practice).
Classicism: Reference or orientation towards the continuing influence and example of Classical (Greek or Roman) authors in the present; and appeal to Tradition and the examples of the past as models for the present.

Realism: The portrayal of life with fidelity or verisimilitude; mimesis – the representation of things ‘as they actually are’, without idealisation. Realism also designates a dominant approach within fiction of the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in which such a drive for verisimilitude resulted in a significant emphasis being placed upon the objects and relationships of the observable, external world rather than upon subjective ‘feelings’ or individual psychology.
Symbol: An object which represents or ‘stands for’ something else; a (poetic) image that has multiple meanings or referential associations. E.g. Rose; Swan; Star; Cross, etc.

Free Verse: Poetic verse which does not follow any regular metre or line lengths but instead attempts to approximate natural speech rhythms through its counterpoint of stressed and unstressed syllables.

Assonance: The poetic effect of half-rhyme in which stressed vowel sounds build up a pattern of repeated sounds within and across lines. E.g. ‘Snow and roses against the window’.

Focalisation: The presentation of narrative from the ‘point-of-view’ or perspective – in both physical and cognitive terms – of a fictional character, so that we see things as if ‘through her eyes’.

Indirect Discourse: Reported speech in writing, without the use of explicit quotation (by contrast with Direct Discourse). E.g. “Mrs Dalloway said she would buy the flowers herself” – in Direct Discourse this line would read: “Mrs Dalloway said, ‘I will buy the flowers myself’”.

Free Indirect Style: A form of Indirect Discourse in which no reporting clauses are used, blending together the speech of character and narrator. E.g. “She would buy the flowers herself”.

Interior Monologue: A written attempt to represent the direct thought processes of fictional characters.

Stream-of-Consciousness Narration: An attempt to represent in narrative the free association or ‘flow’ of thoughts and impressions upon the mind of a character at any given moment.
