Elements of Modernism

I.
Some dates


1901-10

Reign of Edward VII


1903

Ford Motor Company/Wright Brothers (technology)


1910-36

Reign of George V


1914-18

World War I


1921

Formation of Irish Free State


1929

Stock market crash; the Great Depression begins


1939-45

World War II


1947

India becomes independent nation

II.
In some ways, ideas rather than dates

A.
Difficult to identify the period in terms of historical dates because not as many or too many set historical markers.  

B.
Question becomes “whose history?”  Internationalization rather than just Britain.  Often American and British modernism aren’t separated:  examples Eliot, Pound, etc.

C.
Periods within modernism:

1.
High modernism (through the 1920s) – celebrating personal and textual inwardness

2.
1930s - The reaction against modernism, involving a return to social realism and assorted documentary endeavors

3.
WWII and following - the fictional claims of various realisms (urban, proletarian, provincial English, regional, immigrant, postcolonial, feminist, gay) are asserted alongside, but also through, a continuing self-consciousness about language and form and meaning which is, in effect, the enduring legacy of modernism

III.
Elements of modernism

A.
“Art for art’s sake” 

1.
content is form 

2.
the superiority of art to nature 

3.
the concept of the artist as hero

4.
the autonomy of art and its divorce from truth or morality

5.
the depersonalization and “objectivity” of art


B.
Changes in representation and form

1.
alogical structure 

2.
verbal ambiguity and complexity:  “good” writing as inherently arcane (elitist) (Critics of modernism charge it with being elitist)

3.
replacement of representation of the external world by the imaginative construction of the poet’s inner world via the mysterious symbol. (Consciousness could no longer make contact with the external world except through the mediation of symbols.)

4.
unreliability of the narrator even more conspicuous (What was knowable, and thus writable, was not out there as some given, fixed, transcribable essence.   Reality existed, rather, only as it was perceived.  Hence the introduction of the impressionistic, flawed, even utterly reliable narration, represented very commonly in some not-to-be-relied-on narrator.)


C.
Treatment of consciousness

1.
the fluidity of consciousness (The modernist novel turned resolutely inward, its large concern being now with consciousness—a flow of reflections, momentary impressions, disjunctive bits of recall and half-memory, simultaneously revealing both the past and the way the past is repressed. Discuss free indirect discourse.)

2.
the increasing importance attached to the Freudian unconscious and to the dream work
3.
the use of myth as organizing structure, the calling up of the Jungian collective unconscious and of archetypes


D.
Identity and self

1.
the emphasis on the divided self, on mask versus inner self, conduct versus consciousness

2.
the malaise of the individual in the “lonely crowd,” the alienated self in the urban world
