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Unit 1  Modernist Poetry

Introdugtio

-1 Modernism

As a term referring to the wide range of experimental and avant-
garde trends in literature and other arts in the early 20th century, mo-
dernism defies simplified definitions. It is a complex and diverse move-
ment distinguished by the emergence of new artistic and literary styles.
While rejecting many assumptions of the 19th century cultural and liter-
ary traditions, it also inherits and transforms some of the most important
legacies from that century: from Symbolism, it develops allusiveness in
style and an interest in the inner world—an individual’s mental states;
from Realism, it takes over an interest in urban settings and a willing-
ness to break taboos; from Romanticism, it inherits the central position
occupied by the individual artist and an impending sense of crisis. The
sense of crisis is intensified by the particular historical period in which
Modemism emerges.

The historical and social background of Modemnism is a scene of
change which includes, as Peter Childs mentions in his book Modern-
ism, the peak and the downturn of the British Empire, advances in sci-

ence and technology which brought about unprecedented changes to
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people’s lives, and war in Africa, Europe and elsewhere. Profound
changes also occurred in people’s way of thinking, associated with such
names as Charles Darwin, Karl Marx, Friedrich Nietzsche, and Sigmund
Freud. Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution overturned the belief in di-
vine creation and revealed that humans evolved according to laws of na-
ture like the rest of the natural world. Karl Marx’s theory that ideology
was based on material production, and western history and culture were
governed by economic forces challenged the idealist philosophy of its
time. Nietzsche’s declaration of “the death of God” signaled the collapse
of the very foundation of the Christian tradition, while Sigmund Freud’s
psychoanalytic theory illuminated the unconscious, calling into question
the notion of rational free choice. The convergence of these changes
prompted Virginia Woolf to make the memorable remark, “On or about
| December, 1910, human character changed”. She went on to say, “All
human relations have shifted—those between masters and servants, hus-

bands and wives, parents and children. And when human relations

change there is at the same time a change in religion, conduct, politics,
and literature. ” Although Woolf’s remark is related to the rise of the
modern novel, it is also relevant for our understanding of modernist liter-
ature as a whole.

Modernist writers generally positioned themselves against 19th cen-
tury traditions and bourgeois values, and their experimental writing often
created complex and difficult styles which disturbed their readers. For
instance, the conventions of realism were abandoned by modemnist novel-
ists and by expressionist drama, while the poets turned away from tradi-
tional metre and adopted free verse. As modern society is increasingly
becoming urbanized and industrialized, moderist writing is predomi-
nantly cosmopolitan, reflecting a sense of dislocation and alienation in
urban culture. In Marxism and Modernism, Eugene Lunn identifies some

of the most important features of modernist writing; aesthetic self-con-
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sciousness; simultaneity, juxtaposition, or montage; paradox, ambiguity
and uncertainty ; and dehumanization. Most important of all, in modem-
ist writing, subjectivity ceases to be unified, integrated, and self-con-

sistent.
-1 Modernist Poetry in English

The emergence of the modernist movement in English poetry is asso-
ciated with the first appearance of the Imagist poets in the early years of
the 20th century. In common with many other modernists, these poets
were writing in reaction to what they saw as the excesses of the tradition
of the 19th century Victorian poetry, with its emphasis on traditional po-
etic forms. In general, the modernists looked back to the practices of po-
ets in earlier periods and other cultures for inspiration. These included
ancient Greek literature, Chinese and Japanese poetry, French and
Italian Medieval and early Renaissance poets and the English Metaphysi-
cal poets. Risking simplification, we might summarize the key elements
of modernist poetry as’ experimentation, anti-realism, individualism and
a stress on the intellectual rather than the emotive or sentimental aspects
of human experience. ‘

Modernist poetry is distinguished by the interconnection of the ques-
tioning of the self and the exploration of technical innovations. Typical of
the modernist poetic techniques are fragmentations, juxtaposition of
images from widely scattered times and cultures, complex intertextual al-
lusions and patterning. The poet often strives for a personal style which
is sometimes purposefully difficult and obscure.

In addition, meodernist poetry abandoned the traditional aesthetics
associated with Romantic poetry in its later phase of development, and
no longer sought “beauty” as the highest achievement of verse. With the
abandonment of the sublime and the sentimental, there was a turning

away from pastoral poetry and from the natural world in the countryside.
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Instead, the poets focused their attention on urban, mechanical, and in-
dustrial settings.

During the modemist period in the early 20th century, much British
poetry remained traditional in form and subject matter. It was the three
poets from outside of England that became the most important figures in
modemnist poetry in English: the Irish W. B. Yeats, and the Americans
Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot. Moreover, the early English modernist poets
were mostly from America, such as Ezra Pound, Hilda Doolittle, Rich-
ard Aldington, Amy Lowell, Marianne Moore, William Carlos Williams,
e. e. cummings, and T. S. Eliot.. Although most of them are Americans,
their literary career brought them to London or Paris, where they formed
closely knit circles. Eventually these poets went their separate ways,
some returned to America, some stayed in Europe, and T. S. Eliot, who

! went on to become one of the most influential of the modernists, re-
mained in London and became a British citizen. Although Modernism as
a literary movement seems to belong to the past, its influence is still felt

today.

Literary, T@gms%

Allusion : an implicit reference in a literary text to another work of litera-
ture or art, or to some person, place, or event. It can be seen as the
writer’s Invitation to the reader to share some experience together. The
function of an allusion is to enrich the work by association and give depth
to the meaning. An allusion works when the reader and the writer share
an established literary tradition and a body of common knowledge. When
the reader is not aware of such a tradition or lacks the assumed
knowledge, then the allusion cannot be picked up. This could result in
obscurity of meaning. Part of the difficulty in understanding poems in

another language or from another historical period comes from the lost



