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MICHAEL LEVENSON

Introduction

Still we call it Modernism, and this despite the anomaly of holding to such
a name for an epoch fast receding into the cultural past. Not long after this
volume is published, “Modernism” will be the name of a period in the
beginning of a previous century, too distant even to serve as a figure for the
grandparent. Uneasily but inevitably, we have reached a time when many
feel the obsolescence of a movement still absurdly wearing such a brazen
title. The temptation, much indulged in recent years, has been to dance
beyond the reach of the aging, dying giant, to prove that one can live past
the epoch marked by such names as Joyce and Woolf, Pound and Eliot,
Eisenstein and Brecht, Freud and Marx. Certainly, many forces have joined
to change the vectors of late twentieth-century culture. But our contem-
porary imperative to declare a new period and to declare ourselves citizens
of a liberated postmodernism has badly distorted and sadly simplified the
moment it means to surpass.

No one should be surprised by the distortions and simplifications of
Modernism. Nor should anyone waste tears of sympathy on figures who
themselves were more than willing to cut the shape of the past to suit
present polemical purposes. And yet the task of rendering a fuller account
is justified not only by the desire to provide richer, thicker narratives but
also by a pressing need to clarify our own late-century, new-millennial
position. A coarsely understood Modernism is at once an historical scandal
and a contemporary disability.

Do we call for a return to Modernism? Certainly not, if this implies a
nostalgic attempt to undo the last decades in order to share the dream of a
movement that would never age and never end — but incontestably, if it
means availing ourselves of the great timeliness of a revaluation. The
influence of the first thirty years of the century over the next fifty was so
great that the achievement of a distance from Modernism remains an event
in contemporary culture. We are still learning how not to be Modernist,
which is reason all the more to see what such an ambition could mean.



MICHAEL LEVENSON

No clarification will be possible unless we who live at a moment of
cultural skepticism are able to acknowledge the force of cultural convic-
tion. When Gertrude Stein exploded stylistic propriety in order to release
new rhythms in language, when Picasso painted primitive masks over the
faces of his Demoiselles d’Avignon, when Antonin Artaud howled “No
more masterpieces,” when Woolf conjured a sister to Shakespeare, when
Joyce trained himself to “scorch” the culture -that nourished him, they all
knew themselves to be engaged in forms of creative violence. For these
figures the aim could never be simply to set the imagination free; it was
rather first of all to challenge an unfreedom, the oppressions of journalism,
of genteel audiences, of timid readers, of political and religious orthodoxy.
So much of the story that these figures told themselves was a tale of tyranny
and resistance. The name of the tyrant changed — the Editor, the Lady, the
Public, the Banker, the Democrat — but whatever the scenario, the narrow-
ness of the oppressor was seen amply to justify the violence of the art.

Much of this narrative was strategic, a means of rousing the will of the
artist and of stimulating the useful anger of the public. We late-century
historians can now see and show thar the agon between revolutionary artist
and benighted traditionalist was a caricature and that, as Lawrence Rainey
argues below, high Modernist purpose was closely wound in the web of the
commercial market. Rather than paint them as elite purists seeking a magic
circle for the imagination, we can better see these artists as sharply
conscious of their historical entanglements, their place within an epoch of
accelerating social modernization that was always a challenge to a cultural
Modernism.

Because its leading voices eagerly assumed not only the burden of
making new artifacts, but also the responsibility for offering new justifica-
tions, the misunderstandings of Modernism began at the start, began with
the ambition of writers and artists to set the terms by which they would be
understood, where this often meant setting the terms by which others
would not qualify for understanding. The circle of initiates was closed not
only against the unwashed public, but also against rival artists who were
excluded from the emerging narrative of Modernism triumphant. In the
last twenty years this once dominant narrative has lost its power to control
responses to the period, and we now have a dramatically enlarged percep-
tion of the range and reach of achievement. What once seemed the
exclusive affair of “modern masters,” the “men of 1914” (as Wyndham
Lewis called them), now stands revealed as a complex of inventive gestures,
daring performances, enacted also by many who were left out of account in
the early histories of the epoch, histories offered first by the actors
themselves and later produced within an academic discourse, willingly
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guided by the precedents of the eminent artists. As Marianne DeKoven
shows in her chapter, it is now deeply startling to realize how Stein’s literary
radicalism was omitted by the canonical narratives. And as Sara Blair
securely demonstrates, the challenge of the Harlem Renaissance must
belong to any account of Modernism with even modest aspirations to
historical density.

No one should expect that our recession from these early century
decades will allow the many varied performances to assume at last the crisp
shape of unity. Nor should we regret the loss. Within the emerging
historical revision there can still be found certain common devices and
general preoccupations: the recurrent act of fragmenting unities (unities of
character or plot or pictorial space or lyric form), the use of mythic
paradigms, the refusal of norms of beauty, the willingness to make radical
linguistic experiment, all often inspired by the resolve (in Eliot’s phrase) to
startle and disturb the public. Increasingly, though, attention has fallen
upon a range of irreducibly local ambitions, highly particular projects not
broadly shared but peculiar to a band of eager practitioners working in a
sharply delimited field. The course of modern drama narrated here by
Christopher Innes needs to be preserved in the specificity of its medium, as
do the provocations of painting and cinema, described by Michael Wood
and Glen MacLeod. As we acknowledge the full compass of the work, it
will prove better to be minimalist in our definitions of that conveniently
flaccid term Modernist and maximalist in our accounts of the diverse
modernizing works and movements, which are sometimes deeply congruent
with one another, and just as often opposed or even contradictory.

So much of the artistic passion of the period was stirred by questions of
technique, where “technique” should not suggest attention to “form” as
opposed to “content,” but should imply rather the recognition that every
element of the work is an instrument of its effect and therefore open to
technical revision. Nothing was beyond the reach of technical concern: not
the frame of a picture, not the shape of a stage, not the choice of a subject,
not the status of a thyme. If a new medium such as film was extravagantly
bound up with problems of technique, so too was an ancient genre such as
lyric poetry. And as David Trotter’s chapter shows in great detail, novels of
the period continually enacted strenuous negotiations between new formal
strategies and the unprecedented social matter that they sought to absorb.

One of the notable effects of the regime of technique was precisely to
bring attention to the close particularities of a specific genre. How long
should a poem be? Could a still life rise off the surface of a painting? The
general disposition — to radicalize the techniques of art — resolved into a
rich multiplicity of different strategies, strongly localized experiments.



