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MICHAEL LEVENSON

Introduction

This second edition of The Cambridge Companion to Modernism, with its
new and revised chapters, engages fully with recent changes in our under-
standing of a major cultural episode. In the first decade of this century,
Modernist studies have at once widened and deepened. An actively engaged
community of scholars has produced more ambitious acts of contextual-
ization, more inclusive histories, and more precise readings of formidable
works. We have more Modernism now, as well as more flexible and per-
spicuous ways of interpreting it.

Still we call it Modernism, and this despite the anomaly of holdmg to such
a name for an epoch fast receding into the cultural past. “Modernism” has
now become the unstable 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
shown 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 Jovce and Woolf, Stein and Eliot, Eisenstein and Brecht, Freud and Marx.
Certainly, many forces have joined to change the vectors of a new millennial
culture. But the imperative to declare a new period and to declare ourselves
citizens of a liberated postmodernism has distorted and sadly simplified the
moment it means to surpass.

No one should be surprised by distortions or simplifications. Nor should
anyone waste tears of sympathy on figures who were more than willing to
cut the shape of the past to fit 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 new-
century position. A coarsely understood Modernism is both an historical
blight 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

I



