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Introduction

David E. Chinitz and Gail McDonald

Companions, introductions, anthologies, and other aids to the study of modernism
necessarily begin with definitions of the term “modernism” itself, and, in the last
fifteen years or so, these definitions have become increasingly qualified and uncertain,
even dithering, in tone. Periodization has become a particularly thorny problem, with
modernism’s start date and, especially, its end date — if any — a source of apprehension
and not infrequent debate. Some conceptions focusing on what may be summed up
quickly as “difficult style” find much in contemporary literature that continues to
qualify as modernist. A different, recently influential understanding locates modern-
ism wherever and whenever the rapid and pervasive social changes associated with
modernity are ongoing. By this definition, too, modernism cannot be assigned to a
historical period.

In contrast, we conceive of modernism in historical terms as the response in expres-
sive culture to a particular global modernity — one associated with, for example, the
final phase of Western imperialism, first-wave feminism, the political and ideological
developments surrounding the two world wars, and the advent of technologies of mass
culture. The art that succeeded it emerged in a drastically altered landscape shaped
politically by decolonization and by the Cold War — a landscape over which the pos-
sibility of nuclear annihilation loomed, and in which the Holocaust had been perpe-
trated. It is not that Auschwitz or the bomb suddenly ended modernism, but, rather,
that the social conditions that had nurtured modernism rapidly gave way to others.
While acknowledging that any periodization is bound to be approximate and to be
strained by limit cases, we see our historical circumscription of modernism as expedi-
ent for purposes of both selection and analysis.

An immediate consequence of our definition is a decentering of szy/e as a criterion
for inclusion, a move that may seem anomalous to those for whom particular forms of
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