Modernism Lecture Notes

Historical Background:
A revolt against realism in response to changes in Western Society in the late 1800s and early 1900s.  New economic, social, and political organization changing due to industrialization and “traditional” art forms were becoming outdated.

Significant thinkers of the time period: Charles Darwin (challenged the uniqueness of humans among animals, and the existence of traditional God), Charles Marx (believed workers are not really free). Modernists were engaged in questioning the beliefs of prior ages.

Self-conscious and conscious of contradictions (cubism)

There is no compassionate, all-powerful Creator.

Before World War I there had been a sense of optimism, but afterward (1919), with millions dead around the world, people felt disillusionment and uncertainty.

Seeks to capture the essence of modern life: fragmentation.

Constructed works out of fragments, omitting the expositions, transitions, resolutions, and explanations used traditionally in literature.

Poetry went from traditional forms to free verse.

Themes in works of literature were usually implied, leaving the reader (perhaps with a sense of uncertainty) to figure it out.

Many modernists believed that by rejecting tradition they could discover radically new ways of making art.[citation needed] Arguably the most paradigmatic motive of modernism, is the rejection of the obsolescence of tradition and its reprise, incorporation, rewriting, recapitulation, revision and parody in new forms.[5][6]

	Characteristics of Modernism (QEFC)
	Explanation of Characteristics

	Modern Experience
	Seeks to capture the disillusionment and uncertainty people felt with all of the changes and following WWI. The theme is left for the reader to figure out.


	Questioning of Established Beliefs
	Questions whether capitalism and industrialization is necessarily good for workers (influenced by Karl Marx) and whether humans are unique in the animal kingdom (Charles Darwin). Rejects the idea of a compassionate, all-knowing God or Creator.

	Fragmented
	Constructed works out of fragments, omitting the expositions, transitions, resolutions, and explanations that traditionally are used in literature. The theme is not explicit, but is left for the reader to figure out.

	Conscious of Contradictions, Self- Conscious
	Modernists challenge “false harmony and false coherence. They are aware that there isn’t necessarily a “truth”, unlike Realists, who believe in “objective reality”. Cubism.



Some Modernist Authors: Ernest Hemingway, F. Scott Fitzgerald, John Steinbeck, William Falkner
Modern Poets: T.S. Eliot, William Carlos Williams, E.E. Cummings, Robert Frost

From Wikipedia:

Modernism, in its broadest definition, is modern thought, character, or practice. More specifically, the term describes the modernist movement, its set of cultural tendencies and array of associated cultural movements, originally arising from wide-scale and far-reaching changes to Western society in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.
Modernism was a revolt against the conservative values of realism.[2][3][4] Arguably the most paradigmatic motive of modernism is the rejection of tradition and its reprise, incorporation, rewriting, recapitulation, revision and parody in new forms.[5][6][7]Modernism rejected the lingering certainty of Enlightenment thinking and also rejected the existence of a compassionate, all-powerful Creator God.[8][9]
In general, the term modernism encompasses the activities and output of those who felt the "traditional" forms of art, architecture, literature, religious faith, social organization and daily life were becoming outdated in the new economic, social, and political conditions of an emerging fully industrialized world. The poet Ezra Pound's 1934 injunction to "Make it new!" was paradigmatic of the movement's approach towards the obsolete. Another paradigmatic exhortation was articulated by philosopher and composer Theodor Adorno, who, in the 1940s, challenged conventional surface coherence and appearance of harmony typical of the rationality of Enlightenment thinking.[10] A salient characteristic of modernism is self-consciousness. This self-consciousness often led to experiments with form and work that draws attention to the processes and materials used (and to the further tendency of abstraction).[11]
The modernist movement, at the beginning of the 20th century, marked the first time that the term "avant-garde", with which the movement was labeled until the word "modernism" prevailed, was used for the arts (rather than in its original military and political context).[12] Surrealism gained fame among the public as being the most extreme form of modernism, or "the avant-garde of modernism".[13]

Two of the most significant thinkers of the period were, in biology, Charles Darwin, and in political science, Karl Marx. Darwin's theory of evolution by natural selection undermined the religious certainty of the general public, and the sense of human uniqueness of the intelligentsia. The notion that human beings were driven by the same impulses as "lower animals" proved to be difficult to reconcile with the idea of an ennobling spirituality. Karl Marx argued there were fundamental contradictions within the capitalist system—and that the workers were anything but free. Both thinkers would spawn defenders and schools of thought that would become decisive in establishing modernism.[citation needed] This is not to say that all modernists or modernist movements rejected either religion or all aspects of Enlightenment thought, rather that modernism can be viewed as a questioning of the axioms of the previous age.



Modern Art

-1860s – 1970s
-tradition thrown aside in favor of experimentation
-questioning the nature of materials and functions of art.
-increased abstraction
-self-conscious – patterns, forms, materials varied.

We will focus on the period of this time period around WWI, because this is around the time of the literary and musical movement.

Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Modern_art 
The term is usually associated with art in which the traditions of the past have been thrown aside in a spirit of experimentation.[2] Modern artists experimented with new ways of seeing and with fresh ideas about the nature of materials and functions of art. A tendency toward abstraction is characteristic of much modern art. More recent artistic production is often called Contemporary art or Postmodern art. 



Modern Music:
· The scene: Public concerts of past masterworks
· Belief that tonal music had all been explored
· Total suspension of tonality
Perpetual experimentation, individuality, inward expression 
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