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Chapter 1

The modernist work

It appears likely that poets in our civilisation, as it exists at

present, must be difficult. Our civilisation comprehends great

variety and complexity, and this variety and complexity, playing

upon a refined sensibility, must produce various and complex

results. The poet must becomemore andmore comprehensive,

more allusive, more indirect, in order to force, to dislocate if

necessary, language into his meaning.

T. S. Eliot, ‘The Metaphysical Poets’ (1921)

Apocalyptic chimney cowls

Squeak at the sergeant’s velvet hat

Donkeys and other paper fowls

Disgorge decretals at the cat.

Parody by J. C. Squire of a quatrain poem by T. S. Eliot

This book is about the ideas and the techniques that went into

innovative works of art in the period from 1909 to 1939. It is not,

primarily, about ‘modernity’, that is, the stresses and strains

brought about within this period by the loss of belief in religion, the

rise of our dependence on science and technology, the expansion of

markets and the commodification brought about by capitalism, the
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growth of mass culture and its influence, the invasion of

bureaucracy into private life, and changing beliefs about

relationships between the sexes. All of these developments had

significant effects on the arts, as we shall see, but my main theme

here is the challenge to our understanding of individual works

of art.

We can get a good preliminary idea of the nature of modernism in

artistic work by looking at some of the difficulties that Eliot had

in mind; so I am going to take a novel, a painting, and a musical

work, and ask what they can tell us about the nature of art in their

period. (All three centre on a great aspect of modernity: life in the

city.) Through them, I will try to show how innovatory techniques

and modernist ideas can interact. In doing this, we have to come to

terms with some difficult problems of interpretation, as they all

deviate in interesting ways from the 19th-century realist norms,

on which we still generally rely to understand the world. But

novels like Middlemarch and Anna Karenina (even though they

are focused on the tensions brought about by new claims for the

status of women) seem now to come to us from a relatively stable

intellectual framework, presented to us by a more or less

friendly, perspicuous, and morally authoritative narrator, who

creates for us a world which we are expected to recognize, and

which belongs to the past. But modernist art is far more indirect – it

can make the world seem unfamiliar to us, as rearranged by the

conventions of art.

Ulysses

The opening words of James Joyce’sUlysses seem initially to come

from the realist world, but the appearances are going to be

deceptive, and they become more so as we go through the novel,

and its stylistic deviations become more obvious, even though they

are at base founded in remarkably accurate history.
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Stately, plump Buck Mulligan came from the stairhead, bearing a

bowl of lather on which a mirror and a razor lay crossed. A yellow

dressing gown, ungirdled, was sustained behind him by the mild

morning air. He held the bowl aloft and intoned:

- Introibo ad altare Dei.

Halted, he peered down the dark winding stairs and called up

coarsely:

- Come up, Kinch. Come up, you fearful jesuit.

The primary modernist technique here lies in Joyce’s making of

allusions, which lead us to feel the presence of underlying

conceptual or formal structures. And so, as Hugh Kenner notes in

his brilliant guide, in this book, whose narrative will parallel that of

Homer’s Odyssey, the first nine words mimic the rhythms of a

Homeric hexameter, and the bowl Mulligan bears is also, in the

parallel world of allusion, a sacrificial chalice on which his shaving

gear lies ‘crossed’. His yellow dressing gown echoes a priest’s

vestments – for those days when no other colour was specified – in

gold and white. And furthermore, ‘ungirdled’ (the cincture not tied

as it would be for the priest’s ritual affirmation of chastity), it leaves

him frontally naked, his private parts on display for mild air to

caress; he is aware of that too. And ‘intoned’ is deliberate;

preparing to shave, he is also playing at the Black Mass with its

naked priest. The words he speaks, which belong to the Ordinary of

the Catholic Mass, come from St Jerome’s Latin version of Hebrew

words ascribed to a Psalmist in exile: ‘I will go up to the altar of

God.’ It is therefore a quotation of a quotation of a quotation, and

originally a Hebrew cry for help amid persecution.

Of course, the first-time reader doesn’t notice all this – or, perhaps,

need to – but the book as a whole sets up such echoes, which make

for our awareness of significant structural parallels. So Kenner also

notes that:

T
h
e
m
o
d
e
rn
ist

w
o
rk

3



On a later reading we may also remark the appropriateness, for the

book of Bloom – its Jewish hero: the modern Ulysses – of an initial

statement in disguised Hebrew, and note, too, that as the Roman

priest adopts the role of the Psalmist, so Irish political consciousness

in those years was playing the role of the captive Chosen People, with

Great Britain for its Babylon or its Egypt.

Ulysses is paradigmatically modernist, at the very least because,

like The Waste Land and the Cantos, it is a work of allusive and

encyclopaedic interconnectedness, with an immense concern for

cultural changes within the life of the city. One of the things that

Joyce gains from this, for the novel, is a mythical as well as an

historical organization of narrative, and so also a means for

comparing cultures in variously satirical ways: how are the Irish

a persecuted ‘chosen people’?

Many of these techniques are central to our understanding of a

great deal of modernist art, and I am suggesting that we can

diagnose the ‘modernist object’ (whether picture, text, or musical

work) along these two dimensions: of a provoking new idea and

of an original technique. For Joyce (and Eliot and Pound, and

indeed Milton and Pope before them), it is the ideas of cultural

comparison and simultaneity which are made possible by a

technique of allusion within the text.

La Ville

In Fernand Léger’s huge La Ville [The City] (1919) (Illustration 1),

we have to confront the influence of the cubist painting of Pablo

Picasso, and of Georges Braque (the latter exemplified in Illustration

2), who had been described in November 1908 by the art critic

Louis Vauxcelles as ‘an exceedingly audacious young

man . . . [who] . . . despises form, reduces everything, places and

figures and houses, to geometrical complexes (des schémas

géometriques) to cubes’. This ‘reduction’ is part of a general tendency

towards abstraction in modernist painting, to be found in varying
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ways in Henri Matisse, Juan Gris, Wassily Kandinsky, Piet

Mondrian, JoanMirò, andmany others. The effect of this on painters

like Léger was partly to make geometric pattern or design a main

feature of their work, because the cubists had destroyed, from 1906 to

1912, the realist conventions for three-dimensional perspective which

had been dominant in art since the Renaissance. Objects in cubist

pictures were contradictorily represented, frommore than one angle

of view within the same picture plane, and this brought about:

the construction of a painting in terms of a linear grid or framework,

the fusion of objects with their surroundings, the combination of

several views of an object within a single image, and of abstract and

representational elements in the same picture.

This seemed to many to be the master artistic innovation of the

modernist age, and most painting since then has been affected by or

defined itself in relation to it. It involved a radical deviation from

1. Fernand Léger, La Ville (1919). Cubism as a collage of our

perceptions of the city
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2. Georges Braque, Le Sacre Coeur (1910). The picture and the

building have competing kinds of geometrical architecture
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realistic illusion, and in Léger’s painting we can see this influence. It

was described by Kirk Varnedoe as a ‘utopian billboard for machine

age urban life’.We can see how it has elements of recedingperspective,

such as the stairs in the middle, which are yet contradicted by or

inconsistent with the overlapping planes to left and right. There are

girders, a pole, what may be a wall poster, possibly a funnel on a

ship, but they do notmake a single coherent scene. They are patterned

into an overlapping collage of quasi-representative shapes. Things

which ‘ought’ to be seen as near or far, and so on different scales

relative to one another, are not inperspective (for example, the tubular

human figures). Objects here are not ordered according to

conventional representational means, but are juxtaposed by the

artist into simultaneity within the plane of the picture. Léger has

arranged a number of city-like, geometrically distinctive elements, to

make an abstract design. (A very similar art, of contrastive

juxtaposition rather than logical linkage, is to be found in the poetry of

Guillaume Apollinaire and T. S. Eliot by this time.) Many cubists

used popular materials (wine glasses, sheet music, newspapers, and

so on) as the basis for their painting, and so it is tempting to see

La Ville as also mimicking the effects of big publicity posters in the

city (so that James Rosenquist’s pop-art representations succeed

Léger in this respect).

Once again, two aspects of the culture, a ‘high’ formalism and a

‘low’ popular content, confront one another, and this kind of

interaction is tremendously important formodernism. Léger’s work is

modernist because it exploits a new language or syntax for the

painting, in new principles of organization. Its elements do not fit

together in anything like the way that they do within realist

conventions. The resemblance of parts of the painting to the world

remains for us to discover, but it also depends on our learning to

appreciate modernist modes of abstraction, and the ways in

which they may satisfyingly fit into a design.
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The Threepenny Opera

Not all modernist works are as obviously experimental. Mymusical

example is superficially much easier to understand – indeed, it is

essentially popular in form, full of contemporary dance rhythms

spiced up by modernist ‘wrong notes’. The Threepenny Opera,

written by Kurt Weill to a text by Berthold Brecht, follows John

Gay by using popular (but in this case original) tunes, which make

the work far closer to cabaret than to Verdi or Wagner. Brecht’s

late Victorian, Soho-based crooks, beggars, and bankers run in a

sustained contrastive parallel to the rogues of Gay’s original

Beggar’s Opera. In Gay, Peachum is a receiver of stolen goods; in

Brecht, he organizes a mafia of professional beggars. The musical

procedures are often a parody of earlier styles, so that allusion

features yet again, for example, in the overture, which has

Handelian moments and an attempt at a fugue. This stylistic

instability has an important function: it is supposed to make

it more difficult for us to become as continuously and

sympathetically involved with the characters as we would in

earlier opera, so that:

When singing, the protagonists ‘adopt attitudes’ rather than tell us

anything about their true character or emotions, which strictly

speaking they do not possess, at least in any conventional sense. The

relationship between words and music is deliberately untautological

and ambiguous; the words can say one thing, the music something

else.

And there is a stage narrator, who produces a detached ‘epic’

narration of events. (In the 1928 libretto, which Brecht thought to

be a successful experiment in a new kind of ‘epic theatre’,

producers were encouraged to project the interconnecting

narrative texts on screens.) It is an early use of those distancing or

‘estranging’ techniques which are important for the later

development of Brechtian political drama, as we shall see. What is
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distinctively modernist here is a hostility to ‘bourgeois’ notions of

sympathy and involvement, as associated with traditional realism

(as in the ‘verismo’ of Puccini, or in the action of Der Rosenkavlier,

despite its quasi-parodic relationship to the Viennese waltz).

Hence Brecht’s invention of various liberating, critical, alienation

effects, designed to help audiences, not to ‘consume’ the work, but

to step back to reflect upon the political significance of the

characters in the story, rather than to identify with and feed on

their feelings as individuals. In the original version of the final

execution scene, Mack the Knife (i.e. Macheath) steps out of his

role to argue, against the voice of an off-stage ‘author’, that the play

doesn’t need to end with his being hanged.

In common with much modernist art, it distances itself from the

past by parodying it. The ‘moritat’ motif associated with Mack the

Knife is a crude parody of the Wagnerian assignation of musical

leitmotif to character. The sentimental ballad of a pimp, and the

caricatured love duets of Mackie and Polly, are grotesque. The

Threepenny Opera is against expressionist individualism, and

anti-romantic. As Weill put it in an interview of 1929, with a

typically leftist ‘after this, no longer that’ rhetoric: ‘This type of

music is the most consistent reaction to Wagner. It signifies the

complete destruction of the concept of music drama.’ And Felix

Salten (in reviewing the 1929 performance in Vienna) said that the

music is ‘as electrifying in its rhythm as the lines of the poems, as

deliberately and triumphantly trivial and full of allusions as the

popularizing rhymes, as witty in the jazz treatment of the

instruments, as contemporary, high spirited and full of mood and

aggression, as the text.’

Stylistic variation

These are works which point in all sorts of different directions, and

it would be misleading to use them to make any strict boundaries

for ‘modernism’ or to offer a ‘definition’ of it. It was all sorts of

things, and this plurality and confusion was obvious at the time, as
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we can see from the contradictory definitions and interpretative

strategies which were then applied to new works of art. For

example, when F. S. Flint, a collaborator with Ezra Pound in

promoting the so-called ‘Imagist School’ of poetry, saw Parade

(1917), which combined Erik Satie’s popular music-derived score

with cubist costumes by Picasso and an entirely absurd libretto by

Jean Cocteau, at the Empire Leicester Square in London, he asks:

What phrase can describe it? Cubo-futurist? Physical vers-libre?

Plastic jazz? The decorative grotesque? There is no hitting it off. The

programme is of very little service. It tells you that the period is

eighteenth century and the subject the vain efforts of showmen to

lure the public inside their booths. But you begin to wonder whether

the programme’s analysis of the newly presented ballet is not just

another bit of M. Massine’s fun, when you discover the ‘American

Manager’ disguised as a skyscraper, and ‘The Manager’ as another

architectural joke, and ‘The Circus Managers’ bumped together into

the most comical pantomime horse that ever was seen. M. Massine

as the Chinese Conjurer is recognisable, so is Mme Karsavina as the

ridiculous American child, not of the eighteenth but of the twentieth

century, wearing a sailor coat and a huge white bow in her hair: and

there is no mistaking Mlle Nemtchinova and M. Zverev as the

acrobats in their skin-tight blue.

By this time (November 1919), there were, for Flint as for everyone

else, many new styles and techniques to be found in contemporary

art, because of the great efflorescence of technical change from

1900 to 1916. In painting, the fauvists, following Gaugin and

Vincent Van Gogh, had abandoned local colour, so that a tree could

be blue; the cubists had abandoned single-point perspective; and

Kandinsky had moved towards an abstract painting which did

not seem to present real-world objects at all. Joyce was already well

into the most experimental episodes of Ulysses, which were all

written in widely divergent styles, using all the figures of the

rhetoric books in ‘Aeolus’, a musical deformation of morpheme

and syntax in ‘Sirens’, parodies of the prose styles from
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Anglo-Saxon to modern American in ‘Oxen’, of popular fiction in

‘Nausicaa’, and pretty well every form of Dadaist, expressionist, and

surreal fantasy in ‘Circe’, and much more. Arnold Schoenberg

and his followers had invented an atonal music which, rather like

cubist painting, refused to coordinate the work by reference to

central tonal organizing points, so that the hierarchy of chordal

relationships that had ruled for centuries had been abandoned, and

a new freedom of association between sounds had been invented.

Igor Stravinsky had made never-before-heard and wildly irregular

rhythmic constructions in the Sacre du printemps (1913) and the

poetic experiments of Guillaume Apollinaire and Blaise Cendrars,

Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot, August Stramm and Filippo Tommaso

Marinetti, had collaged and juxtaposed fragments of narrative

and imagery, leaving out many of those syntactic and logical

connectives which had previously articulated a story for the reader.

All this led to a stylistic variation in each of the arts that was

central to the modernist period. Picasso is the classic exponent of

this, and was a great stealer from others. Through his early

career he develops from early Impressionist imitations, through to

a ‘Blue Period’, and then a cubist, and then a neoclassical one.

His development is not linear, but cumulative and overlapping:

like Joyce and Stravinsky and Eliot, he has many styles of

expression available. For these modernists, the canon of past art is

always available for reinterpretation, imitation, and even parody

or pastiche. ‘To me there is no past and future in art’, said

Picasso, and in the end, it’s the personality of these artists that

holds things together (and that is why, despite his advocacy of

‘impersonality’, the collage of quotations in Eliot’s The Waste Land

can be seen as sexual confession, rather like the extraordinary

range of deformations that Picasso inflicts on the bodies of

women).

‘If the subjects I have wanted to express have suggested different

ways of expression I have never hesitated to adopt them’, said

Picasso. This modernist choice of styles is not a sign of instability,
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but an aspect of freedom. Diversity of style is liberal democracy

in art – and, as we shall see, it was the Soviet and Nazi dictatorships

that demanded an explicitly anti-modernist reversion to an

official unity of realist style in the arts.

Technique and idea

But the question then inevitably arises, what was all this technical

experiment for? What points was it trying to make? For the three

works looked at above, part of the answer would involve cultural

comparison, the clashing simultaneity of modern urban experience,

and the critical distance enabled by parody. If we can answer such

questions, we are well on the way to understandingmodernist art. In

particular, we need to knowhow these technical changeswere driven

by new ideas, or changes in an artist’s conceptual scheme, of a

revolutionary kind. The artist is sustained in the making of formal

discoveries by the expectation that they will be significant in relation

to a particular content. That is, they will lead to a cognitive gain,

because the technical and experimental development we see in

modernist work nearly always arises out of profound shifts in the

intellectual assumptions of artists. It is the ideas in the heads of men

and women, such as those concerning the self, myth, the

unconscious, and sexual identity, which the modernists took from

authorities like Friedrich Nietzsche, Henri Bergson, Filippo

Tommaso Marinetti, James Frazer, Sigmund Freud, Carl Jung,

Albert Einstein, and others, that make cultural revolutions. The

idea – of making cross-cultural allusions, or of looking for a

quasi-scientific analytical pattern – prompts a change in artistic

technique. These breakthroughs are by definition ‘progressive’,

because once you can master the technique (or, more feebly,

imitate it, as minor cubists like Albert Gleizes and Jean Metzinger

did), you can do something that you couldn’t do before.

The most influential modernist works thus provided paradigm

procedures which could then be used for often quite divergent

purposes, as part of a generally progressive modernist movement,
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oriented towards the ‘new’. So La Ville develops the paradigm of

cubism, and the idea that the city, like a daily newspaper (as the

futurist Marinetti pointed out), is the site of simultaneous

happenings which we can only juxtapose with one another. And

Virginia Woolf, who did not much approve of the moral tone of

Ulysses, nevertheless prolongs its paradigm in her Mrs Dalloway

(1927), which also follows the stream of consciousness of her

central characters through twenty-four hours of life in a major city,

uses central topological and temporal points to orient the

characters and the reader (Joyce’s Nelson Column becomes Big

Ben in Woolf), and bases her plot on the long-deferred mental

encounter of two antithetical, older and younger persons.

To understand an innovation, then, we need to understand the

intellectual model that the artist or scientist is using. We can ask

whether Marcel Proust or T. S. Eliot, or James Joyce or Virginia

Woolf, made Bergsonian assumptions about memory and the

nature of the mind or the self, or ask how ‘Freudian’ Richard

Strauss was in Elektra or Arnold Schoenberg in Erwartung.

However, to convey historical conviction, that is, any sense of his or

her own critical contemporaneity as making a difference, the

innovative artist also needs to be supported by evidence for the

diffusion of the idea, as inspiring an unsettling analysis of

conventional methods and beliefs. And so The Threepenny

Opera, and the later works of Brecht, offer a new ‘estranging’

perspective on individual character, and with that, attempt to

encourage an anti-capitalist, Marxist perspective on class relations.

This sense of an innovatory opposition to what has gone before

is essential to the characterization of artistic periods, because it

helps us to highlight the changes in dominant states of mind

and feeling which were involved, and so in the following chapter

I turn to modernist movements, and their relationship to the

cultural tradition.
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Chapter 2

Modernist movements

and cultural tradition

Eliot’s Waste Land is I think the justification of the

‘movement’, of our modern experience, since 1900.

Ezra Pound, letter to Felix Schelling, July 1922

The artistic climate here cannot support anything that is not

the latest, the most modern, up-to-the-minute, Dadaism,

circus, variété, jazz, hectic pace, movies, America, airplanes,

the automobile. These are the terms in which people here

think.

Oskar Schlemmer in 1925 on the Bauhaus move from

Weimar to Dessau

Modernist cooperation

In all periods, great artists tend to know one another: and their

cooperation (or rivalry, as in the case of Pablo Picasso and Henri

Matisse) comes from a sense of ‘what is going on’. This sense can

far exceed that of any manifesto-bound artistic movement. Claude

Debussy was perhaps the first person to hear the Rite of Spring, by

sitting down at the piano to play it through with its composer, who

was also the friend of Maurice Ravel, Erik Satie, Jean Cocteau,

André Gide, Paul Claudel and Paul Valéry, Pablo Picasso, Fernand

Léger, and André Derain. Picasso, like Stravinsky, was well
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acquainted with the Parisian avant-garde in all the arts, hence his

witty design for the cover of Stravinsky’s Ragtime, which came

about through Blaise Cendrars’ recommendation to the Editions de

la Sirène, and his designs for Sergei Diaghilev’s production of

Satie’s Parade. There is often a good deal more to be learned about

the progress of art from biography than there is frommanifestos or

the propaganda of critics. It is the practical, spectacle-producing

interactions between Stravinsky, Ravel, Satie, Léon Bakst,

Alexandre Benois, Matisse, Picasso, Cocteau, and Gide, and many

others within Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes, which led to such

obviously avant-gardist works as the Rite and Parade, as well as to

work more traditional in conception but still stylishly modernist,

like Carnival, based on Schumann, or Francis Poulenc’s Les

Biches. The Ballets Russes was a leading modernist grouping,

not least because Diaghilev was uniquely able to get avant-garde

artists to work together.

It is this kind of cooperation between artists, like that of the Brücke

group of expressionist painters (Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Erich

Heckel, Max Pechstein, and others), or of Schoenberg and Alban

Berg and Anton Webern, all working intimately together, which

gave to them, and to us, the sense of a ‘modernist movement’ as a

general tendency of the time, as when Pound and Eliot read the

early episodes of Joyce’s Ulysses in typescript, realized that

parallels between past and present could be made possible by

allusion – and then wrote the early Cantos and ‘Gerontion’ and The

Waste Land. Eliot’s ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ (1919),

with its advocacy of an awareness in the author that ‘the whole of

the literature of Europe from Homer and within it the whole of the

literature of his own country has a simultaneous existence and

composes a simultaneous order’, can be read as a rationalization of

the work of all three writers at this time. Nevertheless, it is often up

to us to infer artistic intentions, because the great modernists

didn’t always explain themselves or write manifestos. Picasso and

Braque invented cubism without saying a single explanatory word

about it. They just watched and discussed each others’ studio
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practice, and we can only infer their ‘progress’ in 1907–15 from

‘analytic’ cubism, which is primarily concerned with a rather

craggy geometrical deformation of the object from many points of

view, in a kind of monochrome with very few clues to local colour

(so that a portrait head can look rather like a rocky landscape),

towards a more accommodating ‘synthetic’ cubism, which uses

much more colour and flatter geometrical shapes, and can look

like collaged elements on the surface of the canvas.

Even the more self-consciously and politically-arousing forms of

artistic provocation, such as the many ‘Futurist Manifestos’ (on

painting, music, lust, and so on) are often no more than ad hoc

alliances of art and idea. The futurists and Dadaists were typical,

on the other hand, of those who preferred to work within a

declamatory theoretical orientation, which claimed to be ‘avant-

garde’ through the diffusion of revolutionary ideas. Othermanifesto

developments were more technically oriented, and so Pound gets

F. S. Flint to write a manifesto for Imagist poetry which advocates

‘direct treatment of the “thing”, whether subjective or objective’,

composition ‘in the sequence of the musical phrase’, and so on.

Notions of progress – art and abstraction

Ideas like these were immensely important for modernism as an

art movement engaged in a period of great intellectual change.

And so it is hardly surprising that ideas about the ‘necessary’

evolution of art became an important part of the movement in

general. This meant that critical explanation was as much needed

as manifesto. A good example of the kind of modernist change

that needed explanation is the growth of abstraction in painting,

which involved the destruction of the conventions of 19th-century

realism, to make a modernist art which denied any such aims at

a subservient, even if virtuosic, transparency to the world. It

therefore insisted on the spectator’s awareness of the artwork’s

own conventions, and so brought about a much more obliquely

suggestive relation of work to world.
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There were two essential developments. The first, as we have

already noted, was the emancipation of painting from the

representation of ‘true’ local colour, which allowed pure colour to

create its own emotional effects, as in later Van Gogh, and the work

of Matisse. This was particularly crucial for Kandinsky, for whom:

Vermilion attracts and irritates like a flame upon which a man

fastens his hungry gaze. A bright lemon-yellow produces pain after a

while, just as the high notes of a trumpet pain the ear. The eye grows

excited, it cannot withstand the effect for very long and seeks a deep

peace in blue or green.

Along with this went an even more influential development: a

growing sense of the value of the simplification of the object in

drawing. Desmond McCarthy explains this in his preface to the

1910 catalogue of the London Post-Impressionist exhibition, by

using a musical metaphor (which nearly always also suggests that

painting, like music, has its ‘own’ language). He says that:

this search for an abstract harmony of line, for rhythm, has been

carried to lengths which often deprive the figure of all appearance of

nature. The general effect of his [Matisse’s] pictures is that of a

return to primitive, even perhaps of a return of barbaric, art . . .

Primitive art, like the art of children, consists not so much in an

attempt to represent what the eye perceives, as to put a line round a

mental conception of the object.

Both of these methods strike a blow for the autonomy of the work

of art, because of the way in which we are forced to consider the

work on its own terms, and not just as a mirror onto reality.

Colour, once emancipated from local representation, can be

‘harmonized’, as Matisse argues, to make a musical effect:

From the relationship I have found in all the tones there must result

a living harmony of colours, a harmony analogous to that of a

musical composition.
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Roger Fry confronted the conservative public on these issues, and

attempted to explain the merits of the new art in the second Post-

Impressionist exhibition of 1912, by introducing a new critical

vocabulary:

Now, these artists do not seek to give what can, after all, be but a pale

reflex of actual appearance, but to arouse the conviction of a new

and definite reality. They do not seek to imitate form, but to create

form; not to imitate life, but to find an equivalent for life. By that I

mean that they wish to make images which by the clearness of their

logical structure, and by their closely-knit unity of texture, shall

appeal to our disinterested and contemplative imagination with

something of the same vividness as the things of actual life appeal to

our practical activities. In fact, they aim not at illusion but at reality.

This emphasizes our contemplation of the work of art as such, and

is crucial: we experience ‘that decorative unity of design which

distinguishes all the artists of this school’. Matisse, in particular,

‘aims at convincing us of his forms by the continuity and flow of his

rhythmic line, by the logic of his space relations, and above all, by

an entirely new use of colour’.

We can see some of this in a wonderful image, La Conversation

[The Conversation] of 1909–12 which was shown at the second

Post-Impressionist exhibition in London in 1912 (reproduced in

Illustration 3). The colour harmonies of this painting, in blue and

in red and green, are very striking. There is a strong emotional

contrast between the colours used for the room and the garden: a

cold blue and black within, and a warm green and red outside. And

the shapes for the tree and flowerbed echo those of the couple

in conversation. But it is hardly communicative – the figures of

Matisse and his wife Amélie are hieratic and stiff; they are based on

a stele of Hammurabi before the seated goddess Shamash, which

Matisse had seen in the Louvre. Amélie seems to be laying down

the law, and her answer may well be the ‘NON’ we can see in the

ironwork of the balcony. But it is the simplification of the figures,
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the sense of a designed balance, and the lack of interest in local

detail, which counts for this painting’s claim to the abstraction

described by Fry and his colleagues. And as he points out:

The logical extreme of such a method would undoubtedly be the

attempt to give up all resemblance to natural form, and to create a

purely abstract language of form – a visual music; and the later

works of Picasso show this clearly enough.

Fry had seen only some early Kandinsky in London in this period,

but his prediction concerning a progressive abstraction, made on

the assumption that the effects of abstract painting can be more

and more like those of music, is confirmed by the way in which the

apocalyptic symbolism of the castles and towers and spears and

boats in early Kandinsky become more and more difficult to

3. Henri Matisse, La Conversation (1909–12). An immensely

sophisticated abstraction in drawing, which originally seemed merely

childish

M
o
d
e
rn
ist

m
o
v
e
m
e
n
ts

a
n
d
cu

ltu
ra
l
tra

d
itio

n

19



discern. The picture reproduced here (Illustration 4) is from the

period 1915–21, when he moved towards forms of pure biomorphic

and then (at the Bauhaus) geometric abstraction. In Schwarzer

Fleck [Black Spot], I can see a possible serpent, maybe a boat and

oars, in its frequent position for Kandinsky, at the lower left, and

maybe bits of the outline of his frequent motif of a reclining couple,

just above the ‘boat’. But this may be fanciful: it is the colours and

4. Wassily Kandinsky, Der Schwarze Fleck (1921). A biomorphic

abstraction here moves away from naturalistic depiction

towards imaginary objects
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the dynamism of the relationships between shapes which are

important here. Looking at the pictures of this period,

Jelena Hall-Koch finds it as difficult as I do to answer the question,

‘When in fact did Kandinsky begin to introduce new, completely

free visual elements bearing no resemblance to natural or any other

type of familiar objects into his pictures?’ But there is no doubt

that the ultimate aim is a greater abstraction. We can see this at its

most impressive in the amazing sequence of ten ‘Compositions’

made by Kandinsky from 1910 to 1939.

Ideas about abstraction recur in all the languages of Europe, in

attempting to show that modernist artists worked ‘progressively’

on the renunciation of photographic resemblance, as if the aim

was, by a steady subtraction, to become more and more ‘abstract’,

but, as we have seen, in very divergent ways (Piet Mondrian

regretted that Picasso never quite got there).

New languages for the arts

This kind of modernist advance is explained as a development

and modification of what went before – so that links to an earlier

and more intelligible art can be made obvious. But those artists

who changed the very language of art were the more obviously

radical. The heroic figures of the early modernist period – Picasso,

Joyce, Kandinsky, Schoenberg, Stravinsky, Pound, Eliot,

Apollinaire, Marinetti – all did this for their respective arts.

Picasso, with theDemoiselles d’Avignon (1907), with its anguished,

edgy, ugly nudes, some of their faces like Iberian masks, others

deformed like those of syphilitics. Joyce, with the opening pages

of A Portrait of the Artist (1914), which are an extraordinary

rendition of the visual experience and stream of consciousness of

a young child. Schoenberg, with the last movement of his Second

String Quartet (1908), in which the voice he has added steadily

floats upward into the ‘new air’ of a music without tonal points

of reference. Stravinsky, with the Rite of Spring (1913), with its

primitive savagery, then apparent cacophony, unprecedented
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shifts in rhythm, and final climactic stampede in the ‘Dance of

the Earth’, in which a sacrificial virgin dances herself to death.

The alogical free associations of poets like Apollinaire, Cendrars,

Pound, Eliot, Gottfried Benn, Jakob van Hoddis, August Stramm,

and others also challenged the very language of rational order,

and its implications for social conformity. ‘Let us go’, says Eliot’s

Prufrock, and we set off through the sordid streets of Boston,

which, like the poem itself, perhaps lead towards an ‘overwhelming

question’. But in a poem that contains at least fifteen questions, it is

difficult to decide which is the overwhelming one, since they all

seem to cause Prufrock embarrassment. The innovatory point of

this poem doesn’t just depend on its astonishing range of allusion,

to Dante, Laforgue, Hesiod, Ecclesiastes, Marvell, John the

Baptist, and others, and its stylistic parodies of Shakespeare and

Swinburne, amongst many others, but on the unprecedented work

that it still makes us do, across its many white spaces, which are

also conceptual gaps, between paragraphs which follow an

associative rather than a narrative logic and don’t even have a

psychologically coherent order. Is Prufrock really confronting the

mysteries of the universe, or is he just a deeply literary, fantasizing

man who funks going to a tea party to proposition an attractive

woman? As with so muchmodernist art, it is the reader or spectator

or listener who has to work out the relevance of one fragment to the

next and then to its successors, in the process tracing and learning a

logic which is very different indeed from that of the art which came

before, and which remains challenging after a hundred years.

For some artists, this pursuit of a radically new and wholly

uncompromising way of ordering a work of art was basic to their

conception of their task: for example, those who followed Schoenberg

beyond the progressive atonality of his Second Quartet and Pierrot

Lunaire into developing new conventions for twelve-tone music.

Schoenberg indeed shows particularly well the way in which those

avant-gardists who aimed at a radical change of paradigm also

wanted to be written into a progressive history of art. He therefore
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attacks those past ‘laws’ or ‘codes’ which he saw (with some

exaggeration) as having ‘legislated’ for German music, but then

came up with some of his own, telling his pupil Josef Rufer in the

summer of 1921 that he had ‘made a discovery thanks to which the

supremacy of German music is assured for the next 100 years’.

The characteristics of his new ‘twelve-tone’ system were first

explained to the world in his disciple Erwin Stein’s essay ‘Neue

Formprinzipien’ in 1924. Put very crudely, themusicalmovement of

a work has to be built from a single ‘row’ of notes, the ‘basic set’,

which uses all twelve tones of the chromatic scale, in a fixed order

that remains unaltered throughout the piece. The series can be

put into inversion, retrograde, or retrograde inversion, and start at

any one of the twelve notes. (This means that the composer has

forty-eight tone-rows available for any piece, but the scheme

nevertheless involves an amazing number of restrictions.)

Schoenberg’sWind Quintet, Op. 26 of 1924, was the first long piece

to be composed entirely according to thismethod. (And it is thiswork

that Stravinsky studies so closely in 1952, years later, in his own

‘conversion’ to a quasi-serial method of composition.) Twelve-tone

music can look very like amodularmode of geometrical construction

– with a set of rules to follow, whichmight well eliminate any kind of

personal expressiveness – and the justification for the procedurewas,

for Schoenberg, impersonally scientific: he claimed that his

experiments had revealed the true nature of sound-relationships, by

the discovery of ‘non-Pythagorean’ combinations of tones.

Amazingly enough, by 23 July 1925, Alban Berg had written his

Chamber Concerto, which is a highly systematic, discipular work and

carried atonal and twelve-tone writing to intricate and indeed

number-symbolic lengths. It is not, however, the detail of the twelve-

tonemethod which matters so much, as the peculiar mixture of

avant-gardist ideas about its philosophic and quasi-scientific

necessity that Schoenberg and his interpreters, notably Theodor W.

Adorno, came to attribute to the method.
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There is therefore often a kind of ‘false scientism’ in much

modernist activity – an attitude to the modern world which

demands that the arts use rational compositional methods, so that

we get down to a more fundamental level of reality, which is often

fantasized to be common to art and science (and indeed to the

cosmos as a whole). Piet Mondrian and his followers in the

movement of De Stijl made these sorts of claims, and complicated

matters by adding to them a metaphysical layer of mystical

theology. When we look at Mondrian’s paintings of the period

1917–21, we see work which seems to have no mimetic subject

matter, except itself, because it belongs to a modernist tradition

which had strongly theoretical views about the use of a restricted,

rule-governed language of straight lines and rectangular colour

planes. It produced an abstract art which was ‘purified’ compared

to that of others, but also (in a way that is prophetic for later

geometric abstraction) results in an immediately recognizable

style. For example, the Composition with Red, Yellow, Blue and

Black of 1921 (Illustration 5) has a ‘dynamic balance of opposing

forces’ in which there are ‘narrow marginal planes’ along with a

great red square, which ‘dominates’ the rest of the area, allowing

for a ‘variety of spatial and proportional readings’, as ‘the large red’

is ‘answered by a multitude of small planes with a cumulative

supporting role’.

There is an extraordinary pseudo-philosophical vagueness in

Mondrian’s writings about art like this, because his formulae for

composition, and for the expected effect of his paintings, both fall

under the same very general concepts, such as ‘universality’ or

‘equilibrated colour relationship’. His paintings seem to deny

individual expression, for ‘only when the individual no longer

stands in the way can universality be purely manifested’. The aim is

at harmony within the work, so that: ‘The rhythm of relationship

of colour and dimension (in determinate proportion and

equilibrium) permits the absolute to appear within the relativity

of time and space.’ Our enjoyment of Mondrian (if not our

philosophic admiration of him) depends on our feel for harmony
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and balance, and an intuitive feeling that the proportions of the

picture are irregularly interesting. (This balance ought to be

boring, but as Waddington has shown, the proportions of

Mondrian’s paintings do not fall into any very obvious

mathematical ratios.)

Mondrian is a good neo-Platonist as well as a ‘Neoplasticist’ in

painting, and with him we see a significant beginning to the

demand for the understanding of art as the exemplar of the

5. Piet Mondrian, Composition with Red, Yellow, Blue and Black

(1921). Balance and harmony in a mathematical organization
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hypostastized concepts of a theory (which has had a long run,

through to the conceptual art of the postmodernist period). For he

was driven to find a language within painting which would follow

his religious and philosophical convictions about simplicity

(beyond any symbolic significance or reminiscence of real-life

objects, such as are to be found in his earlier work).

The philosophy drives the painting. This is a motivation common

to the artists of De Stijl and to others in this period, who were

following the dream of a simple, unambiguous, uncompromised,

adequate language, beyond the pragmatic ambiguities of everyday

life. As Schoenberg and others rewrote the previously accepted

tonal grammar of music, so Mondrian and his colleagues sought a

syntax for painting that would be independent of local mimesis,

and yet, like Schoenberg’s music, close to a ‘more fundamental

reality’. It is very difficult to see in this kind of work anything to

cause the effects that are claimed for it. It may function as an ikon,

by reminding its followers of a theosophical religious belief, but its

effects are largely contemplative, and so transformative of the

individual. As harmonious designs, rather than as religious

symbols, works like this can give great pleasure.

Modernism and art movements

Were the artists discussed above part of ‘themodernist movement’?

Not if that implies a single centrally agreed set of ideas, like those of

a political party, even though some of them, as I have suggested,

achieved a very wide diffusion. Given the pluralism and dissent that

characterizes this period, we can see that modernist avant-garde

groups – Vorticist, Imagist, the Second Viennese School, De Stijl,

Dada, surrealist, and so on – brought about a serious generational

change. And when groups of the more or less like-minded got

together, as in the Vorticist movement, we can see that Pound and

Eliot and Joyce and Lewis, and others, like Hulme and Flint, who

were in intimate contact with them, made a temporary common

cause, in a ‘movement’, through which a collective self-
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consciousness is most obviously, yet often mendaciously, made

apparent by a manifesto by one of them, as in Wyndham Lewis’s

two issues of Blast in London, thus, he thought, bringing about a

‘great modern revolution’, in all the arts, against the ‘weeping

whiskers’ and ‘fraternizing with monkeys’ of the Victorians. For

him, and for Pound, it was the end of the Christian era.

The same self-consciousness affects Kandinsky and Schoenberg

from 1909 to 1914, and also the other members of the Blaue Reiter

group (including August Macke, Franz Marc, and Gabrielle

Münter). Their Almanack of 1912 is evidence for a similar change of

ideas in Munich. This means that long before the rise of ‘theory’,

much modernist art is to be understood through the quasi-

philosophical, theological, and psychological speculation which

helped to inspire it, for example in work like Kandinsky’s On the

Spiritual in Art (1912), W. B. Yeats’s A Vision (1925), and the

writings of the De Stijl group.

As we shall see, some avant-garde groups adopted methodologies

which pursued more obviously immediate political ends, notably in

the early German expressionist and futurist movements, Dada in

Germany after 1918, and in the programmes of the Bauhaus, which

were deeply concerned with modernity and particularly with the

place of technology in society. For it is the architecture of the period

which stays with us, and defines a past period; the then newly

invented Bauhaus architecture, furniture design, and printing

conventions are still with us today. In particular, they were

concerned with the changing relationships between man and

machine. AsMoholy-Nagy puts it, in an essay called ‘Constructivism

and the Proletariat’ (May 1922):

The reality of our century is technology: the invention, construction

and maintenance of machines. To be a user of machines is to be of

the spirit of this century. It has replaced the transcendental

spiritualism of past eras.
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And he continues:

Everyone is equal before the machine, I can use it, so can you. It can

crush me; the same can happen to you. There is no tradition in

technology, no class-consciousness. Everyone can be the machine’s

master or its slave.

Such utopian programmes were often intended to be democratic

and egalitarian, though were rarely so in effect, as Charlie

Chaplin’s Modern Times (1936) demonstrated to huge audiences

throughout Europe and America.

A similarly comic and yet threatening approach to the machine

was also taken by Francis Picabia and Marcel Duchamp, in

particular in the periods when they were together in New York,

between 1915 and 1917, spreading Dada-like ideas and becoming

immensely influential on the development of modernism in

America. Picabia’s Prostitution Universelle of 1916 (Illustration 6),

one of a number of similarly themed works, takes the bodily,

sensual response away from a depiction of woman as a machine,

and with a good deal of misogyny implied. At this time, Picabia

proclaimed that ‘the genius of the modern world is

machinery. . . . really a part of human life – perhaps the very soul’.

One can appreciate the metaphors of energy and technology

involved in this and in Picabia’s depiction of a Young American

Girl as a sparking plug – she is primarily a modern object,

controlled by men (as in the e. e. cummings poem ‘she being brand

new’, where male control in intercourse is compared to the driving

of a car). A very complex development of this early, playfully

anarchist and Dada-inspired allegory for sex and the modernity

of the machine is to be found in Duchamp’s famous Large Glass

(1915–23) and the works leading up to it.

It is the general diffusion of ideas through the critical

interpretation of the time (as in the work of Fry and Bell cited

above), rather than the rhetoric of manifestos, which brings us
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most closely to the changes in thought and sensibility that the

experience of new works of art can bring about. It was the

responses of many writers, like those of Vauxcelles and Apollinaire

to early cubism, which extended the reception of the artists’ new

language – by inventing discourses which approximated to the

particularities of the technique involved. There is therefore a gap

between our awareness of the innovatory intentionality of Braque

and Picasso in 1910–11, and the later extrapolating interpretations

of their work, which helped to create the notion of a cubist avant-

garde, for example in the work of Gleizes and Metzinger and

propaganda for the Section d‘Or exhibition by 1912.

6. Francis Picabia, Prostitution Universelle (1916). Human beings

as seen within the machine age
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It is through this kind of reception that artists in all media became

aware of a European movement, which wanted to ‘make it new’

and thought of itself as ‘modern’, or modernist.

Neoclassicism

There is nevertheless a distinction to be made between this kind of

self-conscious avant-gardist change in the language of art, and a

perhaps simpler and more socially accommodating desire to ‘make

it new’. Many artists did not want to be seen as somehow bound up,

for good or ill, into someone else’s propagandistic discernment of

‘reactionary’ and ‘progressive’ tendencies. Stravinsky is a notorious

example of this. He produced some of the 20th century’s most

revolutionary works, and yet never belonged to a modernist

movement of the kind mentioned above. Nevertheless, it was

surprising that after his experimental and confrontational ballets,

notably the Rite (1913) and Les Noces (1914–17, orch. 1923), he

took to making works like Pulcinella (1919–20), in a much easier

language; indeed in a neoclassical, pastiching style. This ballet,

with songs from the orchestra pit, derived from an orchestration

and very partial recomposition of works originally attributed to

Pergolesi, and had costume designs by Picasso. It was classical,

clear, not at all Russian, French rather than Germanic, and so

came perilously close to the mere pastiche of other ballets of this

period, such as Respighi-Rossini’s La Boutique Fantasque (1919)

and Tommasini-Scarlatti’s The Good Humoured Ladies (1917),

which were also spiced-up arrangements of previous music.

Stravinsky thought that Pulcinella was another revolutionary

work, in its juxtaposition of orchestral timbres as if they were

colour contrasts (for example, in the wonderfully jazzy duet

between trombone and double bass). But the work was too

charming to seem experimental, and the combination of graceful

melody and Picasso’s neoclassical-and-cubist commedia dell’arte

figures made the work (thanks again to Diaghilev) seriously

fashionable. By 1934, Constant Lambert could complain that ‘a
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composer with no creative urge and no sense of style can take

medieval words, set them in the style of Bellini, add 20th-century

harmony, develop both in the sequential and formal manner of the

18th century, and finally score the whole thing for jazz band’. But

Stravinskywas not that kind of composer; and the great neoclassical

ballets which succeeded to Pulcinella, from Apollo to the partly

twelve-tone Agon, are now central to the repertory of modern ballet,

thanks to the genius of their choreography by Georges Balanchine.

Stravinsky was accused by the Schoenberg party of reactionary

regression, and a failure to grasp the internal dialectic of a truly

progressive artistic development for the language of art:

‘No, no,’ protested Stravinsky. ‘My music is not modern music nor is

it music of the future. It is the music of today. One can’t live in

yesterday nor tomorrow.’

‘But who are the modernists then?’

Stravinsky smiled. ‘I shan’t mention any names,’ said he, ‘but they

are the gentlemen who work with formulas instead of ideas. They

have done that so much they have badly compromised that word

“modern.” I don’t like it. They started out by trying to write so as to

shock the Bourgeoisie and finished up by pleasing the Bolsheviki.’

Schoenberg knew of this interview, and wrote a reply in his ‘Igor

Stravinsky: Der Restaurateur’ dated 24 July 1926. Its first line is:

‘Stravinsky pokes fun at Musicians who are anxious (unlike

himself, he wants simply to write the music of today) to write the

music of the future.’ Here are two great composers (and their

followers) battling for long-term influence: Schoenberg is

sanctified as progressive and Stravinsky vilified (by Adorno, as late

as 1948) for having fallen into a state of ‘infantile’ regression which

led to neoclassical pastiche.

This difference, between being part of a more or less organized

movement and themerely ‘contemporary’ exploitation of a popular or

fashionable style, becomes more and more important as modernist
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