









Kostrewa—AP/IB English 11


Modernism in Literature

The modernist movement in literature around the turn of the century created an incredible change in the way writers viewed their art.  This new group of writers was affected by a new perception held of the world and our place in it, and they tried to communicate their fears and opinions through unique new writing styles. Ezra Pound, one of the foremost figures of this period, told his contemporaries to "Make it new," and this became a motto for the modernist writers.  In order to create new literary forms, the old ones had to be destroyed. Many of the writers chose to radically change their writing to fit a new era.  They rejected nineteenth-century optimism and presented a profoundly pessimistic picture of a culture in disarray, giving a sense of despair that often resulted in an apparent apathy or immorality.


A prominent feature of modernism was the phenomenon called the avant-garde; that is, a small, self-conscious group of artists and authors who deliberately undertook to "make it new." By violating the accepted conventions and proprieties, not only of art but of social discourse, they set out to create ever-new forbidden subject matter. Frequently, avant-garde artists represented themselves as "alienated" from the established order against which they asserted their own autonomy; a prominent aim was to shock the sensibilities of the conventional reader and to challenge the norms and pieties of the dominant bourgeois culture.  Modernism and the avant-garde encompassed a number of literary endeavors and styles, many of which became known as movements in their own right, such as Dadaism, expressionism, formalism, and surrealism. 
The Centers of Modernism 
· Stylistic innovations - disruption of traditional syntax and form.

· Obsession with simple, primitive material and attitudes.

· International perspective on cultural matters.

Modernist Attitudes 

· The artist is generally less appreciated but more sensitive, even more heroic, than the average person. 

· The artist challenges tradition and reinvigorates it. 

· A breaking away from patterned responses and predictable forms.

Modernism and the Self 

· In this period, the chief characteristic of the self is one of alienation. The character belongs to a "lost generation" (Gertrude Stein), suffers from a "dissociation of sensibility" (T. S. Eliot), and has "a dream deferred" (Langston Hughes). 

· Alienation led to an awareness about one's inner life. 

Imagist Poetry
The New Poets

At the beginning of the twentieth century, poetry was changing.  A new group of poets known as the Imagists rebelled against traditional poetry forms.  They wanted no part of predictable rhyme and rhythm or of conventionally “beautiful” subjects.  Imagists found the tone of traditional poetry too sentimental and “high-minded.”


Think, then, how a reader of the time, unfamiliar with the works of these new poets, might have responded to a poem describing the evening:


“When the evening is spread out against the sky


 Like a patient etherized upon a table.”

These lines, from “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock,” by T.S. Eliot, provide a classic example of imagist poetry.

Poetry Is…

The imagists, including poets such as Eliot, Ezra Pound, Amy Lowell, Wallace Stevens, and Marianne Moore, held the following principles:

· The image is the essence, the raw material, of poetry

· Poetry should be expressed economically—with brief, clear, concrete language to convey precise images

· These images should instantly convey to the reader the poem’s meaning and emotion

· The language of these poetic images should be similar to the ways people speak—not made up of predictable rhythms and rhymes—but expressed in freer and more modern verse forms.

· Topics for poems do not have to be high-minded or “poetic.” In fact, no topic is unsuitable for a poem.

Much of the poetry we read today stems from the Imagists’ poetic revolution.


In a Station of the Metro

By Ezra Pound


The apparition of these faces in the crowd:

Petals, on a wet, black bough.
Note: Of “In a Station of the Metro,” Pound writes, “Three years ago in Paris I got out of a "metro" train at La Concorde, and saw suddenly a beautiful face, and then another and another, and then a beautiful child's face, and then another beautiful woman, and I tried all that day to find words for what this had meant to me, and I could not find any words that seemed to me worthy, or as lovely as that sudden emotion. And that evening, as I went home along the Rue Raynouard, I was still trying, and I found, suddenly, the expression. I do not mean that I found words, but there came an equation ... not in speech, but in little spotches of colour. It was just that -- a "pattern," or hardly a pattern, if by "pattern" you mean something with a "repeat" in it. But it was a word, the beginning, for me, of a language in colour. I do not mean that I was unfamiliar with the kindergarten stories about colours being like tones in music. I think that sort of thing is nonsense. If you try to make notes permanently correspond with particular colours, it is like tying narrow meanings to symbols.  That evening, in the Rue Raynouard, I realised quite vividly that if I were a painter, or if I had, often, that kind of emotion, or even if I had the energy to get paints and brushes and keep at it, I might found a new school of painting, of "non-representative" painting, a painting that would speak only by arrangements in colour.....That is to say, my experience in Paris should have gone into paint ... 
The 'one image poem' is a form of super-position, that is to say it is one idea set on top of another. I found it useful in getting out of the impasse in which I had been left by my metro emotion. I wrote a thirty-line poem, and destroyed it because it was what we call work 'of second intensity.' Six months later I made a poem half that length; a year later I made the following hokku-like sentence:




'The apparition of these faces in the crowd:



Petals, on a wet, black bough.'

I dare say it is meaningless unless one has drifted into a certain vein of thought. In a poem of this sort one is trying to record the precise instant when a thing outward and objective transforms itself, or darts into a thing inward and subjective. This particular sort of consciousness has not been identified with impressionist art. I think it is worthy of attention.
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