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 What is modernism?  Is it possible to give a general definition covering all the arts and humanities?  It appears to work better as a negative idea, i.e., reaction against traditional canons of art, rather than a consistent style that stands for modernity.  The shattering of the canon corresponds to the diversity and disaster characteristic of western history in the 20th century.

Virginia Woolf, “Moments of Being.” 

How might one say this short story is “modernist?”  How does it differ from a classic, realist story?


What is the point of the story?  What actually happens in the story?

Western painting from classical times to Picasso

What was the classical Greek style of sculpture?  What was generally speaking the western style of painting from the Renaissance until the end of the 19th century.

What do all “modern” styles of painting have in common?  How do impressionism, expressionism, fantasy art, and cubism (close to abstraction) differ?  Who was Manet, Monet, di Chirico, Kirchner and Picasso?

Einstein’s Special Theory of Relativity (1905)

Classical physics; the ether stands for a belief in an objective space-time system; one immovable, “good” frame of reference.

The importance of the Michelson-Morley Experiment (it appears to disprove the existence of the ether).  1887.

Einstein’s two postulates=constancy of the speed of light regardless of the motion of the source/observer; apply Galilean relativity to all cases of motion.  This results in relativity effects, particularly on time (simultaneity, before and after, twin paradox); experimental confirmation.  Effects seem weird because we, our senses geared for survival skills, have no experience with high speed events.

Impact on western culture in the early 20th century: is anything objectively true?  Scientific theories now seen as “models.”

Existentialist ideas prevalent in European culture around the turn of the century (origins in Pascal, Kierkegaard, etc.).  Our lives are absurd because there is no satisfactory ethical or ontological system that gives our lives meaning.  In this vacuum we must make a free choice to lend meaning to our lives; this choice might be religious or humanist; but it always starts from the vacuum.

Leo Tolstoy, The Death of Ivan Ilyich (1886)

The author’s impassioned denunciation of the “lie” led by all people seduced by the western, bourgeois way of life.  His denunciation of the law courts, marriage, family, medicine, etc.  These lying institutions pervert the nature of human relationships.

Sickness and suffering as a purifying experience that forces Ivan Ilyich to recognize the falsity of his previous existence.

I.I. passes through the black sack to a shining light: “death is no more.”  What does this mean?  Is the story Christian?  In what way has Ivan Ilyich been saved?  In what way might you say the story is “existentialist?”

Post-Impressionism in Painting

Impressionists: the last stage of “Renaissance naturalism.”

Edouard Manet’s break with the canons of western art: e.g., “Olympia” violates rules of modeling and perspective; and does not present a dignified, noble subject.

Vincent Van Gogh: begins with the palette of the impressionists; with “expressive” brushstrokes, non-literal color, distortion of subject matter, etc. he expresses his ideas and emotions.  He often suffers in his art; he is sometimes a prophet.

Paul Gauguin: non-literal, expressive color; decorative surface.  Fascination with the primitive, either in Brittany or Tahiti; he is thoroughly disillusioned with contemporary urban civilization.

Paul Cézanne: more the classicist; looks at the underlying reality of the scene he is viewing (landscape, still life): brings out its beauty/dignity, its true aesthetic character through manipulation of color, shapes, distortions.  Analyze his different renditions of “Mt. Sainte-Victoire.”

Salome

Oscar Wilde’s play (1892) – essentially undramatic; poetic in its inspiration? The poetry of color – white, black and red; the extraordinary descriptive passage of the jewels Herod offers Salome.  Loves the lurid, the shocking, scandalous; the three main characters are quite perverse, all contrasted with John the Baptist who is a cookie-cutter prophet (?).  

Is Salome a comprehensible character?  What makes her tick?  Do we care?  Impulsive, spoiled, inexperienced virgin  teenager; she shows great stubbornness and obsessiveness when she fastens upon the body of John the Baptist; shows astonishing lust for a teenager! then she descends into madness toward the end as her lust turns to apparent necrophilia. Is her evil fated since she is bound to receive the seed of corruption from her mother?  How about Herod who is superstitious, weak, drunken and pretty corrupt herself (he lusts after his stepdaughter) but who sports a sense of humor? Herodias?  More than just  a butt of John’s denunciations and the origin of the corruption of her daughter?

Richard Strauss’ opera (1905) – brilliant adaptation of Wilde’s text.  Style based on Wagner: declamatory voice with very active orchestra (not really accompaniment) using Leitmotiven; orchestral music tends toward the discordant; the effect is very dramatic (or melodramatic) and less musical than traditional Italian style.  Some of the Leitmotiven are quite melodic, but overall few memorable melodies.

Compare the “Wagnerian” style of Strauss with traditional operatic style – Mozart (“Voi che sapete” – expressive subtlety), Verdi (“La donna è mobile” - singability) and Puccini (“Vissi d’arte” – the orchestra helps pump up the emotions): oscillation between recitative (narrative) and aria (music); emphasis on the voice carrying the melody supported by the orchestra; the tradition is overwhelmingly Italian; little of the discordant emphasis in modernist music.

Friedrich Nietzsche: Excerpts from his works.

Composed the Birth of Tragedy, in which he contrasts the principles of Apollo (order, light, civilization, reason, clarity, control, etc.) and of Dionysus (drunkenness, dark, the irrational, the instinctive, the ecstatic, the beast in the jungle[?]).  A constructive integration of the two explains the creativity of the Greeks, he says.

His main ideas derived from class handouts.  He asserts loudly that “God is dead,” i.e., in 1882 Europe, religious ideas, as manifested in Christianity and Judaism and in the political/social movements of the 19th century, no long have the credibility to move/motivate people.  The morality manufactured by Jews and Christians (mostly priests) in order to undermine the rule of the bright, strong and truly creative, have entered the crisis phase; these people whisper in their hatred and resentment; they smell bad as they huddle in their crowded rooms hatching plots against anything beautiful and strong.  It is time for a great exercise of the will, to create new values that will inform humanity in its future.  The Übermensch will carry the flag of humanity – aristocratic, uninhibited, bright, strong and truly creative; like “blond beasts of prey” (was Nietzsche advocating racial purification through violence?); an elite of freely creative, dominating men. (Who was H.L. Mencken?)

André Gide, The Immoralist (1902)

Part I deals with Michel’s early life and values (conventional), his crisis during his honeymoon, near death from TB, and his recovery under the care of his wife.  He soon begins to move toward a new value system under the influence of the African climate: sensuous, fascination with good health and youth, implicitly homoerotic (obvious influence of Greek sculpture), growing interest in “crime” (Moktir’s act).  His rampant egotism is emphasized.  He continues to develop his “new,” “genuine” values in Italy by shaving his beard, sunbathing nude, plunging into cold water, etc.  His egotism (“monstrous egotism”)and lack of real concern for Marceline is striking.

Part II takes place in Normandy and Paris.  Normal climate is northern – cool, humid, misty; it is not sensuous.  Charles’ practical intelligence (and youth) at first appeal to Michel, but he become disillusioned with him when he grows a beard.  The main event is Michel’s encounter with Ménalque in Paris; he encourages Michel to choose between conventionality and an independent non-conformist ethic, and to make sure his new values are not mere passive self-indulgence.

Part III witnesses Michel’s decline.  He pushes south in a feverish way, ignoring the well-being of his wife; he apparently hopes to recreate the “romance” of his “new self” by returning to the Maghreb.  It doesn’t work; Marceline dies and when his friends arrive, Michel is plunged into self-doubt and uncertainty.

The influence of Nietzsche (unconventional elitist morality) and Freud (the conscious and unconscious parts of the human mind) on this story are obvious.

In the narrative frame (very beginning and end) Michel is disillusioned and uncertain about where to go; the point is not to get free, but to know what to do with it.  What am I to do with this useless freedom?

Who is the Immoralist in this novel?  It would seem that Ménalque falls in this category, for better or for worse.  Michel is only the “sorcerer’s apprentice” of the unconventional!

Some Expressionist Artists Before 1914

Henri Rousseau  (d. 1910) was a fantasy artist with elements of expressionism.  He was self-taught (no academic training); liked exotic subjects (gleaned from his visits to the Paris Zoo and the Jardin des Plantes, not in southern Mexico); painted in naïve, primitivist fashion; at his best evokes a feeling of mystery, the uncanny.  Myself (1890) is awkward and egotistical; in Carnival Night (1886) the small figures are lost in a maze of branches on a bright, cold winter’s night; The Dream (1910) gives a finely detailed, crowded, unrealistic jungle landscape with an incongruous female nude on a Victorian divan; Sleeping Gypsy (1897) combines incongruously a lion, a gypsy mummy (?), studio objects in a desert landscape.


Edvard Munch (d.1944) was a very influential, pessimistic Norwegian artist working mostly in Germany before 1908; he was obsessed with sexuality, sickness, death; and had an obvious fear of women (the femme fatale as seen in Madonna (1898)).  Evening on Karl Johann Street (1892); Puberty (1894), the Dance of Life (1900), and the Cry (1893) show his pessimistic vision – beset by anxiety and fear in a soulless urban universe with apparently no God to console.

On the other hand, Henri Matisse (1869-1954), perhaps the most prestigious French painter of the 20th century, had a positive, uncomplicated vision of the world that seemed to give him much joy and pleasure.  His Mme. Matisse (the Green Line) (1905) shows his Fauvist use of bright, dramatic color; it is uncertain whether he is trying to tell us anything about his wife; he is certainly arranging color and shape in a pleasing way.  His Joy of Life (1905-06) is straightforwardly expressionist: colors are muted and pleasing; much rhythm and grace in the drafting of the figures; much dependence on Greek mythology and Venetian masters; the famous Matissean economy in drafting; all expressing a joyful outlook on life and pleasure about living and the act of painting.

André Derain (1880-1954) was another Fauvist associate of Matisse; for a brief period he used Fauvist color for expressive purposes; compare his painting of Hyde Park (in London) and his other painting of Collioure (on the French Mediterranean coast).

Ernst Kirchner  was a thoroughly German Expressionist with a highly pessimistic vision.  The Street (1913) uses shard-like (pointed) shapes to express the artist’s apparent contempt for the civilized types prowling the streets of Berlin.  Street Dresden (1908) is similarly pessimistic about urban life and people; it uses bright, non-literal Fauvist color and aspects of Munch’s style including rounded, blank faces.  Ernst Kirchner as a Soldier (1915) shows his disenchantment with the military life and his hatred of war (amputated arm, sexless male model [?], picture of carnage).

Vassily Kandinsky was a Russian artist who painted mostly in Germany before 1914.  Struck with idea of  abstract expressive art when saw own painting displayed upside down.  Wanted to take us out of soulless, material civilization to a better spiritual world; stressed connection between art and music rather than the visible object.  Composition VII (1913) is almost entirely abstract; uses Fauvist color, some dark outlines, bleeding some of the colors together; sets up rhythms that affect some areas of the painting more than others.  Effect is pleasing; what does it mean?

The Futurists were popular in Italy between about 1908 and 1914.  Their theorist, poet  Filippo Marinetti, praised modernity, machines, speed, dynamism, the future, even war (“the hygiene of humanity”).  The movement’s popularity faded with the onset of the world war; Marinetti later became a Fascist enthusiast (supporter of Mussolini).

Balla, Dog on a Leash (1912) is a whimsical, humorous look at “simultaneity;” it almost seems to be mocking typical Futurist glorification of machinery.

Boccioni, Dynamism of a Cyclist (1913) is an almost abstract impression of a cyclist’s motion/dynamism, using Kandinsky-like colors.

Boccioni, The City Rises (1910) seems to be the most important Futurist painting: construction and industrial images in background; much energy and effort from workers and the dominating image of the horse turning in on itself; lurid colors; quite clearly expressionist.

Duchamp, Nude Descending a Staircase (1912) introduces America to modernist art; a combination of Futurist simultaneity and Cubist construction.  Duchamp later becomes a proponent of Dadaism.

Thomas Mann, Death in Venice (1911).  Mann has an encounter on the seashore with a youth of extraordinary beauty, and writes about it in this story.  Mann has strong homosexual proclivities that he incorporates in this story about the risks of being an artist.


The beginning of the novella (short novel) details the northern, German nature of Aschenbach’s creativity: backbreaking effort, the work ethic; to achieve beautiful form is not effortless (contrasted with the effortless beauty of Tadzio)!

He leaves Munich to travel to Italy.  He has visions in Munich indicating his unconscious urges and desires (the red-haired figure next to the chapel).  The dull, leaden skies indicate that he is not finding what he wants.  The old/young/man on the boat from Trieste to Venice shows his obsession with old age/decay/dying and prefigures his own actions (make-up and dying his hair) at the end of the story.  The gondola is obviously seen as a “coffin” and he feels lethargic and powerless when he is in it.  Every time he goes to Venice, he experiences the bad smells, the stagnant water, the tawdry commercialism, the suggestion of disease (later) and the hypocritical efforts of the city authorities (medicinal smells) to cover up the epidemic.  Overripe strawberries appear several times.

The Lido seems so normal at first; the weather is still grey, but he essentially “hangs out” as a tourist on the beach, eating, seeing the sights, etc.  The appearance of Tadzio is like a revelation, absolutely beautiful in the manner of mythological Greek youths (Narcissus, Hyacinth, especially Eros).  Aschenbach’s first reaction is at least consciously Platonic – Tadzio is a window to the absolute form of beauty, the thing that Gustav has been seeking all his life; he does not think sexual attraction has anything to do with it. Aschenbach is completely infatuated, obsessed with being in the vicinity of Tadzio.

Images (symbols) covered in second half of novella: 1) dream conversation between Socrates and Phaedrus in which former talks about relation between absolute Beauty and the physical “beloved;” 2) the mythologically charged description of Dawn that reads like a sexual act (orgasm); 3) the serenade of the lurid, servile, leering, indecent street musicians 4) the description of the epidemic’s progress from the “primeval island-jungle” where the Tiger crouches; 5) dream of the extreme Dionysian revel, with wild music, uninhibited dancing, men and women drunk with sexuality, lewd gestures, drawn-out “u” sounds, greedily tearing raw flesh with their teeth; 6) Aschenbach has a “make-over” with dyed hair, rouge on his cheeks, plucked eyebrows, etc., that recall Aschenbach’s previous encounter with old-young man; 7) Aschenbach dies quietly on the beach gazing into the infinity of the sea-sky and beckoned onward by the ‘Summoner’-Tadzio (into an immensity of richest expectation.”

Mann is dealing to some degree with his attachment to bourgeois values and lifestyle; perhaps more than other writers he feels the conflict between being a member of the prosperous middle classes and being a creative artist.

It is rather open to what extent the story has relevance to all human beings, and not just to artists struggling within their psyches.  After all, most of us are not creative artists, but we do experience art and beauty through reading, listening to music and viewing art.

Orchestral Music Before 1914


Traditional music in the classical/Romantic era (1770-1890) was homophonic (emphasis on melody), quite formal in its structure (e.g., sonata-allegro form), tending toward “pure” music that didn’t focus on drama or violent feelings, and in the Romantic Era increasingly emphasizing the evocative potential of orchestral color.  Use of key is traditional, basing a piece firmly in a harmonic “home” key and using dissonance primarily to create tension leading us back to resolution.


Georges Bizet’s Symphony in C, First Movement (1850’s) illustrate a very orthodox symphonic composition (although symphonies were quite rare in France).  Very regular form (sonata-allegro); moderate orchestral color and variety in dynamics (loud-soft); the music seems to have no particular dramatic or personal meaning; but is just pleasing “musical” music.


Richard Strauss’ Till Eulenspiegel’s Merry Pranks (1895) is a programmatic piece (tells a story) of the career of a merry prankster from medieval Germany who becomes a folk hero because of his unconventional antics; orchestration is exceedingly brilliant with intensely colorful sounds and dynamic contrasts expressing the thoughts and actions of Till (merry, sad, fearful, love-stricken, defiant, angry, contemptuous, terror, etc.); dissonance used more freely to express chaos (marketplace, argument with the pedagogues), terror, etc.; the form is a loose rondo form where orchestra often returns to the Till theme (usually expressed in the horn or the clarinet).  A marvelous piece of music combining amusing antics with pleasing music; one of Strauss’ best.


Claude Débussy’s Prelude to the Afternoon of a Faun (1894) is based on a poem by French symbolist poet Stéphane Mallarmé.  The piece is radically different from traditional music, although it did not cause a scandal like some compositions.  The composition translates the mood and atmosphere of the poem into music.  Débussy’s music is often referred to as “impressionist,” since it conveys atmosphere (like Monet) and seems to lack rhythmic vitality; key/harmony is used only for expressive purposes and not to lead us to resolution.  The flute solo meanders downward to convey the mood and the act of reverie or recall; strings and other woodwinds such as clarinet and oboe keep the atmosphere relaxed and warm.  The dreamer awakens, recalls the encounter with a nymph (?) on a previous day, indulges the reverie for a while, and then goes back to sleep (?) and merges himself with nature.


Igor Stravinsky’s Le Sacre du Printemps (the Rite of Spring) (1913) caused a tremendous scandal when it was first performed in Paris and later on in Boston.  Stravinsky had already produced two ballets in Paris, The Firebird and Petrouchka.  Stravinsky’s music in The Rite is extremely modernist: irregular, syncopated rhythms get carried away in many of the selections; the orchestration is extremely brilliant, showing Stravinsky’s debt to the Russian school; harmonic dissonance is used frequently to make the piece seem sufficiently barbaric and primitive; Stravinsky uses numerous short Russian folk melodies that are very colorful and exotic.  The action of the ballet invokes primitive pagan ritual: invocations of ancestors, dances of adolescent girls who are candidates for sacrifice, wild dances, especially of the sacrificial victim who dances herself into a frenzy and then suddenly drops dead!  A real milestone of modernism!


The Bizet symphony is quite traditional in the classical/romantic tradition: sonata-allegro form, moderately colorful texture, no strong drama or theatrics.  The Richard Strauss and the Débussy are transitional in the road to modernism.  The Strauss, although it does tell a story and indulges in dissonance for expressive reasons, is really rather traditional.  The Débussy selection is really more revolutionary although it was well received when it was first played: Débussy dissolves most traditional harmony, little recognizable melody line, and regular rhythm has practically disappeared.  The Stravinsky piece is most revolutionary, as demonstrated perhaps by its riotous receptions in Paris and Boston.  The piece is quite dissonant, offending the ears of many a music lover; melodies are often short and not memorable; and rhythms are violent and often highly syncopated and irregular (perhaps the most celebrated aspect of the piece).  All three modernist pieces take a certain distance from or reject modern urban civilization.

Franz Kafka's The Metamorphosis (1913)is only a long short story or a very short novel.  Kafka was an outsider: a German speaking Jew in Christian Bohemia; an artist who works for an insurance company (bureaucrat); he has a bad guilt-ridden relationship with his father; poor relations with the opposite sex; bad health dying at the age of 41.


Be aware of the major events in each of the three parts: 1) Gregor's transformation into a bug, the visit of the Chief Clerk, and Gergor's first foray into the living room; 2) Gregor in his room, the issue of furniture and Gregor hiding under the sofa, another foray into the living room whence he is chased and seriously wounded by the apples thrown by his father; 3) Gregor is being neglected now, even by his sister, the lodgers install themselves, Gregor is attracted by the violin music, he is "betrayed" by his sister, he dies voluntarily; and family life goes on without him.


The story obviously deals with work: Gregor hates his work, is exploited by his family, feels extreme guilt toward his family for not supporting them well enough.  Also family duty -- the interactions between Gregor and various members of his family seem conditioned more by duty than by true love.  Also paternal authority -- much of Gregor's low self-esteem comes from his sense of inferiority toward his father; the only warm relationship he has is with his sister.  Gregor is alienated; conditions -- the work world and his family -- do not allow him to live a life as a full, fulfilled human being.  It is possible that he experiences a sort of salvation in the story since he dies voluntarily sacrificing himself for his family whom he holds with love in his heart.


It is written in a nearly naive realistic style in which the narrator dwells extensively on physical details; the tone is often also comic, especially when the Samsa family is visited from the outside by the Chief Clerk or the lodgers!  There is a lot of symbolism, some of it Christian (Garden of Eden, sacrificial death, the apple), some of it Freudian.


Students should be aware of the important of the following concepts in interpreting "The Metamorphosis:" the (Marxist) critique of work that produces in human beings a sense of alienation (no true human relationships or personal satisfaction); Gregor's alienated relationships with members of his family, with the partial exception of Grete; he works for his family, and they take care of him, out of a sense of family duty; Gregor has a seriously alienated relationship with his father; Gregor's intense guilt that comes largely from not fulfilling his duty; there is a hint at the end that Gregor has been "saved" or "found a way out:" his attraction to his art (violin), his sense of freedom in various parts of the plot, his voluntary sacrifice of his own life at the end.


The bug: is turning into a bug a symbol of his alienation; or is it an escape to freedom?

World War I (1914-18) -- Sketch its horrors.  On the Western Front, it was stationary, stalemated in trench lines, soldiers hunched under bombardment by artillery, in mud amidst rats, dead bodies, waiting for their number to come up.  Huge military casualties, e.g., 1,500,000 French soldiers killed in four years of warfare.  Soldiers who returned home afterwards were traumatized and forever changed by the experience ("The Lost Generation").  The Treaty of Versailles angered the Germans and solved no problems.  Enormous economic problems came out of the war: the dramatic inflation in Germany in the early 1920's; and then the depression (falling prices, unemployment beginning in 1929); then the victory of anti-liberal governments (Communism, in Europe especially Fascism, which triumphed in Italy in 1922, and then in Germany in 1933).


Poets of World War: all English who fought in the British Army.  Siegfried Sassoon survived the war; Rupert Brooke died of blood poisoning in 1915; Wilfred Owen died on the Western Front (France) in 1918.


Rupert Brooke's "The Soldier" is a traditional polished and highly poetic sonnet in the tradition of Keats, etc.  It is patriotic (evocations of the beauty of England) and implicitly imperialist (if I die abroad, my body/blood will enrich that part of the world).  Wilfred Owen's "Dulce et Decorum Est" is quite different.  It has a more prosaic texture, although the diction is often intensely dense and poetic.  It describes the horrors experienced by soldier in the war ("Gas!").  It addresses the reader in a tone of anger and indignation. Siegfried Sassoon's "Counter-Attack" is quite similar to Owen, although the general level of intensity and inspiration seems lower: it focuses on the experience of the soldier in an attack; and then on his death as the English repulse the inevitable German counter-attack.


Other Sassoon's poems deal with the impact of the war: 1) "They" has sarcastic references to the empty patriotism of public opinion leaders such as Anglican bishops, who when confronted with the cruelty of war, have nothing to say but "the ways of God are inscrutable!"  2) "Song-Books of the War" implores English men never to forget the horror and destruction of the war ("Haig's last drive"), never to give in to the attraction of military glory and to fight again.

Videotape "The Threshold of Liberty" from Robert Hughes' "The Shock of the New."  The program covered subjects dealing the Surrealist art movement in the 20th century.  These artists were concerned most with liberation of humanity, freedom, liberating us from the tyranny of the conscious, religion, civilization, etc.; they seem more anarchist in that they sought to contradict/reject/ridicule bourgeois social values and the bourgeoisie's cultural environment and norms.  They were always provocative.  The believed in unnatural juxtapositions, or perhaps coincidence, giving the impression of spontaneity; they sometimes distort, "morph" the objects in their paintings to make their point.  They sought to create a sense of dread, the strange, bizarre, unsettling, and the weird and the mysterious by various means.  They wanted to access the irrational in the human unconscious, and deal with its content, the desire for self-realization, sex, etc.


Main authors covered include André Breton, Giorgio de Chirico, Max Ernst, Joan Mirò, Salvador Dali and René Magritte.  The author thinks they were rooted in Paris; they fled the Nazis to the USA in 1939; they lost their sense of mission after 1945 (none of them were left in Paris!); they became "establishment" following WWII, being integrated in commercial art, the youth culture of the 1960's, etc.


Origins include: 1) Interest among 19th century Romantic artists in the irrational and the insane (Goya; Géricault; Fuseli ("The Nightmare"); especially Caspar David Friedrich and his almost surreal German landscapes; Böcklin's eerie "Isle of the Dead."  2) The discovery of the unconscious associated with Freud (although few of the Surrealists seemed explicitly aware of Freud).  3) The primitive art of Henri Rousseau.


Giorgio De Chirico (Italy, 1888-1978) was the leading "metaphysical" painter of the 1910's; much influenced by Böcklin and perhaps Rousseau.  Paintings such as "The Rose Tower," "Gare Montparnasse: Melancholy of Departure," and "The Melancholy and Mystery of a Street," (the girl with the hoop running toward an unnamed menace represented by a shadow of a statue and an open furniture van) all painted between 1913 and 1915, mostly in Paris have the following characteristics: a public square as a stage, ambiguous receding lines, long, low shadows, statues as primary objects, very few stick figures representing humans, towers done often in medieval style: probably have no specific symbolic significance, but induce in viewer a sense of unsettled, ominous, questioning, looking toward childhood?  "The Great Metaphysician" adds De Chirico's trademark mannequins.


Meret Oppenheim's "Object" (1936) is her famous fur covered teacup, saucer and spoon.  One of the great iconic objects of surrealism; plays on the creepy ambiguity of fur (mammals) and smooth china surfaces from which we drink....


Salvador Dali was a Catalan who lived mostly in France; obsessed with his own sex life and insecurities (dealing with masturbation, erection, sexual fear of women, etc.) as expressed in dreams; inducing in himself an artificial (fake) paranoia, he wants to communicate to us his fears, etc.  Very small paintings, meticulous, hyperrealist style, "hand-painted dream photographs," "tiny enameled visions," which juxtapose highly morphed objects often dealing with sexual organs, rotting flesh, anxieties.  


"Basket of Bread" (1926), with its organic textures, is transitional.  


"The Great Masturbator" (1929) chronicles his sexual insecurities with his new wife, Gala; can't get away from the lions and the morphed head!  Many sexual shapes and symbols showing his anxiety about going from auto-eroticism to oral sex (?).


"The Persistence of Memory" (1931) one of his best and most popular.  Morphed watches, the morphed head, ants attacking the watch case in vain.  Seems to comment on artist's ability to conquer time.


"Soft Construction with Boiled Beans: Premonition of Civil War" (1936) is monstrous combination of rotting heads, hands and feet; limbs that are partly bone and flesh and partly wooden (?) beams; boiled beans; all tearing itself to pieces.


Later in career did heroic-size religious pictures of the Last Supper, Crucifixion, etc.  Maintained his brilliant, exact style.


René Magritte (1898-1967) was a Belgian who lived in France in the 1920's but returned to Brussels in 1930 and remained there living an unremarkable middle class life until his death in 1967.  Early developed his distinctive style and remained faithful to it: deadpan realism where all objects look very real and ordinary; a master of invention -- juxtaposes objects that don't belong together, asks questions, poses riddles with his titles, and asks us to think through his paradoxes; often ironic, can be funny and light-hearted, but also gruesome and disturbing. "Snapshots of the impossible."


"The False Mirror" (1926) plays on the disappointment of our expectations when viewing an eye.  "The Euclidean Wars (The Human Condition)" (1955) plays on the ambiguity encountered when viewing a city scene through a window with part of the outside "reality" replaced by the same view on a canvas on an easel.  What is real?  What is in the mind?  "The Empire of Light" (1950) plays on the mysterious ambiguity between a banal nighttime street scene contrasted with a bright daytime sky.  "The Red Model" (1935) plays on our expectations about the relationship between feet and shoes -- it is shocking to see shoes with toes rather than covering the toes!  Is the leather becoming human, or is the human body being objectified?  "Son Of Man" (1964) has an apple placed in front of the face of a bourgeois Belgian dressed in a formal suit and a bowler hat; it plays perhaps on religious associations or on the loss of individual identity of the man whose face is obscured.  "Rape" (1964) is an arresting image with a darker message: the features of a woman's face are replaced by a body trunk where the breasts are eyes, the navel the nose, etc.  The image appears to objectify human identity.  "The Lovers" (1928) has a man and a woman kissing but with their heads obscured by cloths wrapped around their necks.  A disturbing contrast between the standard romantic image and the impersonality of the wrapped heads; the wrappings remind one of a mortuary cloth.

Virginia Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway (1925)


A "difficult" novel written in the modernist style: largely stream of consciousness with some third-person narration; two parallel stories that obviously complete one another but only skirt one another during the novel and meet indirectly in the last section of the novel; constantly shifting perspectives so that there does not appear to be a single all-embracing perspective; several warnings that there may or may not be clear meaning in the novel (e.g., the airplane's sky-writing in the beginning, but nobody is able to figure out what it says).  The narrative, which focuses on thoughts and feelings in the different characters' minds, necessarily sends the message that the characters are isolated and probably lonely.


The novel takes place one day from morning to evening in London about 1922.


There are two sets of characters clustered in two separate stories.  The lesser story is clustered around the madness and ultimately the suicide of Septimus, a shell-shocked veteran of World War I; his wife Lucrezia is much affected by his drama.  The bigger story involves Clarissa Dalloway's preparation for a dinner party she intends to give that evening; she is much concerned with Richard, her moderately successful husband, and Peter Walsh, her old flame from childhood (Bourton), who has returned to London after many years' absence.  The two stories come together at the ending party when the irritating Dr. Bradshaw brings news of Septimus' suicide.

The author has much critical to say about the British Establishment (upper classes).  England is a highly stratified society, the upper classes being defined by money, power, speech, culture, and the expectations that they do their duty to serve the greater glory of Britain and her Empire (stiff upper lip).  The differences are underlined by comments by servants and other lower class characters.  It is difficult for many of the main characters to express their feelings.  Big contrast between the relatively spontaneous way that the main Clarissa characters behaved in the flashbacks in Bourton, and their constrained behavior in the present day.  Hugh Whitbread and Lady Bruton are the most extreme examples of snobby upper class Englishmen; they are generally presented as fools.  Richard is the most sympathetic of the upper class characters: he takes flowers to his wife, although he is unable to tell her that he loves her.  Sally Seton is perhaps the most disappointing main character: from being something of a rebel and an individualist in her youth, in the present she is squarely a member of the Establishment, married to a wealthy merchant and with five sons!  Peter is a sympathetic character, who despite his being considered a failure by other characters, has succeeded better than most in keeping his independence, his capacity to feel; like many of the other characters, however, he remains essentially isolated and lonely.  Ironically, for all his visions, Septimus also is pretty good at expressing his feelings, communicating with other characters, especially his wife, and he is a pretty good critic of British society and the British Empire.  The doctors are pilloried as inveterate quacks and social climbers (Woolf's own experience).


Strong parallels between the Clarissa story (about 2/3 of the text) and the Septimus story.  Clarissa and Septimus are on opposite sides of the insanity divide -- what is the difference?  The theme of death, announced by Clarissa at the beginning of the story, is mostly played out by Septimus, and then returns to affect the party at the end.


It might be valid to call the novel "feminist" in a moderate way (nothing is crystal clear in this novel!).  There are far more female characters than male.  Clarissa and Sally are clearly defined by their marriages and confined to the private realm.  Lady Bruton is clearly uncomfortable in the man's task of writing letters to the Times; Clarissa doesn't know the difference between Albanians and Armenians.  Elizabeth however is presented as a kind of hope for the future: Miss Kilman tells her that she has great opportunities for her life; she is presented at the end of the novel as beautiful, independent and mature, although still close to her father.  At the end, Clarissa emerges from her brush with death (the news of Septimus' suicide) with a certain searching character.  Peter is ecstatic at her sight.  The ending is an important clue to the meaning of the novel.  Clarissa is seen as "generous to her friends" and "pure hearted."  Sally says, "What does the brain matter compared with the heart?"

Modern Architecture


Architecture is engineering (enclosing a usable interior space) and art (make it beautiful or at least pleasing.



Architects around 1900 were weary with 19th century styles, which they considered derivative (they all had classical, romanesque or gothic facades!), and too eclectic.  They wanted an original style that would match the new world of urbanization and technology


The invention of structural steel and of reinforced concrete greatly expanded the repertory of techniques available to architects; and presented interesting challenges.


Style of modern architecture are ambiguous; as usual, there is no unifying style.  The most prominent trend is rationalist, geometrical, "form follows function," that produced the Bauhaus Style and the glass boxes of the 1950's and 1960's; you can find beauty in the new techniques and materials.  Others like Frank Lloyd Wright followed a more organic, romantic approach that sought to express "the soaring of the human spirit" rather than the technological uniqueness of modern society.


Examples of "derivative" publ ic buildings in the 19th century style.  The English Houses of Parliament, constructed after a disastrous fire in the 1830's, is neo-gothic -- full of spires and other gothic docoration.  The Paris Opera (1860s) was a kind of neo-baroque based on a loose interpretation of classical orders and loaded with exuberant baroque decoration; designed to portray the imperial grandeur of France.


The modern style developed in Chicago as a result of the Great Chicago Fire of 1871: take advantage of structural steel, reinforced concrete and the new Otis Safety Elevator.  Louis Sullivan thought that large buildings should look "comely in the nude," i.e., allow their structure to express itself in the aesthetics of the building ("form follows function").  Illustrated in the Wainwright Building (St. Louis, 1890-91), and in the Carson, Pirie, Scott Department Store (Chicago, 1904).  Sullivan used beautiful vegetable motifs taken from the Midwest to decorate panels between the piers in his buildings.


Frank Lloyd Wright is in the organic, romantic stream.  He does not have an easily recognizable personal style, but supports the principles of organic architecture: a building should be a dynamic structure with open, flowing interior spaces (a free-flowing floor plan) that is connected to the outside environment through balconies, cantilevers, etc.; also connection to soil (prairie houses) and stone (derived in part from Japanese influences).  The Robie House (1906-09) is a prime example of his prairie houses: shallow peaked roofs, cantilevers, free-flowing interior space.  The Kaufmann House ("Falling Water") (1936) is more romantic, some say mystical, with its wildly jutting balconies, its connection to stone and cascading water, its integration with the forest around it.


Le Corbusier was a multi-faceted architect from Switzerland and France; one of the most influential of the 20th century.  He could design building in different styles.  He was particularly interested in urban planning, building urban "utopias" from scratch, for which he is often criticized.  Notre Dame du Haut at Ronchamps (Belgium, 1955) is one of his more romantic buildings, a pilgrimage church; a roof designed in organic form; reinforced concrete and structural steel hidden by sculpturesque walls (pierced by rectilinear windows of different sizes and shapes); emphasized integration of the building with its natural environment.  The Villa Savoie (Poissy, 1929) is in the international style.  Le Corbusier builds the house on pillars that do not match interior walls on the interior of the building; like Wright, he believes in open, flowing interior space; he includes a roof garden to compensate for the loss of green space occupied by the building.


Walter Gropius founded the Bauhaus School in Germany in 1919, and after several vicissitudes it emerged as the leading school of modern design in the world.  The Bauhaus Building (Dessau, 1926) shows the principles:  rectilinear design expressing directly the aesthetics of steel, concrete and sheet glass; "Tell the Truth!" "No noodles!" (Mies van der Rohe); absence of ornament and ostentatious facades, harmony between form and function.  The building has no true front; glass everywhere, even wrapping around corners.  The prototype of 20th century cheap, although Bauhaus was very strong on a beautiful product combined with interior design and furniture produced by the Bauhaus workshops.  The Bauhaus had workshops that designed and manufactured functional furniture to match their minimalist building design.  The "international style" is seen in many residential homes constructed in Europe and North America in the 1930s and beyond.


Mies van der Rohe was the most extreme and pure of the rationalist Bauhaus School.  He wanted his buildings to be "all skin and bones;" "no noodles (decoration);" he was opposed to fantasy and showed great spiritual and aesthetic intensity in his search for formal absolutes, perfection in the spaces he designed.  The famous Seagram Building (New York, 1958) was the most perfect, pure and beautiful of his building.  Elegant, rational and classical, and constructed in beautiful materials, bronze and brown glass, it stands back from a typical Manhattan street with a granite plaza in front.  It is the expensive prototype of the (cheap) glass boxes that sprung up in American cities in the 1950s and 1960s.  The Bauhaus style is probably the most influential style in modern architecture.

Bela Bartok was one of the most admired and influential of modern composers.  He spent most of his life in Hungary, and emigrated in 1940 to the USA, where he lived until his death in 1945.  His compositions were much influenced by eastern European folk music; for most of his career, his work was very discordant, but he returned to a more diatonic (harmonic sounding) approach in his later years.  His Concerto for Orchestra was composed in the USA and first played by the Boston Symphony in 1944.  It is in five movements, quite "concertant" and virtuosic (focus on display of individual instruments), uses much orchestral color, and is only moderately modernist in sonority; the piece hardly sounds modernist after you listen to it two or three times.  The first movement is in the traditional sonata allegro form; there is a profusion of themes, much instrumental color, and a variety of moods ranking from tender (the "tranquillo" theme #6) to the intense and dramatic (the famous "cracking" second theme in the Introduction #2).  The second movement, Game of Pairs, is light-hearted similar to a scherzo in a traditional western symphony: woodwind instruments have much opportunity to play five different themes (plus a central chorale) in parallel patterns at different intervals.  Easy to listen to.  The Elegy returns to the mood of the powerful first movement.  Much variety, instrumental color, intensity of harmony; moments of tranquility, more of intense pain of mourning, suffering, and regret for something that has passed; ends quietly apparently consoled by nature.  The Interrupted Intermezzo is another scherzo even lighter than the 'Game of Pairs.'  Some old-fashioned lyrical moments, the usual instrumental color; and particularly burlesque mocking of something (probably the music of Shostakovitch, a Soviet composer who was popular in the USA); a light, happy interlude.  The length Finale is much more serious.  Partly derived from folk dances from Eastern Europe, mainly Romania; they generate a kind of perpetuum mobile with the music rushing along at seemingly unstoppable, breakneck speed.  The composer includes his usual fanfares/chorales; a great number of complex, intense fugato, stretto passages that are quickly overcome by the return to the perpetual motion theme.  The usual great instrumental color.  The last of the three main movements ends the admirable Concerto for Orchestra on a positive, upbeat note after the dramatic intensity of the first movement and elegiac mourning of the third.  


A remarkable achievement by an older, sickly man; perhaps the most popular modernist piece in the symphonic repertory.  The first movement seems to stand for drama, intensity; the third for mourning perhaps partially consoled by nature; the fifth for a more optimistic, forward-looking return to the folk music/dance traditions of Bartok's career.

Albert Camus, The Stranger (1942) is a sort of philosophical treatise in fiction in which the author explicates his idea of the absurd (in human life) and the beginnings of the act of revolt.

The first part of the novel deals with the narrator's (Meursault's) life style and values before the murder.  It narrates the funeral of his mother, his return to Algiers, his relationship with Marie, what he does the day after his mother's funeral, Salamano and his dog, and his progressive involvement with Raymond and his plot to do ill to his girlfriend.  Nothing makes sense to the narrator; he focuses on physical sensations (comfort, smoking, sex, eating, going to cafes and movies, etc.) and never reflects on his inner life; the successive events of his existence are essentially meaningless and (seemingly) unrelated.  Meursault doesn't seem to care about anything: he is indifferent to promotion and success; when Marie asks him whether he loves her, he gives a non-committal answer ("I suppose I don't").  Meursault is not integrated into the life of Algerian society; he is unconsciously alienated.


The murder is narrated in such a way to emphasize its inexplicable character.  The narrator gives no coherent motivation (premeditated? anger? impulsive resentment?) for the murder.  It just happens under the beating sun and light on the beach; the light and heat even become kinetic with blades of light cutting into Meursault's eyes, etc.


The protagonist's time in prison and his trial seem to advance him toward a full consciousness of the absurd.  In the courtroom he sees himself as a stranger: everybody else there looks upon him as a foreign body that must be expelled.  Meursault is confused during his trial.  He cannot relate to the meanings the judge, the prosecutor and the spectators construct in order to explain his behavior.  The order of events posited by the prosecution does not correspond to what really happened.  M's own defense is poor, since he (and his friendly witnesses) places a great deal of importance on chance and circumstance.  The court is intimately identified with religion; as it turns out, the only way to make M make sense is to construct him as a moral monster who has deliberately defied the moral universe.


His last days bring full consciousness of his predicament and his revolt.  When he imagines happiness and meaning in his life he thinks of the face of Marie, and his little pleasures in life.  The prevalent images change from heat and light to cool winds, night, stars in the sky, quiet city sounds in the background.  The visit of the priest, who tries conscientiously to convert him to Christian repentance, sends M into rage and revolt against the false meanings imposed by religion, society, conformity.  M accepts his death now calmly; he no longer looks desperately for the loophole; he has given up hope about finding meaning in religion and accepted conventions.  He does not however give into the temptation of despair.  The universe is benign and empty, and he looks with some confidence toward his future; he will even be happy when the enraged crowd cries for his blood at his execution.

FINIS: 5/17/02
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