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Metropolitan Perceptions and
the Emergence of Modernism

It is now clear that there are decisive links between the practices and

specific conditions and relationships of the twentieth-century metro-
polis. The evidence has been there all along, and is indeed in many cases
obvious. Yet until recently it has been difficult to disengage this specific
historical and cultural relationship from a less specific but widely cele-
brated {and execrated) sense of ‘the modern’”.

In the late twentieth century it has become increasingly necessary to
rotice how relatively far back the most important period of ‘modern art’
wow appears to be. The conditions and relauonships of the early-
twentieth-century metropolis have in many respects both intensified and
~ been widely extended. In the simplest sense, great metropolitan aggre-
galions, continuing the development of cities into vast conurbations, are
still hisiorically increasing (at an even more explosive rate in the Third
World). In the old industrial countries, a new kind of division between
the crowded and often derelict ‘inner city’ and the expanding suburbs
and commuter developments has been marked, Moreover, within the
older kinds of metropolis, and for many of the same reasons, various
kinds of avant-garde movement still persist and even flourish. Yet atr a
deeper level the cultural conditions of the metropolis have decisively
changed. _

The most influential technologies and institutions of art, though they
are still centred in this or that metropolis, extend and indeed are
directed beyond it, 10 whole diverse cultural areas, not by slow influence

wnirast than that between the technologies and institutions of what is
still mainly called 'modern art’ ~ writing, painting; sculpture, drama, in

-
i

fd




3t POLITICS OF MOTDERNISM

minority presses and mapazines, small galleries and exhibitions, city-
centre theatres — and the effective oulput of the late-twenticth-century
metropolis, in fiim, televi io and reg _rded music. Conservative
analvsts still reserve the categones ‘art or ‘the arts’ o the earlier tech-
nologies and institutions, with continued attachment to the metropolis as
the centre in which an enclave can be found for them or in which they
can, oiten as a ‘national’ achicvement, be displayed. But this is hardly
compatible with a continued intellectual emphasis on their ‘modernity’,
when the actual modern media are of so different @ kind. Sceondly, the
metropolis has taken on a much wider meaning, in the extension of an
organized global market in the new cultural technologics. It is nol every
vast urban aggregation, or even great capital cily, which has this cultural
meerpolitan charactcr Thc effective metr Q_Qlic - as, is shown in the

colonial world - is now the modern iransmiting rie
nically advanced and dominant economies.

Thus the retention of such categories as ‘maodern’ and ‘Modernism’” to
describe aspects of the art and thought of an undifferentiated twentieth-
century world is now at best anachronistic, at worst archaic. What
accounts for the persistence is 2 matter for complex analysis, but three
elements can be emphasized. First, there is a factual persistence, in the
ald technologies and forms but with selected extensions to some of the
new, of the specific relations between minority arts and metropolitan
privileges and opportunities. Secondly, there is a persistent intellectual
hegemony of the metropolis, in its command of the most serious
publishing houses, newspapers and magazines, and intellectual institu-
tions, formal and EspBCidl]}’ informal. Ironically, in a majority of cascs,
these formations are in some impartant respecls restdual: thCTl’llé“ECiu&l
and artsstic forms in which they hd\«e their mam roots are for social
reasons - especially in their supporting formulations of ‘minority’ and
' nd"tpopul(jr — of that older, early-twentieth-century
penod wiiich for them is the perenmally ‘modern’. Thirdly and most
fundamentafly, the ceniral product of that earlier period, for reasons
which must be explored, was a new set of ‘“universals’, aesthetic, intellec-
tual and psychelogical, which can be sharply contrasted with the older
‘universals® of specific cultures, periods and faiths, but which in just that
quality resist all further specificities, of historical change or of cultural
and social diversity: in the conviction of what is beyond question and for
all effective time the ‘modern absolute’, the defined universality of a
human condition which is effectively permanent.

‘There are several possible ways out of this inteliectual deadlock,
which now has so much power over a whole range of philosophical,
aesthetic and political thinking. The most effective involve coatempor-

THE EMERGENCE OF MODERNISM 19

ary analysis in a still rapidly changing worid. But it is also useful, when
faced by this curious condition of cultural stasis — curious because itisa
stasis which is continually defined in dynamic and experientially pre-
carious terms — to identity some of the processes of its formation: seeing
a present beyond ‘the modern’ by seeing how, in the past, that speci-
fically absolute "'modern’ was formed. For this identification, the facts of
the development of the city into the metropolis are basic. We can see
how certain themes in art and thought developed as specific responses 1o
the new and expanding kinds of nineteenth-century city and then, as the
ventral point of analysis, see how these went through a variety of actual
arlistic transformations, supported by newly offered (and competitive)
aesthetic universals, in certain metropolitan conditions of the early
twentiell century: the moment of ‘modern art’.

It is important to emphasize how relatively old some of these appar-
ently modern themes are. For that is the inherent history of themes at
first contained within ‘pre-modern’ forms of art which then in certain
conditions led to actual and radical changes of form. It is the largely
hidden history of the conditions of these profound internal changes
which we have to explore, often against the clamour of the “universals’
themselves.

For convenience | will take examples of the themes from Fnglish
jiterature, which is particularly rich in them. Britain went through the
first stages of industrial and metropolitan development very early, and
almost at once certain persistent themes were arrived at. Thus the effect
of the modern city as a crowd of strangers was identified, in a way that
was to last, by Wordsworth:

O Friend! one feeling was there which belonged
To this great city, by exchusive right;

How coften, in the overflowing streets,

Have 1 gane forward with the crowd and said
LUnto myself, “The face of every one

That passes by me s a mystery!”

Thus have 1 looked, nor ceased 1o ook, oppressed
By thoughts of what and whither, when and how,
Until 1he shapes before my eyes became

A second-sight procession, such as glides

(ver still mountains, ar appears in dreams.

And all the ballast of famifiar life,

The present, and the pust; hope, fear; all stays,
Al laws of actipg, thinking, speaking man

Went irom me, neither knowing me, nor known.'
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What is evident here is the rapid transition from the mundane fact that
the people ini the crowded street are unknown to the observer - though
we now forget what a novel experience that must in any case have been
to people used to customary small settlements - to tl}e now charac-
teristic interpretation of strangeness as ‘mystery’. Ordinary modes of
perceiving others are seen as overborne by the collapse {:)f‘norma]
relationships and their laws: a loss of ‘the ballast of Iam:ha{ life’. Other
people are then seen as if in ‘second sight” or, crucially, as in dreams: a
major point of reference for many subsequent modern artistic tech-
niques. _ )

Closely related to this first theme of the crowd of strangers is a
second major theme, of an individual lonely and isolated within the
crowd. We can nole some continuity in each theme from more general
Romantic motifs; the general apprehension of mystery and of cxtreme
and precaricus forms of consciousness; the intensity of a paradf).ncal
self-realization in isolation. But what has happened, in each case, is that
an apparently objective milieu, for each of these conditions,_has been
identified in the newly expanding and overcrowded modern city. There
are a hundred cases, from James Thomson to George Gissing and
bevond, of the relatively simple transition from eatkier forms of isolation
and alienation to their specific Jocation in the city. Thomson's poem
“The Doom of a City’ {1857} addresses the theme explicitly, as ‘Salitude
in the midst of a great City’:

‘The cords of sympathy which should have bound me
In sweet communication with earth’s brotherhood

I drew in tight and tighter still around me,
Strangling my lost cxistence for a mood.”

Again, in the better-known “City of Hreadful Night’ (1870_), a di}‘ecl
relationship is proposed between the city and a form of agonized
CONSCIOUSNess:

The City is of Night, but not of Slecp;

There sweet sleep is not for the weary brain;

‘The pitiless hours like years and ages creep,

A nipht seems termiess hefl. This dreadful strain

Cf thought and consciousness which never ceases,
Or which some moment™s stupor but increases,
This, worse than woe, makes wrctches there insane.’

There is direct influence from Thomson in Eliot’s early city poems. But
more generally important is the extension of the association between
isolation and the city to alienation in its most subjective sense: a range
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from dream or nightmare (the formal vector of ‘Doom of a Cig"),
through the distortions of opium or aleohol, to actual insanity. These
states are being given a persuasive and ultimately conventional social
location.

O the other hand, alienation in the city could be given a social rather

intespretation of the streets of Manchester in Mary Burton, in much of
Dickens, cspecially in Dombev and Son, and {though here with more
emphasis on the isolated and crushed observer) in Gissing’s Demos and
The Nether World. U is an cmphasis drawn out and formally argued by
Engels:

.. .They crowd by one another as though they had nothing in common,
nething to do with one another, . . The brutal indiffercnce, the unfecling
isolation of each in his private interest becomes the more repellent and offen-
sive, the more these individuals are crowded together, within a limited space.
And, however much one may be awarc that this iselation of the individual,
this narrow self-seeking is the fundamental principle of our socicty every-
where, it is nowhere so shamelessly barefaced, so self-conscious as just here in
le crowding of the great city, The dissolution of mankind inte monads . . | is
here carricd oul to is utmost extremics.?

These allernative emphases of alienation, primarily subjective or
social, are often fused or confused within the general development of
the theme. In a way their double location within the medern city has
helped to override what is otherwise a sharp difference of emphasis, Yet
both the alternatives and their fusion or confusion point ahead to
observable tendencies in twenteth-century avant-parde art, with its at
times fased, at times dividing, orientatons towards extreme subjectivity
(including subjectivity as redemption or survival) and social or social/
cultural revolution.

There is also a third theme, offering a very different interpretation of
the strangeness and crowding and thus the ‘impenetrability” of the city.
Already in 1751 Ficlding had observed: T

Whoever constders the Cities of London and Westminsier, with the jate vast
increases of their suburbs, the great irrcgularity of their buitdings, the
immense numbers of lanes, alleys, courts and bye-places, must think that had
they been imended for the very purpose of conceatment they could not have
been betrer contrived.”

This was a direct concern with the facls of urban crime, and the empha-
sis_persisted. The ‘durk London’ of the late ninetsenth century, and
particutarly the East End, were often seen as warrens of crime, and one
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important_literary response 10 this was the new figure of the urban
detective. In Conan Doyle’s Sheriock Holmes stories there is a recurrent
image of the penetration by an isolated rational intelligence of a dark
area of crime which is to be found in the otherwise (for specific physical
reasons, as in the London fogs, but also for social reasecns, in that teem-
ing, mazelike, often alien area) impenetrable city. This figure has
persisted in the urban ‘private eye’ (as it happens, an exact idiom for the
basic position in consciousness) in cities without the fogs.

On the other hand, the idea of ‘darkest London’ could be given a
social emphasis. 1t is already significant that the use of statistics to
understand an otherwise too complex and too numerous society had
been pioneered in Manchester from the 1830s. Booth in the 1880s
applied statistical survey techniques to London’s East End. There is
some relation between these forms of exploration and the generalizing
panoramic perspectives of some twentieth-century novels (Dos Passos,
‘Tressell). There were naturalistic accounts from within the urban
environment, again with an emphasis on crime, in several novels of the
1890s, for example, Morrison’s Tales of Mean Streets {(1894}). But in
general it was as late as the 1930s, and then in majority in realist modes,
before any of the actual inhabitants of these dark areas wrote their own
perspectives, which included the poverty and the squalor but also, in
sharp contradiction o the earlier accounts, the neighbourliness and
community which were actual working-class respozses.

A fourth general theme can, however, be connected with this explicit
late response. Wordsworth, interestingly, saw not only the alienated city
but new possibilities of unity:

among the multitudes
Of that huge city, oftentimes was seen
Affeciingly set furth, more than elsewhere
Is possible, the unity of men.®

What could be seen, as often in Dickens, as a deadening unitormity,
could be seen also, in Dickens and indeed, crucially, in Fngels, as the
site of new kinds of human solidarity. The ambiguity had been there
from the beginning, in the interpretation of the urban crowd as ‘mass’ ot
‘masses’, a significant change from the earlier ‘mob’. The masses could
indeed be seen, as in one of Wordsworth’s emphases, as:

slaves unrespited of low pursuits,
Living amid the same perpetual flow
Of trivial objects, melted and reduced
‘To one identity . . 7
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But ‘masis' and ‘masses’ were also to become the heroic, organizing
words of working-class and revolutionary solidarity. The factual
development of new kinds ol radical organization within both capital
and industrial cines sustained this positive urban emphasis,
A fiith theme goes beyond this, but in the same positive direction.

as also Jater in H.G. Wells, there is a conventional theme of escape to a
more peaceful and innocent rural spor, there is a specific and unmistak-
able emphasis on the vitality, the variety, the liberating diversity and
mobility of the city. As the physical conditions of the cities were
improved, this sense came through more and more strongly. The idea of
?he pre-industrial and pre-metropolitan city as a place of liéht and learn-
ing, as \Ivell as of power and magnificence, was resumed with a special
cn}phasm on physical light: the new illuminations of the city. This is
cvident in very simple form in Le Gallicnne in the 1890s;

Londan, London, our delight,
Great flower that opens bul at night,
Great city ol the midnight sun,
Whose day begins when day is done.

Lamp after lamp against the sky
Opens a sudden beaming eve,
Lezaping a light on cither hand
The iron lilics of the Strand.®

It is not only the continuity, it is also the diversity of these themes,
composing as they do so much of the repertary of modern art, which
§h0uld now be emphasized. Although Modernism can be clearly
identified as a distinctive movement, in its deliberaie distance from and
challenge to more traditional forms of art and thought, it is also strongly
characterized hy its intepnal diversity of methods and emphases: a rest-
less and often directly competitive sequence of innovations and experi-
ments, always more immediately recognized by what they are breaking
{rom than by what, in any simple way, they are breaking towards. Even
the range of basic cultural positions within Modernism stretches from an
eager embrace of modernity, either in its new technical and mechanical
fon‘ns or in the equally significant attachments to ideas of social and
political revolution, to conscious options for past or exotic cultures as
sources or at least as fragments against the modern world, from the .
Futurist affirmation of the city to Eliot's pessimistic recoil. i

Many clements of this diversity have o be related to ithe speciﬁcm
cultures and situations within which different kinds of work and position
were to be developed, though within the simpler ideology of modernism
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this is often resisted: the innovatops being directly related only to them-
selves {as the related critical procedures of formalism and structuralism
came to insist). Bul the diversity of position and method has another
kind of significance. The themes, in their variety, including as we have
seen diametrically oppasite as well as diverse attitudes to the city and its
modernity, had formerly been included within relativcly traditional
forms of art. What then stands out as new. and is in this defining sense
‘modern’, is the series (including the competitive sequence) of breaks in
form. Yet if we say only this we are carried back inside the ideology,
ignoring the continuity of themes from the ninetecnth century and
isolating the breaks of form, or worse, as often in subsequent pseude-
histories, relating the formal breaks to the themes as if both were
comparably innovative. For it is not the gencral themes of response 10
the city and its modernity which compose anything that can be properiy

called Nodernism. 1t is rather the new and specific location of the artists
and mtellectuals of this movement within the changing cultural milieu of
the metropolis,

For a number of social and historical reasons the metropolis of the
second half of the ninetcenth ceriury and of the first half of the
rwentieth century moved inle a quitc new cultural dimensiop. [t was
now much more than the very large ¢ity, or even the capital city of an
important nation. It was the place where new social and economic and
cultural relations, beyend both city and nation in their older senses, were
beginning 1o be formed: a distinct historical phase which was in fact to
be extended, in the second half of the Twenticth century, at Jeast polen-
tially, to the whole world.

In the earliest phases this development had much to do with imperial-
ism: with the magnetic conceniration of wealth and power in imperial
capitals and the simultaneous cosmopolitan access 10 & wide variety of
subordinate cultures. But it was always mere than the orthodox colonial
system. Within Europe itself there was a very marked unevenness of
development. both within particulas countries, where the distances
between capitals and provinces widened, socially and cuiturally, in the
uneven developments of industry and agriculture, and of a monetary
economy and simple subsistence or market forms. Even more crucial
differences cmerged between individual countries, which came to
compose a new kind of hierarchy, not simply, s in the old terms, of
military power, but in terms of development and thence of perceived
enlightenment and modernity. )

Moreover, both within many capital citics, and especially within the
majer metropalises, there was at once a complexity and 2 sophistication
of social relations, supplernented in the most imporrant cases — Paris,
above all - by exceptional liberties of expression. This complex and
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open milien contrasted very sharply with the persistence of traditional
social, cultural and intellectual forms in the provinces and in the less
developed countries. Again, in what was not only the complexity but the
n_liscellancity of the metropolis, so different in these respects from tradi-
tional coltures and societies beyond it, the whole range of cultural
activity could be accommodated.

‘The metropolis housed the great waditional academies and musevms
and their orthodoxies; their very proximity and powers of control were
both a standard and a challenge. But also, within the new kind of open,
complex and mobile society, small groups in any form of divergence or
dissent could find some kind of foothold, in ways that would not have
been possible if the artists and thinkers composing them had been scat-
tered in more traditional, closed societies. Moreover, within both the
miscei]aneity of the metropolis — which in the course of capitalist and
imperialist development had characteristically attracted a very mixed
population, from a variety of social and cultural origins - and its concen-
tration of wealth and thus opportunities of patronage, such groups could
hope to auract, indeed 1o form, new kinds of audience. In the early
stapes the foothold was usually precarious. There is a radical contrast
between these often struggling {and quarrelling and competitive} groups,
who between them made what is now generally referred to as ‘modern
art’, and the funded and trading institutions, academic and commercial,
which were eventually to generalize and deal in them. The continuity is
one of underlying ideology, but there is still a radical dilfercnce hetween
the two generations: the struggling innovators and the modernist estab-
lishment which consolidated their achievement.

Thus the key cultaral factor of the modernist shift is the character of
the metropolis: in these general conditions, bui then, even more decis-
ively, in its direct effects on form. The maost important general element

of the innovations in form is the fact of i?ﬁ_rﬁigration to the metropolis,
and 1€ cannot to0 olten be cmphasized how many of the major inno-
vators were, in this precise sense, immigrants. At the level of theme, this
_underlies, in an obvious way, the elements of strangeness and distance
indeed of alienation, which so regnlarly form part of the repertory. Bu;
the decisive aesthetic effect is at a deeper level. Liberated or bréaking
from their national or provincial cujtures, placed in quite new relations
to_those other native fanguages or mative visual traditions, encountering
meanwhilc a novel and dynamic commoen environment fr'ar—'ﬁ_;«'hicﬁ
many of the older forms were obviously distant, the artists and writers
and thinkers of this phase found the onlv community available to them:
a community of the medium; of their own practices. - |
Thus language was perceived qui_te'diffe;éntﬁ'_.wlt was 1o longer, in

the old sense, customary and naturalized, but in many ways arbitrary
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and conventional. To the immigrants especially, with their new second
common language, language was more evident as a medium - a medium
that could be shaped and reshaped — than as a social custom. Even
within a native language, the new relationships of the metropalis, and
the inescapable new uses in newspapers and advertising attuned to it,
forced certain productive kinds of strangeness and distance: a new
consciousness of conventions and thus of changeable, because now
open, conventions. There had long been pressures towards the worl of
art as artefact and commedity, but these now greatly intensified, and
their combined pressores wete verv complex indeed. The preoccupying
visual images and styles of particolar coltures did not disappear, any
more than the native languages, native tales, the native styles of music
and dance, but all were now passed through this crucible of the metro-
polis, which was in the important cases no mere melting pot but an
intense and visually and linguistically exciting process in its own right,

from which remarkable new forms emerged

H

At the same time, within the very openncss and complexity of Lhe
metropolis, there was no formed and settled society to which the new
kinds of work could be related. The relationships were to the open and
complex and dynamic social process itself, and the only accessible form
of this practice was an emphasis on the medium: the medium as that
which, in an unprecedented way, defined art. Over a wide and diverse
range of practice, this emphasis on the medium, and on what can be
done in the medium, became dominant. Moreover, alongside the prac-
tice, theoretical positions of the same kind, most notably the new
{inguistics, but also the new aesthetics of significant form and structure,
rose to direct, to support, 1o reinforce and to recommend. So nearly
complete was this vast cultural reformation that, at the levels directly
congerned — the succeeding metropolitan formations of learning and
practice — what had once been defiantly marginal and oppositional
became, in jts turn, orthodox, although the distance of both from other
cuitures and peoples remained wide, The kev to this persistence is again
the social form of the metropolis, for the facts of increasing mobility and
social diversity, passing through a continuing dominance of certain
metropolitan centres and a related unevenness of all other social and
cultural development, led to a piajor expansion of metropolitan forms of
perception, both internal and imposed. Many of the direct forms and
media processes of the minority phase of modern art thus became what
could be seen as the common currency of majority communicatnon,
especially in films (an art form created, in all important respects, by

__these perceptions) and in advertising.

It is then necessary to explore, in all its complexity of detail, the many
variations in this decisive phase of modern practice and theory. But it is
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also time to explore it with something of its own sense of strangeness
and distunce, rather than with the comfortable and oow internally
sccommodated forms of its incorporation and naturalizanon, This
means, above all, seeing the imperial and capitalist metropolis as a
specific historical form, at different stages: Paris, London, Berlin, New
York. It involves looking, from time to time, fiom outside the metropo-
lis; from the deprived hinterlands, where different forces are moving,
and from the poor world which has always been peripheral 10 the metro-
politan systems. This need invelve no reduction of the importance of the
major artistic and literary works which were shaped within metropolitan
perceptions. Bul one leve! has certainfy to he challenged: the metro-
politan interprelation of its own processes as universals.

The power of metropolitan development is not to be denied. The
excitements and challenges of ils intricate processes of liberation and
alienation, conlact and strangeness, stimulation and standardization, are
still powerfully available. But it shonid no longer be possible to present
these specific and traceable processes as if they were universals, not only
in history but as it were above and beyond it. The formulation of the
modernist universals is in every case a productive but imperfect and in
the end fallacicus response to particular conditions of closure, break-
down, failure and frusiration. From the necessary negations of these
conditions, and from the stimulating strangeness of a new and (as it
seemed) unbonded sacial form, the creative leap ta the only available
nniversality — of raw material, of medium, of process — was impressively
and influentially made.

At this level as at others - ‘modernization’ for cxample — the
supposed universals belong 1o a phase of history which was both
creatively preceded and creatively succeeded. While the universals are
stilt accepted as standard intcllectual procedures, the answers come out
as impressively as the questions determine. But then it is characteristic of
any major cultural phase that it takes its local and traceable positions as
universal, "I'his, which Modernism saw so clearlw in the past which it was
rejecting, remains true for itself. Whar is succeeding it is still uncertain
and precaricus, as in its owi initial phases, But it can be foreseen that
the period in which social strangeness and exposure isolated art as only a
medium is due to end, even within the metropolis, leaving from its most
active phases the new cultural monuments and their academies which in
their turn are being challenged.

Notes

I, William Wordswotth, the Prefude, V11, in Poetical Works, edited by e Sclincourt
and lu)arbishi_re, eds, London 1949, p. 261,




