
American Modernism: Between the World Wars 
  

“The two wars, then, bracket a period during which, no matter how internally fractured it was, 
the United States became a modern nation”-Norton Anthology 

  
History: 

∙       Timeline: 
o      1914—WWI starts in Europe 
o      1915—Great Migration of African Americans from South to North begins 
o      1917—U.S. joins war 
o      1917—Communist party comes to power in Russia 
o      1918—WWI ends 
o      1919—Harlem Renaissance starts (approx.) 
o      1920—Prohibition 
o      1922—Mussolini becomes dictator in Italy 
o      1929—Stock market crashes 
o      1932—FDR introduces New Deal 
o      1933—Hitler’s Nationalist Socialist Party comes to power in Germany 
o      1936—Start of Spanish Civil War 
o      1939—World War II starts 
o      1941—Pearl Harbor, US enters war 
o      1944—D Day, invasion of Normandy 
o      1945—Germany surrenders in spring, Japan surrenders in August after 
Hiroshima and Nagasaki 

∙       War brought lots of changes in U.S.: 
o      How do we deal with modern warfare? (365,000 Americans died in WWI) 
o      Added to distrust of international politics, became more isolationist after 
WWI. 

▪       1924—first exclusionary immigration act. 
▪       Red-scare—becoming fearful of Communist Soviet Union. 

o      Women gain right to vote in 1920. 
o      African Americans fight for more rights at home after fighting for U.S. 
abroad. 

  
Modernism: 

∙       Catch-all Definition: 
o      Literary production in the inter-war period dealing with the modern world. 

∙       Conflicts: 
o      Literary tradition. Allusions to literary tradition are necessary or trite? 
o      Popular culture. Growing at this time. Reject or Accept? 
o      Social Struggle. Art for art’s sake or art engaged in social and political 
struggles. 

∙       High Modernism: 
o      Work that represents the transformation of traditional society under 
pressures of modernity→breaks down traditional literary forms in the process. 



o      Characteristics: 
▪       Often interprets modernity as loss. 

∙       Ex. In Eliot’s “The Waste Land” the modern world is a scene 
of ruin. 

▪       Previous structures of human life had either been destroyed or proven 
false. 

∙        Ex. beginning, middle, end of a story is really an artificial 
imposition on the fragmented nature of human life. 

▪       Construction from fragments—omissions, shifts in perspective, lack 
of transitions, use of symbolism, challenging and difficult reading. 
▪       Borrowed structures with mythological, religious, classic references. 

∙       Ex. Joyce’s Ulysses  based on the Odyssey or Eliot’s “Waste 
Land” built on quest myths and Christian narratives of death and 
reconstruction. 

▪       Search for meaning. Is it all a human construction? 
▪       Self-reflexive—concerned with its own nature as art. 
▪       Prose style: 

∙       Direct, compressed. Sparing of words. Think Hemingway. 
∙       First person or at least from one character’s point of view. 

o      Often an outsider.  Nick Carraway in the Great 
Gatsby . 

∙       Use of unliterary material. 
o      Ex. Speech that is colloquial, slangy, popular coming 
from the uneducated or inarticulate. Faulkner’s As I Lay 
Dying . 

▪       Expatriates: 
∙       Stein, Pound, Eliot, H.D. 
∙       Found U.S. lacking in a tradition of high culture and 
indifferent to artistic achievement. 
∙       Wanted to bring U.S. into larger contest of European culture. 

▪       Other Modernists had strong connection to U.S.: 
∙       Wanted to write American works. 
∙       About national belonging. 
∙       Hart Crane, Marianne Moore, William Carlos Williams, John 
Dos Passos. 

▪       Also regional writing: 
∙       Faulkner—South. 
∙       Cather—Midwest and later New Mexico. 
∙       Steinbeck—California. 
∙       Frost—New England. 

  
(Some) Important Authors: 

∙       Poets: 
o      Robert Frost 
o      Wallace Stevens 



o      William Carlos Williams 
o      H.D. 
o      E. E. Cummings 
o      Hart Crane 

∙       (Permanent) Expatriates: 
o      Ezra Pound 
o      T.S. Eliot 
o      Gertrude Stein 

∙       Playwrights (drama was slow to develop in U.S., but began moving into literary 
mainstream during modernism): 

o      Eugene O’Neill (experimented in dramatic structure and new production 
methods) 

∙       Prose Writers: 
o      Willa Cather 
o      John Steinbeck 
o      F. Scott Fitzgerald 
o      William Faulkner 
o      Ernest Hemingway 

∙       African American Modernism: 
o      Claude McKay 
o      Zora Neale Hurston 
o      Nella Larsen 
o      Jean Toomer 
o      Langston Hughes 
o      Countee Cullen 
o      Richard Wright 

  
Selected Authors with notes on styles and excerpts: 
Poets: 

∙       Frost: 
o      Clarity of diction, colloquial rhythms, simplicity of images, folksy speaker. 
o      Traditional poetic forms with ordinary speech. 
o      Writes about nature, grief of country people in blank verse narratives, and 
humorous or sardonic poems. 

  
“Desert Places” 1936 (excerpt) 
  
Snow falling and night fall fast, oh, fast 
In a field I looked into going past, 
And the ground almost covered smooth in snow, 
But a few weeds and stubble showing last. 
  

∙       Stevens: 
o      Fun fact—Works for Hartford Accident and Indemnity Company. 
o      Private interaction of the observed and the observer. 



o      Display was a valid poetic exercise—poetry illuminated surfaces as well as 
depths. 
o      Repeated activities in his poems→looking at things, playing musical 
instruments. 
o      Interested in the role of perceiver in creation--.inescapable subjectivity. 
o      Poetry as the forger in new faiths (Christianity isn’t working so well for 
Stevens). 
o      Either blank verse or brief stanzas, usually unrhymed. 
o      Invented words, used multi-layered puns. 

  
“Emperor of Ice-Cream” 1923 (excerpt) 
  
Call the roller of big cigars, 
The muscular one, and bid him whip 
In kitchen cups concupiscent curds. 
Let the wenches dawdle in such dress 
As they are used to wear, and let the boys 
Bring flowers in last month’s newspapers. 
Let be be final of seem. 
The only emperor is the emperor of ice-cream. 

  
∙       Williams: 

o      Fun fact—was a doctor. 
o      Known for disagreeing with pretty much every other modernist. 
o      Simple verse, matter-of-fact style, plain-spoken. 
o      Themes—women who supply completeness to men, women who are both 
belittled and adored by men. 
o      Wanted to speak as an American in an American context. 
o      Cities with immigrants, factories and poor working classes. 
o      Accumulation of details. “No idea but in things” 
o      Rejected the idea of free verse. 

  
“Spring and All” 1923 (excerpt) 
  
By the road to the contagious hospital 
under the surge of the blue 
mottled clouds driven from the 
northeast—a cold wind. Beyond, the 
waste of broad, muddy fields 
brown with dried weeds, standing and fallen 
  
patches of standing water 
the scattering of tall trees 

  
Expatriates: 



∙       Pound: 
o      Fun (?) Fact—was a patient in St. Elizabeth’s Hospital for the criminally 
insane in Washington, D.C. from 1946-1958. 
o      Left for Europe in 1908. 
o      Imagism→present the object directly. “Go in fear of abstraction.” 
o      Tended to work in disconnected fragments. 
o      Thought that the U.S. was culturally backward. Wanted to produce a worldly 
work on behalf of his nation. 
o      Could not overcome the idea that a good poem had to be long, which is 
perhaps why he wrote 116 Cantos. 
o      Writing was intricate and obscure. 
o      “Maurberley” a poem about the decay of civilization after WWI. 
o      Wanted art to be protected from money. This becomes a major theme in the 
Cantos. 
o      Supported Mussolini and becomes pretty polemical against U.S. 

  
“A Pact” 1913 
  
I make a pact with you, Walt Whitman— 
I have detested you long enough. 
I come to you as a grown child 
Who has had a pig-headed father; 
I am old enough now to make friends. 
It was you that broke the new wood, 
Now is a time for carving. 
We have one sap and one root— 
Let there be commerce between us. 
  
“Hugh Selwyn Mauberley (Life and Contacts)” 1920 (excerpt) 
  
E. P. Ode pour l’election de Son Sepulchre 
  
For three years, out of key with his time, 
He strove to resuscitate the dead art 
Of poetry; to maintain “the sublime” 
In the old sense. Wrong from the start— 
  
No, hardly, but seeing he had been born 
In a half savage country, out of date; 
Bent resolutely on wringing lilies from the acorn; 
Capaneus, trout for factitious bait; 
  

∙       Eliot 
o      Bff with Pound 
o      Fascist leanings but unlike Pound abandoned politics when WWII started. 



 
  

 

o      His essays had major influence on New Critics. 
o      “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” (1915). 
o      The Waste  Land  (1922) 

∙       What kind of civilization could have allowed this war to take place? 
∙       Long, fragmented. “These fragments I have shored against my ruins” 
∙       Myths of rebirth and regeneration. “April is the cruellest month” 
(First line). 
∙       Multiple voices and characters. 
∙       Tons of illusions. 
∙       Norton says it contained “so many technical innovations that ideas of 
what poetry was and how it worked seemed fundamentally changed”. 
∙       Things that could clue you into recognizing The Waste Land : 
Madame Sosostris, Phoenician Sailor, Unreal City, “HURRY UP 
PLEASE ITS TIME,” Tiresias, “Datta. Dayadhvam. Damyata./ Shantih 
shantih shantih (last two lines). 

  
From The Waste  Land 
  
I. The Burial of the Dead (3rd stanza) 
  

Madame Sosostris, famous clairvoyante, 
Had a bad cold, nevertheless 
Is known to be the wisest woman in Europe, 
With a wicked pack of cards.  Here, said she, 
Is your card, the drowned Phoenician Sailor, 
(Those are pearls that were his eyes.  Look!) 
Here is Belladonna, The Lady of the Rocks, The lady of situations. 
Here is the man with three staves, and here the Wheel, 
And here is the one-eyed merchant, and  this card, 
Which is blank, is something he carries on his back, 
Which I am forbidden to see.  I do not find 
The Hanged Man.   Fear death by water. 
I see crowds of people, walking round in a ring. 
Thank you.  If you see dear Mrs. Equitone, 
Tell her I bring the horoscope myself:              
One must be so careful these days. 

  
∙       Stein 

o      Radically experimental. 
o      Pushed language to its limits. 
o      Lots of repetition of words and phrases. 
o      Words as entities in themselves. 
o      Wrote—lesbian love poems with complex symbolism for socially 
unacceptable feelings, poems with “words as things” denying the connection 
between words and meaning, and autobiographical work explaining her technique 



as well as showing her personality. 
  
From The Making of Americans 
  
I am writing for myself and strangers. This is the only way that I can do it. Everybody 
is a real one to me, everybody is like some one else too to me. No one of them that I 
know can want to know it and so I write for myself and strangers.” 

  
Prose Writers: 

∙       Cather 
o      Writes about the mid-west, and later southwest in Death Comes for the 
Archbishop  (1927). 
o      My Antonia . Jim Burden chronicles his memories of Antonia Shimerda 
growing up in rural Nebraska. 
o      Style-lyrical yet understated. Artistic transcendence with rural specificity. 
o      Perhaps a touch of nostalgia. 
o      Friendship often the ideal over romantic love. 
o      Clear prose. 
o      Not a ton of formal structure—more like chronicles than stories. 

  
From My Antonia  (1918) 
  
Subsequent experiences with rattlesnakes taught me that my first encounter was 
fortunate in circumstance. My big rattler was old, and had led too easy a life; there 
was not much fight in him.  He had probably lived there for years, with a fat prairie 
dog for breakfast whenever he felt like it, a sheltered home, even an owl-feather bed, 
perhaps, and he had forgot that the world doesn’t own rattlers a living.  A snake of his 
size, in fight trim, would be more than any boy could handle.  So in reality it was a 
mock adventure; the game was fixed for me by chance, as it probably was for many a 
dragon-slayer. 
  

∙       Steinbeck 
o      Modernism with realism. 
o      Wrote about social injustice and economic inequalities. 
o      Rural Communities. 
o      Grapes of Wrath  (1939). Joad family leaves Oklahoma to find work in 
California. 
o      Of Mice and Men  (1937). Migrant workers in California. George kills 
Lennie because Lennie accidently killed their boss’s wife. 

  
From The Grapes of Wrath  (1939) 
  
We're Joads. We don't look up to nobody. Grampa's grampa, he fit in the Revolution. 
We was farm people till the debt. And then—them people. They done somepin to us. 
Ever' time they come seemed like they was a-whippin' me—all of us. An' in Needles, 



that police. He done somepin to me, made me feel mean. Made me feel ashamed. An' 
now I ain't ashamed. These folks is our folks—is our folks. An' that manager, he 
come an' set an' drank coffee, an' he says, 'Mrs. Joad' this, an' 'Mrs. Joad' that—an' 
'How you getting' on, Mrs. Joad?'” She stopped and sighed. “Why, I feel like people 
again. 

  
∙       Hemingway 

o      Severe, spare writing. 
o      Eliminates words 

▪       “If a writer of prose knows enough about what he is writing about he 
may omit things that he knows and the reader, if the writer is writing truly 
enough, will have a feeling of those things as strongly as though the writer 
had stated them”—from Death in the Afternoon . 

o      Writes like a reporter. (was a reporter) 
o      Writes about WWI. He was an ambulance driver during the war. 
o      Big theme—meanings of masculinity. 
o      The Sun Also Rises  (1926), A Farewell to Arms  (1929), For Whom the Bell 
Tolls  (1940), Old Man and the Sea  (1952) 

  
From A Farewell to Arms 
  
I was always embarrassed by the words, sacred, glorious,  and sacrifice  and the 
expression in vain …I had seen nothing sacred, and the things that were glorious had 
no glory and the sacrifices were like stockyards at Chicago if nothing was done with 
the meat except to bury it.  There were many words that you could not stand to hear. 
  

∙       Fitzgerald 
o      Decadence of the 1920s. Consumer society. 
o      Dazzling style. 
o      The Great Gatsby  (1925). 

▪       Told from Nick Carraway’s point of view. His story becomes a 
subplot; this was new and widely imitated. 

o      American dream turns into a nightmare. 
  

From The  Great Gatsby 
  
The truth was that Jay Gatsby, of West Egg, Long Island, sprang from his Platonic 
conception of himself. He was a son of God—a phrase which, if it means anything, 
means just that—and he must be about His Father's business, the service of a vast, 
vulgar, and meretricious beauty. So he invented just the sort of Jay Gatsby that a 
seventeen year old boy would be likely to invent, and to this conception he was 
faithful to the end. 
  

∙       Faulkner 
o      Yoknapatawpha County  



o      Themes—time, childhood, family, sex, race, obsessions, the past. 
o      Experiments with chronology and techniques for represented thought and 
memory. 
o      Gave voice to sages, children, criminals, the insane, and even the dead. 
o      Narrative voice—urgent, intense, and highly rhetorical. 
o      Stream of consciousness. 
o      The Sound and the Fury  (1929). Four sections with four different narrators. 
Only last section is told sequentially. Tells the decline of a Southern family, the 
Compsons. 
o      As I Lay Dying  (1930). 59 sections of interior monologue by 15 different 
narrators.  Traces story of Bundren family as they attempt to fulfill their mother’s 
dying wish about her burial place. 
o      Also, Light in August  (1932) and  Absalom, Absalom!  (1936) 

  
From As I Lay Dying 
  
Dead Addie speaks→That was when I learned that words are no good that words dont 
ever fit even what they are trying to say at.  When he was born I knew that 
motherhood was invented by someone who had to have a word for it because the ones 
that had the children didn't care whether there was a word for it or not. 
  

African American Modernism: 
∙       Langston Hughes 

o      Probably the most popular writer connected with the Harlem Renaissance. 
o      Wanted to capture oral and improvisatory traditions of black culture. 
o      Focused work on modern, urban black life. 
o      Rhythms of jazz and blues music are found in his poetry. 

  
“Mother to Son” (1922) 

  
Well, son, I’ll tell you: 
Life for me ain’t been no crystal stair. 
It’s had tacks in it, 
And splinters, 
And boards torn up, 
And places with no carpet on the floor— 
Bare. 
But all the time 
I’se been a-climbin’ on, 
And reachin’ landin’s, 
And turnin’s corners, 
And sometimes goin’ in the dark 
Where there ain’t been no light. 
So boy, don’t you turn back. 
Don’t you set down on the steps 



‘Cause you finds it’s kinder hard. 
Don’t you fall now— 
For I’se still goin’, honey, 
I’se still climbin’, 
And life for me ain’t been no crystal stair. 

  
∙       Nella Larsen 

o      Writes a lot about mixed racial ancestry and “passing.” 
o       Questions the construction of race and displays the effects of racial 
prejudice. 
o      Quicksand  (1928) and Passing  (1929). Passing  is about black characters 
passing as white and the complications of such decisions.  Quicksand  follows the 
mixed-race Helga Crane and her alienation from every community she takes part 
in (Southern, urban New York, Denmark). 

  
From Quicksand 
              
Sitting there in her room, long hours after, Helga again felt a surge of hot anger and 
seething resentment.  And again it subsided in amazement at the memory of the 
considerable applause which had greeted the speaker just before he had asked his 
God’s blessing upon them. 
The South. Naxos. Negro education. Suddenly she hated them all.  Strange, too, for 
this was the thing which she had ardently desire to share in, to be a part of this 
monument to one man’s genius and vision. 
  

∙       Zora Neale Hurston 
o      Writes very oral narratives. 
o      Lots of dialect and, generally, lots of people talking. 
o      Highly metaphorical. 
o      Presents full pictures of black people. Did not write to “uplift her race.” 
o      Most well-known work—Their Eyes Were Watching God  (1937). The main 
character, Janie, searches for selfhood through a myriad of relationships with 
men. Takes place partially in an all-black town in Florida, which was modeled 
after the town where Hurston grew up. 

  
From Their Eyes Were Watching God 
  
Ships at a distance have every man's wish on board. For some they come in with the 
tide. For others they sail forever on the horizon, never out of sight, never landing until 
the Watcher turns his eyes away in resignation, his dreams mocked to death by Time. 
That is the life of men. Now, women forget all those things they don't want to 
remember, and remember everything they don't want to forget. The dream is the truth. 
Then they act and do things accordingly. 
  
And 



  
[Janie] was stretched on her back beneath the pear tree soaking in the alto chant of the 
visiting bees, the gold of the sun and the panting breath of the breeze when the 
inaudible voice of it all came to her. She saw a dust-bearing bee sink into the sanctum 
of a bloom; the thousand sister-calyxes arch to meet the love embrace and the ecstatic 
shiver of the tree from root to tiniest branch creaming in every blossom and frothing 
with delight. So this was a marriage! She had been summoned to behold a revelation. 

  
∙       Richard Wright 

o      Most famous work, Native Son . 
o      Violent, brutal. 
o      Shows the oppression, hatred, and incomprehension of the white world. 
o      Point of view of Native Son  is from Bigger’s consciousness. 
o      Style is a bit reporter like. Native Son  reads at times like a detective story. 
o      Definitely used work for social statement. 
o      Wright was a Communist, for a while. 

  
From Native Son  (1940) 
  
He had done this. He had brought all this about. In all of his life these two murders 
were the most meaningful things that had ever happened to him. 
  

And 
  

There was something he knew and something he felt; something the world gave him 
and something he himself had. . . . [N]ever in all his life, with this black skin of his, 
had the two worlds, thought and feeling, will and mind, aspiration and satisfaction, 
been together; never had he felt a sense of wholeness. 
  

  
  
  
  


