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Literature	scholars	differ	over	the	years	that	encompass	the	Modernist	period,	however	most	generally	agree	that	modernist	authors	published	as	early	as	the	1880s	and	into	the	mid-1940s.	During	this	period,	society	at	every	level	underwent	profound	changes.	War	and	industrialization	seemed	to	devalue	the	individual.	Global	communication	made
the	world	a	smaller	place.	The	pace	of	change	was	dizzying.	Writers	responded	to	this	new	world	in	a	variety	of	ways.	In	Modernist	literature,	the	individual	is	more	interesting	than	society.	Specifically,	modernist	writers	were	fascinated	with	how	the	individual	adapted	to	the	changing	world.	In	some	cases,	the	individual	triumphed	over	obstacles.
For	the	most	part,	Modernist	literature	featured	characters	who	just	kept	their	heads	above	water.	Writers	presented	the	world	or	society	as	a	challenge	to	the	integrity	of	their	characters.	Ernest	Hemingway	is	especially	remembered	for	vivid	characters	who	accepted	their	circumstances	at	face	value	and	persevered.	ExperimentationModernist
writers	broke	free	of	old	forms	and	techniques.	Poets	abandoned	traditional	rhyme	schemes	and	wrote	in	free	verse.	Novelists	defied	all	expectations.	Writers	mixed	images	from	the	past	with	modern	languages	and	themes,	creating	a	collage	of	styles.	The	inner	workings	of	consciousness	were	a	common	subject	for	modernists.	This	preoccupation	led
to	a	form	of	narration	called	stream	of	consciousness,	where	the	point	of	view	of	the	novel	meanders	in	a	pattern	resembling	human	thought.	Authors	James	Joyce	and	Virginia	Woolf,	along	with	poets	T.S.	Eliot	and	Ezra	Pound,	are	well	known	for	their	experimental	Modernist	works.	The	carnage	of	two	World	Wars	profoundly	affected	writers	of	the
period.	Several	great	English	poets	died	or	were	wounded	in	WWI.	At	the	same	time,	global	capitalism	was	reorganizing	society	at	every	level.	For	many	writers,	the	world	was	becoming	a	more	absurd	place	every	day.	The	mysteriousness	of	life	was	being	lost	in	the	rush	of	daily	life.	The	senseless	violence	of	WWII	was	yet	more	evidence	that
humanity	had	lost	its	way.	Modernist	authors	depicted	this	absurdity	in	their	works.	Franz	Kafka's	"The	Metamorphosis,"	in	which	a	traveling	salesman	is	transformed	into	an	insect-like	creature,	is	an	example	of	modern	absurdism.	SymbolismThe	Modernist	writers	infused	objects,	people,	places	and	events	with	significant	meanings.	They	imagined	a
reality	with	multiple	layers,	many	of	them	hidden	or	in	a	sort	of	code.	The	idea	of	a	poem	as	a	riddle	to	be	cracked	had	its	beginnings	in	the	Modernist	period.	Symbolism	was	not	a	new	concept	in	literature,	but	the	Modernists'	particular	use	of	symbols	was	an	innovation.	They	left	much	more	to	the	reader's	imagination	than	earlier	writers,	leading	to
open-ended	narratives	with	multiple	interpretations.	For	example,	James	Joyce's	"Ulysses"	incorporates	distinctive,	open-ended	symbols	in	each	chapter.	FormalismWriters	of	the	Modernist	period	saw	literature	more	as	a	craft	than	a	flowering	of	creativity.	They	believed	that	poems	and	novels	were	constructed	from	smaller	parts	instead	of	the
organic,	internal	process	that	earlier	generations	had	described.	The	idea	of	literature	as	craft	fed	the	Modernists'	desire	for	creativity	and	originality.	Modernist	poetry	often	includes	foreign	languages,	dense	vocabulary	and	invented	words.	The	poet	e.e.	cummings	abandoned	all	structure	and	spread	his	words	all	across	the	page.	Often	credited	with
bringing	forth	a	new	look	to	literature,	Modernism	was	born	sometime	in	the	late	nineteenth	century.	In	this	article,	we	take	a	look	at	some	of	the	most	important	characteristics	of	the	literary	trend	and	look	at	some	of	the	most	famous	works	that	emerged	from	it.	When	you	talk	about	Modernism	in	literature,	you	generally	talk	about	the	literary
movement	that	started	as	an	expression	of	the	similarly-named	movement	in	art.	They	all	developed	with	core	ideas	like	individualism,	mistrust	of	established	traditions,	and	a	disbelief	in	what	was	believed	to	be	absolute	truth.	It	started	in	the	European	continent	sometime	in	the	1890s	and	took	a	whole	new	life	as	a	reaction	to	the	First	World	War.
Modernist	literature	is	heralded	for	having	changed	the	form	and	content	of	literature	and	exploring	new	avenues	in	style	and	semantics.	Characteristics	When	Modernism	was	born,	it	was	in	reaction	to	the	way	of	life	that	was	becoming	dominant	in	society	at	large,	the	dominance	of	the	way	of	the	city.	And	maybe	that	was	the	reason	that	unlike
Romanticism	which	was	a	reaction	to	experience,	this	form	has	always	been	a	conscious	recognition	to	the	surroundings	and	atmosphere.	Many	people	confuse	Modernism	with	Postmodernism.	While	the	two	movements	have	similar	characteristics,	there	are	differences	between	the	two,	especially	since	the	latter	was	a	reaction	to	the	former.
Stylistically,	too,	Modernism	was	very	different	from	its	predecessors	in	the	literary	world.	There	was	the	free	use	of	indirect	speech	and	allusion	to	myths	and	stories	from	another	time.	Another	characteristic	was	the	overwhelming	use	of	figures	of	speech	like	personification,	hyperbole,	irony,	metaphor,	etc.	Many	Modernist	writers	used	the	stream
of	consciousness	method	in	their	works.	Also	predominant	was	the	use	of	comparison,	symbolism,	discontinuous	narrative,	and	psychoanalysis.	Often	the	works	had	multiple	narratives.	Thematically,	works	in	this	style	often	depicted	a	breakdown	of	societal	norms,	depressive	behavior	in	the	face	of	uncertain	future,	loneliness,	alienation	from	known
things,	etc.	There	was	a	sense	of	disillusionment	and	a	rejection	of	social	and	cultural	systems	that	seemed	outdated.	There	was	an	attempt	to	break	away	from	traditions,	especially	political,	religious,	and	social	views	that	were	established,	and	cornerstones	of	society.	According	to	Modernists,	and	the	works	that	they	created,	truth	was	relative	and
there	was	no	such	thing	as	absolute	truth.	They	were	champions	of	the	individual	and	celebrated	the	strength	of	soul	that	each	individual	possessed.	Their	works	had	a	deep	concern	for	what	is	known	as	the	sub-conscious	and	what	was	not	said	but	felt	and	believed.	They	also	believed	in	unordered	life.	The	writers	often	compared	their	use	of
language	to	the	use	of	raw	material	by	an	artist	or	a	sculptors.	The	form,	style,	and	technique	used	became	as	important	as	the	content	itself.	Famous	Works	Modernism	is	often	stated	as	starting	out	as	a	reaction	to	the	senseless	atrocity	and	horror	that	was	synonymous	with	the	First	World	War.	It	was	from	the	blood	and	gore	of	the	war	that
Modernism	took	birth.	The	belief	that	it	was	the	institutions	built	for	the	civilized	world	that	had	caused	the	conflict	was	a	thought	held	true	by	almost	all	believers.	Since	a	belief	system	was	shaken,	they	turned	inside	to	find	answers.	This	was	especially	true	for	the	revolution	of	Modernism	in	England.	The	same	thought	process	seeped	into	America,
thanks	to	the	work	of	writers	like	Ernest	Hemingway	and	F.	Scott	Fitzgerald.	If	you	look	at	American	literature	you	would	learn	that	it	wasn’t	just	the	content	of	their	works	that	disregarded	tradition	but	also	the	form.	Some	of	the	most	famous	works	of	this	era	in	literature	were	Ulysses	by	James	Joyce	that	invented	new	notions	of	plot,	setting,
characters,	and	form.	Virginia	Woolf	in	her	work,	To	the	Lighthouse	explored	the	stream	of	consciousness	method.	Aldous	Huxley	with	his	Brave	New	World	spoke	about	the	dangers	that	city	life	and	modern	world	can	bring	upon	us	as	a	society.	The	Wasteland	by	T.S.	Eliot	expressed	his	disillusionment	with	industrialization	and	the	emptiness	that	it
brought.	In	his	work,	The	Sun	Also	Rises,	Ernest	Hemingway	talks	about	the	lack	of	meaning	in	the	lives	of	the	Lost	Generation.	F.	Scott	Fitzgerald’s	famous	work	The	Great	Gatsby	focuses	on	the	corruption	of	the	American	Dream.	Modernism	was	an	important	era	in	literature	that	showcased	seminal	work	and	changed	the	way	literature	was	viewed
by	people.	Mimicking	the	Modernist	movement	in	art,	it	was	one	of	the	greatest	periods	of	literature.	Modern	literature,	also	known	as	contemporary	literature,	refers	to	the	literary	works	produced	in	the	late	19th	century	to	the	present	day.	It	is	characterized	by	its	innovative	style,	experimentation	with	form,	and	exploration	of	diverse	themes	and
motifs.	In	this	blog	post,	we	will	delve	into	some	of	the	key	characteristics	of	modern	literature,	including	realism,	experimentation,	individualism,	stream-of-consciousness,	psychological	depth,	social	commentary,	absurdism,	fragmentation,	post-modernism,	globalization,	multiculturalism,	postcolonialism,	gender	and	sexuality,	environmentalism,
technology	and	media,	urbanization,	consumer	culture,	post-industrial	society,	digital	age	and	global	politics.	Each	of	these	characteristics	has	played	a	significant	role	in	shaping	modern	literature	and	continues	to	influence	the	way	literature	is	written	and	consumed	today.	We	will	explore	how	these	characteristics	have	evolved	over	time	and	the
impact	they	have	had	on	literature	and	society.	From	the	works	of	James	Joyce	and	Virginia	Woolf	to	Toni	Morrison	and	Margaret	Atwood,	we	will	examine	examples	of	authors	and	works	that	embody	these	characteristics	and	have	left	a	lasting	impact	on	the	literary	world.	As	we	delve	into	the	characteristics	of	modern	literature,	we	will	also	consider
how	they	reflect	and	critique	the	world	we	live	in,	providing	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	human	experience	and	the	society	we	inhabit.	From	the	rise	of	consumer	culture	to	the	impact	of	technology	and	media,	modern	literature	reflects	and	critiques	the	world	in	which	we	live.	It	is	a	powerful	tool	for	exploring	the	complexities	of	human	experience
and	providing	insight	into	our	world	and	ourselves.	Realism	emerged	as	a	dominant	style	in	modern	literature	during	the	19th	century.	Realist	literature	is	characterized	by	its	focus	on	everyday	life	and	the	representation	of	characters,	settings,	and	events	in	a	manner	that	is	true	to	life.	The	goal	of	realism	is	to	depict	the	world	in	a	way	that	is	free
from	the	idealization	and	romanticization	of	the	past.	One	of	the	most	prominent	examples	of	realism	in	modern	literature	is	the	works	of	Honore	de	Balzac,	Gustave	Flaubert,	and	George	Eliot.	Their	works	portrayed	the	social	and	economic	realities	of	their	time	with	a	great	degree	of	accuracy	and	realism.	The	impact	of	realism	in	modern	literature
is	that	it	opened	the	door	for	literature	to	reflect	the	complexities	of	the	world	we	live	in.	Experimentation	is	another	key	characteristic	of	modern	literature.	Modern	literature	pushes	boundaries	and	challenges	conventions,	often	in	the	form	of	unconventional	narrative	structures,	unique	styles,	and	innovative	techniques.	Experimentation	allows
authors	to	explore	new	and	exciting	ways	of	telling	stories	and	expressing	themselves.	One	of	the	most	prominent	examples	of	experimentation	in	modern	literature	is	James	Joyce’s	Ulysses,	which	utilizes	stream-of-consciousness	and	multiple	perspectives	to	tell	the	story	of	a	single	day	in	Dublin.	Another	example	is	the	works	of	Samuel	Beckett,	who
used	absurdism	to	challenge	societal	norms	and	conventions.	Experimentation	in	modern	literature	has	changed	the	way	literature	is	written	and	consumed,	as	it	has	allowed	for	new	forms	of	expression	and	storytelling.	Individualism	is	another	important	characteristic	of	modern	literature.	Modern	literature	emphasizes	the	individual	experience	and
perspective,	often	exploring	the	inner	thoughts	and	emotions	of	its	characters.	The	focus	on	individualism	has	allowed	for	a	deeper	exploration	of	the	human	psyche	and	has	given	rise	to	the	psychological	novel.	One	of	the	most	prominent	examples	of	individualism	in	modern	literature	is	Virginia	Woolf’s	To	the	Lighthouse	and	Mrs.	Dalloway,	which
delves	into	the	inner	thoughts	and	emotions	of	its	characters.	The	impact	of	individualism	in	modern	literature	is	that	it	has	allowed	for	a	deeper	exploration	of	the	human	experience	and	has	given	rise	to	a	new	form	of	psychological	novel.	Stream-of-consciousness	is	a	narrative	technique	that	is	often	used	in	modern	literature.	It	is	a	method	of
storytelling	that	captures	the	inner	thoughts	and	emotions	of	a	character	in	real-time.	This	technique	allows	for	a	more	intimate	and	personal	portrayal	of	a	character’s	thoughts,	feelings,	and	experiences.	One	of	the	most	prominent	examples	of	stream-of-consciousness	in	modern	literature	is	James	Joyce’s	Ulysses.	Another	example	is	the	works	of
Virginia	Woolf,	who	used	stream-of-consciousness	to	convey	the	inner	thoughts	and	emotions	of	her	characters.	The	impact	of	stream-of-consciousness	in	modern	literature	is	that	it	has	allowed	for	a	more	intimate	and	personal	portrayal	of	characters	and	has	given	rise	to	a	new	form	of	psychological	novel.	Psychological	depth	is	another	important
characteristic	of	modern	literature.	Modern	literature	delves	deeper	into	the	human	psyche	and	explores	complex	emotions	and	experiences.	The	focus	on	psychological	depth	has	allowed	for	a	deeper	exploration	of	the	human	experience	and	has	given	rise	to	the	psychological	novel.	One	of	the	most	prominent	examples	of	psychological	depth	in
modern	literature	is	the	works	is	the	works	of	Sigmund	Freud,	who	has	influenced	many	authors	and	novels	that	explore	the	unconscious	mind,	such	as	D.H.	Lawrence’s	Sons	and	Lovers	and	Virginia	Woolf’s	Mrs.	Dalloway.	The	impact	of	psychological	depth	in	modern	literature	is	that	it	has	allowed	for	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	human	mind	and
emotions	and	has	provided	a	new	way	to	understand	human	nature.	Social	commentary	is	another	important	characteristic	of	modern	literature.	Modern	literature	addresses	and	critiques	social	issues	and	problems,	often	using	literature	as	a	means	to	raise	awareness	and	spark	change.	One	of	the	most	prominent	examples	of	social	commentary	in
modern	literature	is	George	Orwell’s	1984,	which	critiques	totalitarianism	and	government	control.	Another	example	is	Toni	Morrison’s	Beloved,	which	addresses	the	impacts	of	slavery	on	African	American	families	and	communities.	The	impact	of	social	commentary	in	modern	literature	is	that	it	has	allowed	for	a	deeper	understanding	of	societal
issues	and	has	provided	a	platform	for	raising	awareness	and	sparking	change.	Absurdism	is	another	key	characteristic	of	modern	literature.	Absurdism	is	a	philosophy	that	holds	that	human	existence	is	meaningless	and	irrational.	In	literature,	absurdism	is	often	used	to	challenge	societal	norms	and	conventions.	One	of	the	most	prominent	examples
of	absurdism	in	modern	literature	is	Samuel	Beckett’s	Waiting	for	Godot,	which	uses	the	repetitive	and	meaningless	actions	of	its	characters	to	criticize	the	futility	of	human	existence.	The	impact	of	absurdism	in	modern	literature	is	that	it	challenges	societal	norms	and	conventions,	and	it	has	allowed	for	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	human
condition.	Fragmentation	is	another	important	characteristic	of	modern	literature.	Fragmentation	in	literature	breaks	down	and	fragments	traditional	narrative	structures,	often	using	unconventional	forms	and	styles	to	tell	a	story.	One	of	the	most	prominent	examples	of	fragmentation	in	modern	literature	is	T.S.	Eliot’s	The	Waste	Land,	which	uses	a
collage	of	different	voices	and	perspectives	to	tell	the	story	of	a	society	in	crisis.	Another	example	is	the	works	of	Gertrude	Stein,	who	used	fragmentation	to	challenge	traditional	notions	of	narrative	structure	and	storytelling.	The	impact	of	fragmentation	in	modern	literature	is	that	it	has	changed	the	way	literature	is	written	and	consumed,	as	it	has
allowed	for	new	forms	of	expression	and	storytelling.	Post-modernism	is	another	key	characteristic	of	modern	literature.	Post-modernism	is	a	style	and	philosophy	that	emerged	in	the	mid-20th	century,	which	critiques	and	challenges	the	conventions	of	modernism.	One	of	the	most	prominent	examples	of	post-modernism	in	modern	literature	is	Thomas
Pynchon’s	Gravity’s	Rainbow,	which	uses	a	non-linear	narrative	and	a	wide	range	of	literary	techniques	to	critique	modern	society.	Another	example	is	the	works	of	Don	DeLillo,	who	use	post-modernism	to	question	the	role	of	the	media	and	consumer	culture	in	shaping	our	understanding	of	the	world.	The	impact	of	post-modernism	in	modern
literature	is	that	it	has	changed	the	way	literature	is	written	and	consumed,	as	it	has	allowed	for	new	forms	of	expression	and	storytelling.	Globalization	is	another	important	characteristic	of	modern	literature.	Globalization	reflects	the	interconnectedness	and	interdependence	of	the	modern	world	and	its	impact	on	society,	culture	and	individuals.
One	of	the	most	prominent	examples	of	globalization	in	modern	literature	is	Jhumpa	Lahiri’s	Interpreter	of	Maladies,	which	explores	the	experiences	of	Indian	immigrants	in	the	United	States	and	their	struggles	to	reconcile	their	cultural	identity	with	their	new	surroundings.	Another	example	is	the	works	of	Chimamanda	Ngozi	Adichie,	who	uses
globalization	as	a	theme	to	explore	the	complexities	of	cultural	identity	and	heritage	in	her	novels.	The	impact	of	globalization	in	modern	literature	is	that	it	has	allowed	for	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	diversity	of	cultures	and	experiences,	and	how	they	interact	and	influence	each	other.	Multiculturalism	is	another	important	characteristic	of
modern	literature.	Multiculturalism	represents	and	celebrates	the	diversity	of	cultures	and	experiences,	often	exploring	the	complexities	of	identity	and	heritage.	One	of	the	most	prominent	examples	of	multiculturalism	in	modern	literature	is	Junot	Diaz’s	The	Brief	Wondrous	Life	of	Oscar	Wao,	which	explores	the	experiences	of	a	Dominican-American
family	and	the	impact	of	their	cultural	heritage	on	their	lives.	Another	example	is	the	works	of	Jhumpa	Lahiri,	who	uses	multiculturalism	as	a	theme	to	explore	the	complexities	of	cultural	identity	and	heritage	in	her	novels.	The	impact	of	multiculturalism	in	modern	literature	is	that	it	has	allowed	for	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	diversity	of	cultures
and	experiences,	and	how	they	shape	our	understanding	of	the	world.	Postcolonialism	is	another	important	characteristic	of	modern	literature.	Postcolonialism	in	literature	explores	the	effects	of	colonialism	and	imperialism	on	people	and	cultures,	often	critiquing	the	legacy	of	these	historical	events.	One	of	the	most	prominent	examples	of
postcolonialism	in	modern	literature	is	Chinua	Achebe’s	Things	Fall	Apart,	which	explores	the	impact	of	colonialism	on	the	Igbo	people	of	Nigeria.	Another	example	is	the	works	of	Salman	Rushdie,	who	uses	postcolonialism	as	a	theme	to	explore	the	complexities	of	cultural	identity	and	heritage	in	his	novels.	The	impact	of	postcolonialism	in	modern
literature	is	that	it	has	allowed	for	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	legacy	of	colonialism	and	imperialism,	and	how	they	continue	to	shape	our	understanding	of	the	world.	Gender	and	sexuality	are	also	important	characteristics	of	modern	literature.	Modern	literature	addresses	and	critiques	issues	of	gender	and	sexuality,	often	exploring	the
complexities	of	these	themes.	One	of	the	most	prominent	examples	of	gender	and	sexuality	in	modern	literature	is	Virginia	Woolf’s	A	Room	of	One’s	Own,	which	explores	the	experiences	of	women	writers	and	the	impact	of	gender	on	their	work.	Another	example	is	the	works	of	James	Baldwin,	who	uses	gender	and	sexuality	as	a	theme	to	explore	the
complexities	of	identity	and	heritage	in	his	novels.	The	impact	of	gender	and	sexuality	in	modern	literature	is	that	it	has	allowed	for	a	deeper	understanding	of	these	issues	and	how	they	shape	our	understanding	of	the	world.	Environmentalism	is	another	important	characteristic	of	modern	literature.	Environmentalism	addresses	and	critiques
environmental	issues	and	concerns,	often	using	literature	as	a	means	to	raise	awareness	and	spark	change.	One	of	the	most	prominent	examples	of	environmentalism	in	modern	literature	is	Rachel	Carson’s	Silent	Spring,	which	raises	awareness	about	the	dangers	of	pesticides	and	the	impact	of	human	activities	on	the	environment.	Another	example	is
the	works	of	Margaret	Atwood,	who	uses	environmentalism	as	a	theme	to	explore	the	complexities	of	human	relationship	with	nature	in	her	novels.	The	impact	of	environmentalism	in	modern	literature	is	that	it	has	allowed	for	a	deeper	understanding	of	environmental	issues	and	how	they	shape	our	understanding	of	the	world.	Technology	and	media
are	also	important	characteristics	of	modern	literature.	Modern	literature	reflects	and	critiques	the	impact	of	technology	and	media	on	society,	often	exploring	the	ways	in	which	technology	and	media	shape	our	understanding	of	the	world.	One	of	the	most	prominent	examples	of	technology	and	media	in	modern	literature	is	Don	DeLillo’s	White	Noise,
which	explores	the	impact	of	technology	and	media	on	our	understanding	of	reality.	Another	example	is	the	works	of	J.G.	Ballard,	who	uses	technology	and	media	as	a	theme	to	explore	the	complexities	of	human	relationship	with	technology	in	his	novels.	The	impact	of	technology	and	media	in	modern	literature	is	that	it	has	allowed	for	a	deeper
understanding	of	the	role	technology	and	media	play	in	shaping	our	understanding	of	the	world.	Urbanization	is	another	important	characteristic	of	modern	literature.	Urbanization	represents	and	critiques	the	impact	of	urbanization	on	society,	often	exploring	the	complexities	of	urban	life	and	the	impact	of	urbanization	on	human	lives.	One	of	the
most	prominent	examples	of	urbanization	in	modern	literature	is	Charles	Dickens’	Hard	Times,	which	explores	the	impact	of	industrialization	and	urbanization	on	the	working-class	people	of	Victorian	England.	Another	example	is	the	works	of	Jane	Jacobs,	who	uses	urbanization	as	a	theme	to	explore	the	complexities	of	urban	life	and	the	impact	of
urban	planning	on	cities	and	communities.	The	impact	of	urbanization	in	modern	literature	is	that	it	has	allowed	for	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	social,	economic	and	cultural	effects	of	urbanization	on	society	and	individuals.	Consumer	culture	is	another	important	characteristic	of	modern	literature.	Modern	literature	reflects	and	critiques
consumer	culture,	often	exploring	the	impact	of	consumerism	on	society	and	individuals.	One	of	the	most	prominent	examples	of	consumer	culture	in	modern	literature	is	the	works	of	J.G.	Ballard,	who	uses	consumer	culture	as	a	theme	to	explore	the	impact	of	technology	and	media	on	our	understanding	of	reality.	Another	example	is	the	works	of	Bret
Easton	Ellis,	who	uses	consumer	culture	as	a	theme	to	explore	the	impact	of	consumerism	on	American	society	in	his	novels.	The	impact	of	consumer	culture	in	modern	literature	is	that	it	has	allowed	for	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	impact	of	consumerism	on	society	and	individuals.	Post-industrial	society	is	another	important	characteristic	of
modern	literature.	Post-industrial	society	represents	and	critiques	the	impact	of	a	post-industrial	society	on	society,	often	exploring	the	complexities	of	the	changes	in	economy	and	culture.	One	of	the	most	prominent	examples	of	post-industrial	society	in	modern	literature	is	J.G.	Ballard’s	High-Rise,	which	explores	the	impact	of	technological	change
on	the	lives	of	the	residents	of	a	high-rise	building.	Another	example	is	the	works	of	William	Gibson,	who	uses	post-industrial	society	as	a	theme	to	explore	the	impact	of	technology	and	globalization	on	society	in	his	novels.	The	impact	of	post-industrial	society	in	modern	literature	is	that	it	has	allowed	for	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	social,
economic	and	cultural	effects	of	post-industrial	society	on	society	and	individuals.	Digital	age	is	another	important	characteristic	of	modern	literature.	Digital	age	reflects	and	critiques	the	impact	of	the	digital	age	on	society,	often	exploring	the	ways	in	which	technology	and	the	internet	shape	our	understanding	of	the	world.	One	of	the	most
prominent	examples	of	digital	age	in	modern	literature	is	Dave	Eggers’	The	Circle,	which	explores	the	impact	of	technology	and	social	media	on	our	understanding	of	privacy	and	personal	identity.	Another	example	is	the	works	of	Ted	Chiang,	who	uses	digital	age	as	a	theme	to	explore	the	impact	of	technology	on	society	in	his	novels.	The	impact	of
digital	age	in	modern	literature	is	that	it	has	allowed	for	a	deeper	understanding	of	the	impact	of	technology	on	society	and	how	it	shapes	our	understanding	of	the	world.	Global	politics	is	another	important	characteristic	of	modern	literature.	Global	politics	addresses	and	critiques	global	politics	and	political	issues,	often	using	literature	as	a	means	to
raise	awareness	and	spark	change.	One	of	the	most	prominent	examples	of	global	politics	in	modern	literature	is	George	Orwell’s	1984,	which	critiques	totalitarianism	and	government	control.	Another	example	is	the	works	of	Chinua	Achebe,	who	uses	global	politics	as	a	theme	to	explore	the	impact	of	colonialism	and	imperialism	on	African	societies
in	his	novels.	The	impact	of	global	politics	in	modern	literature	is	that	it	has	allowed	for	a	deeper	understanding	of	global	politics	and	political	issues	and	how	they	shape	our	understanding	of	the	world.	In	conclusion,	modern	literature	is	characterized	by	a	wide	range	of	styles,	themes,	and	techniques.	From	realism	to	post-modernism,	modern
literature	encompasses	a	wide	range	of	movements	and	styles	that	reflect	and	critique	the	world	around	us.	Understanding	these	characteristics	and	their	impact	on	literature	and	society	is	essential	for	appreciating	the	richness	and	diversity	of	modern	literature.	From	social	commentary	to	gender	and	sexuality,	modern	literature	reflects	and
critiques	the	world	around	us,	and	provides	a	platform	for	raising	awareness	and	sparking	change.	Literature	scholars	differ	over	the	years	that	encompass	the	Modernist	period,	however	most	generally	agree	that	modernist	authors	published	as	early	as	the	1880s	and	into	the	mid-1940s.	During	this	period,	society	at	every	level	underwent	profound
changes.	War	and	industrialization	seemed	to	devalue	the	individual.	Global	communication	made	the	world	a	smaller	place.	The	pace	of	change	was	dizzying.	Writers	responded	to	this	new	world	in	a	variety	of	ways.	In	Modernist	literature,	the	individual	is	more	interesting	than	society.	Specifically,	modernist	writers	were	fascinated	with	how	the
individual	adapted	to	the	changing	world.	In	some	cases,	the	individual	triumphed	over	obstacles.	For	the	most	part,	Modernist	literature	featured	characters	who	just	kept	their	heads	above	water.	Writers	presented	the	world	or	society	as	a	challenge	to	the	integrity	of	their	characters.	Ernest	Hemingway	is	especially	remembered	for	vivid
characters	who	accepted	their	circumstances	at	face	value	and	persevered.	ExperimentationModernist	writers	broke	free	of	old	forms	and	techniques.	Poets	abandoned	traditional	rhyme	schemes	and	wrote	in	free	verse.	Novelists	defied	all	expectations.	Writers	mixed	images	from	the	past	with	modern	languages	and	themes,	creating	a	collage	of
styles.	The	inner	workings	of	consciousness	were	a	common	subject	for	modernists.	This	preoccupation	led	to	a	form	of	narration	called	stream	of	consciousness,	where	the	point	of	view	of	the	novel	meanders	in	a	pattern	resembling	human	thought.	Authors	James	Joyce	and	Virginia	Woolf,	along	with	poets	T.S.	Eliot	and	Ezra	Pound,	are	well	known
for	their	experimental	Modernist	works.	The	carnage	of	two	World	Wars	profoundly	affected	writers	of	the	period.	Several	great	English	poets	died	or	were	wounded	in	WWI.	At	the	same	time,	global	capitalism	was	reorganizing	society	at	every	level.	For	many	writers,	the	world	was	becoming	a	more	absurd	place	every	day.	The	mysteriousness	of	life
was	being	lost	in	the	rush	of	daily	life.	The	senseless	violence	of	WWII	was	yet	more	evidence	that	humanity	had	lost	its	way.	Modernist	authors	depicted	this	absurdity	in	their	works.	Franz	Kafka's	"The	Metamorphosis,"	in	which	a	traveling	salesman	is	transformed	into	an	insect-like	creature,	is	an	example	of	modern	absurdism.	SymbolismThe
Modernist	writers	infused	objects,	people,	places	and	events	with	significant	meanings.	They	imagined	a	reality	with	multiple	layers,	many	of	them	hidden	or	in	a	sort	of	code.	The	idea	of	a	poem	as	a	riddle	to	be	cracked	had	its	beginnings	in	the	Modernist	period.	Symbolism	was	not	a	new	concept	in	literature,	but	the	Modernists'	particular	use	of
symbols	was	an	innovation.	They	left	much	more	to	the	reader's	imagination	than	earlier	writers,	leading	to	open-ended	narratives	with	multiple	interpretations.	For	example,	James	Joyce's	"Ulysses"	incorporates	distinctive,	open-ended	symbols	in	each	chapter.	FormalismWriters	of	the	Modernist	period	saw	literature	more	as	a	craft	than	a	flowering
of	creativity.	They	believed	that	poems	and	novels	were	constructed	from	smaller	parts	instead	of	the	organic,	internal	process	that	earlier	generations	had	described.	The	idea	of	literature	as	craft	fed	the	Modernists'	desire	for	creativity	and	originality.	Modernist	poetry	often	includes	foreign	languages,	dense	vocabulary	and	invented	words.	The
poet	e.e.	cummings	abandoned	all	structure	and	spread	his	words	all	across	the	page.	Literature	scholars	differ	over	the	years	that	encompass	the	Modernist	period,	however	most	generally	agree	that	modernist	authors	published	as	early	as	the	1880s	and	into	the	mid-1940s.	During	this	period,	society	at	every	level	underwent	profound	changes.	War
and	industrialization	seemed	to	devalue	the	individual.	Global	communication	made	the	world	a	smaller	place.	The	pace	of	change	was	dizzying.	Writers	responded	to	this	new	world	in	a	variety	of	ways.	In	Modernist	literature,	the	individual	is	more	interesting	than	society.	Specifically,	modernist	writers	were	fascinated	with	how	the	individual
adapted	to	the	changing	world.	In	some	cases,	the	individual	triumphed	over	obstacles.	For	the	most	part,	Modernist	literature	featured	characters	who	just	kept	their	heads	above	water.	Writers	presented	the	world	or	society	as	a	challenge	to	the	integrity	of	their	characters.	Ernest	Hemingway	is	especially	remembered	for	vivid	characters	who
accepted	their	circumstances	at	face	value	and	persevered.	ExperimentationModernist	writers	broke	free	of	old	forms	and	techniques.	Poets	abandoned	traditional	rhyme	schemes	and	wrote	in	free	verse.	Novelists	defied	all	expectations.	Writers	mixed	images	from	the	past	with	modern	languages	and	themes,	creating	a	collage	of	styles.	The	inner
workings	of	consciousness	were	a	common	subject	for	modernists.	This	preoccupation	led	to	a	form	of	narration	called	stream	of	consciousness,	where	the	point	of	view	of	the	novel	meanders	in	a	pattern	resembling	human	thought.	Authors	James	Joyce	and	Virginia	Woolf,	along	with	poets	T.S.	Eliot	and	Ezra	Pound,	are	well	known	for	their
experimental	Modernist	works.	The	carnage	of	two	World	Wars	profoundly	affected	writers	of	the	period.	Several	great	English	poets	died	or	were	wounded	in	WWI.	At	the	same	time,	global	capitalism	was	reorganizing	society	at	every	level.	For	many	writers,	the	world	was	becoming	a	more	absurd	place	every	day.	The	mysteriousness	of	life	was
being	lost	in	the	rush	of	daily	life.	The	senseless	violence	of	WWII	was	yet	more	evidence	that	humanity	had	lost	its	way.	Modernist	authors	depicted	this	absurdity	in	their	works.	Franz	Kafka's	"The	Metamorphosis,"	in	which	a	traveling	salesman	is	transformed	into	an	insect-like	creature,	is	an	example	of	modern	absurdism.	SymbolismThe	Modernist
writers	infused	objects,	people,	places	and	events	with	significant	meanings.	They	imagined	a	reality	with	multiple	layers,	many	of	them	hidden	or	in	a	sort	of	code.	The	idea	of	a	poem	as	a	riddle	to	be	cracked	had	its	beginnings	in	the	Modernist	period.	Symbolism	was	not	a	new	concept	in	literature,	but	the	Modernists'	particular	use	of	symbols	was
an	innovation.	They	left	much	more	to	the	reader's	imagination	than	earlier	writers,	leading	to	open-ended	narratives	with	multiple	interpretations.	For	example,	James	Joyce's	"Ulysses"	incorporates	distinctive,	open-ended	symbols	in	each	chapter.	FormalismWriters	of	the	Modernist	period	saw	literature	more	as	a	craft	than	a	flowering	of	creativity.
They	believed	that	poems	and	novels	were	constructed	from	smaller	parts	instead	of	the	organic,	internal	process	that	earlier	generations	had	described.	The	idea	of	literature	as	craft	fed	the	Modernists'	desire	for	creativity	and	originality.	Modernist	poetry	often	includes	foreign	languages,	dense	vocabulary	and	invented	words.	The	poet	e.e.
cummings	abandoned	all	structure	and	spread	his	words	all	across	the	page.	Skip	to	main	contentBrowseInstitutionsLearnersLoginWhat	is	Modernist	Literature?Study	GuidesEnglish	LiteraturePoetryArtDr.	Polly	HemberPhD,	Media	Arts	and	English	Literature	(Royal	Holloway,	University	of	London)Date	Published:	25.07.2023,Last	Updated:
19.07.2024Modernist	literature	is	the	writing	that	instigated	and	responded	to	the	culture	of	modernity.	Questions	of	what	modernity	is	or	was	and	its	convergence	with	modernism	are	still	being	unravelled	and	challenged	in	criticism	today.	In	her	article	“Definitional	Excursions:	The	Meanings	of	Modern/Modernity/Modernism”	(2001),	Susan
Stanford	Friedman	describes	these	slippery	terms	as	“constitut[ing]	a	critical	Tower	of	Babel,	a	cacophony	of	categories	that	became	increasingly	useless	the	more	inconsistently	they	are	used”.	Entire	books	have	been	dedicated	to	modernism’s	manifold	contradictions,	such	as	Paradoxy	of	Modernism	(2008)	by	Roland	Scholes,	who	explores	the
tensions	between	old	and	new,	emotion	and	impersonality,	and	high	and	low.	Interpretations	of	modernism	differ	depending	on	what	discipline	you	look	to,	and	Friedman	reminds	us	that	such	“[d]efinitional	excursions”	are	always	“fictionalizing	processes,	however	much	they	sound	like	rational	categorization”	(2001),	where	each	definition	simply
reveals	the	interests	and	standpoint	of	the	person	putting	it	forward.	For	the	purposes	of	this	introduction,	we	can—whilst	treading	carefully	and	remaining	wary	of	totalizing	definitions—think	of	modernity	as	the	social	conditions	or	contexts	that	developed	in	response	to	modern	industrial	capitalism	in	Western	Europe.	Constituted	by	many
interwoven	skeins	and	spools,	modernity	is	a	rich	tapestry	formed	by	many	different	threads:	the	rapid	advancement	of	technology;	urbanization;	the	expansion	of	railway	networks,	heightened	mobility	and	international	transport	or	migration;	early	feminism;	scientific	innovation;	secularization;	new	media	like	the	cinema	image;	mass	communication;
shifting	ideas	around	sex,	sexuality,	intimacy,	and	gender;	the	1918	influenza	epidemic;	Sigmund	Frued’s	psychoanalytic	theories	and	ideas	of	the	subconscious;	the	watershed	trial	of	Oscar	Wilde	and	legislation	around	homosexuality;	war	and	political	turbulence.	If	modernity	is	a	tapestry,	modernism	is	the	response	to	witnessing	such	a	tableau.
Modernism	is	the	global	literary,	artistic,	musical	and	architectural	responses	to	the	cultures	of	modernity.	Of	course,	as	experiments	with	modernist	literature	proliferated,	modernism	also	shapes	the	conditions	of	modernity.	Therefore,	two	engage	in	a	catalytic	and	contentious	exchange.	Jessica	Berman	helpfully	describes	modernism	as,a
constellation	of	rhetorical	actions,	attitudes,	or	aesthetic	occasions,	where	instead	of	a	formal	set	of	techniques,	modernism—like	a	starry	constellation	at	night—changes,	depending	on	your	critical	perspective	or	vantage	point.Emerging	around	the	late	nineteenth	and	early	twentieth	century,	modernism	also	evades	neat	periodization.	Its	beginnings
and	endpoints	are	both	contested:	some	studies	see	modernist	experimentation	ending	with	the	Second	World	War	in	1945	(Hanna,	Key	Concepts	in	Modernist	Literature,	2008);	others	like	Marjorie	Perloff,	Malcolm	Bradbury	and	James	McFarlane	suggest	that	it	ceased	in	1930	(Perloff,	“Epilogue:	Modernism	Now”,	2006;	Bradbury	and	McFarlane,
Modernism,	1976);	Peter	Childs	suggests	the	end	of	“classic	modernism”	occurred	one	year	earlier	in	1929,	and	sees	the	30s	as	the	start	of	something	else	(Modernist	Literature,	2011).	More	recent	scholarship	has	expanded	modernism’s	temporal	remits,	as	Douglas	Mao	and	Rebecca	Walkowitz	explore	in	their	article	“The	New	Modernist	Studies”
(2008):	a	broadening	that	encompasses	work	from	the	mid-1900s	and	after	the	“core	period”,	beyond	the	middle	of	the	twentieth	century.	This	querying	of	modernism’s	definitional	edges	not	only	concerns	temporal	issues,	but	also	spatial	(looking	beyond	Anglo-American	modernist	experimentation)	and	vertical	(encompassing	high	and	low	cultures)
issues	too,	inviting	exciting	explorations	into	when,	where	and	what	can	be	considered	modernist	literature.	In	the	face	of	such	change—what	Bradbury	describes	as	“the	scenario	of	chaos”	(1976)—writers	attempted	to	understand	and	navigate	the	turbulent	and	tense	world	around	them.	They	harnessed	language	to	engage	with	big,	existential
questions	and	to	represent	the	small,	quotidian	elements	of	modern	life.	Writers	responded	to	modernity	in	many	different	and	complex	ways,	experimenting	with	form,	style	and	themes,	ranging	from	the	incredible	12	volume	novel	sequence	Pilgrimage	(1915	[2002])	by	Dorothy	Richardson,	to	poems	that	are	just	a	handful	of	words	long,	like	“The
Red	Wheelbarrow”	(1938)	by	William	Carlos	Williams.	Many	different	modernist	movements	or	groups	formed,	which	often	encompassed	or	fostered	certain	literary	styles	or	themes,	such	as	the	African-American	experience	and	folk	traditions	in	the	Harlem	Renaissance,	the	sparse	clarity	celebrated	in	Imagism,	or	illogical	imagery	of	Surrealism,	or
the	nonsense	poems	of	Dada.	Although	modernist	writers	often	held	contradictory	ideologies	or	aesthetics,	Ulrika	Maude	summarizes:	“[l]iterary	modernism	is	characterized	by	dazzling	experimentation,	perplexing	narrative	and	poetic	form”	(“Introduction”,	The	Bloomsbury	Companion	to	Modernist	Literature,	2018).	In	her	description	of	modernist
literature,	Rita	Felski	includes	“an	aesthetic	self-consciousness,	stylistic	fragmentation,	and	a	questioning	of	representation”	(The	Gender	of	Modernity,	1995),	and	Marianne	DeKoven	also	identifies	“simultaneity,	juxtaposition,	or	‘montage’	[and]	‘fragmentation’,	paradox,	ambiguity,	and	uncertainty”,	along	with	“the	demise	of	the	integrated	or	unified
subject”	(Rich	and	Strange,	1991).	What	follows	is	a	non-exhaustive	list	of	some	of	the	literary	characteristics	that	are	typically	associated	with	stylistic	modernist	play.A	stream	of	consciousness	is	a	narrative	technique	used	in	fiction	to	capture	and	convey	a	character’s	inner	thought	process	or	interior	monologue,	that	attends	to	the	unbroken	flow—
like	a	stream	or	a	river—of	consciousness	and	the	impressions	(both	internal	and	external)	that	impact	and	affect	it.	These	can	be	memories	that	might	burst	into	the	middle	of	a	sentence;	or	the	visual,	auditory,	haptic,	or	sensual	happenings	that	can	interrupt	the	progression	of	rational	thought.	Julian	Hanna	differentiates	between	interior	monologue
—which	may	relate	to	any	character’s	thoughts	on	the	page—and	stream	of	consciousness,	where	the	latter	is,the	more	experimental	style	of	representing	consciousness	in	an	apparently	raw	or	unedited	form,	sometimes	sacrificing	intelligibility	and	conventional	grammar	in	the	process.	(2008)Many	modernist	writers	play	with	this	technique.	It	can
be	seen	in	William	Faulkner’s	The	Sound	and	the	Fury	(1929,	[2009]),	Virginia	Woolf’s	Mrs	Dalloway	(1925	[2022])	and	The	Waves	(1931	[2001]).	One	of	the	most	famous	and	oft-quoted	examples	are	the	final	lines	of	James	Joyce’s	Ulysses	(1922	[2017]),	where	Molly	Bloom	remembers	her	husband	Leopold’s	proposal	in	a	flowing	burst	of
unpunctuated	free	association:	and	I	thought	well	as	well	him	as	another	and	then	I	asked	him	with	my	eyes	to	ask	again	yes	and	then	he	asked	me	would	I	yes	to	say	yes	my	mountain	flower	and	first	I	put	my	arms	around	him	yes	and	drew	him	down	to	me	so	he	could	feel	my	breasts	all	perfume	yes	and	his	heart	was	going	like	mad	and	yes	I	said	yes
I	will	Yes.UlyssesJames	Joyceand	I	thought	well	as	well	him	as	another	and	then	I	asked	him	with	my	eyes	to	ask	again	yes	and	then	he	asked	me	would	I	yes	to	say	yes	my	mountain	flower	and	first	I	put	my	arms	around	him	yes	and	drew	him	down	to	me	so	he	could	feel	my	breasts	all	perfume	yes	and	his	heart	was	going	like	mad	and	yes	I	said	yes	I
will	Yes.Ezra	Pound’s	declaration	of	“make	it	new”	is	often	presented	as	modernism’s	mantra.	Inflected	with	Imagist	notions	of	the	rejection	of	what	came	before,	Pound’s	rally	embraced	the	contemporaneity	of	the	present	moment,	biting	at	the	future	(Make	It	New,	1935).	Many	modernist	authors	engaged	with	this	sense	of	innovation	and	rupture.F.
T.	Marinetti,	who	founded	the	Futurist	movement	stated	“[w]e	want	no	part	of	it,	the	past”	(Manifesto	of	Futurism,	1909	[2016]);	Woolf’s	similarly	wrote	“On	or	about	December	1910,	human	character	changed”	(Mr.	Bennett	and	Mrs.	Brown,	(1924	[2019]),	acknowledging	the	difference	between	past	and	present;	and	T.	S.	Eliot	believed	that	“[t]he
perpetual	task	of	poetry	is	to	make	all	things	new.	Not	necessarily	to	make	new	things”	(“Tradition	and	the	Practice	of	Poetry”,	1985),	placing	the	emphasis	on	experimentation	as	opposed	to	outright	originality.	Modernist	literature—with	its	experimental	form,	jagged	edges	and	intense	interiority—looks,	in	many	ways,	like	a	break	from	Victorian
literature,	and	novelists	like	George	Eliot	and	Charles	Dickens.	However,	as	with	much	modernist	literature,	there	is	a	tension	between	a	desire	for	rupture	from	the	past	and	reconciliation,	what	Maude	identifies	as	a	“nostalgic	yearning	for	a	lost	and	at	times	primitive	past”	(2018).	Friedman	reminds	us	that:	“Modernism	requires	tradition	to	‘make	it
new.’”	(2001).	Even	Pound’s	catchphrase	was	not	new.	As	Kevin	Dettmar	writes,	Pound	had	“stolen	it	from	a	Chinese	emperor,	who’d	had	inscribed	it	on	his	bathtub.	‘Make	it	new,’	it	would	seem,	was	hardly	a	new	idea”	(2008).	Just	as	modernist	literature	“makes	it	new”,	blasting	forward	with	experiment,	innovation	and	play,	it	also	looks	back	to	the
past.	This	thematic	tension	undercuts	much	of	modernist	literature,	and	is	perhaps	most	famously	expressed	in	the	last	lines	of	F.	Scott	Fitzgerald’s	The	Great	Gatsby	(1925	[2003]):Gatsby	believed	in	the	green	light,	the	orgastic	future	that	year	by	year	recedes	before	us.	It	eluded	us	then,	but	that’s	no	matter—	tomorrow	we	will	run	faster,	stretch
out	our	arms	farther.…	And	one	fine	morning——So	we	beat	on,	boats	against	the	current,	borne	back	ceaselessly	into	the	past.The	Great	GatsbyF.	Scott	FitzgeraldGatsby	believed	in	the	green	light,	the	orgastic	future	that	year	by	year	recedes	before	us.	It	eluded	us	then,	but	that’s	no	matter—	tomorrow	we	will	run	faster,	stretch	out	our	arms
farther.…	And	one	fine	morning——So	we	beat	on,	boats	against	the	current,	borne	back	ceaselessly	into	the	past.The	experience	of	time	within	modernity	was	shifting:	the	introduction	of	Greenwich	Mean	Time	(GMT)	in	1884	meant	both	public	and	private	time	was	regulated.	The	popularization	of	attractions	and	spaces	like	the	cinema	and	dance-
hall	allowed	for	leisure	or	pleasure	filled	pastimes;	the	growth	of	the	railway	network	reduced	the	time	it	took	to	travel	long	distances;	and	the	invention	of	the	telephone	in	1876	condensed	the	time	it	took	to	communicate.	This	process	is	known	as	time-space	compression.	Alongside	these	advances,	Albert	Einstein's	1916	General	Theory	proposed
time	as	relative.	Time	was	thus	being	experienced	and	conceived	in	different	ways.	The	experience	of	time	and	the	querying	of	such	notions	are	significant	characteristics	of	modernist	literature,	with	many	writers	contorting	linear	notions	of	temporality.	Kate	Haffey	writes	that	modernist	literature	“is	in	some	ways	a	literature	of	incoherence,	a
literature	that	continually	breaks	the	rules	that	make	narrative	cohere”	(Literary	Modernism,	Queer	Temporality,	2019).	Indeed,	often	time	is	twisted,	where	traditional	narratological	tropes	such	as	plot,	and	discrete	ideas	of	a	beginning,	middle,	and	end	are	all	undermined.	This	can	be	done	in	a	number	of	different	ways,	such	as:	shifts	in	time,	loops,
tangents,	big	leaps	into	the	future,	or	flashbacks	where	past	memories	take	over	the	narrative,	as	in	Marcel	Proust’s	Swann’s	Way	(2017),	where	involuntary	memory	is	triggered	by	a	madeleine	and	a	cup	of	lime	blossom	tea.	Subverting	a	stable	perspective,	point	of	view,	and	linear	characterization	in	the	text	also	poses	temporal	issues.	Many
modernist	works	also	subvert	notions	of	closure	or	finality.	For	example,	the	ending	of	Voyage	in	the	Dark	(1935	[2019])	by	Jean	Rhys	sees	Anna	wake	from	an	abortion,	where	she	drifts	in	and	out	of	dreams	in	a	rhythmic,	sleepy	stream	of	consciousness:I	lay	and	watched	it	and	thought	about	starting	all	over	again.	And	about	being	new	and	fresh.	And
about	mornings,	and	misty	days,	when	anything	might	happen.	And	about	starting	all	over	again,	all	over	again…	(1935	[2019])Rhys’s	last	line	drifts	off	ambiguously	into	what	could	be	peaceful	sleep,	the	end	of	her	trail	of	thought,	or	death,	leaving	no	sense	of	clarity	or	finality	to	the	book’s	end,	thus	playing	with	ideas	of	structure,	time,	and	the
novel.	Other	texts	like	Joyce’s	Ulysses	or	Woolf’s	Mrs	Dalloway	play	with	time	in	other	ways:	both	of	these	depict	the	course	of	a	day	for	their	respective	protagonists,	Leopold	Bloom	in	Dublin	and	Clarissa	Dalloway	in	London.	For	Clarissa,	Big	Ben’s	chimes	resound	throughout	her	day,	“an	immortal	ode	to	Time”	(Mrs	Dalloway,	2013)	that	looms	over
the	text,	ticking	with	timely	questions	about	mortality.	As	a	literary	technique,	fragmentation	works	against	notions	of	cohesion,	linear	narratives,	totality,	or	wholeness.	Instead,	it	veers	towards	disintegration	and	dissonance.	Hanna	points	towards	an	oft-quoted	line	from	T.	S.	Eliot’s	The	Waste	Land	as	not	only	“one	of	the	most	famous	lines	of
modernist	literature”,	but	“also	one	of	the	most	telling”	(2008).	The	line	reads:	“[t]hese	fragments	I	have	shored	against	my	ruins”	(1922	[1998]),	and	is	surrounded	by	further	pieces	of	fragmented	text.	The	entire	poem	itself	is	conveyed	in	anxious,	alienated	fragments.	Odd	imagery,	references,	allusions,	intertextual	fragments,	and	disembodied
voices	come	together	to	form	Eliot’s	depiction	of	post-war	London.	As	Maude	observes,	“modernist	texts	embody	and	perform	the	condition	of	modernity	in	their	disparate,	disjunctive,	fragmented	and	often	incongruently	despairing	formal	qualities”	(2018).	The	fragmented	poems	and	prose	speak	to	the	fractures	and	fissure	lines	of	modernity,
wreaked	by	the	trauma	of	war,	political	uncertainty,	and	economic	instability.	Fragmentation	also	engages	with	modernist	notions	of	selfhood,	identity,	and	consciousness.	The	idea	of	the	unified	sense	of	self	was	being	rethought	and	challenged,	where	in	Mrs	Dalloway,	Clarissa	feels	a	sense	of	duality	and	ontological	fragmentation	that	she	hides	from
the	outside	world:	she	“had	tried	to	be	the	same	always,	never	showing	a	sign	of	all	the	other	sides	of	her”	(2013).	In	Langston	Hughes’s	“Elevator	Boy”	(Collected	Poems,	1994),	indented	lines	are	used	to	convey	internal	thoughts	in	the	poem,	in	addition	to	the	speaker’s	voice;	in	“Afro-American	Fragment”	(1994),	Hughes	overtly	engages	with	the
fragmentation	of	Black	diaspora.	A	sense	of	uncertainty	or	ambiguity	can	be	seen	in	many	modernist	texts.	Whether	this	is	at	a	textual	or	thematic	level,	ambiguity	works	in	tandem	with	the	fragmented,	unfinished,	and	paradoxical	nature	of	modernism.	For	example,	Kenneth	Graham	identifies	an	“epistemological	ambiguity”	within	Joseph	Conrad’s
Heart	of	Darkness	(1899	[2010]),	around	the	very	“idea	that	the	act	of	communication	in	words	is	reliable”	(“Conrad	and	Modernism”,	1996).	The	ending	of	Djuna	Barnes’s	Nightwood	(1936	[2015])	resists	any	sense	of	stable	meaning	or	truth,	leaving	the	reader	with	an	ambiguous	and	unsettling	scene.	Robin	is	sleeping	in	a	chapel	near	her	former
lover	Nora’s	house	and	is	awoken	by	Nora’s	dog	barking:	Then	she	began	to	bark	also,	crawling	after	him—barking	in	a	fit	of	laughter,	obscene	and	touching.	[...]	He	ran	this	way	and	that,	low	down	in	his	throat	crying,	and	she	grinning	and	crying	with	him;	crying	in	shorter	and	shorter	spaces,	moving	head	to	head,	until	she	gave	up,	lying	out,	her
hands	beside	her,	her	face	turned	and	weeping;	and	the	dog	too	gave	up	then,	and	lay	down,	his	eyes	bloodshot,	his	head	flat	along	her	knees.	(Barnes,	Nightwood,	2007)The	ambiguous	content	and	language	here	resists	finite	knowledge,	rationale,	or	understanding:	it	is	unclear	whether	Robin	is	fighting,	playing,	or—as	the	“obscene	and	touching”
motions	imply—mating	with	the	dog	(Barnes,	2007).	Barnes	raises	just	as	many	questions	as	she	leaves	unanswered,	leaving	Nightwood	unresolved	and	ambiguous.	Jesse	Matz	argues	that	ambiguity	attends	to	modernist	literature’s	morality,	too.	Matz	notes	how	modernists	like	D.	H.	Lawrence	were,keen	to	free	the	novel	from	positive	ethical
responsibilities,	expressing	the	prevailing	mood	when	they	described	the	novel	as	a	form	for	direct,	visceral,	passionate	engagement	rather	than	moral	advocacy	[...]	Moral	certainties	would	become	unavailable	as	the	ambiguity	of	human	motivation,	the	relative	nature	of	goodness,	and	even	the	savagery	of	human	appetites	would	have	the	last	word.
(Matz,	2008)A	Companion	to	Modernist	Literature	and	CultureEdited	by	David	Bradshaw	&	Kevin	J.	H.	Dettmarkeen	to	free	the	novel	from	positive	ethical	responsibilities,	expressing	the	prevailing	mood	when	they	described	the	novel	as	a	form	for	direct,	visceral,	passionate	engagement	rather	than	moral	advocacy	[...]	Moral	certainties	would
become	unavailable	as	the	ambiguity	of	human	motivation,	the	relative	nature	of	goodness,	and	even	the	savagery	of	human	appetites	would	have	the	last	word.	(Matz,	2008)In	a	world	fraught	with	questions	about	how	to	live,	of	good	and	evil,	prompted	by	the	horrors	of	modern	warfare,	modernist	authors	delved	into	the	gray	areas	within	their
fiction.	Modernist	literature	often	borrows,	weaves	in,	and	alludes	to	other	texts	to	further	shape	its	own	meanings.	These	can	often	be	layered,	complex,	or	obscure	references,	as	in	Eliot’s	The	Waste	Land,	which	has	an	accompanying	“notes”	section	to	accompany	the	allusions.	As	Hanna	notes,	this	resists	a	sense	of	closure	that	might	come	with
finishing	a	text,	as	the	intertextuality	demands	further	engagement	(2008).	Hanna	also	observes	that	this	may	be	where	part	of	modernism’s	“difficulty”	arises:	intertextuality	can	become,	a	form	of	gate	keeping,	an	exercise	in	exclusivity.	This	has	long	been	the	accusation	levelled	against	modernism:	the	bar	is	set	too	high,	suggesting	a	desire	on	the
author’s	part	for	an	extremely	select	readership,	or	no	readership	at	all.	(2008)Key	Concepts	in	Modernist	LiteratureJulian	Hannaa	form	of	gate	keeping,	an	exercise	in	exclusivity.	This	has	long	been	the	accusation	levelled	against	modernism:	the	bar	is	set	too	high,	suggesting	a	desire	on	the	author’s	part	for	an	extremely	select	readership,	or	no
readership	at	all.	(2008)Modernist	literature	often	complicates	easy	answers.	Intertextuality	also	allows	for	personal,	unfinished,	and	multiple	interpretations	of	a	piece	of	work,	where	connections	abound	between	and	beyond	textual	echoes.	H.D.	weaves	in	Greek	myth	to	her	poetry	and	prose,	as	in	her	first	Imagist	poems	like	“Epigram”	(1913),	or	in
Helen	in	Egypt	(1961),	which	recasts	Greek	and	Trojan	tales	through	the	perspective	of	Helen,	imagining	a	world	where	Helen	never	went	to	Troy.	Greek	myth	is	also	harnessed	in	Joyce’s	Ulysses,	where	the	18	episodes	play	on	each	of	the	sections	within	Homer’s	Odyssey	(2014),	and	Leopold’s	day-long	wander	around	Dublin’s	streets	are	paralleled
with	Odysseus’	epic	ten-year	journey	to	return	home	to	Ithaca.After	the	proliferation	of	modernist	experimentation	in	the	early	twentieth	century,	Tyrus	Miller	suggests	the	advent	of	an	interwar	“late	modernism”	(Late	Modernism,	1999),	where	Barnes	and	Samuel	Beckett	sit;	while	Kristin	Bluemel	argues	for	the	consideration	of	intermodernists	that
worked	in	mid-twentieth-century	Britain	(Intermodernism,	2011),	who	are	often	neglected.	Postmodernism	teased	out	and	fragmented	modernist	concerns	into	absurdity	and	playful	experiment	at	the	end	of	the	twentieth	century.The	progression	of	these	movements	and	the	history	of	modernism	as	a	field	of	study	are	interesting	and	problematic	tales
in	themselves.	As	Sean	Latham	and	Gayle	Rogers	map	out	in	Modernism:	Evolution	of	an	Idea	(2015),	the	story	of	modernism	that	was	first	told	was	one	that	enforced	a	narrow	canonicity	and	the	idea	of	the	“Men	of	1914”	(of	Joyce,	Eliot,	Pound	and	Wyndham	Lewis)	that	excluded	and	forgot	many	queer	modernists,	women,	and	people	of	colour.	Vital
revisionist	scholarship	has	retrieved	many	works,	in	an	ongoing	process	of	expansion	that	brings	us	to	new	modernist	studies	today	(Mao,	2021).	As	the	field	of	study	of	modernist	literature	changes,	dialogues	about	the	trouble	with	modernism	(Luke	Seaber	and	Michael	Shallcross,	“The	Trouble	with	Modernism”,	2019),	and	questions	about	its	future
have	emerged,	where	Paul	Saint-Amour	pictures	the	critical	field	“as	a	group	of	travelers	gathered	around	dwindling	embers”,	offering	“maybe	the	fire	was	never	the	point,	the	dwindling	having	been	the	real	occasion	for	the	gathering”	(“Weak	Theory,	Weak	Modernism”,	2018).	So,	if	there	are	New	Modernist	Studies	and	we	are	post-post-modernism,
where	are	we	now?	Are	we,	as	Robin	van	den	Akker,	Alison	Gibbons	and	Tomotheus	Vermeulen	suggest,	in	a	period	of	“metamodernism”	(Metamodernism,	2017)?	Did	we	ever	leave	modernism	or	modernity?	As	Friedman	writes	in	Planetary	Modernisms	(2015),	“[o]nce	again,	modernity	is	reinvented.	The	New	is	Now.	Once	again”.	She	invites	us	to
think	of	modernism	outside	of	the	long	twentieth	century	and	on	a	global–or	planetary—scale,	challenging	modernism’s	eurocentricity,	and	reminding	us	that,	“[l]ike	the	modernity	of	which	it	is	a	part,	modernism	is	also	multiple,	polycentric,	relational,	and	recurrent”	(Friedman,	2015).	She	identifies	modernisms	that	developed	before	1500,	and
argues	that	belated	expressions	and	iterations	are	emerging	today.	What	is	clear	is	that	modernism’s	afterlives	are	still	felt	profoundly	in	our	contemporary	moment.	Whether	it	is	new	literary	modernisms	forming	today	on	a	planetary	scale;	or	in	archives,	with	scholars	retrieving	long	forgotten	modernist	texts,	challenging	notions	of	canonicity;	or
contemporary	writers	reimagining	twentieth-century	texts	like	Natasha	Brown’s	Assembly	(2021),	which	was	celebrated	as	a	“modern	Mrs	Dalloway”	in	The	Guardian,	or	Kabe	Wilson’s	incredible	project	which	re-used	all	of	the	words	in	Woolf’s	A	Room	of	One’s	Own	(1929,	[2014])		to	create	a	new	text,	Of	One	Woman	or	So	by	Olivia	N’Gowfri	(even
the	title	is	an	anagram	of	the	original	text	and	Woolf’s	name);	or	as	intertextual	fragments,	as	in	the	third	season	of	Netflix’s	The	Sinner	(Simonds,	2020),	where	lines	from	Eliot’s	The	Hollow	Men	(1925	[2022])	are	repeated	as	a	sinister	leitmotif;	or	adapted	to	the	screen	themselves,	as	in	Netflix’s	Lady	Chatterley's	Lover	(de	Clermont-Tonnerre,	2022)
and	Passing	(Hall,	2021),	or	biographical	interpretations	like	Colette	(2018),	which	explores	the	life	of	Sidonie-Gabrielle	Colette,	or	Vita	and	Virginia	(Button,	2018),	which	tells	the	love	story	of	Woolf	and	Vita	Sackville-West;	or	in	bookshops,	libraries,	and	classrooms,	rereading	or	discovering	modernist	writers	for	the	first	time:	modernism	continues
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HemberPhD,	Media	Arts	and	English	Literature	(Royal	Holloway,	University	of	London)Polly	Hember	is	a	researcher,	writer,	and	visiting	tutor	working	on	modernism	and	queer	networks.	She	holds	a	PhD	in	Media	Arts	and	English	Literature	from	Royal	Holloway,	University	of	London,	where	her	doctoral	thesis	attended	to	the	neglected	literary
works	of	“the	POOL	group”.	Her	research	interests	include	twentieth-century	literature,	queer	theory,	affect	studies,	technology,	and	visual	cultures.	She	has	published	in	Modernist	Cultures	and	Hotel	Modernisms	(Routledge,	2023),	and	currently	co-hosts	the	Modernist	Conversations	podcast.		Explore	the	definition	of	modern	literature,	discover
common	themes	from	modernist	authors	and	read	examples	of	their	works.	The	term	“modern	literature”	doesn’t	refer	to	current-day	novels	and	poems.	Instead,	it	describes	the	literary	period	between	1901	and	the	1960s.	It	refers	to	the	works	of	authors	and	poets	who	embraced	the	substantial	societal	and	technological	changes	proceeding	World
War	I	and	the	Great	Depression	while	also	taking	creative	risks	with	form	and	expression.	The	themes,	ideas,	and	writing	style	of	modern	literature	broke	from	the	Victorian	era	in	ways	that	would	have	shocked	authors	of	that	generation.	It	also	gave	rise	to	post-modern	literature.	Before	diving	into	our	guide	to	literary	modernism,	check	out	our
guide	to	classic	literature.	Victorian-era	literature	describes	works	published	between	1837	and	1901.	Often,	authors	wrote	books	in	installments	and	published	them	in	periodicals.	They	strove	for	a	realistic,	natural	style	and	sought	to	tell	a	captivating	story.	Authors	like	Charles	Dickens	featured	dramatic	characters	mostly	to	move	the	plot	forward
rather	than	explore	the	intricacies	of	being	human.	This	type	of	literature	focused	on	everyday	moral	and	social	issues.	It	dealt	with	complex	moral	and	ethical	questions,	depicted	through	detailed	and	realistic	characters	and	settings.	Expect	to	find	formal	language	and	clear	plotlines	concerned	with	strict	social	conventions	of	the	day.	For	example,
many	of	Jane	Austen’s	books	focus	on	themes	like	marriage	and	family.	World	War	I,	the	Spanish	flu,	and	the	Great	Depression	prompted	the	rise	of	modernist	literature.	The	decline	of	farming	and	small	family	businesses	led	to	people	leaving	home	for	work	in	factories	and	cities,	a	theme	often	found	in	American	literature	written	during	this	time.
Societal	changes	and	industrialization	meant	many	families	grew	apart.	The	era	of	prosperity	in	the	1920s	and	the	hardships	of	the	Great	Depression	gave	modernist	writers	a	unique,	if	cynical,	perspective	on	life,	leading	to	a	reinterpretation	of	the	human	experience.	The	devastating	impact	of	the	First	World	War	also	left	many	modernist	writers
feeling	disillusioned	with	societal	norms	like	the	ruling	classes,	the	monarchy,	and	later,	industrialization.	As	a	result	of	these	experiences,	modernist	literature	often	reflects	themes	of	fragmentation,	subjectivity,	disillusionment,	and	experimentation.	Modernist	writers	sought	to	capture	the	complexities	of	modern	life	through	innovative	techniques,
such	as	stream-of-consciousness	narration,	fragmented	narratives,	and	symbols	and	allusions.	They	also	challenged	traditional	literary	forms	and	structures	and	incorporated	elements	of	diverse	cultural	and	ethnic	experiences,	creating	complex,	layered,	and	multi-dimensional	works.	Following	the	modernist	period	and	World	War
II,	postmodernist	authors	skewed	further	away	from	the	style	of	the	Victorian	and	modernist	periods.	They	employed	concepts	like	metafiction	and	play	to	explore	the	idea	that	there’s	no	one	way	to	explain	the	human	experience.	Postmodernist	authors	like	Kurt	Vonnegut	didn’t	delve	into	a	deep	analysis	of	human	nature.	Instead,	they	told	their
subjective	truths	in	a	way	that	they	knew	might	alienate	some	audience	members.	Postmodernist	authors	were	not	afraid	to	be	controversial	and	often	found	that	their	work	polarized	readers	while	sparking	essential	conversations	about	right,	wrong,	and	gray	areas.		Modernism	and	postmodernism	describe	two	dinstinct	literary	movements	of	the
early	to	mid	and	mid	to	late	20th	century	periods	respectively.	Modernism	focuses	on	individual	experience,	fragmentation,	and	experimentation,	while	postmodernism	rejects	objective	truth	and	certainty.	It	employs	irony,	parody	and	satire.	Famous	modernist	authors	include	Franz	Kafka,	E.E.	Cummings	and	Virginia	Woolf,	whereas	noted	post-
modenrist	authors	include	Vladimir	Nabokov,	George	Orwell	and	even	Salman	Rushdie.	Readers	can	find	examples	of	noted	authors	and	poets	who	worked	in	both	periods.	These	include	Irishman	Samuel	Beckett	and	the	Argentenian	writer	Jorge	Luis	Borges.	Beckett’s	works,	such	as	Waiting	for	Godot	and	Endgame	reflect	the	themes	of
fragmentation	and	existentialism.	Borges’	works,	including	The	Garden	of	Forking	Paths	and	The	Library	of	Babel	also	reflect	both	modernist	and	postmodern	influences,	addressing	similar	themes.	Classic	and	Victorian	literature	moved	stories	forward	using	easy-to-follow	plotlines	and	dialogue.	On	first	read,	anyone	can	follow	the	plotline	of	books
like	Pride	and	Prejudice	or	Jane	Eyreread.	Modernist	literature	is	often	harder	to	follow.	Modernist	books	like	Mrs	Dalloway	or	poems	like	The	Second	Coming	requires	interpretation	and	analysis.	For	more,	learn	how	to	analze	a	book.	These	works	are	characterized	by	experimentation,	subjective	writing,	symbolism,	new	forms,	and	cultural	diversity.
Modernist	writers	like	T.S.	Elliot,	Ezra	Pound,	and	James	Joyce	captured	these	themes	through	fragmented	and	subjective	writing.	They	used	techniques	like	stream-of-consciousness,	fragmented	narratives,	symbols,	and	allusions.	They	also	broke	from	traditional	literary	forms	and	include	diverse	cultural	experiences.	Readers	of	this	genre	can	expect
to	find	the	following	themes:	Individualism	and	subjectivity:	Modernist	literature	emphasized	individuals’	inner	experiences	and	perspectives	rather	than	an	objective	reality.	Alienation	and	disillusionment:	Modernist	writers	like	Joyce	explored	feelings	of	alienation,	disillusionment,	and	the	search	for	meaning	in	the	early	20th	century.	The
fragmentation	of	society	and	the	self:	Modernist	writers	like	Ezra	Pound	tried	to	capture	the	fragmented,	complex	nature	of	modern	life	and	the	fragmented	experiences	of	the	individual.	A	search	for	identity:	Modernist	literature	raised	questions	of	identity,	including	issues	of	race,	gender,	sex,	and	cultural	identity.	Time	and	memory:	Modernist
literature	explored	the	nature	of	time	and	memory,	including	the	past	and	its	influence	on	early	20th	century	society.	The	collapse	of	traditional	values:	Modernist	works	often	criticized	traditional	values	and	institutions	like	the	ruling	classes	and	monarchy	and	explored	the	effects	of	their	decline.	The	impact	of	science	and	technology:	Modernist
writers	often	considered	the	impact	of	new	technological	and	scientific	developments	on	society	and	the	individual,	such	as	factories	and	big	cities.	Modern	literature	is	emotional	and	raw	and	exposes	brutal	truths	about	characters	and	humanity.	Sometimes,	authors	experimented	with	non-linear	literary	timelines,	telling	readers	one	part	of	the	story
before	narrating	a	past	event.	This	conceit	gave	rise	to	the	concept	of	the	unreliable	narrator.	Individualism	formed	a	vital	part	of	the	modern	literature	movement.	Short	stories	and	novels	from	this	period	typically	focused	on	individual	character	and	their	inner	journey—one	famous	example	is	The	Metamorphosis	by	Franz	Kafka.	Modernist	authors
leaned	heavily	on	symbolism	and	imagery.	For	example,	T.S.	Eliot’s	uses	images	of	death,	decay,	and	fragmentation	in	The	Waste	Land	to	express	the	cultural	and	psychological	effects	of	World	War	I.	The	river	in	the	poem	symbolizes	life	and	death,	while	the	image	of	the	drowned	sailor	and	the	rat	creeping	through	the	sewage	represents	a	sense	of
despair	and	decay.	W.B	Yeats	employs	similar	imagery	in	his	famous	poem	The	Second	Coming.	Many	modernist	authors	wrote	their	novels	in	the	first	person.	The	point	of	view	of	modernist	works	allowed	the	reader	to	understand	that	the	protagonist’s	perception	of	other	characters	was	subjective.	It	forced	readers	to	consider	whether	the
protagonist	was	fair	in	their	judgment	of	others	in	the	story.	In	modernist	literature,	writers	often	employ	a	stream-of-consciousness	style.	Their	characters’	thoughts,	speech,	feelings	and	reactions	come	at	once	in	a	dense	rush	of	prose.	Readers	can	often	find	an	unreliable	narrator	whose	perspective	shifts	with	the	story.	You	might	also	be	interested
in	learning	the	definition	of	logos	in	literature.	Before	the	modern	era,	poets	mostly	followed	a	specific	rhyme	scheme	or	style.	Modernist	poets	changed	all	that.	They	disregarded	rules	regarding	the	number	of	syllables	and	rhymes	at	the	end	of	each	line.	They	also	changed	conventions	relating	to	structure	and	length.	Instead,	free	verse	became	king.
Poets	of	the	day,	like	Ezra	Pound,	Wallace	Stevens,	and	T.S.	Eliot,	expressed	themselves	however	they	saw	fit.	They	turned	away	from	typical	poetical	devices	like	brevity	and	imagery,	and	instead,	their	creative	output	became	much	longer	and	even	more	cynical.	Many	modernist	poets	sparked	debates	about	what	poetry	is–without	rhyme	and
metered	verses.		For	more,	read	our	guide	to	the	most	common	types	of	poetry.	Here,	we’ll	look	at	some	of	the	most	famous	examples	of	modernist	literature	from	American	literature	and	English	literature.	How	cold	and	slimy	the	water	had	been!	A	fellow	had	once	seen	a	big	rat	jump	into	the	scum.	Mother	was	sitting	at	the	fire	with	Dante	waiting
for	Brigid	to	bring	in	the	tea.	She	had	her	feet	on	the	fender	and	her	jewelly	slippers	were	so	hot	and	they	had	such	a	lovely	warm	smell!James	Joyce	Joyce	expertly	uses	imagery	to	paint	a	picture	for	readers	throughout	his	novel.	The	story	is	about	the	Irish	author’s	life	(with	fictional	details	added).	Literary	critics	have	long	heralded	the	book	for	its
detailed,	vivid	descriptions	that	make	readers	feel	like	they’re	growing	up	with	the	protagonist.	The	book	goes	through	many	hardships	Joyce	faced	growing	up,	including	understanding	political	problems,	pondering	his	thoughts	on	religion,	and	deciding	to	leave	his	homeland.	Many	of	Joyce’s	other	works,	including	Ulysses	and	The	Dubliners,	are
considered	modernist	classics.	Check	out	our	round-up	of	the	best	classic	literature	books	to	learn	more.	In	this	novel	about	a	group	of	ex-pats	living	in	Paris,	Hemingway	perfectly	portrays	the	stream	of	consciousness	associated	with	modernism.	His	meandering	passages	take	the	reader	through	his	characters’	thoughts,	making	them	feel	like	they’re
walking	down	post-World	War	I	European	streets,	wandering	through	the	Parisian	nightlife	and	the	excitement	of	Spanish	bullfights.	Unlike	many	modernist	authors,	Hemingway	often	experimented	with	spare	prose	and	with	much	of	his	character’s	motivations	taking	place	beneath	the	surface.	Check	out	the	Best	Ernest	Hemingway	books.	He	was
married	five	years,	had	three	children,	lost	most	of	the	fifty	thousand	dollars	his	father	left	him,	the	balance	of	the	estate	having	gone	to	his	mother,	hardened	into	a	rather	unattractive	mould	under	domestic	unhappiness	with	a	rich	wife;	and	just	when	he	had	made	up	his	mind	to	leave	his	wife	she	left	him	and	went	off	with	a	miniature-painter.	As	he
had	been	thinking	for	months	about	leaving	his	wife	and	had	not	done	it	because	it	would	be	too	cruel	to	deprive	her	of	himself,	her	departure	was	a	very	healthful	shock.	Ernest	Hemingway	Heralded	by	many	as	the	great	American	novel,	The	Great	Gatsby	paints	a	clear	picture	of	luxury,	love,	and	loss.	Told	from	the	first-person	point	of	view,
Fitzgerald	provides	the	reader	with	Nick	Carraway’s	perspective,	taking	readers	through	his	endless	quest	to	win	Daisy’s	heart.	The	way	that	Fitzgerald	described	Gatsby’s	opulent	parties	still	has	readers	talking	about	the	book	nearly	a	century	after	its	release.	For	more,	check	out	our	guide	to	the	best	American	authors.	She	laughed	again,	as	if	she
said	something	very	witty,	and	held	my	hand	for	a	moment,	looking	up	into	my	face,	promising	that	there	was	no	one	in	the	world	she	so	much	wanted	to	see.	That	was	a	way	she	had.	She	hinted	in	a	murmur	that	the	surname	of	the	balancing	girl	was	Baker.	(I’ve	heard	it	said	that	Daisy’s	murmur	was	only	to	make	people	lean	toward	her;	an	irrelevant
criticism	that	made	it	no	less	charming.)	F.	Scott	Fitzgerald	This	famous	poem	by	Elliot	is	a	lengthy,	fragmented,	multilingual	poem.	First	published	in	1922,	Eliot	explores	themes	of	disillusionment	and	fragmentation.	The	poem’s	central	theme	is	disillusionment	and	fragmentation	in	the	aftermath	of	World	War	I.	The	structure	and	style	of	The	Waste
Land	had	a	significant	influence	on	subsequent	modernist	and	postmodernist	literature.	Read	our	guide	to	free	verse	poetry	to	learn	more.	“These	fragments	I	have	shored	against	my	ruins”	T.S.	Eliot	Franz	Kafka	This	horrifying	novella	by	Czech	novelist	and	short	story	writer	Franz	Kafka	was	published	in	10915.	It	depicts	how	its	protagonist	George
Sansa	changes	into	a	huge	insect	or	cockroach.	The	book	addresses	themes	like	identity,	a	person’s	place	in	the	world,	and	the	shifting	nature	of	reality.	“As	Gregor	Samsa	awoke	one	morning	from	uneasy	dreams	he	found	himself	transformed	in	his	bed	into	a	gigantic	insect.”	Franz	Kafka	Published	in	1929,	this	American	novel	employs	a	fragmented,
non-linear	style.	It’s	told	from	multiple	perspectives,	each	with	its	distinct	voice	and	style.	Faulkner	uses	stream-of-consciousness	narration	to	delve	into	the	psychological	states	of	his	characters.	He	challenged=	traditional	storytelling	methods	of	the	day.	The	plot	focuses	on	the	decline	of	a	Southern	family,	the	loss	of	traditional	values	and	ways	of
life,	and	the	psychological	toll	of	such	changes.	Expect	themes	like	disillusionment,	decay,	and	the	struggle	for	identity.	“Clocks	slay	time…	time	is	dead	as	long	as	it	is	being	clicked	off	by	little	wheels;	only	when	the	clock	stops	does	time	come	to	life.”	William	Faulkner	W.B.	Yeats	Published	in	1919,	explores	the	themes	of	change,	decay,	and	the	end
of	an	era.	Like	many	noted	modernist	poets,	Yeats	wrote	this	famous	work	in	the	aftermath	of	World	War	I.	It	reflects	the	sense	of	disillusionment	and	instability	that	characterized	the	early	20th	century.	He	employs	vivid	imagery	and	metaphors	to	convey	a	sense	of	impending	apocalypse	and	the	collapse	of	traditional	cultural	and	social	structures.
Turning	and	turning	in	the	widening	gyre				The	falcon	cannot	hear	the	falconer;	Things	fall	apart;	the	centre	cannot	hold;	Mere	anarchy	is	loosed	upon	the	world,	William	Butler	Yeats	Critics	define	modern	literature	as	works	produced	during	the	late	19th	century	to	the	mid-20th	century.	However,	the	themes	and	subjects	in	modern	literature	range
from	social	and	political	issues	of	the	day	to	universal	human	experiences.	For	example,	modernist	writers	like	James	Joyce	and	William	Faulkner	explored	the	psychological	and	philosophical	implications	of	a	rapidly	changing	world.	Their	work	is	as	relevant	as	ever.


