
Postmodernism and the Arts

I.  Working to define postmodernism


A.  Tough to define postmodernism for a number of reasons



1.  First, there’s no final agreement about how to define it; read different people and hear different kinds of responses—and of course are difference in the arts 



2.  Another reason it’s tough is that when people talk of “postmodern” or “postmodernism” when dealing with literature, are at least three different things that they may mean:

a. The time period: since from some time in late 1800s to WWII is known as Modern period in literature, time since that has come to be known as “Postmodern”—kind of odd since is identified as after something else instead of something on its own




-so may just be reference to an era

b. The philosophy/ideology; may hear references to postmodern ideologies; for us, this has to do with the perspective from which the authors are writing




c.  Particular literary, artistic, musical techniques or approaches: These are by authors; techniques that they use that have come to be identified as postmodernist

I’ll talk briefly about #1; somewhat more about #2; more at length about #3 (extending into next class)

II.  Time period and philosophy


A.  Very briefly, kind of period after WWII (although not nearly all writers during this period writing in ways that can identify as postmodern, and some distinctly not writing in that mode)

-even difference in music, because I know that Peter Terry thinks of period after WWII as something different than postmodern; in lit, tend to see those as going together—although even disagreement there with when “postmodernism” began

-also sometimes in visual art use term “contemporary” to refer to this period as well


B.  Philosophy or ideology

1.  I don’t mean this in any formal sense of philosophy; more in sense of world view

2.    Tends to be perspective devoid of traditional religious commitment; taking even more for granted than Moderns that “God is dead”; Philip Larkin poem: "What remains when disbelief has gone?"; at most, religious talk is simply one voice in midst of pluralism

3.  Because of this sense, very little use for absolutes of almost any kind (religious, country, even things like Hemingway’s “grace under pressure” probably not really admired)

4.  Rather, is often emphasis on indeterminacy or undecidability—nothing finally “true” but only accepted convention for a given situation; Linda Hutcheon explains that this indeterminacy “raises questions about (or renders problematic) the common-sensical and the ‘natural.’  But it never offers answers that are anything but provisional and contextually determined (and limited)” (xi).

5.  As Jonathan Culler explains the difference between a structuralist and a post-structuralist approach, "[s]tructuralists are convinced that systematic knowledge is possible; post-structuralists claim to know only the impossibility of this knowledge" (22).  In other words, rather than looking for patterns to organize a coherent view, the deconstructive impulse of postmodernism "bends all its efforts to stretch beyond these boundaries, to transgress these confines, to interrupt and disjoin all such gatherings" (John Caputo "Commentary" 31).  

6.  Even more reaction (than Modern) against Enlightenment sense that reason can solve all problems; now reason solves nothing

III. Approaches in the Arts

A. Great diversity of approaches—explosion of different mediums, different ways of presenting material, different goals

                 B.  Further break from representational art

· Abstract Expressionism

· Jacskon Pollock Lavender Mist
C. Especially in visual art, less emphasis on permanence—resistance, again, to tradition

1. Example here from Barbara Morris—see burning in grass; 

2. idea of installations (friend who created ice sculpture in middle of Pittsburgh; bonfire burned as went into new year, symbolizing passing of time

3. Christo Surrounded Islands
D. Can be a kind of playfulness in postmodern—certainly that attitude toward traditional works in the field;

1. Don’t do away with tradition or try just to be new—but trying to push tradition in new directions; re-invent itself 

2. Certainly see that playfulness, too, in the John Barth story—playing with our expectations of what should happen in a story

3.  Ira Stein Trio does Bach

4. Duchamp’s L. H. O. O. Q.

E. Challenges to our assumptions of what is art

1. Barth’s “Life-story”—playing with our assumptions of what happens in a story

2. Duchamp’s Fountain—this is art because I say it is

F. Increased use of computer and video as ways of creating music and art

1. Combining of forms important; have someone on our campus right here working with this form

2. Peter Terry works in the field of video and digital music—show about 7 minute (?) piece called Iron Pathways
3. Notice use of non-traditional sounds to make music; not traditional sense of tonality—no obvious beginning and ending; coordinated with video images

