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The rise of new political movements during 
the nineteenth century, of which socialism 
was perhaps the most prominent, drew 
upon a section of society new to political 

activism: women. Indeed the � rst use of the term femi-
nism dates to this period. Women campaigned for a 
wide variety of causes—divorce reform, property own-
ership—but the issue that united most women across 
barriers of class or nationality was suffrage: the right 
to vote.

 British women could vote in local elections from 
1868, and they could vote in local governments in 
Finland and Sweden in the 1870s. In the 1890s some 
American states granted women the vote, but this 
was limited to single women who were property own-
ers. By the eve of World War I, with the exception of 
Finland, no Western country (including the United 
States) allowed women to vote in national elections.
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 In France, feminists began to organize protest 
groups, refusing to pay taxes and overturning vot-
ing urns. The best known British group was the 
Women’s Social and Political Union, founded in 
1903 by Emmeline Pankhurst. Pankhurst and her 
daughters believed that only direct, violent action 
would secure women the vote. Her organization 
campaigned against political candidates who were 
opposed to women’s suffrage. When leading poli-
ticians, including the British Prime Minister Her-
bert Asquith and his minister David Lloyd George, 
refused to back women’s right to vote, her support-
ers smashed the windows of London’s most exclusive 
shops, assaulted leading politicians, and chained 
themselves to the railings of of� cial buildings. When 
sent to prison, they staged hunger strikes (only to be 
gruesomely force-fed). One of their activists, Emily 
Wildind Davison, threw herself in front of the King’s 

horse on Derby day, 1913, and 
was trampled to death. Only after 
World War I, in 1918, did the suf-
fragettes in Britain win the right to 
vote. American women voted for 
the � rst time in 1920.

THE SPIRIT 
OF THE AGE

Distance lends perspective in human 
experience. The more intimately we 
are a" ected by events, the more dif-
� cult it is to evaluate them objec-
tively. Looking back, we can see that 
the world in which we live—with 

◆ Su" ragette Emmeline Pankhurst 
arrested at a demonstration outside 
Buckingham Palace, London, 1914. 
(© Jimmy Sime/Getty Images)
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Most dates are approximate

its great hopes and even greater fears—began to take 
its present shape in the early years of the twentieth 
century. World War I (1914–1918) marked an end to 
almost three thousand years of European political and 
cultural supremacy as well as the beginning of a world 
in which events in any corner of the globe could—and 
still do—have immense consequences for good or ill for 
the entire human race. The e" ects on the humanities 
of so vast a change in direction will be the subject of 
Chapters 21 and 22. Here, we will consider some of the 
causes and early symptoms of the change.

 Although the period in which the modern world 
was formed is the historical era that directly a" ects our 

daily lives, our cultural traditions go back to ancient 
Greece and Rome. Yet even if the cataclysmic events 
of the twentieth century did not destroy the value of 
centuries of accumulated experience, we naturally feel 
more intimately linked to the generation of our parents 
and grandparents than to the more distant generations 
of ancestors of which we are also the product. Nev-
ertheless, our parents and grandparents are the people 
whose nearness to us in time and emotional impact 
makes them and their world more di&  cult to under-
stand objectively.

 Our own responses to the increasing complexity of 
historical forces during the formative stages of modern 

1876 Speech first transmitted through tele-
phone by Alexander Graham Bell

1880–1914 Height of European colonialism
1886 Dedication of Statue of Liberty, 

presented by France to America

1889 International League of Socialist Parties 
founded

1890–1914 Industrialization of Russia

1899–1902 Boer War

1901 Death of Queen Victoria of England; 
reign of Edward VII begins; first message 
sent over Marconi’s transatlantic wireless 
telegraph

1903 Wright brothers make first airplane 
flight; Emmeline Pankhurst founds 
Women’s Social and Political Union

1904 Russo–Japanese War
1905 First Revolution breaks out in Russia; 

Einstein formulates theory of relativ-
ity; first motion-picture theater opens in 
Pittsburgh

1908 Model T touring car introduced by 
Ford

1911 Revolution in China establishes republic
1914 World War I begins

GENERAL EVENTS 

1863 Manet exhibits Le Déjeuner sur l’Herbe 
to public outrage

1874 Impressionism emerges when Monet 
and others exhibit at Café Guerbois, Paris; 
Impression: Sunrise (1872) 

1875 Monet, Argenteuil
1876 Renoir, Le Moulin de la Galette 

c. 1880 Postimpressionists reject impressionism
1882 Manet, A Bar at the Folies-Bergère
1884–1886 Seurat, A Sunday on La Grande Jatte
c. 1885 Protocubist experiments of Cézanne; 

Still Life with Commode

c. 1886 Rodin, The Kiss; Degas, The Tub 
1888 van Gogh, The Night Café 

1889 van Gogh, The Starry Night 

1891 Gauguin, Ia Orana Maria
Mary Cassatt’s first solo exhibition in Paris

1893 Munch, The Scream; Rodin 
begins Monument to Balzac 

1894–1898 Kollwitz, March of the Weavers, 
etching based on Hauptmann play

c. 1904–1906 Cézanne paints last series 
of landscapes depicting Mont Sainte-Victoire

 
1903–1913 German expressionist movement Die Brücke
1905 First Fauve exhibition in Paris; Matisse, The Joy of Life (1905–1906)
1907–1914 Picasso and Braque develop cubism in Paris
1909 Nolde, Pentecost; Rodin, Portrait of Mahler
1911 Matisse, The Red Studio; German expressionist group Der Blaue Reiter formed
1912 Heckel, Two Painters at the Table (To Dostoyevsky)
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culture are still so confused that it is helpful to turn to 
the reactions of individual artists and thinkers who lived 
through the times and can to some extent interpret them 
to us. Furthermore, within the relatively limited sphere 
of artistic creativity we can observe at work forces that 
also operated on a much larger scale. As so often in the 
history of Western civilization, the arts provide a direct 
and powerful, if incomplete, expression of the spirit of 
an age. It may even be that the enduring importance of 
the humanities as a re* ection of the human condition 
is one of the few aspects of Western civilization to sur-
vive a century of global turmoil and help us now in the 
twenty-� rst century.

THE GROWING UNREST
By the last quarter of the nineteenth century there was 
a widespread if unfocused feeling in Europe that life 
could not continue as before. Social and political revolu-
tions had replaced the old monarchies with more nearly 
equitable forms of government. Scienti� c and techno-
logical developments had a" ected millions of ordinary 
people, bringing them improved standards of living and 
a more congenial existence. As a result, a new mood of 
cheerfulness began to make itself felt in the great cit-
ies of Europe; in Paris, for example, the period became 
known as the belle époque (“beautiful age”).

The Growing Unrest ◆ 465

1866 Dostoyevsky, Crime and Punishment
1870–1914 New areas explored in writing: 

impact of subconscious on human behav-
ior, the role of women

1879 First performance of Ibsen’s realistic 
drama, A Doll’s House

1881 Death of Dostoyevsky

1883–1892 Nietzsche, Thus Spoke Zarathustra

1891 Shaw, drama critic for Saturday Review, 
champions Ibsen

1893 Wilde, Salome 

1899 Kate Chopin, The Awakening

1900 Freud, Interpretation of Dreams
1904 Death of Chekhov

1913 Publication of Swann’s Way, first volume 
of Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past; final 
volume published posthumously (1927)

LITERATURE & 

PHILOSOPHY 

1883 Birth of Gropius

1890–1891 Sullivan, Wainwright Building, 
St. Louis, first skyscraper

1905–1907 Gaudí, Casa Milá, Barcelona 

1909 Robie House, Chicago, Frank Lloyd 
Wright’s first big success

ARCHITECTURE

mid-19th cent. Liszt’s symphonic poems 
precursors of program music

1886 R. Strauss begins tone poem Don Juan

1890 Debussy, musical Impressionist, 
composes Claire de Lune

1893 Tchaikovsky, Pathétique Symphony, 
precedes composer’s suicide.

Mahler’s Symphony No. 1 in D marks transi-
tion from romantic to modern music

1894 Debussy, Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune
1895 R. Strauss, Till Eulenspiegel
1896 Puccini champions verismo in Italian 

opera; La Bohème
1899 R. Strauss, A Hero’s Life

1900–1904 Puccini, Tosca, Madama Butterfly
1905 First performance of R. Strauss’ opera 

Salome, based on Wilde’s play
1908 Schönberg, Three Piano Pieces, Op. 11, 

first major atonal work
1909–1910 Mahler, Symphony No. 9
1910–1912 Stravinsky composes 

The Firebird and Petrouchka, 
for Diaghilev’s Ballet Russe in Paris

1911–1915 R. Strauss, An Alpine Symphony

1912 Schönberg, Pierrot Lunaire

1912–1913 Rite of Spring

1913 Ravel composes Daphnis and Chloe for 
Diaghilev

MUSIC
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 But the apparent gaiety was only super� cial. The 
price of the immense changes that made it possible had 
been unrest and violence, and the forces that had been 
built to achieve them remained in existence. Thus, in a 
period of nominal peace, most of the leading countries 
in Europe were maintaining huge armies and introduc-
ing compulsory military service. Long before 1914, a 
growing mood of frustration led many people to assume 
that sooner or later war would break out—a belief that 
certainly did not help to avert it [Fig. 18.2].

 The many historical causes of this mood are beyond 
the scope of this book, but some of the more important 
underlying factors are easy enough to perceive. First, the 
growth of democratic systems of government had taught 
increasing numbers of people that they had a right 
to share in the material bene� ts made possible by the 
Industrial Revolution. Discontent grew on all sides. In 
the richest countries in Europe—France, England, and 
Germany—the poor compared their lot to that of the 
more a>  uent. Simultaneously, in the poorer European 
countries, including Ireland, Spain, Portugal, and all of 
Eastern Europe, everyone looked with envy toward their 
wealthier neighbors. Even more signi� cantly, those vast 
continents that the empire-building European powers 
were introducing to European civilization for the � rst 
time, including parts of Africa, Asia, and South America, 
began increasingly to resent European domination.

 Second, the scienti� c progress that made possible 
improvements in people’s lives created problems of its 
own. New medical advances reduced the rate of infant 
mortality, cured hitherto fatal diseases, and prolonged life 
expectancy. As a result, populations in most of Europe 
soared to record levels, creating food and housing short-
ages. New forms of transport and industrial processes 
brought vast numbers of workers to the cities. Conse-
quently, the lives of many people were uprooted, and their 
daily existence became anonymous and impersonal.

 Third, the growth of a world � nancial market, pri-
marily dependent on the value of gold, gave new power 
to the forces of big business. In turn, the rise of capital-
ism, � ercely opposed by the growing forces of socialism 
[Fig. 18.3], provoked the development of trade unions 
to protect the workers’ interests.

 Finally, at a time when so many political and social 
forces were pitted against one another, there seemed to 
be no certainty on which to fall back. Religion had lost 
its hold over intellectual circles by the eighteenth cen-
tury and, by the end of the nineteenth century, strong 
religious faith and its manifestation in church attendance 
began to fall drastically at all levels of society. The newly 
developing � elds of anthropology and psychology, far 
from replacing religion, provided fresh controversy with 
their radically di" erent explanations of human life and 
behavior.

◆ 18.2 Ludwig Meidner, Apocalyptic Landscape, 1912–1913. The distorted forms and violent, heaving com-
position re* ect the spirit of a world on the point of collapse. The work was painted in the years when the 
coming of war seemed increasingly inevitable.

Oil on canvas, 311⁄2 ˝ x 455⁄8˝ (80 x 116 cm). Nationalgalerie, Staatliche Museen zu Berlin, Berlin, Germany. © Ludwig Meidner-Archiv, 

Juedisches Museum der Stadt, Frankfurt am Main//Bildarchiv Preussischer Kulturbesitz/Art Resource, NY
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V

Imperialism

The transition from the world of the late Middle 
Ages to the dawn of the modern era was largely the 
result of European expansion overseas and the eco-
nomic developments that it brought. By the mid-
nineteenth century, the European search for new 
territories to engage in trade had solidi� ed into a 
competitive drive to conquer and colonize them. 
Imperialism became one of the chief motivating 
forces in nineteenth-century politics and culture.

 Imperialism arose in response to economic, politi-
cal, and psychological goals. Economically, conquests 
of overseas territories and peoples provided sources 
of raw materials and abundant cheap labor. As the 
capitalist system grew, the colonies became centers for 
investment and thereby absorbed accumulating sur-
plus capital—a point made by Lenin, one of the � erc-
est opponents of both capitalism and imperialism.

 Politically, imperialism provided a means whereby 
the leading European powers could continue their 
rivalries outside Europe. At the beginning of the 
nineteenth century, the delegates at the Congress of 
Vienna in 1815 had created a political balance of 
power under which no European nation was able to 
dominate the others. By conquering more and richer 
territory in Africa and Asia, however, Western Euro-
pean colonizers could try to surpass one another.

 No less important were the psychological factors 
inherent in nationalism. National pride became a 
powerful factor in determining political and military 

decisions. As European possessions abroad began to 
accumulate, the conquest of a well-located port or 
island could open up new territories, allow nations 
to hold on to territories, or e" ectively block a rival 
nation. At the patriot’s level, heroic achievement 
abroad, particularly military prowess, brought per-
sonal glory and o" ered avenues of advancement to 
the less advantaged.

 At least some of the drive for imperialism also 
rested on the claim—expressed by many imperial-
ists and surely believed by some—that colonizers 
were spreading civilization, in its European form at 
least. Missionaries accompanied most colonial expe-
ditions, and colonial governments tried to outlaw 
those local customs that appalled their administra-
tors: cannibalism, child marriage, nakedness. While, 
in some cases, the physical conditions and education 
of the local populations improved, colonizers never-
theless resisted calls for self-government.

 The eventual result was that the colonized peoples 
slowly began to � ght for their own independence. 
In the course of the twentieth century, struggles 
for independence have reversed colonialism. In the 
process, European dominance has given way to a 
global culture that links the destinies of all parts of 
the world. Technological changes, weapons of mass 
destruction, and rapid progress in electronic com-
munication have all helped build a global environ-
ment in which imperialism is now seen as arrogant 
and self-serving.

◆ 18.3 Käthe Kollwitz, 
“March of the Weavers” 
from The Weavers Cycle, 
1897. This print is based on 
a play, The Weavers, by the 
German playwright Gerhart 
Hauptmann (1862–1946), 
dealing with the misery and 
helplessness of both workers 
and owners in the industrial 
age. The axes and mattocks 
in the workers’ hands point 
to the coming violence.

Etching, 83⁄8˝ x 115⁄8˝ (21 x 29 cm). 

University of Michigan Museum 

of Art, Ann Arbor, USA//

© Bettmann/CORBIS
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◆ 18.4 Frédéric-Auguste Bartholdi, Statue of Liberty (Liberty 
Enlightening the World), 1876–1884. This famous monument, 
which still dominates New York’s harbor, became the symbol 
to European immigrants in the late 19th century of the wel-
come they would � nd in the New World. Designed by the 
French sculptor Frédéric-Auguste Bartholdi (1834–1904), 
the colossal statue was a gift from France to the United 
States. Its supporting framework was created by the French 
engineer Gustave Ei" el (1832–1923), known mainly for his 
Ei" el Tower (1889) in Paris, France. Behind the statue lies 
Ellis Island where millions of immigrants disembarked.

Hammered copper sheets over iron trusswork and armature, Q gure 151´ (46 m) 

high, the head alone 13´6˝ (4.4 m) high; total height including pedestal, 306´ 

(93 m) above sea level. Constructed and erected in Paris, 1876–1884; disas-

sembled, shipped to New York, re-erected in the New York City harbor, dedicated 

1886. Image © A. & L. Sinibaldi/Getty Images

Nietzsche In a state of such potential explosiveness 
it is hardly surprising that a major collapse of the fab-
ric of European civilization seemed inevitable. Only in 
America, where hundreds of thousands of Europeans 
emigrated in the hope of making a new start, did opti-
mism seem possible [Fig. 18.4]. Events were moving 
at so fast a pace that few thinkers were able to detach 
themselves from their times and develop a philosophi-
cal basis for dealing with them. One of the few who did 
was Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche (1844–1900), whose 
ominous diagnosis of the state of Western civilization 
in Thus Spoke Zarathustra (1883–1892) and other works 
led him to propose drastic remedies.

 For Nietzsche, Christianity was a slave religion, 
extolling feeble virtues such as compassion and self-
sacri� ce, the greatest curse of Western civilization. He 
viewed democracy as little better, calling it the rule of 
the mediocre masses. The only valid life force, accord-
ing to Nietzsche, is the “will to power”—that energy 
that casts o"  all moral restraints in its pursuit of inde-
pendence. Anything that contributes to power is good. 
Society can only improve if strong and bold individuals 
who can survive the loss of illusions, by the free asser-
tion of the will, establish new values of nobility and 
goodness. Nietzsche called this superior individual an 
Übermensch (literally “overperson”). Like Schopen-
hauer in the early nineteenth century (see Chapter 17), 
Nietzsche is valuable principally for the way in which 
he anticipated future ideas rather than because he was 
the leader of a movement. Unfortunately, his concepts 
were later taken up and distorted by many would-be 
world rulers of the twentieth century, most notoriously 
the leaders of Nazi Germany.

 Cut adrift from the security of religion or philoso-
phy, the arts responded to the restless mood of the times 
by searching for new subjects and styles, which often 
challenged principles that had been accepted for cen-
turies. In music, traditional concepts of harmony and 
rhythm were � rst radically extended and then, by some 
composers at least, completely discarded. In literature, 
new areas of experience were explored, including the 
impact of the subconscious on human behavior, and 
traditional attitudes like the role of women were exam-
ined afresh. In the visual arts, the Impressionists found a 
totally new way of looking at the world, which in turn 
opened up other exciting new � elds of artistic expres-
sion. Whatever their defects, the formative years of the 
modern world were certainly not dull with respect to 
the arts.

NEW MOVEMENTS 
IN THE VISUAL ARTS

Something of the feverish activity in the visual arts 
during this period can be gauged by the sheer num-
ber of movements and styles that followed one another 

in rapid succession: Impressionism, post-Impressionism, 
Fauvism, and Expressionism, culminating in the birth of 
Cubism around the time of World War I. Cubism is dis-
cussed in Chapter 21 because of its e" ects on the whole 
of twentieth-century art, but all of the other movements 
form important stages in the transition from traditional 
artistic styles to present-day art, much of which rejects 
any attempt at Realism in favor of abstract values of line, 
shape, and color. An understanding of their signi� cance 
is thus a necessary prerequisite for a full appreciation 
of modern abstract art. Quite apart from their histori-
cal interest, however, the artistic movements of the late 



nineteenth and twentieth centuries have much visual 
pleasure to o" er.

Manet As so often in the past, the center of artis-
tic activity was Paris, where Édouard Manet (1832–
1883) created a sensation in 1863 with his painting Le 
Déjeuner sur l’Herbe (Luncheon on the Grass) [Fig. 18.5]. 
Public outcry was directed against the subject of the 
painting: a female nude among two fully clothed young 
men and another clothed female figure. Other artists 
had combined nude females and clothed males before 
in a single picture, but Manet’s scene has a particular 
air of reality; the way the unclad young woman stares 
out from the canvas and the two smartly dressed young 

men appear nonchalantly indifferent to her condition 
can still take the spectator by surprise. The true break 
with tradition, however, lay not in the picture’s subject 
but its style. The artist is much less interested in tell-
ing us what his characters are doing than in showing 
us how he sees them and their surroundings. Instead 
of representing them as rounded, three-dimensional 
forms, he has painted them as a series of broad, flat areas 
in which the brilliance of color is unmuted. In creating 
this style, Manet laid the philosophical foundations that 
made Impressionism possible.

 The massive, almost monumental human form reap-
pears in one of Manet’s last paintings, A Bar at the Folies-
Bergére of 1882 [Fig. 18.6], where the barmaid amid her 

◆ 18.5 Édouard Manet, Le Déjeuner sur 
l’Herbe, 1863. Manet probably based the 
landscape on sketches made outdoors 
but painted the � gures from models in 
his studio, something a careful scrutiny 
of the painting seems to con� rm.

Oil on canvas, 7´3⁄8˝ x 8´103⁄8˝ (2.15 x 2.7 m). 

© Musée d’Orsay, Paris, France//Giraudon/The 

Bridgeman Art Library

◆ 18.6 Édouard Manet, A Bar at the 
Folies-Bergère, 1882. Note the Impres-
sionistic way in which Manet painted 
the girl’s top-hatted customer, re* ected 
in the mirror at right.

Oil on canvas, c. 37˝ x 51˝ (.95 x 1.3 m). 

© Courtauld Institute and Galleries, 

London, UK/SuperStock
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◆ 18.7 Claude Monet, Impres-
sion, Sunrise, 1872. Although this 
was the painting after which the 
Impressionist movement was 
named, its use of Impressionistic 
techniques is relatively undevel-
oped compared to Figure 18.8 
and Figure 18.9.

Oil on canvas, 191⁄2˝ x 141⁄2˝ (50 x 

62 cm). © Musée Marmottan, Paris, 

France//Giraudon/The Bridgeman 

Art Library

◆ 18.8 Claude Monet, Argen-
teuil, 1875. Painted the year 
after the � rst Impressionist 
exhibition in Paris, this work 
shows Monet’s characteristic 
way of combining separate 
colors to reproduce the e" ect 
of light.

Oil on canvas, 22˝ x 261⁄8˝ (56 x 67 cm). 

Musée de l’Orangerie, Paris, France//

© Réunion des Musées Nationaux/Art 

Resource, NY

bottles and dishes presents the same solid appearance as 
the nude in Déjeuner. If we glance over her shoulder, 
however, and look into the mirror as it re* ects her back 
and the crowded scene of which we have temporar-
ily become a part, the style changes. The sharp outlines 
and fully de� ned forms of the foreground are replaced 

by a blur of shapes and colors that conveys the general 
impression of a crowded theater without reproducing 
speci� c details. A comparison between the backgrounds 
of the two pictures makes it clear that between 1863 
and 1881, something drastic had occurred in the way 
painters looked at scenes and then reproduced them.



IMPRESSIONISM

Monet In 1874, a group of young artists organized 
an exhibition of their work during conversations at the 
Café Guerbois in Paris. Their unconventional approach 
to art and their contempt for traditional methods 
meant that normal avenues of publicity were closed to 
them; they hoped that the exhibition would succeed 
in bringing their work to public attention. It certainly 
did! One of the paintings, Impression: Sunrise [Fig. 18.7] 
by Claude Monet (1840–1926), particularly scandalized 
the more conventional critics, some of whom derisively 
borrowed its title and nicknamed the whole group 
Impressionists. Within a few years the Impressionists 
had revolutionized European painting.

 Although Impressionism seemed at the time to rep-
resent a radical break with the past, it � rst developed 
out of yet another attempt to achieve greater realism, 
a tradition that had begun at the dawn of the Renais-
sance with Giotto. The Impressionists concentrated, 
however, on realism of light and color rather than real-
ism of form and sought to reproduce—with utmost 
� delity—the literal impression an object made on their 
eyes. If, for example, we look at a house or a human 
face from a distance, we automatically interpret it on 
the basis of our mental knowledge, and “see” details that 
are not truly visible. Impressionist painters tried to ban-
ish all such interpretations from their art and to paint 
with an “innocent eye.” In Argenteuil [Fig. 18.8], Monet 
recorded all of the colors he saw in the water and the 
re* ections of the boats without trying to blend them 
together conventionally (or intellectually). The result 

is not a painting of boats at anchor but a representation 
of the instantaneous impact on the eye of the lights and 
colors of those boats; that is, what the artist saw rather 
than what he knew.

 Throughout his long career, Monet retained a total 
� delity to visual perception. His fellow painter Paul 
Cézanne (1839–1906) is said to have called him “only 
an eye, but my God what an eye!” Monet’s preoccupa-
tion with the e" ects of light and color reached its most 
complete expression in his numerous paintings of water 
lilies in his garden. In version after version he tried to 
capture in paint the e" ect of the shimmering, ever-
changing appearance of water, leaves, and blossoms. The 
result, as in the Water Lilies of 1920–1921 [Fig. 18.9], 
reproduces not so much the actual appearance of Mon-
et’s lily pond as an abstract symphony of glowing colors 
and re* ecting lights. Paradoxically, the most complete 

◆ 18.9 Claude Monet, Nym-
phéas (Water Lilies), 1920–1921. 
This is one of several large 
paintings that Monet produced 
in the garden of his house in 
Giverny. Note the contrast 
with his Argenteuil of forty-� ve 
years earlier (Figure 18.8). In 
Water Lilies there is a di" erent 
attitude toward realism of form. 
The greatly enlarged detail 
gives an idea of Monet’s tech-
nique—one that looks simple at 
� rst glance but actually results 
from many separate, complex 
decisions. In every case, the art-
ist was guided by purely visual 
factors rather than formal or 
intellectual precepts.

Oil on canvas, c. 6´11˝ long (200 x 

212.5 cm). © Musée de l’Orangerie, 

Paris, France//The Art Archive/Gianni 

Dagli Orti
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devotion to naturalism was to pave the way for abstrac-
tion and for what we know as “modern art.”

Renoir Monet’s art represents Impressionism in its 
purest form. Other painters, while preserving its general 
principles, devised variants on it. Pierre Auguste Renoir 
(1841–1919) shared Monet’s interest in reproducing the 
effects of light in patches of color, but he brought to 
his subjects a human interest that derived from his own 
joy in life. It is a refreshing change, in fact, to find an 
artist whose work consistently explored the beauty of 
the world around him rather than the great problems of 
human existence. Neither was Renoir’s interest limited, 
as was Monet’s, to the wonders of nature. His most 
enduring love was for women as symbols of life; in his 
paintings, they radiate an immense warmth and charm. 
His painting of Le Moulin de la Galette [Fig. 18.10], a 
popular Parisian restaurant and dance hall, captures the 
spirit of the crowd by means of the same fragmentary 
patches of color Manet used in the background of A 
Bar at the Folies-Bergére (see Figure 18.6), but Renoir 

adds his own sense of happy activity. The group in the 
foreground is particularly touching, with its sympathetic 
depiction of adolescent love. The boy leans impetuously 
forward, while the girl who has attracted his attention 
leans back and looks gravely yet seductively into his 
face, restrained by the protective arm of an older com-
panion. Although the encounter may be commonplace, 
Renoir endows it with a significance and a humanity 
far different from Monet’s more austere, if more literal, 
vision of the world by setting it against the warmth and 
movement of the background.

 Unlike many other Impressionists, Renoir traveled 
widely throughout Europe in order to see the paint-
ings of the great Renaissance and Baroque masters. The 
in* uence of artists like Raphael, Velázquez, and Rubens 
is visible in his work. This combination of an Impres-
sionistic approach to color with a more traditional atti-
tude toward form and composition emerges in Two 
Girls at the Piano [Fig. 18.11], where the girls’ arms have 
a genuine sense of roundness and weight. This painting 
is no mere visual exercise—Renoir endows his � gures 

◆ 18.10  (Pierre) Auguste Renoir, Le Moulin de la Galette, 1876. By using small patches of color, Renoir achieves the impression 
of dappled sunlight � ltering through the trees. The general mood of pleasure tinged with a certain wistful nostalgia is typical of 
the belle époque.

Oil on canvas, c. 51˝ x 68˝ (129. 5 x 172. 7 cm). Musée d’Orsay, Paris, France//© Réunion des Musées Nationaux/Art Resource, NY



with a sense of self-assurance that only emphasizes their 
vulnerability.

Degas The artist Edgar Hilaire Germain Degas 
(1834–1917) shared Renoir’s interest in people, but 
unlike Renoir (who emphasized the positive side of 
life) he simply reported what he saw, stressing neither 
the good nor the bad. By showing us intimate moments 
in other people’s lives, revealed by a momentary gesture 
or expression, his frankness, far from being heartless as 
some of his critics have claimed, conveys the univer-
sality of human experience. Although Degas exhibited 
with the Impressionists and, like them, chose to paint 
scenes from the everyday events of life, his psychologi-
cal penetration distinguishes his art from their more 
literal approach to painting. Even the Impressionist 
principle of capturing a scene spontaneously, in action, 
becomes in Degas’s hands a powerful means of expres-
sion. One of the themes he turned to again and again 
was ballet, perhaps because of the range of movement 
it involved, although he also often underlined the gulf 
between the Romantic façade of ballet and its down-
to-earth reality. In The Rehearsal [Fig. 18.12] we are left 
in no doubt that neither ballet nor ballet dancers are 
entirely glamorous. Degas’s point of view is emphasized 
by the unusual vantage point from which the stage is 
shown: close to and from a position high up on the 
side. Far from coldly observing and reproducing the 
scene, Degas creates an instant bond between us and 
the hard-worked dancers, based on our perception of 
them as human beings.

 Degas’s honesty won him the reputation of being 
a misogynist because many of his representations of 
female nudes lack the idealizing qualities of Renoir’s 

◆ 18.11 (Pierre) Auguste Renoir, Two Girls at the Piano, 
1892. The position of the two girls, one leaning forward and 
resting her arm on the back of a chair, is very similar to the 
position of the woman and the girl in the center of Figure 
18.10; this position seems to have appealed to Renoir as a 
gesture of a" ection.

Oil on canvas, 451⁄2˝ x 341⁄2˝ (116 x 90 cm). Museé d’Orsay, Paris, 

France//© Réunion des Musées Nationaux/Art Resource, NY

◆ 18.12 Edgar Degas, The Rehearsal, 
1874. Degas’s careful observation 
extends even to the director of the 
ballet troupe at the right-hand edge 
of the stage, hat almost over his eyes, 
holding the back of his chair.

Oil on canvas, 26˝ x 321⁄4˝ (65 x 81 cm). 

Musée d’Orsay, Paris, France//© Réunion des 

Musées Nationaux/Art Resource, NY
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◆ 18.13 Edgar Degas, The Tub (bathing woman), c. 1886. The 
beautiful simplicity of Degas’ drawing gives an impression 
of action glimpsed momentarily, as if by one passing by. As 
in The Rehearsal, Degas chooses to visualize the scene from 
an unusual angle. Here, we view from above the crouching 
� gure and still life of toilet articles on a shelf.

Pastel on card, 231⁄2˝ x 321⁄2˝ (60 x 83 cm). Musée, d’Orsay, Paris, France//

© Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY

◆ 18.14 Mary Cassatt, Mother Combing Sara’s Hair. By turn-
ing the mother’s face away, the artist concentrates attention 
on the child, an e" ect enhanced by the vague background.

Private Collection//Photo © Christie’s Images/The Bridgeman Art Library

◆ 18.15 Berthe Morisot, View of Paris from the Trocadero, 1872. The separation between the various planes of the view produces 
an e" ect of breadth and tranquility. Note the depictions of human activity—the boat on the river, the horse and carriage—
which help bring the scene to life.

Oil on canvas, 181⁄8˝ x 321⁄16˝ (46.3 x 81.3 cm). © Museum of Art, Santa Barbara, CA, USA/The Bridgeman Art Library



and other painters’ works. In a series of pastels he shows 
women caught unawares in simple, natural poses. The 
Tub [Fig. 18.13], with its unusual angle of vision, shows 
why these were sometimes called “key-hole visions.” 
Far from posing, his subjects seem to be spied on while 
they are engrossed in the most intimate and natural 
activities.

Cassatt One of Degas’s closest friends was the American 
artist Mary Cassatt (1844–1926), who, after overcoming 
strong opposition from her father, settled in Europe to 
pursue an artistic career. Like Degas, Cassatt painted 
spontaneous scenes from daily life, particularly situa-
tions involving mothers and children. Mother Combing 

◆ 18.16 Auguste Rodin, Monument to Balzac, 1897–1898. 
Unlike most sculptors who worked in bronze, Rodin 
avoided a smooth surface by roughening and gouging the 
metal.

Bronze, 9´3˝ x 481⁄4˝ x 41˝ (282 x 122.5 x 104.2 cm). © Musée Rodin, 

Paris, France/Peter Willi/SuperStock

Sara’s Hair [Fig. 18.14] shows the mother turned away 
from us and a child who is saved from sentimentality 
by her complete unawareness of our presence. Cassatt 
never married, but there is no reason to think that her 
paintings of children were created out of frustration. 
She seems to have had a rich and happy life, and her 
championship of the Impressionist cause among her 
American friends led to many of them buying and tak-
ing home Impressionist works. Cassatt’s artist friends 
had much to thank her for and so do the curators of 
many American museums and galleries, which have 
inherited collections of Impressionist paintings.

Morisot Another member of the same circle was 
Berthe Morisot (1841–1895). In 1868, Morisot met 
Manet and they became warm friends; a few years later 
she married his younger brother. An active member of 
the Impressionist group, she exhibited works in almost 
all their shows.

 Morisot’s work has often been labeled “feminine,” 
both by her contemporaries and by more recent critics. 
Like Cassatt, a close friend, she often painted women 
and children. Yet she also produced works of consider-
able breadth. View of Paris from the Trocadero [Fig. 18.15] 
presents a panoramic view of the city. The sense of light 
and atmosphere is conveyed by loose, * uid brushstrokes. 
The � gures in the foreground do not seem part of any 
story or incident but help focus the scale of the view, 
which is seen as if from a height.

Rodin The impact of Impressionism on sculptors 
was inevitably limited, because many of its principles 
depended on color and light and could only be applied 
in paint. Nevertheless, the greatest sculptor of the age 
(according to many, the greatest since Bernini), Auguste 
François René Rodin (1840–1917), reproduced in 
bronze something of the Impressionist love of shift-
ing forms and light and shadow. His remarkable figure 
of Balzac [Fig. 18.16] demonstrates the irregularity of 
surface by which Rodin converted two-dimensional 
Impressionist effects to a three-dimensional format. It 
also reveals one of the ways in which he differed from 
his Impressionist contemporaries, because his themes 
are generally massive and dramatic rather than drawn 
from everyday life. The statue of Balzac shows the 
great novelist possessed by creative inspiration, rather 
than his actual physical appearance. The subject of this 
sculpture is really the violent force of genius, a concept 
also illustrated in Rodin’s portrayal of the composer 
Gustav Mahler (see Figure 18.32), and Rodin con-
veys it with almost elemental power. It should perhaps 
not be surprising that critics of the day were unpre-
pared for such burning intensity. One of them dubbed 
the statue a “toad in a sack,” but in retrospect, Rodin 
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breathed new life into sculpture. The “primitive” gran-
deur of his images formed a powerful attraction for 
future sculptors.

 In general, Rodin’s works in marble are less Impres-
sionistic than those in bronze, but his famous The Kiss 
[Fig. 18.17] achieves something of Renoir’s blurred sen-
suality by the soft texture of the stone and the smooth 
transitions between the forms of the � gures. Yet even 
though Rodin at times seems to strive for an Impres-
sionistic surface e" ect, the drama and full-blooded 
commitment of many of his works show the inad-
equacy of stylistic labels. We can only describe Rodin 
as a sculptor who used the Impressionist style in works 
that foreshadow modern developments; that is, as a great 
original.

POST-IMPRESSIONISM

As a stylistic category, post-Impressionism is one 
of the least helpful or descriptive terms in art history. 
The artists who are generally grouped together under 
it have as their only real common characteristic a rejec-
tion of Impressionism for new approaches to painting. 
All of them arrived at their own individual styles. Their 
grouping together is therefore more a matter of his-
torical convenience than critical judgment. The scien-
ti� c precision of Georges Pierre Seurat (1859–1891), 
for example, whose paintings, based on the geometric 
relationship of forms in space, are made up of thou-
sands of tiny dots of paint applied according to strict 
theories of color [Fig. 18.18], has little in common with 
the * amboyant and exotic art of (Eugéne Henri) Paul 
Gauguin (1848–1903). Particularly in his last paintings, 
based on his experiences in Tahiti, Gauguin attacked 
primitive subjects in a highly sophisticated manner, 
producing results like Ia Orana Maria [Fig. 18.19], 
which may attract or repel viewers but rarely leave 
them indi" erent.

Cézanne The greatest post-Impressionist painter 
was Paul Cézanne. It would be difficult to overesti-
mate the revolutionary quality of Cézanne’s art, which 
has been compared to that of the proto-Renaissance 
Florentine painter Giotto as an influence on Western 
art. Cézanne’s innovations ended the six-hundred-year 
attempt since Giotto’s time to reproduce nature in 
painting. In place of nature Cézanne looked for order; 
or rather he tried to impose order on nature, without 
worrying if the results were realistic. It is not easy 
to comprehend or express in intellectual terms the 
character of Cézanne’s vision, although, as so often in 
the arts, the works speak for themselves. He claimed 
that he wanted to “make of Impressionism something 
solid and durable,” and many of his paintings have a 
monumental air; they convey the mass and weight, in 
terms of both shape and color of his subject matter, 
rather than its literal physical appearance. His Still Life 
with Commode [Fig. 18.20] does not try to show how 
the fruit, vase, and cloth really look or reproduce their 
actual relationship to one another. On the contrary, 
the painter has deliberately distorted the surface of 
the table and oversimplified the shapes of the objects 
to achieve a totally satisfying composition. Abstract 
considerations, in other words, take precedence over 
fidelity to nature. Cézanne believed that all forms in 
nature are based on the cone, the sphere, and the cyl-
inder; and he shapes and balances the forms to make 
them conform to this notion using vigorous, rhythmi-
cal brush strokes. In the process, a simple plate of fruit 
takes on a quality that can only be called massive.

 The miracle of Cézanne’s paintings is that for all their 
concern with ideal order, they are still vibrantly alive. 

◆ 18.17 Auguste Rodin, The Kiss, 1886. As in his Balzac 
statue, Rodin uses the texture of the material to enhance the 
appearance of his work, but in contrast to the rough surface 
of the bronze, here, the smooth, slightly blurred surface of 
the marble produces a glowing e" ect.

Marble, 6´2˝ (1.9 m) high. Musée Rodin, Paris, France//© Erich Lessing/Art 

Resource, NY



◆ 18.18 Georges 
Seurat, A Sunday on 
La Grande Jatte, 1884–
1886. For all the casual 
activity in this scene of 
strollers in a park on an 
island in the river Seine, 
Seurat’s remarkable 
sense of form endows it 
with an air of formality. 
Both shape and color 
(applied in minute dots) 
are rigorously ordered.

Oil on canvas, 6´9˝ x 10´3⁄8˝ 

(207.5 x 308 cm). Image © 

Art Institute of Chicago, IL, 

USA/The Bridgeman Art 

Library

◆ 18.19 Paul Gauguin, Ia Orana Maria (“We hail thee, Mary”), 
1891. The painting shows a Tahitian Madonna and child being 
worshiped by two women with an angel standing behind 
them. The whole scene presents a fusion of Western spiritual 
values and the simple beauty of primitive Polynesian life.

Oil on canvas, 443⁄4 ˝ x 341⁄2˝ (113.7 x 87.7 cm). The Metropolitan Museum 

of Art, New York, USA//Image copyright © The Metropolitan Museum of 

Art/Art Resource, NY

◆ 18.20 Paul Cézanne, Still Life with Commode, c. 1887–
1888. So painstakingly did the artist work on the precise 
arrangement and representation of the objects in his still life 
the fruit usually rotted long before a painting was complete.

Oil on canvas, 251⁄2˝ x 313⁄4˝ (65.1 x 80.8 cm). Image © Fogg Art Museum, 

Harvard University Art Museums, USA/The Bridgeman Art Library
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◆ 18.21 Paul Cézanne, Mont 
Sainte-Victoire, 1904–1906. 
The reduction of the ele-
ments in the landscape to 
* at planes and the avoidance 
of the e" ect of perspective 
give the painting a sense of 
concentrated intensity.

Oil on canvas, 287⁄8˝ x 361⁄4˝ (73 x 

92 cm). Image © The Philadelphia 

Museum of Art, Philadelphia, PA, 

USA/Art Resource, NY

◆ 18.22 Vincent van Gogh, The Starry Night, 1889. The impression of irresistible movement is the result 
of the artist’s careful use of line and shape. The scene is dominated by vertical spirals formed by the 
cypress trees and horizontal spirals in the sky, which create a sense of rushing speed.

Oil on canvas, 29˝ x 361⁄4˝ (73.7 x 92.1 cm). The Museum of Modern Art, New York, USA/Digital Image © The Museum of Modern 

Art/Licensed by Scala/Art Resource, NY



Mont Sainte-Victoire [Fig. 18.21] is one of several ver-
sions Cézanne painted of the same scene, visible from 
his studio window. Perhaps the contrast between the 
peaceful countryside and the grandeur of the moun-
tain beyond partially explains the scene’s appeal to him. 
He produced the transition from foreground to back-
ground and up to the sky by the wonderful manipula-
tion of planes of pure color. It illustrates his claim that 
he tried to give the style of Impressionism a more solid 
appearance by giving his shapes a more continuous sur-
face, an e" ect produced by broad brushstrokes. Yet the 
painting equally conveys the vivid colors of a Mediter-
ranean landscape, with particular details re� ned away to 
leave behind the pure essence of all its beauty.

van Gogh Nothing could be in greater contrast to 
Cézanne’s ordered world than the tormented vision of 
Vincent van Gogh (1853–1890), the tragedy of whose 
life found its expression in his work. The autobio-
graphical nature of van Gogh’s painting, together with 

its passionate feelings, has a special appeal to mod-
ern sensibilities. In fairness to van Gogh, however, 
we should remember that by giving expression to his 
desperate emotions the artist was, however briefly, tri-
umphing over them. Furthermore, in a way that only 
the arts make possible, the suffering of a grim, even 
bizarre life became transformed into a profound if 
admittedly partial statement on the human condition. 
Desperate ecstasy and passionate frenzy are not emo-
tions common to most people, yet The Starry Night 
[Fig. 18.22] communicates them immediately and 
unforgettably.

 The momentum of swirling, * ickering forms in The 
Starry Night is intoxicating, but for the most part van 
Gogh’s vision of the world was profoundly pessimistic. 
The Night Café [Fig. 18.23] was described by the artist 
as “one of the ugliest I have done,” but the ugliness was 
deliberate. Van Gogh’s subject was “the terrible passions 
of humanity,” expressed by the harsh contrasts between 
red, green, and yellow, which were intended to convey 

◆ 18.23 Vincent van Gogh, The Night Café, 1888. Compare the lack of perspective in Cézanne’s Mont Sainte-Victoire (Figure 
18.21) to the highly exaggerated perspective used by van Gogh here to achieve a sense of violent intensity.

Oil on canvas, 281⁄2˝ x 361⁄4˝ (72 x 92 cm). Yale University Art Gallery, New Haven, CT, USA//© Yale University Art Gallery/Art Resource, NY
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The Expressionists Matisse’s sunny view of the 
world was very unusual, however. In northern Europe, 
particularly, increasing social and political tensions inspired 
a group of artists generally known as Expressionists to 
produce works that are at best gloomy and foreboding, 
sometimes chilling.

◆ 18.24 Vincent van Gogh, Portrait of Dr. Gachet, 1890. 
Gachet was an amateur artist and friend of van Gogh who 
often provided medical treatment for his painter acquain-
tances without taking any fee. Mentally ill and in despair, 
van Gogh committed suicide while staying with Gachet.

Oil on canvas, 261⁄4˝ x 221⁄2˝ (67 x 57 cm). Musée d’Orsay, Paris, France//

© Réunion des Musées Nationaux/Art Resource, NY

Table 18.1 Principal Characteristics of Fauvism and Expressionism

Fauvism

Violent, startling color contrasts
Paintings re* ect the e" ect of visual contact on the psyche
Nature interpreted and subjected to the spirit of the artists
Composition: a decorative arrangement of elements to express the 

artist’s feelings
Technique deliberately crude to disturb the form of objects
No e" ect of light or depth
Art for art’s sake

Expressionism

Brilliant, clashing colors
Paintings re* ect mysticism, self-examination, speculation on the 

in� nite
Nature used to interpret the universe
Composition: distorted forms in a controlled space, derived from late 

Gothic woodcut tradition
Technique in* uenced by medieval art and the primitivistic art of 

Africa and Oceania
No use of traditional perspective
Art to convey emotional or psychological truth

the idea that “the café is a place where one can ruin 
oneself, go mad, or commit a crime.”

 Much of van Gogh’s pessimism was undoubtedly the 
result of the unhappy circumstances of his own life, but 
it is tempting to place it in the wider context of his times 
and see it also as a terrifying manifestation of the grow-
ing social and spiritual alienation of society in the late 
nineteenth century. That van Gogh was actually aware 
of this is shown by a remark he made about his Portrait of 
Dr. Gachet [Fig. 18.24], the physician who treated him in 
his last illness. He had painted the doctor, he said, with 
the “heartbroken expression of our times.”

FAUVISM AND EXPRESSIONISM

By the early years of the twentieth century, the violent 
mood of the times had intensi� ed still further, and art-
ists continued to express this in their art. The impact 
of post-Impressionists like van Gogh inspired several 
new movements—the most important of which was 
Fauvism. This developed in France, and Expression-
ism, which reached its high point in the same period, 
developed in Germany (see Table 18.1).

 The origin of the term fauvism reveals much of its 
character. In 1905 a group of artists exhibited paintings 
that broke so violently with tradition in their use of 
color and form that a critic described the painters as “les 
fauves” (“the wild beasts”). These painters had little in 
common apart from their desire to discard all traditional 
values; not surprisingly, the group broke up after a short 
while, but one of their number, Henri Matisse (1869–
1954), became a major force in twentieth-century art.

Matisse Henri Matisse was the leading spirit of the 
Fauves. His works are filled with the bold accents and 
brilliant color typical of Fauvist art. Yet the flowing 
images of Matisse’s paintings strike an individual note, 
expressing a mood of optimism and festivity curiously 
at odds with the times. One of his first important paint-
ings, The Joy of Life [Fig. 18.25], shows fields and trees 
in bright sunlight, where men and women are sleep-
ing, dancing, and making music and love. It is difficult 
to think of any work of art further removed from the 
anguish of the years immediately preceding World War 
I than this image of innocent joy painted between 1905 
and 1906.

 Matisse was saved from the gloom of his contem-
poraries by his sheer pleasure in seeing and painting; 
his work communicates the delight of visual sensation 
eloquently. His still-life paintings, like those of Cézanne, 
sacri� ce Realism in e" ective and satisfying design, but 
his use of color and the distortion of the natural rela-
tionships of the objects he paints are even greater than 
Cézanne’s. In The Red Studio [Fig. 18.26], every form is 
clearly recognizable but touched by the painter’s unique 
vision. It is as if Matisse compels us to look through 
his eyes and see familiar objects suddenly take on new, 
vibrant life.



◆ 18.25 Henri Matisse, The 
Joy of Life, 1905–1906. By 
varying the sizes of the � g-
ures without regard to the 
relationship of one group to 
another, the artist accentu-
ates the sense of dreamlike 
unreality. Note Matisse’s 
characteristically simple, 
* owing lines.

Oil on canvas, 5´8˝ x 7´9 3⁄4˝ (1.74 

x 2.38 cm). Copyright © 2009 

Succession H. Matisse, Paris/Art-

ists Rights Society (ARS), New 

York//Digital image © The Barnes 

Foundation, Merion, Pennsylvania, 

USA/The Bridgeman Art Library

◆ 18.26 Henri Matisse, The Red Studio, Issy-les-Molineaux, 1911. The paintings and small sculptures in the 
studio are actual works by Matisse; they show the brilliant colors typical of Fauve art.

Oil on canvas, 5´111⁄4˝ x 7´21⁄4˝ (1.81 x 2.19 m), The Museum of Modern Art, New York, NY, USA. © 2009 Succession H. Matisse, Paris/

Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York//Digital Image © The Museum of Modern Art/Licensed by Scala/Art Resource, NY
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Munch The forerunner of Expressionist art was 
the Norwegian painter Edvard Munch (1863–1944), 
whose influence on German painting was comparable 
to that of Cézanne’s on French. The morbid insecurity 
that characterized Munch’s own temperament emerg-
es with horrifying force in his best-known work, The 
Scream [Fig. 18.27], from which the lonely figure’s cry 
seems to reverberate visibly through space. This paint-
ing is more than autobiographical, however, because 
it reflects a tendency on the part of Norwegian and 
other Scandinavian artists and writers to explore social 
and psychological problems. Elsewhere in Europe the 
Spanish architect Antonio Gaudí (1852–1926) applied 
the same artistic principles to his buildings, with often 
startling results. His Casa Milá [Fig. 18.28], an apart-
ment house in Barcelona, like The Scream, uses restless, 
waving lines that seem to undulate as we look. The 
sense of disturbance is continued by the spiraling chim-
neys, although Gaudí’s intention was neither to upset 
nor necessarily to protest.

 By 1905, Expressionist artists in Germany were using 
the bold, undisguised brushstrokes and vivid colors of 
Fauvism to paint subjects with more than a touch of 
Munch’s torment. The German Expressionists, many 
of them grouped in “schools” with such names as Die 

Brücke (“The Bridge”) and Der Blaue Reiter (“The 
Blue Rider”), were relatively untouched by the intel-
lectual and technical explorations of their contempo-
raries elsewhere. Instead, they were concerned with the 
emotional impact that a work could produce on the 
viewer. They were fascinated by the power of color to 
express mood, ideas, and emotion. They wanted their 
art to a" ect not only the eye but also the viewer’s inner 
sense. When they succeeded, as they often did, their 
works aroused strong emotions. One of their princi-
pal themes was alienation and loneliness, so it is not 
surprising that they often turned to the writings of 
Dostoyevsky for inspiration. Two Painters at the Table 
[Fig. 18.29], by Erich Heckel (1883–1970), is in fact 
subtitled To Dostoyevsky. 

◆ 18.27 Edvard Munch, The Scream, 
1893. Munch once said, “I hear 
the scream in nature,” and in this 
painting the anguish of the human 
� gure seems to be echoed by the 
surrounding world. Munch painted 
several versions of the subject. The 
one illustrated here was stolen 
several years ago and subsequently 
recovered. Another version was sto-
len in 2004 and is still missing.

Tempera and pastels on cardboard, 351⁄2˝ x 

283⁄4˝ (91 x 73.5 cm), National Gallery, 

Oslo, Norway. Copyright © 2009 The Munch 

Museum/The Munch-Ellingsen Group/Art-

ists Rights Society (ARS), New York//Digital 

Image © Scala/Art Resource, NY



Nolde Emil Nolde (1867–1956), who identified 
himself with Die Brücke after 1906, was one of the 
few Expressionists to paint biblical scenes. To these he 
brought his own ecstatic, barbaric intensity. Pentecost 
[Fig. 18.30] shows the apostles seated around the table 
literally burning with inspiration; the tongues of flame 

of the biblical account are visible above their heads. 
Their faces have a mask-like simplicity, but the huge 
eyes and heavy eyebrows convey frighteningly intense 
emotion. The image is far more disturbing than inspir-
ing. Even in a religious context, Expressionist art touches 
chords of alarm, and hysteria, unhappily appropriate to 
the times.

NEW STYLES IN MUSIC

Impressionism had forced both artists and public to think 
afresh about painting and seeing; by the early years of 
the twentieth century, musicians and music lovers were 
also to have many of their preconceptions challenged. 
Not only were traditional forms like the symphony 
either discarded or handled in a radical new way, but 
even the basic ingredients of musical expression, melody, 
harmony, and rhythm, were subject to startling new devel-
opments. Few periods in the history of music are in fact 
more packed with change than those between 1870 and 
1914, which saw a fresh approach to symphonic form, 
the rise of a musical version of Impressionism, and the 
revolutionary innovations of the two giants of modern 
music: Schönberg and Stravinsky.

ORCHESTRAL MUSIC AT THE TURN 
OF THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

Although many extended orchestral works written in 
the last years of the nineteenth century and the early 

◆ 18.28 Antonio Gaudí, Casa Milá, Barcelona, 1907. Note 
the rough surface of the stone and the absence of any 
straight lines. (Image © Stephanie Colasanti/CORBIS)

◆ 18.29 Erich Heckel, Two Painters at the Table, To Dostoyevsky, 
1912. The two � gures seem separated from one another by 
doubt and distrust, each wrapped up in his own isolation. 
Behind them is a distorted image of the cruci� ed Christ.

Oil on canvas, 381⁄8˝ x 481⁄8˝ (97 x 120 cm), Hamburger Kunsthalle, 

Hamburg, Germany. © 2009 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York/VG 

Bild-Kunst, Bonn//Digital Image © Bildarchiv Preussischer Kulturbesitz/Art 

Resource, NY

◆ 18.30 Emil Nolde, Pentecost, 1909. The broad, simpli� ed 
faces and the powerful gestures of Christ in the center and 
two apostles clasping hands impart to the scene a concentra-
tion of emotional intensity.

Oil on canvas, 2´8˝ x 3´6˝ (87 x 107 cm). © Nolde-Stiftung Seebuell, Neu-

kirchen, Germany//Private Collection/The Bridgeman Art Library
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twentieth century were called symphonies by their 
composers, they would hardly have been recognizable 
as such to Haydn or Beethoven. The custom of vary-
ing the traditional number and content of symphonic 
movements had already begun during the Romantic 
period; Berlioz had written his Fantastic Symphony as 
early as 1829 (see Chapter 17). Nonetheless, by the turn 
of the century, so-called symphonies were being writ-
ten that had little in common with one another, much 
less the Classic symphonic tradition.

 The driving force behind many of these works was 
the urge to communicate something beyond purely 
musical values. From the time of the ancient Greeks, 
many composers attempted to write instrumental music 
that told a story or described some event, including 
Vivaldi in his Four Seasons and Beethoven in his curi-
ous work known as the Battle Symphony. By the mid-
nineteenth century, however, composers had begun 
to devise elaborate programs (plots), which their music 
would then describe. Music of this kind is generally 
known as program music, the � rst great exponent 
of which was Liszt (see Chapter 17), who wrote works 
with titles such as Hamlet, Orpheus, and The Battle of the 
Huns, for which he invented the generic description 
symphonic poem.

 The principle behind program music is no better or 
worse than many another. The success of any individual 
piece depends naturally on the degree to which narra-
tive and musical interest can be combined. There are, 
to be sure, some cases where a composer has been car-
ried away by eagerness for realism. Ottorino Respighi 
(1879–1936), for example, incorporated the sound of a 
nightingale by including a record player and a recording 
of live birdsong for Pines of Rome (1924).

Strauss No one was more successful at writing con-
vincing program symphonies and symphonic poems 
(tone poems, as he called them) than the German 
composer Richard Strauss (1864–1949). One of his first 
successful tone poems, Don Juan, begun in 1886, deals 
with the familiar story of the compulsive Spanish lover 
from a characteristically late-nineteenth-century point 
of view. Instead of the unrepentant Don Giovanni of 
Mozart or Byron’s amused (and amusing) Don Juan, 
Strauss presents a man striving to overcome the bonds 
of human nature, only to be driven by failure and 
despair to suicide. The music, gorgeously orchestrated 
for a vast array of instruments, moves in bursts of pas-
sion, from the surging splendor of its opening to a bleak 
and shuddering conclusion.

 Strauss was not limited to grand and tragic subjects. 
Till Eulenspiegel tells the story of a notorious practical 
joker and swindler and is one of the most successful 
examples of humor in music. Even when Till goes too 
far in his pranks and ends up on the gallows (vividly 
depicted by Strauss’s orchestration), the music returns 
to a cheerful conclusion.

 One of Strauss’s most remarkable works, and one 
that clearly demonstrates the new attitude toward 
symphonic form, is his An Alpine Symphony, writ-
ten between 1911 and 1915. In one huge movement 
lasting some � fty minutes it describes a mountain-
climbing expedition, detailing the adventures on the 
way (with waterfalls, cowbells, glaciers all in the music) 
and, at its climax, the arrival on the summit. The � nal 
section depicts the descent, during which a violent 
storm breaks out, and the music � nally sinks to rest in 
the peace with which it opened. All this may sound 
more like a movie’s soundtrack than a serious piece 
of music, but skeptical listeners should try the Alpine 
Symphony for themselves. It is as far from conventional 
notions of a symphony as Cézanne’s painting of Mont 
Sainte-Victoire (see Figure 18.21) is from a conventional 
landscape, but genius makes its own rules. Strauss’s work 
should be taken on its own terms.

 Not surprisingly, a composer capable of such exu-
berant imagination was also fully at home in the opera 
house. Several of Strauss’s operas are among the greatest 
of all twentieth-century contributions to the repertoire. 
In some, he was clearly in* uenced by the prevailingly 
gloomy and morbid mood of German Expressionist 
art. His � rst big success, for example, was a setting of 
the English writer Oscar Wilde’s play Salome, based 
on the biblical story, � rst performed to a horri� ed 
audience in 1905. After one performance (in 1907) at 
the Metropolitan Opera House in New York, it was 
banned in the United States for almost thirty years. 
The � nal scene provides a frightening yet curiously 
moving depiction of erotic depravity, as Salome kisses 
the lips of the severed head of John the Baptist. This 
subject had been gruesomely represented by the Ger-
man Expressionist painter Lovis Corinth (1858–1925) 
in 1899 [Fig. 18.31].

 Works like Don Juan and An Alpine Symphony deal 
with stories we know or describe events with which we 
are familiar. In other cases, Strauss took as his subject his 
own life, and a few of his pieces, including the Domes-
tic Symphony and the somewhat immodestly titled Ein 
Heldenleben (A Hero’s Life), are frankly autobiographi-
cal. In this he was following a custom that had become 
increasingly popular in the late nineteenth century—
the composition of music concerned with the detailed 
revelation of its composer’s inner emotional life.

Tchaikovsky One of the first musicians to make 
his personal emotions the basis for a symphony was 
the late-Romantic composer Peter Ilych Tchaikovsky 
(1840–1893), whose Symphony No. 6 in B Minor, 
Op. 74, known as the Pathétique, was written in the 
year of his death. An early draft outline of its “story” 
was found among his papers, describing its “impulsive 
passion, confidence, eagerness for activity,” followed 
by love and disappointments, and finally collapse and 
death. It is now believed that the Russian composer’s 



death from cholera was not, as used to be thought, acci-
dental, but deliberate suicide. The reasons are still not 
clear, but they perhaps related to a potentially scandal-
ous love affair in high places with which Tchaikovsky 
had become involved. In the light of this information, 
the Pathétique takes on new poignancy. Its last move-
ment sinks mournfully into silence after a series of cli-
maxes that seem to protest bitterly if vainly against the 
injustices of life.

Mahler The revelation of a composer’s life and emo-
tions through his music reached its most complete 
expression in the works of Gustav Mahler (1860–
1911). Until around 1960, the centenary of his birth in 
Bohemia, Mahler’s music was almost unknown, and he 

was generally derided as unoriginal and overambitious. 
Now that he has become one of the most frequently 
performed and recorded of composers, we can begin 
to appreciate his true worth and learn the danger of 
hasty judgments.

 The world of Mahler’s symphonies is � lled with his 
own anxieties, triumphs, hopes, and fears, but it also 
illuminates our own problem-ridden age. It may well be 
that Mahler speaks so convincingly and so movingly to 
a growing number of ordinary music lovers because his 
music touches on areas of human experience that were 
unexplored before his time and increasingly signi� -
cant to ours. In purely musical terms, however, Mahler 
can now be seen as a profoundly original genius. Like 
Rodin, who produced a marvelous portrait of him 

◆ 18.31 Lovis Corinth, Salome and the Head of Saint John the Baptist, 1899. Note the strikingly modern look of Salome, with her 
heavy eye makeup and lipstick, here representing the degeneracy of the artist’s own times.

Oil on canvas, 50˝ x 58˝ (127 x 147 cm). Museum der Bildenden Kunstarten, Leipzig, Germany//© Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY
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[Fig. 18.32], Mahler stands as both the last major � gure 
of the nineteenth century in his � eld and a pioneer 
in the modern world. Mahler’s innovations won him 
the scorn of earlier listeners: his deliberate use of popu-
lar, banal tunes, for example, and the abrupt changes of 
mood in his music. A symphony, he once said, should 
be like the world; it should contain everything. His own 
nine completed symphonies (he left a tenth un� nished), 
and Das Lied von der Erde (The Song of the Earth), a sym-
phony for two singers and orchestra, certainly contain 
just about every human emotion.

 As early as the Symphony No. 1 in D, we can hear 
the highly individual characteristics of Mahler’s music. 
The third movement of the symphony is a funeral 
march, but its wry, ironic tone is totally unlike any other 
in the history of music. The movement opens with the 
mournful sound of a solo double bass playing the old 

round “Frère Jacques,” which is then taken up by the 
rest of the orchestra. There are sudden bursts of trite 
nostalgia and violent aggression until the mood gradu-
ally changes to one of genuine tenderness. After a gentle 
middle section, the movement returns to the bizarre 
and unsettling spirit of the opening.

 By the end of his life, Mahler was writing far less 
optimistic music than his Symphony No. 1, which—
despite its third-movement funeral march—concludes 
with a long � nale ending in a blaze of triumphant glory. 
Mahler’s last completed works, The Song of the Earth 
and Symphony No. 9, composed under the shadow of 
fatal heart disease and impending death, express all of 
the beauty of the world together with the sorrow and 
ultimate resignation of one who has to leave it. The � nal 
movement of the Symphony No. 9, in particular, is a 
uniquely eloquent statement of courage in the face of 
human dissolution. Opening with a long, slow theme of 
great passion and nobility, the movement gradually fades 
away as the music dissolves into fragments and � nally 
sinks into silence. Like all of Mahler’s music, and like 
the paintings of van Gogh or Munch, the Symphony 
No. 9 does not turn its back on the ugliness and tragedy 
of life, but Mahler, unlike many of his contemporaries, 
was able to see beyond these realities and express some-
thing of the painful joy of human existence. Perhaps this 
is why his music has become so revered today.

IMPRESSIONISM IN MUSIC

Debussy At about the same time painters in France 
were developing the style we call Impressionist, Claude 
Debussy (1862–1918), a young French composer, began 
to break new musical ground. Abandoning the concept 
of the development of themes in a systematic musi-
cal argument, which lies behind classical sonata form 
and Romantic symphonic structure, he aimed for a 
constantly changing flow of sound. Instead of dealing 
with human emotions, Debussy’s music evoked the 
atmosphere of nature: the wind and rain and the sea. 
The emphasis on shifting tone colors led inevitably to 
comparisons to Impressionist painting. Like Monet or 
Renoir, he avoided grand, dramatic subjects in favor of 
ephemeral, intangible sensations and replaced Romantic 
opulence with refinement.

 These comparisons should nevertheless not be exag-
gerated. Debussy and the Impressionists shared a strong 
reaction against tradition in general and the Romantic 
tradition in particular, in response to which they cre-
ated a radically new approach to their respective arts, 
but Impressionism permanently changed the history of 
painting, while the only really successful Impressionist 
composer was Debussy. Later musicians borrowed some 
of Debussy’s musical devices, including his highly * uid 
harmony and frequent dissonances, but Debussy never 
really founded a school. The chief developments in 
twentieth-century music after Debussy took a di" erent 

◆ 18.32 (Pierre) Auguste Rodin, Gustav Mahler, 1909. As in 
his Monument to Balzac (Figure 18.16), Rodin deliberately 
roughened the surface of the bronze for dramatic e" ect. In 
this case Mahler’s hollow cheeks and intense gaze are power-
fully suggested.

Bronze, 135⁄8˝ x 95⁄8˝ x 93⁄4˝ (34.6 x 24.5 x 24.7 cm). Vienna State Opera, 

Vienna, Austria//© Erich Lessing/Art Resource, NY



direction, were summed up rather unsympathetically 
by the French poet Jean Cocteau (1891–1963): “After 
music with the silk brush, music with the axe.” These 
developments represent a more determined break with 
tradition than the re� ned style of Debussy. With the 
passing of time, Debussy’s musical style appears increas-
ingly to represent the last gasp of Romanticism rather 
than the dawn of a new era.

 Whatever his historical position, Debussy was with-
out doubt one of the great creative musical � gures of his 
time. He is at his best and most Impressionist in orchestral 
works like La Mer (The Sea), which Debussy called sym-
phonic sketches—a rather curious term that shows the 
composer for once willing to accept a traditional label. 
This marine counterpart of Strauss’s Alpine Symphony is 
in three movements, the titles of which (“From Dawn to 
Noon on the Sea,” “Play of the Waves,” and “Dialogue of 
the Wind and the Sea”) describe the general atmosphere 
that concerned Debussy rather than literal sounds. There 

are no birdcalls or thunderclaps in the music; instead the 
continual ebb and * ow of the music suggest the mood of 
a seascape. The second movement, for example, depicts 
the sparkling sunlight on the waves by means of deli-
cate, * ashing violin scales punctuated by bright * ecks 
of sound color from the wind instruments. It is scarcely 
possible to resist a comparison with the shimmering col-
ors of Monet’s Water Lilies (see Figure 18.9).

 Elsewhere, Debussy’s music is less explicitly descrip-
tive. His piano music, among his � nest compositions, 
shows an incredible sensitivity to the range of sound 
e" ects that instrument can achieve. Many of his pieces 
have descriptive titles—“Footsteps in the Snow,” “The 
Girl with the Flaxen Hair,” and so on—but these were 
often added after their composition as the obligatory 
touch of musical Impressionism. Sometimes they were 
even suggested by Debussy’s friends as their own per-
sonal reactions to his music. His Claire de Lune (Moon-
light) is a case in point. The tranquil calm of the music 
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might well convey to some listeners the beauty of a 
moonlit night, but equally, the piece can be enjoyed as a 
musical experience in its own right.

CD Track 16
Claude Debussy, Claire de Lune (Moonlight)

Claire de Lune is one of Debussy’s earliest piano 
works, written in 1890, at a time when he was closer 
to Impressionist art than he was to become as his style 
developed. Thus the peaceful descending scale that 
begins the piece might very well be intended to depict 
a calm, glowing night. Throughout the piece, interest 
is centered on the right hand and the higher, “celes-
tial” notes of the piano. The music intensi� es, although 
remaining within the limits of its placid opening.

 Debussy’s interest in French keyboard music of 
the rococo period may be responsible for the slightly 
“antique” air of the piece. Like most of his music it 
creates its own form, following neither Classical nor 
Romantic principles of organization, and remaining 
the expression of a mood rather than a personal out-
pouring of feeling. Whether that mood is related to a 
peaceful scene under moonlight or is more generalized 
is up to the individual listener to decide. It is interesting 
to speculate on what our reactions to the piece would 
have been if we did not know its title.

Ravel The only composer to make wholehearted use 
of Debussy’s Impressionistic style was his fellow coun-
tryman Maurice Joseph Ravel (1875–1937), who, how-
ever, added a highly individual quality of his own. Ravel 
was far more concerned with classical form and balance 
than Debussy. His musical god was Mozart, and some-
thing of the limpid clarity of Mozart’s music can be 
heard in many of his pieces, although certainly not in 
the all-too-familiar Bolero. His lovely Piano Concerto 
in G alternates a Mozartian delicacy and grace with 
an exuberance born of Ravel’s encounters with jazz. 
Even in his most overtly Impressionistic moments, like 
the scene in his ballet Daphnis and Chloe that describes 
dawn rising, he retains an elegance and verve that differs 
distinctly from the veiled and muted tones of Debussy.

THE SEARCH FOR A NEW 
MUSICAL LANGUAGE

In 1908 the Austrian composer Arnold Schönberg 
(1874–1951) wrote his Three Piano Pieces, Op. 11, in 
which he was “conscious of having broken all restric-
tions” of past musical traditions. After the � rst per-
formance one critic described the pieces as “pointless 
ugliness” and “perversion.” In 1913 the � rst perfor-
mance of The Rite of Spring, a ballet by the Russian-born 
composer Igor Fyodorovich Stravinsky (1882–1971), 
was given in Paris, where he was then living. It was 
greeted with hissing, stamping, and yelling, and Stravin-

sky was accused of the “destruction of music as an art.” 
Stravinsky and Schönberg are today justly hailed as the 
founders of modern music, but we can agree with their 
opponents in at least one respect: their revolutionary 
innovations permanently changed the course of musical 
development.

 It is a measure of their achievement that today lis-
teners � nd The Rite of Spring exciting, even explosive, 
but perfectly approachable. If Stravinsky’s ballet score 
has lost its power to shock and horrify, it is principally 
because we have become accustomed to music writ-
ten in its shadow. The Rite of Spring has created its 
own musical tradition, one without which present-day 
music at all levels of popularity would be unthinkable. 
Schönberg’s e" ect has been less widespread and subtler; 
nonetheless, no serious composer writing since his time 
has been able to ignore his music. It is signi� cant that 
Stravinsky, who originally seemed to be taking music 
down a radically di" erent “path to destruction,” eventu-
ally adopted principles of composition based on Schön-
berg’s methods.

 As is true of all apparently revolutionary breaks with 
the past, Stravinsky and Schönberg were really only 
pushing to extreme conclusions developments that 
had been under way for some time. Traditional har-
mony had been collapsing since the time of Wagner, 
and Schönberg only dealt it a deathblow by his inno-
vations. Wagner’s Tristan and Isolde had opened with a 
series of chords that were not � rmly rooted in any key 
and had no particular sense of direction (see Chapter 
17), a device Wagner used to express the poetic concept 
of restless yearning. Other composers followed him in 
rejecting the concept of a � xed harmonic center from 
which the music might stray so long as it returned there, 
replacing it with a much more * uid use of harmony. 
(Debussy, in his attempts to go beyond the bounds of 
conventional harmony, often combined chords and 
constructed themes to avoid the sense of a tonal cen-
ter; the result can be heard in the wandering, unsettled 
quality of much of his music.)

Schönberg Arnold Schönberg believed that the 
time had come to abandon a harmonic (or tonal) sys-
tem that had served music well for more than three 
hundred years but had simply become worn out. He 
therefore began to write atonal music, which delib-
erately avoided traditional chords and harmonies. Thus 
Schönberg’s atonality was a natural consequence of 
earlier musical developments. At the same time, it was 
fully in accordance with the spirit of the times. The 
sense of a growing rejection of traditional values, cul-
minating in a decisive and violent break with the past, 
can be felt not only in the arts but also in the political 
and social life of Europe; Schönberg’s drastic abandon-
ment of centuries of musical tradition prefigured by 
only a few years the far more drastic abandonment of 
centuries of tradition brought about by World War I.



 There is another sense in which Schönberg’s inno-
vations correspond to contemporary developments. 
One of the principal e" ects of atonality is a mood of 
instability—even disturbance—which lends itself to the 
same kind of morbid themes that attracted Expressionist 
painters. In fact, many of Schönberg’s early atonal works 
deal with such themes. Schönberg was a painter of some 
ability and generally worked in an Expressionist style.

 One of Schönberg’s most extraordinary pieces is 
Pierrot Lunaire, � nished in 1912, a setting of twenty-
one poems for a woman’s voice and small instrumental 
group. The poems describe the bizarre experiences of 
their hero, Pierrot, who is an Expressionist version of the 
eternal clown, and their mood is grotesque and at times 
demonic. The eighth poem, for example, describes a 
crowd of gigantic black moths * ying down to block out 
the sunlight, while in the eleventh, titled “Red Mass,” 
Pierrot holds his own heart in his bloodstained � ngers 
to use as a “horrible red sacri� cial wafer.” Schönberg’s 
music clothes these verses in appropriately fantastic 
and macabre music. The e" ect is enhanced by the fact 
that the singer is instructed to speak the words at spe-
ci� c pitches. This device of Sprechstimme (“voiced 
speech”), invented by Schönberg for Pierrot Lunaire, is 
di&  cult to execute, but when it is done properly by a 
skilled performer, it imparts a wistfully dreamlike qual-
ity to the music.

CD Track 17
Arnold Schönberg, “Mondestrunken,” No. 1, Pierrot 
Lunaire

 In this � rst poem of Schönberg’s Pierrot Lunaire, 
“Mondestrunken” (literally Moondrunk), the poet, his 
eyes drunk with wine and moonlight, seeks inspiration 
in the beauty of the night. The piece begins with brief 
piano scales before the voice enters, accompanied by the 
* ute, later the violin and cello. Indeed, the * ute domi-
nates the setting, soaring and trilling, as if to express 
the ecstasy of the moment. The piece reaches a brief 
climax, with the * ute in its highest register, and then 
fades away.

 This � rst poem sets the tone for the whole cycle. 
Schönberg uses a group of eight solo instruments to 
accompany his “reciter,” varying the combination from 
piece to piece. The moon as a topic returns in several of 
the later pieces, most notably No. 7, “The Sick Moon.”

 Of all the tracks on the Listening CD, none is likely 
to seem more perplexing to the � rst-time listener, or 
further from most people’s musical experience. It may 
help the listener to know that in an earlier work, his 
String Quartet No. 2, Schönberg includes a setting of 
a poem by the German Symbolist poet Stefan George, 
which includes the line: “I feel the breath of another 
planet.” Schönberg was indeed seeking to break with 
the long history of musical development and open up 
new worlds.

 The freedom atonality permitted the composer 
became something of a liability, and by the 1920s Schön-
berg replaced it with a system of composition as rigid as 
any earlier method in the history of music. His famous 
twelve-tone technique uses the twelve notes of the 
chromatic scale (on the piano, all of the black and white 
notes in a single octave), which are carefully arranged in 
a row or series, the latter term having given rise to the 
name serialism to describe the technique. The basic 
row, together with variant forms, then serves as the basis 
for a movement or even an entire work, with the order 
of the notes remaining always the same.

 Just as with program music, the only fair way to 
judge the twelve-tone technique is by its results. Not 
all works written using it are masterpieces, but we can 
hardly expect them to be. It is not a system that appeals 
to all composers or brings out the best in them, but few 
systems ever have universal application. Some of Schön-
berg’s own twelve-tone works, including his un� nished 
opera Moses and Aaron and the Violin Concerto of 1934, 
demonstrate that serial music can be both beautiful and 
moving. The twenty-� rst century will decide whether 
the system has permanent and enduring value.

Stravinsky Like Pierrot Lunaire, Igor Stravinsky’s The 
Rite of Spring deals with a violent theme. It is subtitled 
Pictures from Pagan Russia and describes a springtime 
ritual culminating in the sacrifice of a chosen human 
victim. Whereas Schönberg jettisoned traditional har-
mony, Stravinsky used a new approach to rhythm as 
the basis of his piece. Constantly changing, immensely 
complex, and frequently violent, his rhythmic patterns 
convey a sense of barbaric frenzy that is enhanced by 
the weight of sound obtained from the use of a vast 
orchestra. There are some peaceful moments, nota-
bly the nostalgic opening section, but in general the 
impression is of intense exhilaration.

CD Track 18
Igor Stravinsky, “Dance of the Adolescents,” The Rite of 
Spring

The Rite of Spring opens quietly, with no hint of the 
violence to come. The � rst outbreak occurs in this dance, 
with the strings hammering out a repeated dissonant 
chord, while wind instruments can be heard in the back-
ground, playing fragments of themes. Stravinsky creates a 
sense of excitement by repeating the same rhythm obses-
sively, while violently stressing some of the notes. When 
the heavy brass instruments enter, they bring an ominous 
tone, but soon we return to the hammering string chords. 
The mood grows quieter for a while, but as Stravinsky 
increases the tension the Dance moves to a frenzied cli-
max, with rhythm and melodic fragments reaching a 
fever-pitch, before plunging into the next dance.

 It is di&  cult to imagine a more complete break with 
the Romantic movement. Subject and style, the violence 
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of contrasts, the sheer brute power of the music, all took 
his contemporaries by storm, and many accounts have 
survived of the scandalous scenes of protest that broke 
out at the ballet’s � rst performance. In a way, The Rite 
of Spring marks both a beginning and an end: Stravinsky 
never returned to the work’s style. Yet as an illustration 
of the collapse of traditional values on the eve of World 
War I (the ballet was � rst performed in 1913), Stravin-
sky’s musical revolution, like Picasso’s in the visual arts, 
was indeed prophetic of the troubled twentieth century.

 The Rite of Spring was the last of three ballets (the 
others were The Firebird and Petrouchka) that Stravinsky 
based on Russian folk subjects [Fig. 18.33]. In the years 
following World War I, he wrote music in a wide variety 

of styles, absorbing in* uences as varied as Bach, Tchai-
kovsky, and jazz. Yet a characteristically Stravinskian * a-
vor pervades all of his best works, with the result that 
his music is almost always instantly recognizable. Short, 
expressive melodies and unceasing rhythmic vitality, 
both evident in The Rite of Spring, recur in works like 
the Symphony in Three Movements in 1945. Even 
when, in the 1950s, he � nally adopted the technique of 
serialism, he retained his own unique musical personal-
ity. Stravinsky is a peculiarly twentieth-century cultural 
phenomenon, an artist uprooted from his homeland, cut 
o"  (by choice) from his cultural heritage, and exposed 
to a barrage of in* uences and counterin* uences. That 
he never lost his sense of personal identity or his belief 
in the enduring value of art made him a twentieth-
century hero.

NEW SUBJECTS 
FOR LITERATURE

PSYCHOLOGICAL INSIGHTS 
IN LITERATURE AND DRAMA

At the end of the nineteenth century, many writers 
were still as concerned with exploring the nature of 
their own individual existences as they had been when 
the century began. In fact, the � rst years of the twen-
tieth century saw an increasing interest in the e" ect of 
the subconscious on human behavior, a result largely of 
the work of the Austrian psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud 
(1856–1939); the general conclusions Freud reached are 
discussed in Chapter 21. In many ways his interest in the 
part played by individual frustrations, repressions, and 
neuroses (particularly sexual) in creating personality was 
pre� gured in the writing of two of the greatest novel-
ists of the late nineteenth century: Fyodor Dostoyevsky 
(1821–1881) and Marcel Proust (1871–1922).

Dostoyevsky Self-knowledge played a major part in 
Dostoyevsky’s work, and his concern for psychological 
truth led him into a profound study of his characters’ 
subconscious motives. His empathy for human suffer-
ing derived in part from his identification with Russian 
Orthodox Christianity, with its emphasis on suffering 
as a means to salvation. Although well aware of social 
injustices, he was more concerned with their effect 
on the individual soul than on society as a whole. His 
books present a vivid picture of the Russia of his day, 
with characters at all levels of society brought brilliantly 
to life. Nevertheless, he was able to combine realism of 
perception with a deep psychological understanding of 
the workings of the human heart. Few artists have pre-
sented so convincing a picture of individuals struggling 
between good and evil.

◆ 18.33 Vaslav Nijinsky, 1911. One of the greatest dancers 
of all time, the Russian Nijinsky (1890–1950) appears here 
as the puppet Petrouchka in the Ballets Russes performance 
of Igor Stravinsky’s ballet of that name in Paris, 1911. The 
ballet was choreographed by Fokine (1880–1942), also a 
Russian, who broke new ground in ballet just as the Impres-
sionists did in art and music.

Photograph by Mishkin, 6˝ x 8˝ mounted on board 14˝ x 20˝. Performing Arts 

Dance Division, The New York Public Library at Lincoln Center, New York, 

NY, USA//© The New York Public Library/Art Resource, NY



 The temptation to evil forms a principal theme of 
one of his most powerful works, Crime and Punishment. 
In it Dostoyevsky tells the story of a poor student, Ras-
kolnikov, whose growing feeling of alienation from his 
fellow human beings leads to a belief that he is superior 
to society and above conventional morality. To prove 
this to himself, Raskolnikov decides to commit an act 
of de� ance: the murder of a defenseless old woman, not 
for gain but as a demonstration of his own power.

 He murders the old woman and also her younger 
sister, who catches him in the act. Crime is followed 
immediately, however, not by the punishment of the 
law but by the punishment of his own conscience. 
Guilt and remorse cut him o"  even farther from 
human contact until � nally, in utter despair and on 
the verge of madness, he goes to the police and con-
fesses to the murder. Here and in his other works, Dos-
toyevsky underlines the terrible dangers of intellectual 
arrogance. The world he portrays is essentially cruel, 
one in which simplicity and self-awareness are the only 
weapons against human evil, and su" ering is a neces-
sary price paid for victory.

Chekhov If Dostoyevsky used violence to depict his 
worldview, his contemporary and fellow Russian Anton 
Pavlovich Chekhov (1860–1904) used irony and satire 
to show the passivity and emptiness of his characters. 
In plays and short stories, Chekhov paints a provin-
cial world whose residents dream of escape, filled with 
a frustrated longing for action. The three sisters who 
are the chief characters in the play of that name never 
manage to achieve their ambition to go “To Moscow, 
to Moscow!” In stories such as “The Lady with the 
Dog,” Chekhov uses apparent triviality to express pro-
found understanding, whereas in “The Bet” he ironi-
cally challenges most of our basic values.

Proust One of the most influential of all modern 
writers was the French novelist Marcel Proust. Proust’s 
youth was spent in the fashionable world of Parisian 
high society, where he entertained lavishly and mixed 
with the leading figures of the day while writing ele-
gant if superficial poems and stories. The death of his 
father in 1903 and of his mother in 1905 brought about 
a complete change. He retired to his house in Paris and 
rarely left his soundproofed bedroom, where he wrote 
the vast work for which he is famous, Remembrance of 
Things Past. The first volume appeared in 1913; the 
eighth and last volume was not published until 1927, 
five years after his death.

 It is di&  cult to do justice to this amazing work. The 
lengthy story is told in the � rst person by a narrator 
who, though never named, obviously has much in com-
mon with Proust. The story’s entire concern is to recall 
the narrator’s past life—from earliest childhood to mid-
dle age—by bringing to mind the people, places, things, 

and events that have a" ected him. In the course of the 
narrator’s journey back into his past, he realizes that all 
of it lies hidden inside him and that the tiniest circum-
stance—a scent, a taste, the appearance of someone’s 
hair—can trigger a whole chain of memory associa-
tions. By the end of the � nal volume the narrator has 
decided to preserve the recollection of his past life by 
making it permanent in the form of a book—the book 
the reader has just � nished.

 Proust’s awareness of the importance of the subcon-
scious and his illustration of the way in which it can 
be unlocked have had a great appeal to modern writ-
ers, as has his stream of consciousness style, which 
appears to reproduce his thought processes as they actu-
ally occur rather than as edited by a writer for logical 
connections and development. Furthermore, as we fol-
low Proust’s (or the narrator’s) careful and painstaking 
resurrection of his past, it is important to remember that 
his purpose is far more than a mere intellectual exercise. 
By recalling the past we bring it back to life in a literal 
sense. Memory is our most powerful weapon against 
death.

THE ROLE OF WOMEN

Not all writers in the late nineteenth and early twenti-
eth centuries devoted themselves to the kind of psycho-
logical investigation found in the works of Dostoyevsky 
and Proust. The larger question of the nature of soci-
ety continued to attract the attention of more socially 
conscious writers who explored the widening range of 
problems created by industrial life as well as a whole 
new series of social issues (see Table 18.2).

 One of the most signi� cant aspects of the develop-
ment of the modern world has been the changing role 
of women in family life and in society at large. The 

Table 18.2 Social and Intellectual Developments: 1870–1914

1875 German Social Democratic party founded
1879 Edison invents electric light bulb
1881 Pasteur and Koch prove “germ theory” of disease
1883 Social insurance initiated by Bismarck in Germany
1888 Brazil abolishes slavery, the last nation to do so
1889 International League of Socialist Parties founded, the 

so-called Second International
1894–1906 Dreyfus a" air in France reveals widespread anti-Semitism 

and leads to separation of church and state
1895 Roentgen discovers x-rays; Marconi invents wireless 

telegraphy
1900 Freud publishes The Interpretation of Dreams
1903 Wright brothers make � rst * ight with power-driven 

plane
1905 Einstein formulates theory of relativity; Revolution in 

Russia fails to produce signi� cant social change
1906–1911 Social insurance and parliamentary reform enacted in 

Britain
1909 Ford produces assembly-line-made automobiles
1911 Revolution in China establishes republic; Rutherford 

formulates theory of positively charged atomic 
nucleus
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issue of women’s right to vote was bitterly fought in the 
early years of the twentieth century, and not until 1918 
in Great Britain and 1920 in the United States were 
women permitted to participate in the electoral process. 
On a more personal basis, the growing availability and 
frequency of divorce began to cause many women (and 
men) to rethink the nature of the marriage tie. The pace 
of women’s emancipation from the stock role assigned 
to them over centuries was extremely slow, and the pro-
cess is far from complete. A beginning had to be made 
somewhere, however, and it is only � tting that a period 
characterized by cultural and political change should 
also be marked by social change in this most fundamen-
tal of areas.

 In the same way Dickens had led the drive against 
industrial oppression and exploitation in the mid-
nineteenth century, writers of the late nineteenth and 
early twentieth centuries not only re* ected feminist 
concerns but actively promoted them as well. They tack-
led a range of problems so vast that we can do no more 
than look at just one area, marriage, through the eyes of 
two writers of the late nineteenth century. One of them, 
Henrik Ibsen (1828–1906), was the most famous play-
wright of his day and a � gure of international renown. 
The other, Kate Chopin (1851–1904), was ignored in 
her own lifetime even in her native America.

Ibsen Ibsen was born in Norway, although he spent 
much of his time in Italy. Most of his mature plays deal 
with the conventions of society and their consequences, 
generally tragic. Although many are technically set in 
Norway, their significance was intended to be univer-
sal. The problems Ibsen explored were frequently ones 
regarded as taboo, including venereal disease, incest, and 
insanity. The realistic format of the plays brought issues 
like these home to his audience with shocking force. At 
first derided, Ibsen eventually became a key figure in 
the development of drama, particularly in the English-
speaking world, where his work was championed by 
George Bernard Shaw (1856–1950), who later inher-
ited Ibsen’s mantle as a progressive social critic.

 In one of his � rst important plays, A Doll’s House 
(1879), Ibsen dealt with the issue of women’s rights. 
The principal characters, Torvald Helmer and his 
wife Nora, have been married for eight years, appar-
ently happily enough. Early in their marriage, however, 
before Helmer had become a prosperous lawyer, Nora 
had secretly borrowed some money from Krogstad, a 
friend, to pay for her husband’s medical treatment; she 
had told Torvald that the money came from her father 
because Helmer was too proud to borrow. As the play 
opens, Krogstad, to whom Nora is still in debt, threat-
ens to blackmail her if she does not persuade Helmer 
to � nd him a job. When she refuses to do so, Krogstad 
duly writes a letter to Helmer revealing the truth. Hel-
mer recoils in horror at his wife’s deception. The mat-

ter of the money is eventually settled by other means 
and Helmer eventually forgives Nora, but not before 
the experience has given her a new and unforgettable 
insight into her relationship with her husband. In the 
� nal scene, she walks out the door, slams it, and leaves 
him forever.

 Nora decides to abandon her husband on two 
grounds. In the � rst place, she realizes how small a part 
she plays in her husband’s real life. As she says, “Ever 
since the � rst day we met, we have never exchanged so 
much as one serious word about serious things.” The 
super� ciality of their relationship horri� es her. In the 
second place, Helmer’s inability to rise to the challenge 
presented by the discovery of his wife’s deception and 
prove his love for her by claiming that it was he who 
had borrowed and failed to repay the debt diminishes 
him in Nora’s eyes. Ibsen tries to express what he sees 
as an essential di" erence between men and women 
when, in reply to Helmer’s statement “One doesn’t sac-
ri� ce one’s honor for love’s sake,” Nora replies, “Mil-
lions of women have done so.” Nora’s decision not to 
be her husband’s childish plaything—to leave the doll’s 
house in which she was the doll—was so contrary to 
accepted social behavior that one noted critic remarked, 
“That slammed door reverberated across the roof of the 
world.”

Kate Chopin In comparison to the towering figure 
of Ibsen, the American writer Kate Chopin found few 
readers in her own lifetime; even today she is not widely 
known. Only recently have critics begun to do justice 
to the fine construction and rich psychological insight 
of her novel The Awakening, denounced as immoral 
and banned when first published in 1899. Its principal 
theme is the oppressive role women are forced to play 
in family life. Edna, its heroine, like Nora in A Doll’s 
House, resents the meaninglessness of her relationship 
with her husband and the tedium of her daily existence. 
Her only escape is to yield to her sexual drives and find 
freedom not in slamming the door behind her but by 
throwing herself into a passionate if unloving affair.

 In her short stories, Chopin dealt with the same kind 
of problem, but with greater delicacy and often with a 
wry humor. Frequently on the smallest of scales, these 
stories examine the prison that marriage seems so often 
to represent. In the course of a couple of pages, Chopin 
exposes an all-too-common area of human experience 
and, like Ibsen, touches a chord that rings as true now 
as it did at the turn of the century.

SUMMARY

◆ The Coming of World War. The last years of the 
nineteenth century saw the threat of war gathering 



with increasing speed over Europe. The gap between 
the prosperous and the poor, the growth of the forces 
of big business, and overcrowding and food shortages 
in the cities all tended to create a climate of unease 
that the rivalries of the major European powers exac-
erbated. Many emigrated to America in search of a 
new start. For the philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche, 
only drastic remedies could prevent the collapse of 
Western civilization.

◆ Impressionist Painting. In each of the arts, the 
years leading up to World War I were marked by far-
reaching changes. In the case of painting, the Impres-
sionist school developed in Paris. Foreshadowed in 
the work of Édouard Manet, Impressionist art rep-
resented a new way of looking at the world. Paint-
ers like Claude Monet, Auguste Renoir, and Berthe 
Morisot reproduced what they saw rather than visu-
ally interpreted their subjects. The depiction of light 
and atmosphere became increasingly important. 
The � gure studies of Edgar Degas and Mary Cassatt 
avoided the careful poses of earlier times in favor of 
natural, intimate scenes.

◆ The Post-Impressionists. The various schools 
that developed out of Impressionism are collectively 
known as post-Impressionist, although they have lit-
tle in common with one another. Among the leading 
artists were Paul Gauguin, with his love of exotic sub-
jects, and Vincent van Gogh, whose deeply moving 
images have made him perhaps the best known of all 
nineteenth-century painters. In historical terms, the 
most important � gure was probably Paul Cézanne: 
his works are the � rst since the dawn of the Renais-
sance to eliminate perspective and impose order on 
nature rather than try to reproduce it.

◆ Expressionism and the Fauves. In the early years 
of the twentieth century, two movements began to 
emerge: Fauvism and Expressionism—the former in 
France and the latter in Germany and Scandinavia. 
Both emphasized bright colors and violent emotions, 
and the works of Edvard Munch and other Expres-
sionists are generally tormented in spirit. Henri 
Matisse, the leading Fauve artist, however, produced 
joyous and optimistic works; he was to become a 
major force in twentieth-century painting.

◆ Orchestral Music at the Turn of the Nineteenth 
Century. Composers of orchestral music in the late 
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries turned 
increasingly to the rich language of post-Wagnerian 
harmony and instrumentation to express either 
extramusical “programs” or to compose “autobio-
graphical” works. The leading � gures of the period 
included Richard Strauss and Gustav Mahler. Many 
of Strauss’s operas have held the stage since their 
� rst performances, while his tone poems use a vast 
orchestra either to tell a story (as in Don Juan) or to 
describe his own life (Domestic Symphony). Mahler’s 

symphonies, neglected in the composer’s lifetime, 
have come to represent some of the highest achieve-
ments of the symphonic tradition. Openly autobio-
graphical, they re* ect at the same time the universal 
human problems of loss and anxiety.

  In France, the music of Claude Debussy and, to a 
lesser extent, Maurice Ravel, set out to achieve the 
musical equivalent of Impressionism. In works like 
La Mer, Debussy used new harmonic combinations 
to render the atmosphere of a seascape.

◆ New Approaches to Music: Schönberg and 
Stravinsky. The experiments of composers like 
Mahler and Debussy at least retained many of the 
traditional musical forms and modes of expression, 
although they vastly extended them. In the early 
years of the twentieth century, Arnold Schönberg 
and Igor Stravinsky wrote works that represented a 
signi� cant break with the past. Schönberg’s atonal 
and, later, serial music sought to replace the tradi-
tional harmonic structure of Western musical style 
with a new freedom, albeit one limited by the 
serial system. In The Rite of Spring and other works, 
Stravinsky revealed a new approach to rhythm. Both 
composers profoundly in* uenced the development 
of twentieth-century music.

◆ Literature and the Subconscious. Like other arts, 
literature also underwent revolutionary change in 
the latter decades of the nineteenth century. In the 
hands of Fyodor Dostoyevsky and Marcel Proust, the 
novel became a vehicle to reveal the e" ects of the 
subconscious on human behavior. In Dostoyevsky’s 
books, self-knowledge and psychological truth are 
combined to explore the nature of human su" er-
ing. Proust’s massive exploration of the past not only 
seeks to uncover his own memories, but it also deals 
with the nature of time. Both writers, along with 
many of their contemporaries, joined painters and 
musicians in pushing their art to its limits in order to 
extend its range of expression.

◆ Writers and the Changing Role of Women. A 
more traditional aim of literature was to e" ect social 
change. At a time when society was becoming aware 
of the changing role of women in the modern world, 
writers aimed to explore the implications for mar-
riage and the family of the gradual emancipation of 
women and the increasing availability of divorce. The 
plays of Henrik Ibsen not only described the issues 
of his day, including feminist ones, but they were also 
intended to open up discussion of topics—venereal 
disease, incest—that his middle-class audience would 
have preferred to ignore.

  With the outbreak of war in 1914, the arts were 
wrenched from their traditional lines of development 
to express the anxieties of the age. Nothing—in art, 
culture, politics, or society—was ever to return to its 
former state.

Summary ◆ 493



494 ◆ CHAPTER 18 Toward the Modern Era: 1870–1914

EXERCISES

1. Assess the impact of political and philosophical 
developments on the arts in the late nineteenth 
century.

2. Describe the goals and achievements of the Impres-
sionist movement in painting. How do you account 
for the enormous popularity of Impressionist art 
ever since?

3. How did Arnold Schönberg’s music break with the 
past? How does his serial system function? What is 
its purpose?

4. In what ways is the changing role of women reflected 
in art and literature at the turn of the century?

5. Compare the fiction of Dostoyevsky and Proust. 
How does it differ from earlier nineteenth-century 
novels discussed in Chapter 17?

Visit the Culture & Values Companion website at 
www.cengage.com/art/Cunningham/Cultureand
Values7E and the Humanities Resource Center for an 
array of primary source readings, key terms with pro-
nunciations, I ash cards, quizzes, and study mate-
rials designed especially to help you do well in this 
course.


