SOUTH CHINA QUARTERLY Vol.6, No.1 (Jan 2016) , 158—165

) ) Overseas Express
© University of Macau

After Modernity: The Turn and Return of the
Literary Avant-garde

Philippe Forest

Abstract: “Modern” emerged in the 17% century as opposed to “classic,” in response to the argument
of “the past” vs. “the present”. Since then, “modern” has never disburdened itself of ambiguity. In the
following three centuries, self-styled “modern” literature has been torn between “looking back to the past”
and “looking forward to the future.” From Baudelaire through Lautréamont to Rimbaud, from Surrealism
through Structuralism to Deconstructionism, the literary modernity has been swaying between “the past”
and “the future”. Modernity is paradoxical, because it 1s always in the process of becoming, often caught
in the upcoming new uncertainty. Consequently, modernity is often lost in discourses trying to define
it. In addition, awareness of modernity is always ambivalent: on the one hand, it always bespeaks the
immediate future and constantly harps on the beauty of the new; on the other hand, it is always trying
to escape the present, mourning the repetitive demise of the same beauty. An ongoing tension between
“passion” and “depression” has since become a signature of its inherent contradiction and ambivalence.
Now the “call of tomorrow” prevails, when modernity adopts a heroic and triumphant attitude, just
as the avant-garde is always in the habit of doing; and then it is depressed, putting on a mourning veil
for the slipping away of the present, appealing in a way not dissimilar to typical decadents. In that
sense, modernity has always carried such a weight of logical imbalance, which drives it forward endlessly,
always on the road, never allowing it to stop and assume a steady identity. The ambiguity of modernity
reflects the elusiveness of modern society itself. The modernity in literature, or in all arts for the matter
of that, has always been associated with social crises, so social history is always available to help mark the
history of modernity. Starting from the end of the 1970s, the literary circle suddenly became indifferent
to modernity, turning back on the avant-garde attitude. For example, Roland Barthes said, “All of a
sudden, it no longer matters to me whether it 1s modern or not.” Philippe Sollers was also exploring the
crisis of the avant-garde literature. Also apparent was the yearning to get rid of the modernist utopia. As
a result, there emerged a new critical discourse, which was determined to extricate itself out of the linear,
teleological concept of time. Then in the 21% century, the concept of “avant-garde” regained its ground
among younger writers, for different reasons, among which is the fact that the fin de siecle sentiment and
writing paradigms are losing ground to the new spirit of the “beginning of the century.” However, the
meaning of the avant-garde is in making us firmly believe that it is not true, in the literary sphere at least,
that all has been said. On the contrary, we still have the opportunity to speak.
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