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  Introduction

    Surveys of American art often address the 1920s as a period of decline for modern art and its related theories, collectively known as modernism. . . This book challenges that interpretation. It demonstrates that the art and theory of modernism continued to be a major concern between 1920 and 1930 in America. That concern appeared in both the preoccupation with modern structural principles among American artists, and in the ongoing interest in and awareness of recent European avant-garde art and theory.

    Studies of the 1920s underestimate the importance of modernism in America for several reasons. First, historians tend to focus narrowly on the history of abstract art as the only legitimate issue of modern art. A consideration of modernism in the 1920s must include Expressionism, Dada, Constructivism and various late Cubist styles, including the Ingresque work of Picasso. Second, the environment of modernism altered significantly in the 1920s, so a continued focus on the activities of the previous decade distorts the actual situation. The discussion of modern art moved from the esoteric concern of an elite group of intellectuals, such as that found at Alfred Stieglitz'291 Gallery, to a widespread issue discussed almost daily in newspapers and magazines. Unlike the public coverage of modernism from 1910 to 1919 which tended to be derogatory and skeptical, the debate about the issues of modern art in the press of the twenties was, for the most part, informed and intelligent. Third historians misinterpret modernism in the 1920s because they fail to acknowledge the interrelatedness of American and European avant-garde development. Modernism in America from 1920 to 1930 can only be fully evaluated by including a consideration of the ongoing influx of European art and theory into New York.

    This book offers an examination of modernism in the 1920s that is inclusive, rather than exclusive; it moves beyond the narrow perspective of the history of abstract art to a concept that encompasses the full spectrum of modern art and theory. Rather than trace the changes in the art itself from a contemporary perspective, this study focuses on the critical interpretations of that art by examining the discussions of modern art and theory by the critics, dealers, collectors and artists of the 1920s. A dominant characteristic of the development of modernism in the 1920s in New York is the simultaneous appearance of different styles and their concomitant theories. Thus b 1920, Impressionism, the avant-garde style of the 1870s, finally found acceptance among even the most academic artists. Almost simultaneously, Cezanne, Cubism, Expressionism, Dada, Surrealism and Constructivism appeared in America and became major issues and influences. For the critics of modernism this overlapping crated a challenge. Although they received some fart ambivalently (particularly Dada), by the end of the decade they were discussing all the phases of European contemporary art as well as various types of American modern art with a surprising sophistication.

    The interpretation of art during this intense decade was open to anyone who wished to take on the responsibility. Since few reference texts offered authoritative opinions, individual predilections and beliefs became of major importance. No defining institution arbitrated the outstanding accomplishments of modern art, only a myriad of small galleries and groups. The result was an outpouring of opinion and impassioned interpretation that has heretofore been neglected in studies of modernism in America. While individual writers are not usually considered extraordinary thinkers, the collative body of literature on modern art in the 1920s forms an important chapter in the intellectual history of modern art.

    In order to include as broad a spectrum of this literature as possible, the methodology used is horizontal rather than vertical; that is instead of monographic studies of individual critics, I have surveyed a cross section of responses to a particular style. In this way the interconnections and influences of each critic or organization with respect to other activities can be located. These interconnections are an important aspect of the history of modernism in the 1920s. From this study of the criticism, a picture emerges that encompasses ideas from avant-garde to ultraconservative and many compromises in between.
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