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This course introduces one of the most 
important and contested terms of art-
historical inquiry today: 
moderism. For some, the word simply 
defines Western art of the last 200 
years. For others, modernism refers 
primarily to “advanced” visual art, 
whether the cubist distortions of 
Pablo Picasso or the all-over 
abstractions of Jackson Pollock. For 
still others, the term singles out modes 
of artistic opposition to the ravages of 
capitalism, industrialization, imperial-
ism, and war, which continue to define 
our world. Over the course of the 
quarter, we will aim to keep these 
competing definitions in play as we 
examine signal episodes of European 
and U.S. modernism from the late-19th 
through mid-20th centuries as well 
as their counterparts in locations 
around the globe, including Japan, 
Nigeria, and Mexico. In every instance, 
we will engage works of art that 
have confronted our culture’s visual 
means—of life, death, consumption, and 
display—and attempted to work them 
over into critical form.


