
Preface

This book forms the third part of a trilogy on European modernism that drew 
its original impulse from dissatisfaction with Theodor Adorno’s reading of cultural 
modernity. The fi rst book in the trilogy, Art and Enlightenment: Aesthetic Theory 
after Adorno (1992), set out to show that Adorno’s theory of the rationalization of 
the arts, as demonstrated in his Philosophy of Modern Music, itself falls victim to the 
contradictions inherent in the reduction of modern culture to the single logic of 
enlightenment and its dialectic. The hidden romantic roots of Max Horkheimer’s 
and Adorno’s critique of enlightenment occlude in turn the antagonistic comple-
mentarity of the two imaginaries—enlightenment and romanticism—that defi ne 
cultural modernism. In the second book, Dialectic of Romanticism: A Critique of 
Modernism (2004), Peter Murphy and I distance ourselves from enlightened and 
romantic modernisms and their rival historicisms, from the perspective of a third, 
classical modernism, which stresses civilizational continuities against the will to 
remake society in the name of the most advanced techniques or the most potent 
myths. The recurrent polarity of futurisms and archaisms across the whole epoch 
of modernism is refl ected aesthetically in the idea of the avant-garde, on the one 
hand, and the idea of the Gesamtkunstwerk, or total work of art, on the other. The 
idea of the total work of art thus emerged as the focus of the present investigation, 
which undertakes a re-vision of modernism in the light of the counterimaginary of 
aesthetic totalization, as opposed to the more familiar accounts of the avant-garde 
in terms of aesthetic rationalization.

I would like to thank the colleagues and friends who have read and commented 
on parts of the manuscript. Andrew Benjamin, Marie and Leslie Bodi, Götz 
Grossklaus, Andrew Milner, Peter Murphy, Brian Nelson, Ken Segar, and Philip 
Thomson have all helped me to correct my errors, simplify my sentences, and clar-
ify my argument. I would especially like to thank Robert Savage for reading the 
entire manuscript with such careful and helpful attention. My greatest thanks are 
due to György Markus, who has been the mentor of this project since its inception. 
As my sternest critic, he has constantly challenged me to rethink and reformulate 
my ideas. Finally, I should like to express my appreciation for the interest and sup-
port that Peter Uwe Hohendahl has brought to my work. I am delighted that both 
Art and Enlightenment and The Total Work of Art in European Modernism have been 
published in series of which he is the editor.
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