The 20th century in Britain 
(the Modern Age)

The 20th century has been called “the age of anxiety”. It is an age that has witnessed terrible wars and conflicts involving innocent people. Humanity has invented the means to travel and land on other planets and to destroy itself at the same time. It is an age of nuclear war and space adventure. This “surrealistic” dimension has shaken man’s security catapulting him into the depths of uncertainty, anguish and anger.

The effect of World War One on art, literature and philosophy was deep and immediate. Never before had man had to face such a universal war as this one. No longer could man feel safe and sure in his own home. 

What happened in the rest of Europe or in America could no more be ignored by English culture. English literature was now becoming a world literature absorbing the various influences that came from abroad. World War One had opened the doors to a world literature. At the same time it had added a new touch of tragic uncertainty. The same fears were confirmed by the Second World War twenty years later with the nuclear bomb.

New philosophies, new media, new genres

Radio waves were now able to reach every house bringing instant news of the world. New forms of literature like the radiodrama were born. The cinema too was a new art form: initially it produced the silent movie. Not much later a new drama form (the talkie) was introduced when the sound track was invented. 
Narration changed under the influence of developments in the fields of philosophy, psychology and physics. The main effect of these influences was the overturning of the concepts of time and space which had regulated the way in which the episodes in a narration were ordered.

Henri Bergson, a French philosopher, said that reality has no fixed structure and could not be sufficiently known through reason alone. For him there is no past or present but just a series of floating memories that are simultaneously present in man’s mind. 
William James, an American philosopher and psychologist, put forward the notion of “stream of consciousness” and the idea that all experiences are interrelated.

Again the idea that the past and the present are interrelated was put forward by the Austrian psychologist Sigmund Freud, the creator of psychoanalysis. He showed how an individual’s behaviour is the result of his past experiences even if these are in the unconscious and so unknown to the individual. So the divide between past and present is almost dissolved. For Freud the world of fantasy, the unconscious, was considered a dynamic force originating in instinct and repressed desires. Freud considered the unconscious as a hidden layer of the human mind where instinct, latent passions and desires were kept alive.

 
Albert Einstein, in his theory of relativity, showed that time is a subjective dimension regarding the relation between the subject and his/her speed.

Experiments in all art forms

Cubists like Picasso and Braque destroyed the temporal dimension in art. They painted portraits in which the whole volume is simultaneously present. Futurists like Giacomo Balla tried to reproduce speed on their canvas.

