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Modris Eksteins Rites Of
Spring

Introduction: Unveiling the Modern
Age Through War and Art

In the vast landscape of historical scholarship, few works have
managed to bridge the chasm between cultural history and military
conflict as seamlessly as Modris Eksteins’ Rites of Spring: The Great
War and the Birth of the Modern Age. Published in 1989, this
seminal book offers a provocative reinterpretation of World War I,
not merely as a geopolitical catastrophe, but as a profound cultural
and psychological turning point that gave rise to the modern
sensibility. By weaving together the avant-garde ballet of Igor
Stravinsky’s The Rite of Spring with the trench warfare of the
Western Front, Eksteins crafts a narrative that is as intellectually
daring as it is compelling. For readers seeking to understand the
roots of contemporary art, politics, and even our current
discontents, Modris Eksteins’ Rites of Spring remains an essential,
thought-provoking text. This article will explore the core arguments
of the book, its impact on historical writing, and why it continues to
resonate decades after its publication.

Downloaded from ges.cursor.cl by Pitts & Carmelo ¢ Explore the unseen. ©
Page 1



The Thesis: A Cultural Earthquake

At its heart, Modris Eksteins’ Rites of Spring argues that World War
I was not an interruption of Western civilization’s steady march
toward progress, but rather a violent expression of a deeper cultural
transformation already underway. Eksteins identifies a shift from
the rational, ordered world of the 19th century—characterized by
faith in science, hierarchy, and linear progress—to a 20th-century
ethos that embraced irrationality, primitivism, and the cathartic
power of destruction. He uses the 1913 Paris premiere of
Stravinsky’s ballet The Rite of Spring as a metaphor for this rupture.
The performance, with its jarring rhythms, dissonant harmonies,
and a story of pagan sacrifice, famously caused a riot. For Eksteins,
this riot was a premonition of the greater chaos to come. The war,
in his view, was a kind of “rite of spring” for the modern age—a
sacrificial ritual that cleared away the old world and made way for
the new, however terrifying that new world would be.

Germany and the Spirit of 1914

A central pillar of Eksteins’ analysis is the unique case of Germany.
He argues that Germany’s cultural and psychological trajectory in
the decades before the war set it apart from its European neighbors.
While Britain and France still clung to Victorian certainties,
Germany was experiencing an intense ferment of modernist
ideas—in music, painting, literature, and philosophy. The German
idea of Kultur emphasized authenticity, emotion, and a kind of
heroic vitalism that stood in opposition to French civilisation (seen
as superficial and materialistic) and British commercialism.
Eksteins suggests that the “spirit of 1914”—the widespread
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enthusiasm for war in Germany—was not just jingoism but a
mystical embrace of struggle as a purifying force. This mindset, he
contends, laid the groundwork not only for the brutal conduct of the
war but also for the subsequent rise of totalitarian movements.
Through Modris Eksteins’ Rifes of Spring, we see the war as a
cultural war, a clash of worldviews as much as a clash of armies.

The War as Performance: Theater
of Cruelty

Eksteins devotes considerable space to describing the lived
experience of the trenches, but he does so with a unique eye for the
theatrical and the symbolic. For the soldiers, especially on the
German side, the war became a kind of performance—a test of
will, endurance, and authenticity. The constant threat of death, the
mud, the gas, and the mechanical slaughter shattered traditional
notions of heroism and individual agency. Yet, paradoxically, many
soldiers found a grim sense of liberation in this collapse of
meaning. The war, in Eksteins’ reading, was a nihilistic carnival
where all old rules were suspended. This theme connects directly to
the modernist fascination with the irrational, the primitive, and the
violent, which artists like Stravinsky, Picasso, and the Dadaists had
already begun to explore. Modris Eksteins’ Rites of Spring shows
that the war was not merely a backdrop for modernism but its most
extreme expression.

The Cult of the Wound and the Birth of Trauma
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of physical and psychological mutilation was unprecedented. The
book examines the “cult of the wound”—the way that injury and
suffering became almost sacred in the postwar imagination.
Veterans returned home not as heroes but as broken men, their
trauma inscribed on their bodies and minds. This, Eksteins argues,
gave rise to a new, modern conception of the self as fragile,
fragmented, and haunted. The psychological impact of the war, he
suggests, fed directly into the art and literature of the 1920s—from
T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land to the surrealist paintings of Max Ernst.
By linking the personal horrors of the trenches to broader cultural
movements, Modris Eksteins’ Rites of Spring offers a powerful
explanation for why the 20th century began, not with optimism, but
with a deep sense of disenchantment and existential dread.

From Armistice to Auschwitz: The
Dark Legacy

Perhaps the most controversial aspect of Eksteins’ argument is his
claim that the cultural forces unleashed by the war did not end in
1918. He traces a direct line from the nihilistic energy of the front
to the rise of fascism and Nazism. The Nazi spectacle—the rallies,
the uniforms, the cult of the Fiihrer—was, in Eksteins’ view, a
continuation of the war’s theatrical and sacrificial logic. He argues
that the Holocaust itself can be understood, in part, as a grotesque
extension of the modernist desire to remake the world through
destruction. This is a provocative and unsettling thesis, and not all
historians agree with it. However, Modris Eksteins’ Rites of Spring
makes a compelling case that the violence of total war and
totalitarianism share a common cultural DNA. The book challenges
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readers to see the 20th century not as a series of disconnected
catastrophes but as a single, prolonged crisis of meaning.

The Role of Technology and Speed

Eksteins also highlights the role of technology in reshaping human
experience. The war introduced industrial killing on an
unprecedented scale: machine guns, artillery, poison gas, tanks. But
beyond the battlefield, technology accelerated daily life. The
postwar era saw the rise of mass media, aviation, and the
automobile. Eksteins argues that speed itself became a modern
obsession—a way to outrun the trauma of the past. This hunger for
speed and novelty, he suggests, is another legacy of the war years.
The frantic pace of modern life, our constant hunger for new
stimuli, can be traced back to the shock of the trenches. In this
sense, Modris Eksteins’ Rites of Spring is not just a book about
history; it is a diagnosis of the modern condition.

Critical Reception and Enduring
Relevance

Upon its release, Rites of Spring was both praised and criticized.
Some historians praised its interdisciplinary ambition and its vivid
writing. Others argued that Eksteins overreached, drawing
connections that were too speculative or that he neglected economic
and political factors. Yet, the book has remained in print for
decades and is widely assigned in university courses on modern
hlstory, cultural studies, and literature. Its 1nﬂuence extends beyond
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lasting appeal lies in its forceful narrative voice. Eksteins writes
with a novelist’s flair, making complex ideas accessible without
sacrificing depth. For anyone interested in the origins of our
contemporary world, Modris Eksteins’ Rites of Spring offers an
indispensable lens.

Why Read It Today in an Age of Disquiet

In the early 21st century, as we grapple with climate anxiety,
political polarization, and the disorienting effects of digital life,
Eksteins’ themes feel eerily contemporary. The book suggests that
moments of radical disruption can birth both creative energy and
destructive madness. It warns against the seductive appeal of violent
rebirth—the idea that tearing everything down will somehow lead to
a better world. The Russian invasion of Ukraine, the rise of populist
nationalism, and the ongoing debates about cultural memory all
echo the tensions Eksteins dissected. Reading Modris Eksteins’
Rites of Spring today is not merely an academic exercise; it is an act
of cultural self-awareness. It helps us recognize that the modern
age, for all its achievements, was born in trauma and that we are
still living with the consequences.

Conclusion: A Book That Shifts the
Landscape

Modris Eksteins’ Rites of Spring remains a landmark work of
cultural history because it dares to ask big questions. Why did
millions of men march willingly into the maw of industrial death?
How can art that caused riots in 1913 become canonical? Why does
violence so often accompany the birth of the new? By connecting
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the riot at the Théatre des Champs-Elysées to the slaughter at the
Somme, and then to the death camps of the 1940s, Eksteins
provides a unified theory of modern catastrophe. His book is not a
comfortable read, but it is a necessary one. It challenges us to see
history not as a linear progression but as a series of ruptures, each
of which demands a rite of passage. For those seeking to understand
the deep currents that have shaped our world, this book is an
indispensable guide. Its insights, though provocative, offer a richer,
more complex picture of the 20th century—and of ourselves.
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