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Herrero-Senés, Juan

Mensajeros de un tiempo nuevo: Modernidad y nihilismo
en la literatura de vanguardia (1918-1936).

Anthopos: Barcelona, 2014.

«MENSAJEROS DE UN TIEMPO
NUEVO: MODERNIDAD Y NIHILISMO
EN LA LITERATURA DE VANGUARDIA

(1918-1936)»

Stacey E. Mitchell
Pennsylvania State University

sxm629@psu.edu

In Mensajeros de un tiempo nuevo:
Modernidad y nihilismo en la literatu-
ra de vanguardia (1918-1936), Juan
Herrero Senés illustrates the spir-
itual and sociopolitical landscape
of Spain during the first decades
of the twentieth century, a period
of profound ideological and mor-
al crises that gave rise to the icon-
ic Spanish avant-garde. The au-
thor details the causes, traits, and
challenges of interwar literature,
using as a point of departure the
common, modern experiences of
nihilism faced by its young writers.
In addition to standing alone as a

monograph, this book occupies a
meaningful place in Anthropos’s
collection “Autores, textos, y te-
mas: Literatura,” which features
non-doctrinal approaches to His-
panic cultural traditions and di-
verse literary movements through
objective and global scholarly
practices.
Herrero Senés’s  scholarship
stands out for its extensive yet fo-
cused archival research, utilizing ar-
ticles, essays, manifestos, and other
critical resources to delimit the ideo-
logical and cultural climates of in-

terwar Spain. The work of vanguar
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dia writers like Ramon Gomez de la
Serna, Benjamin Jarnés, and others
(including international authors) is
meticulously documented and an-
alyzed with commentaries from the
time’s foremost literary critics in pe-
riodical journals, newspapers, and
similar sources (Antonio Marichalar,
Eugeni d’Ors, José Diaz Fernandez,
Serrano Plaja, etc.). This prolific re-
search, however, occasionally crosses
the line from well-supported argu-
mentation to excessive and fleeting-
ly elaborated quotation. Moreover,
abundant citation and redundancy
overwhelm and exhaust the reader
at times, though this can be over-
looked in light of the novelty and
merit of the work overall.
Perspective, in its various in-
terpretations, is a principle topic
of interest in this book. Herrero
Senés discusses the attempts to un-
derstand, reinvent, and take own-
ership of so-called reality from the
standpoint of young avantgarde
intellectuals. More broadly, exam-
inations of the evolving roles of art,
artist, critic, and audience in society,
individually and in relation to one
another, likewise pervade the book.
By tracing the interactions among
these entities, and by contrasting the
dehumanized New Art of the 1920s
with the call for political and social
responsibility in the art of the follow-
ing decade, the reader is enticed to
critically reflect on these tensions:

What function should art have? Must
it have a function to be art? Should
art be ethical and/or political? Are
authors obligated to make stands on
sociopolitical in their art?

Following an informative intro-
duction, Chapter 1, “Vectores,” ex-
amines the ideological, historical,
and sociological contexts of interwar
Spain, which together engendered
an atmosphere of nihilistic attitudes
and fueled the radically new artistic
production of the vanguardia. The
author identifies dismantled tradi-
tional values, the aftereffects of war,
and the influences of foreign and lo-
cal philosophical thought on Spain’s
intellectual cohort as the defining
features of this transitional period.
Herrero Senés designates unfath-
omable vastness, temporality, and
irrationality as the three main traits
of interwar vitalism—the study, ques-
tioning, and interpretation of life in
its various forms—which simultane-
ously distressed and inspired Spain’s
avant-garde intellectuals. This chap-
ter also highlights José Ortega y Gas-
set’s challenges to Oswald Spengler’s
fatalistic conclusions in 7%e Decline of
the West, awork that played a substan-
tial role in the debate on decadence
and crisis in modern Western cul-
ture at large. In Ortega’s thinking,
it was not the crisis of war or moral
chaos that could destroy a culture,
but rather the failure to produce
new ideas.
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In Chapter 2 titled “Domi-
nantes,” discussion turns to ques-
tions of aesthetics, specifically the
characteristics of vanguardia liter-
ature and its authors. The chapter
details the primary traits of the Arte
Nuevo, which was predominant
throughout the 1920s, including
sincerity in expression, anti-mimet-
ic attitudes, alternative interpreta-
tions of life, and a paradoxical yet
essential synthesis of destruction
and creation. After this exposition
of characteristics, follows a discus-
sion of the “nuevo tipo de humano”
that necessarily emerged alongside
Arte Nuevo. This tipo strove to ex-
press the essence of the modern
world in its multiplicity, intensi-
ty, brevity, and obliquity through
self-reflexive representation, pres-
entness, and dynamic experimen-
talism in literature. References to
authors and works associated with
the Dadaist, Ultraist, and Surrealist
movements permeate the chapter
and bolster claims about the aes-
thetics of Spain’s avant-garde artists
who heeded Ezra Pound’s iconic
plea to “Make it new.”

Chapter 3, “Polaridades,” offers
insight into the early interwar intel-
lectuals’ struggle to find legitimate
footing in their incomprehensible
and unstable reality. To that end,
Herrero Senés puts forth a series of
contrasting forces at play in this real-
ity that simultaneously complicated

and facilitated modern artistic ex-
pression. Among others, the author
examines oppositional forces of vi-
lal/antivital,  autonomia/compromiso,
razon/ilogismo, and ultracivilizacion/
primitivismo. Common among these
dichotomies are two conditions:
first, no one term of any pair was
unequivocal or superior to the oth-
er, and second, each force existed in
relation to, and because of, it’s op-
posite. The last polarity, humorismo/
seriedad, investigates young avant-gar-
de artists’ attraction to “alegria ni-
hilista,” which is evidenced, in part,
by their use of laughter and wit to
stifle widespread feelings of mel-
ancholia and uncertainty. Unbur-
dened by the imperatives of truth
or responsibility, these writers au-
daciously pushed the boundaries of
art, thriving in their resistance to the
typical anxieties that come with the
type of senselessness that pervaded
their reality.

Chapter 4, “Cambios,” defines
the historical circumstances of 1930s
Spain that ushered in important
changes in sensibility toward the
dehumanized Arte Nuevo of the
twenties, and examines some of
the many attacks that avant-gardist
art and artists suffered as a result.
Among the key factors for this col-
lective turn against Arte Nuevo were
the growing disillusion with apoliti-
cal and unintelligible art forms, the
decline of Primo de Rivera’s dicta-
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torship, a more engaged mass pub-
lic, and deepening disenchantment
of modernization. Arte Nuevo faced
on-going allegations of destructive-
ness, falsity, and even nihilism, while
critics pressured its creators to feel
the anguish of their time, to emu-
late political posture, and to sympa-
thize with the public. Herrero Senés
demonstrates how newly emerging
demands for the rehumanization of
art transformed the enthusiasm for
the once celebrated hermeneutic,
personal, and automatic elements of
avantgarde aesthetics into pointed
disdain for these same qualities.
The fifth and final chapter,
“Desafios” examines the most
pressing sociopolitical issues of
the early years of the Second Re-
public, and the ideological chal-
lenges avant-garde literature faced
throughout the thirties. The shifts
in Spain’s sociopolitical culture
(examined in Chapter 3) reflect
the demeanor of those young in-
tellectuals then eager to distance
themselves from outmoded tradi-
tional liberalism, and to discover a
new, concrete set of ideals to be-
lieve in. For these authors — who,
rather than apolitical artists, came
to represent the national spirit
and revolutionary fervor of the
people —fascism and bolshevism
emerged as viable alternatives to
the crisis of European nihilism
and decadence. Herrero Senés

ends with a short conclusion that
provides a clear summary of the
book and leaves the reader with
the ambivalent, yet somehow satis-
fying suggestion that writers of the
vanguardia tell us as much of their
successes as of their failures.

Following the main contents of
the book is an extensive bibliogra-
phy divided in two parts: “Fuent-
es” and “Bibliografia secundaria.”
While this organization speaks to
the exceptional quality of Herrero
Senés’s research, the inclusion of
a more user-friendly bibliography
would have made a more stream-
lined referencing process between
text and source for the reader.
The lack of a comprehensive in-
dex of terms and names is one of
the book’s major weakness, espe-
cially considering the numerous
references to critics, periodicals,
works, and so forth used through-
out. Aside from the index ques-
tion and occasional typographical
errors, this book is sleek and or-
ganized, complete with attractive
cover graphics.

While Mensajeros de un tiempo
nuevo never claims to be a study in
avant-garde literature in the prac-
tical or traditional sense, the near
absence of textual analysis and
close readings of poems, novels,
or other primary texts from the
period, renders this book inappro-
priate for a novice. All in all, how-
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ever, this is an invaluable resource
for any scholar in the field of Pen-
insular modernist studies, and
provides significant insight and
unique primary source criticism of
the multivalent Spanish avant-gar-
de. Herrero Senés’s bold engage-
ment with European and global
modernism (s) is one of the book’s
greatest strengths as it situates the

authors and critics he features not
only in the Spanish context, but
alongside and at the same level
of international figures and liter-
ary currents. This work insists on
Spain’s inclusion in conversations
on cosmopolitanism, transnation-
alism, and global modernities
from which it has too often been
excluded.
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