David Lehman, ON POSTMODERNISM

                        Postmodernism is best understood not as a rigid concept or a coherent ideological stance  but as a bundle of shared impulses and tendencies amounting to a kind of common spirit.   More than anything else postmodernism is an attitude, and that attitude is definitively   ironic. It revels in comedy and exalts the spirit of parody and play. It treats the monuments of tradition in particular with irreverence. The distinction between artifacts of high and low culture gets leveled. Characters and lives are confused. Poems based on   intricate rules are written in a kind of partnership with the language, an attempt to bring out the poetry   latent in the language rather than to impose meaning on language. Generic conventions -- particularly those of gangster movies, detective novels, and comic strips -- are cheerfully appropriated, and just as   cheerfully deviated from, as the author wishes. 

Postmodernism is the triumph of irony.   Fragments are postmodernist, as is the act of completing somebody else's unfinished work. Hoaxes by nature are postmodernist. So are pseudonyms. The Portuguese poet Pessoa, who wrote poems under many  pseudonyms, each of which he outfitted with a full biography and a distinctive style, was an arch- postmodernist avant la lettre or -- to use a phrase favored by the members of the Oulipo, the French  society of mathematically-inclined writers committed to the development of cunning new poetic forms -- a    plagiarist by anticipation.

         When Jean-Paul Belmondo in Jean-Luc Godard's Breathless (1959) tries to die like Humphrey Bogart  in a '30s gangster movie, he is announcing the official birth of postmodernism. (Belmondo spends much of  that movie posing in front of old Bogart posters.) The patron saints of postmodernism are Jorge Luis Borges and Vladimir Nabokov, writers who favor parables, labyrinths, mirror games, riddles and linguistic  oddities, false-bottomed narratives, artifice conscious of itself as artifice. The paradigmatic postmodernist gesture is the one performed by Borges's Pierre Menard, who sets out to write a book called Don     Quixote that is identical in every particular to the Don Quixote of Cervantes -- word for word -- but is nevertheless superior to that of Cervantes, because it would be harder to write the book in Argentina in the twentieth century than in Spain in the sixteenth when, presumably, the medieval chivalrous ideal wascloser to hand. Repetition is postmodernism in action. Everything happens twice, "the first time as tragedy, the second time as farce": Karl Marx's famous remark about history repeating itself is obligatory in any discussion of postmodernism.

