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Summary

By placing the transformative era of the late 19th century to the early 20th century under the
microscope — a period in which both mathematics and the arts underwent significant change
— this thesis aims to show that the label “modernism” can envelop the two disciplines by
exposing commonalities on two distinct levels: philosophical influence and the question of
expression and representation. As a more specific pathway into this comparative analysis, a two-
told Raumproblen is used as a conceptual and methodological lens through which to probe these
commonalities: (7) the study of space becomes an examination of invariant properties within
transformation, which (7) actions and is then incorporated within a wider separation of
mathematical language from empirical or transcendental objects exemplified by the formalist
school of mathematical thought.

Beginning at the “end” of German-language modernism with the rise of Nazism in 1933, the
introduction briefly correlates the ideological incursion against modern art and literature in the
1930s with the lesser-known attempt to establish a paradigm of Deutsche Mathematik. While the
movement failed, the contemporaneity of the two attempts to erase expressions of
“modernism” raises a question that has been taken up by various scholars in recent decades,
namely: how “modernist” is modern mathematics? By taking stock of both the pitfalls and the
benefits of existing work in the history of mathematics (e.g. Mehrtens 1990; Gray 2008; Corry
2013) and in literary criticism (e.g. Albrecht 2008; Engelhardt 2018), a flexible approach is
constructed, which works thematically (i.e. with respect to spatiality) as opposed to an adherence
to overarching, inherently flawed definitions of modernism. In seeking to ascertain moments of
shared philosophical influence across disciplines, in turn, a less restrictive focus on
representations of mathematics by trained mathematicians (e.g. Robert Musil and Hermann
Broch) is made possible.

A lengthy Chapter 1 is an exercise in the history and the philosophy of mathematics, with an
initial sketch from BEuclid’s Elements to the transformative moment of the late 19" and early
20™ centuries both bolstering a conception of space proposed in the introduction and setting
up the subsequent focus on the topologist Felix Hausdorff as a case study of cross-cultural
practices and influences. Foregrounding initially Hausdorff’s inaugural lecture of “Das
Raumproblem” in Leipzig in 1903, the majority of this chapter is dedicated to underscoring the
influence of the decidedly non-mathematical philosophies of Friedrich Nietzsche on his
mathematical thinking. Specifically, Hausdorff’s conception of space by way of a
Transformationsprinzip within a broader “Spielraum des Denkens” will be traced back through his
essayistic and philosophical writings, focusing on his engagement with Nietzsche’s ewige
Wiederkehr des Gleichen and his critique of language and knowledge in particular. As such, this
section fuses the impactful philosophy of Nietzsche to key developments in modern
mathematics, and it thus “excavates” a small, local but nonetheless important moment of cross-
disciplinary influence.

Having isolated an instance of shared philosophical influence in Nietzsche, the subsequent
chapters successively probe the question of parity of spatial expression between modern
mathematics and aesthetic modernism. Firstly, in Chapter 2 the topological maxim of
“invariance through change” is used to assess a potential “topological turn” in German
modernism, taking F.W. Murnau’s landmark film Der letzte Mann as a case study. Cast by critical
consensus as a showcase for unrelenting change and transformation (e.g. Kracauer 1947, Eisner
1980), the film is re-assessed from a more mathematically cognisant perspective. It will be
argued that, upon more careful analysis, the many processes of change in Der letzte Mann, both
in plot and cinematography, serve to reveal subtle and concealed continuities therein. To further
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ground these findings, certain elements of the prose texts by Franz Kafka, the “ultimate
topological author” (Fletcher 2016), will be brought into conversation with the film.

Building on this nuanced dynamic between metamorphosis and invariance, Chapter 3 turns
towards the literary scene of 1920s Vienna and the recently re-discovered Mela Hartwig with a
view to observing not only a continuation of this topological concern for invariance but also its
entanglement within a broader renunciation of content and objects. Contextualising Hartwig’s
two novels Das Weib ist ein Nichts (1929) and Bin ich ein iiberfliissiger Mensch? (1931) within a
misleading cultural paradigm shift of “die neue Frau” and a misogynistic societal discourse on
gender dominated by Otto Weininger’s pseudomathematical Geschlecht und Charakter (1903), it
will be argued that Hartwig both satirises and subverts her contemporaries in a way that is
curiously mathematical in nature. Reimagining Weininger’s conception of the woman as a Nichts
— infinitely malleable material sculpted at the hands of invariant men — into something more
topologically nuanced, it is argued that Hartwig’s protagonists find in this nuance an often-
destructive agency that is contingent upon their titular Nichtigkeit and Uberfliissigkeit. In short, in
this chapter the two tenets of space and spatiality identified above begin to synchronise.

Then, Chapter 4 turns to the wider question of language, ontology and objects in their own
right. In search of like-minded companions in the artistic realm, this chapter indirectly sets up
a secondary comparison between two modernist movements that grapple with these issues very
differently: Bauhaus and Dadaism. At first glance, Bauhaus, with its overt use of geometrical
terms and ideas alongside the guiding philosophies of constructivism and formalism, is better
placed for a comparison with the logical language of mathematics. However, this chapter will
upset ostensibly plausible alignment of mathematical modernism and Bauhaus and present
Dadaism as an unlikely ally to the guiding principles of mathematical formalism. Considering
the works of Wassily Kandinsky and Walter Gropius, Bauhaus, it is argued, is beholden to two
philosophies that mathematical modernism either outgrew or directly opposes: a Kantian view
of geometry (which is tethered to the empirical space of the world via the transcendental
aesthetic) and a Platonist/realist view of mathematical objects. Conversely, by reflecting upon
Ernst Cassirer’s Substanzbegriff wund Funktionsbegriff (1910), in which modernist shifts in
mathematics are linked to a break away from traditional Aristotelian logic, it will be shown that
the ostensible “anti-logic” of Dada can be feasibly reimagined as the a/fernative form that
undergirds the non-ontological, axiomatic and conceptual workings of mathematical formalism.
Here, focus will be drawn to Tristan Tzara’s manifestos and the much-debated name “Dada,”
before working outwards to suggest possible re-conceptualisations of readymades,
photomontages and assemblages.

Finally, a conclusion will summarise the findings of these successive chapters and bring them
to bear upon the overarching question of integrating modern mathematics into the wider
modernist fold. Furthermore, as well as gesturing towards further meaningful comparisons
across these two discourses that exceed the scope of this thesis, this conclusion will also take
stock of other potential approaches that could further the ongoing project of interweaving
mathematics and cultural expression.
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An Introduction, or: Lines in the Sand

“But mathematics is the sister, as well as the servant, of

bl b
the arts and is touched with the same madness and
genius.”’!

— Marston Motse

“Ein erfolgloser Kiinstler machte [...] der erfolgreichen Kunst der Moderne den Prozess,”
writes Thomas Anz in the sobering foreword to his far-reaching 2002 survey of German
Excpressionismus. Here, Anz is of course referring to the complicated relationship between Hitler’s
fascism, the cultural scene of the Weimar Republic from which it emerged, and indeed aesthetics
as a whole. While Walter Benjamin contends that “Faschismus lduft folgerecht auf eine

Asthetisierung des politischen Lebens hinaus,”

the ideology of Nazism with regards to art and
cultural production is perhaps more concretely evidenced by the treatment of art and artists in
the Nazi regime. Indeed, the latter’s Ku/turpolitik, led by propaganda minister Josef Goebbels,
saw a large-scale attempt to “purify” the cultural scene of the proclaimed 1000 Year Reich.
Bookending the antecedent Weimar Republic and the “efflorescence of modern art, literature,

film and music”™*

that it witnessed, in Stephanie Barron’s words, the first manifestation of this
“Prozess” at the hands of a mediocre artist took the form the notorious book burnings of May
1933. Alongside Marxist, communist or pacifistic literature and any writings of Jewish
authorship, tens of thousands of literary works, many “aus dem Umkreis des Expressionismus,”

as Anz indicates, were, to use the ominous phrasing associated with the burnings, “den

Flammen iibergeben.” This Kulturkampfis perhaps best encapsulated, however, by the infamous

! Marston Morse, “Mathematics and the Arts,” Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists 15, no. 2 (1959): 55.

2 Thomas Anz, Literatur des Expressionismus, 2°4 ed. (Stuttgart and Weimar: ]. B. Metzler Verlag, 2010), 1.

3 Walter Benjamin, Das Kunstwerk im Zeitalter seiner technischen Reproduzierbarkeit (Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp,
2003), 42. This “Asthetisierung der Politik” takes many forms, from stylised military parades “im Kult eines
Fihrers” to propagandised cultural production, and while it is to communism that Benjamin ascribes “die
Politisierung der Kunst,” the role of art in the fascist regime that secured power in Benjamin’s time and home
nation, German Nazism, is surely no less political. Ibid., 42f..

4 Stephanie Barron, ed., Degenerate Art: The Fate of the Avant-Garde in Nagi Germany (New York: Harry N. Abrams
Inc., 1991), 11.

> Neil H. Donahue attributes the stunted development of German modernism, particularly expressionism, to the
book burnings: “To a large extent, the writers of German Expressionism and their works, literally the copies of
their books, along with the audience for those texts, were destroyed by the Nazis. The book burnings [...]
prevented or forestalled for decades further reception and critical, scholarly scrutiny of these works, and thus still



4-month long exhibition in Munich in 1937, namely Entartete Kunst. A collection of the modern
art that had been deemed un-German, unnatural and responsible for a perceived cultural
disintegration, the exhibition showcased works across most major strands of modernism, from
Expressionism and Dadaism to Neue Sachlichkeit, Surrealism and Cubism, foregrounding
artists such as Ernst Ludwig Kirchner, Otto Dix, Paul Klee and Kithe Kollwitz.” Aside from
the cruel fates of many modern artists in Germany of the 1930s and 1940s, which Anz records
in his foreword,” the exhibition therefore marked, as Neil Donahue writes, “the apogee of the
impulse in Germany toward virulent anti-modernism,”® and was tantamount to the attempted

murder of German modernism.

This ideological incursion against dze dsthetische Moderne by the National Socialist regime is indeed
well documented, and it forms the basis of much scholarship surrounding the relationship
between Nazism and art. A parallel can be drawn, however, with another, much lesser-known
manifestation of censorship and propaganda during the Third Reich: that pertaining to
mathematicians and, more curiously, mathematics as a discipline. While the cruel fates of many
(often Jewish) mathematicians who were active in German universities are painstakingly
documented by Sanford 1. Segal in Mathematicians under the Nazis,’ the intersection of Nazi
ideology and mathematics — an unlikely conceptual pairing to most — is most tangibly
observed in the attempt to establish a paradigm of “Deutsche Mathematik.” Led by Berlin-
based mathematician Ludwig Bieberbach, a member of the Sturmmabteilung (SA) who became a
full party member of the NSDAP in 1937, the movement began to communicate its
philosophy through a bi-monthly scientific journal entitled Dexutsche Mathematik from February
1936. With Bieberbach as chief editor, the journal was officially published by his influence

Theodore Vahlen, a Viennese mathematician and Gauleiter of Pomerania, who, like Bieberbach,

determined in large part the reception of that work.” Neil H. Donahue, ed., A Companion to the Literature of German
Expressionism (New York: Camden House, 2005), 26f.

¢ Barron, Degenerate Art, 9. Barron’s volume carefully curates and analyses the works of these artists and reconstructs
the exhibition itself, alongside facsimiles of the brochures and tickets for the event in Munich. Despite the racial
connotations of the term enzarter, Barron notes that only 6 of the 112 artists defamed at the exhibition were Jewish:
The supposed degeneration hinged much more upon artistic output and aesthetics. Indeed, in an Orwellian twist,
the very framework used by the Reichsministerium fiir 1 olksaufklarung und Propaganda to identify deviant artists was
based upon none other than Carl Einstein’s periodical of modern art Die Kunst des 20. Jabrbunderts, rendering those
represented, as Barron points out, “easy targets” for vilification. Ibid., 9f.

7 Anz, Literatur des Expressionismus, 2.

8 Donahue, ed., Literature of German Expressionisn, 26.

o Sanford L. Segal, Mathematicians under the Nazis (Princeton and Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2003). Segal
collates the harrowing stories of censorship, blacklisting and often imprisonment of Jewish mathematicians
working in German academia from 1933 until 1945, such as Erich Hecke, Ernst Zermelo and Felix Hausdorff.
The latter’s works in mathematics, philosophy and the arts will form a central pillar of the following analysis.

10 Ibid., 356f. Segal frames Bieberbach’s turn to the Nazi party as an opportunistic move by an undoubtedly gifted
mathematician who had, in his eyes, been denied the career advancement he believed he deserved. This
opportunism is reiterated by Mark Walker, Naz7 Science: Myth, Truth and the German Atomic Bomb (New York: Springer
US, 1995), 85t



joined the 54 in 1933, but defected to its successor, the Schutzstaffel (SS) in 1936." Divided into
two sections, “Forschung” and “Arbeit,” as Philipp Kranz notes, the journal initially showcased
in the latter section racialised contributions, largely pertaining to the discipline’s pedagogy, but
these more directly ideological articles were not included beyond the second volume.'?
Nevertheless, the journal by no means became a mainstream scientific journal like Mathematische
Annalen, for example, a longstanding hub of mathematical research in German-speaking

institutions. "

Mathematics, as with most developed disciplines, has many inter-related but distinct sub-
disciplines (such as algebra, geometry, calculus, analysis, statistics, and mechanics), and Kranz
indicates that the fields of “geometry and statistics were disproportionately highly represented”
in Deutsche Mathematik, when compared to other journals of the era.'* The manifest over-
representation of two particular categories of mathematical research is neither without reason
nor consequence; as Kranz claims: “These were the disciplines that could most easily become
connected with ideology.””® This association of certain types of mathematics with ideology
needs to be unpacked somewhat. The two aforementioned fields — geometry and statistics —
by their very nature touch upon central philosophical and practical issues within the discipline
of mathematics. Historically speaking, geometry and arithmetic (and statistics is based upon the

¢ mathematics, as

latter) form what are often called the ancient, “central pillars” of (European)
both find their origins in around 2000BC in Ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia. Both areas were
developed into well-defined concepts, however, in Ancient Greece (by Euclid of Alexandria for
geometry and Archimedes for arithmetic), which prompts the common characterisation of the
Hellenic civilisations as the birthplace of mathematics as it is known today. Here, one cannot
overlook the well-documented enthusiasm for Ancient Greece (and its successor, the Roman
empire) within the Nazi leadership, particularly with regards to architecture and art, and it could
be posited that this enthusiasm informed any attempts to connect mathematics and ideology.

In more practical terms, geometry and statistics substantiate the sub-discipline known as applied

mathematics, as opposed to what is referred to as “pure” mathematics; this is particularly clear

1 Walker, Nagi Science, 85tf.

12 Philipp Kranz, “The Journal ‘Deutsche Mathematik’ (1936-1942/44),” History of Mathematics in Germany, 1920—
1960 3 (2010): 133.

13 Ibid.

14 Ibid.

15 Ibid.

16 Here it is necessary to emphasise the Eurocentric nature of this discussion of mathematics. As Irish-Nigerian
scholar Emma Dabiri explains, “When it comes to maths, the African, Arab and Chinese mathematical systems are
largely ignored, and the origins are located with the Greeks.” The scholarly challenges to this Greek paradigm will
return in the conclusion to this thesis. Emma Dabiti Don’t Touch My Hair New York and London: Penguin Random
House, 2019), 221..



for statistics, which applies arithmetical methods to analyse given data sets. Relatedly, Euclidean
geometry forms the theoretical foundations for classical mechanics, most commonly associated
with Isaac Newton, and which overlaps substantially with the empirical science of physics.
Unsurprisingly, as paradigmatic examples of mathematical Anwendung, these fields have often
found use in an area of great concern to the modern, militarised nation (Nazi Germany is no

exception), namely industry and technological warfare."”

Yet there is another, much more complicated and consequential issue that is unearthed by the
privileging of geometry in particular by the “Deutsche Mathematik” movement. The term
“geometry,” from the Greek geo (earth) and metron (measure) is understood primarily as referring
to the study and measurement of space, more specifically the empirical space of the natural
world, facilitating the aforementioned disciplinary proximity to physics. Arising (by most
historical accounts) from attempts to resolve disputes over land measurements, geometry has
historically been regarded, in short, as “die Vermessung der Welt,” to borrow the title of
contemporary Austrian-German novelist Daniel Kehlmann’s unexpected bestseller of 2005.
This earthly essence of geometry has of course been integral to its cultural image since antiquity.
As Benjamin Wardhaugh notes, many depictions of Ancient Greek geometers at work show
them scoring lines and shapes into the dry sand beneath them, “raking in the ‘learned dust’, as
the Roman orator Cicero put it.”"* The most common account of Archimedes’ death during the
capture of Syracuse by the Roman Empire is somewhat iconic in this regard. Interrupting the
mathematician as he pondered over his geometrical figures he had etched in the sand, a Roman
soldier killed Archimedes on the outskirts of the city when he disobeyed a summon to see
Marcellus. Archimedes had ostensibly insisted that he had to finish working through the
geometrical conundrum first. He perished, therefore, both literally and figuratively over his lines

in the sand (depicted below in Fig. 0.1):

17 Herbert Mehrtens, “The Social System of Mathematics and National Socialism: A Survey,” Sociological Inquiry 57,
no. 2 (1987): 163.

18 Benjamin Wardhaugh, Encounters with Euclid: How an Ancient Greek Geometry Text Shaped the World (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 2021), 11.



Figure 0.1: The doomed Archimedes and his sand figures"

This conception of geometry and indeed of gpace in mathematics endured (albeit with fluctuating
philosophical underpinnings) for millennia, positioning mathematics in close proximity to the
natural sciences and their concern for the empirical space of the world around us. By the latter
half of the 19" century, however, this consensus had collapsed, with the scandalous discovery
of non-Euclidean geometries serving as a catalyst for a transformation into what would become
known as “modern mathematics™: a period of profound change from the late 19" century to
the early 20" century that saw a total realignment of the discipline’s understanding of itself and
its subject matter. In his 1987 analysis of Bieberbach’s movement in particular, the late historian
of mathematics Herbert Mehrtens summarises the transition to modern mathematics with

respect to ontology and autonomy:

Mathematics gained cognitive autonomy during the 19th century through de-ontologization,
self-justification, and productive self-reference. De-ontologization meant giving up the basic
assumption that mathematics is concerned with real space and with magnitudes as applied in
the real world. The legitimacy lost through giving up ontological ties to the real world was
compensated through self-justification by method. Instead of the inquiry into the ‘nature of the
object’ it was the methodologically and logically controlled conceptualization of relations and
operations which became the object and justification of mathematical knowledge. With this
mathematics became, in its ‘pure’ core of knowledge production, self-referential 20

19 Etching after painting by Gustave Courtois (1852-1923), digitally archived by the Courant Institute of
Mathematics at New York University. “Death of Archimedes Illustrations,” Math at NYU, Last modified October
12, 2022, https:/ /math.nyu.edu/~crorres/Archimedes/Death/Deathlllus.html.

20 Mehrtens, “Mathematics and National Socialism,” 164.



Characterised here by a central “de-ontologization” with regards to space, the rise of modern
mathematics can be seen to mark a shift in focus from the empirically minded geometry, which
is to say an outward looking conception of space, to a more znward looking, formal and self-
reflexive production of knowledge. While it will be discussed in more detail later, for now it
suffices to note that to speak of geometry as it had been understood since the origins of
mathematics, as an inherently wor/dly field of inquiry emerging from lines in the sand, draws
attention to another line in the sand: one in the history of mathematics. Returning to Dentsche
Mathematik, the journal’s choice to prioritise geometry, in the wake of this turning point in the
discipline, is thus necessarily “fachpolitisch”: the epochal line in the sand extends into an

ideological one.

As reactionary as the regime from which it emerged, the Deutsche Mathematik journal and its
eponymous movement were thus also driven by a forceful anti-modernism within the discourse
of mathematics.”’ Unlike Enfartete Kunst, however, which toured Germany and Austria and
eventually reached an estimated audience of 3 million viewers, earning it the notoriety which it
has been accorded in scholarship to this day, the story of “Deutsche Mathematik” and its
associated publication is one of failure. The publication timeline of journal issues became
increasingly irregular,”® and, as Mehrtens notes, a compromise between the professional
autonomy of mathematicians and an anti-intellectual state apparatus, which was ultimately more
interested in the instrumentalisation of the sciences, rendered Bieberbach and his movement
largely unsuccessful in their aims.” In short, the censorship of modern art in the Reich was
state-led, whereas the radically anti-modern Ideologisiernng of mathematics centred around a few
intellectuals who were sympathetic to the regime. This divergence in scale likely accounts for
the relatively scant attention paid to Dewutsche Mathematik in existing scholarship, in stark contrast
to the prolific Munich exhibition. Nevertheless, this historical line of enquiry has unearthed a
curious intersection: alongside the ideological assault on dre dsthetische Moderne by the Nazi
leadership, there was a decisive attempt by German mathematicians aligned with the party’s
ideology to bolster premodern conceptions of mathematics and smother revolutionary
developments that ushered in a mathematical Moderne. One could thus posit a counterpart to
“entartete Kunst” in “entartete Wissenschaft,” where the proximity to that which is notionally

“modern” signals the Entartung. Though for all the wrong reasons and sinister motivations, it is

2l Mehrtens characterises the movement as an extremist form of the “Gegenmoderne” school of thought that
emerged in the wake of non-Euclidean geometries and the changes described in his definition. Ibid., 166.

22 Kranz, “The Journal ‘Deutsche Mathematik,” 134.

23 In his article, Mehrtens charts the downfall of Bieberbach within the mathematical community, attributing this
to his failure to convince the leadership of the NSDAP to provide the necessary resoutces to enable his domination
of the Deutsche Mathematiker-1ereinignng. Mehrtens, “The Social System of Mathematics,” 168f.



indeed logical to observe in the above stories of cross-disciplinary censorship and propaganda
that modern mathematics and aesthetic modernism have more in common than their mere co-
existence at the beginning of the 20™ century and the nebulous adjective “modern.” Can the
decades leading up to 1933, therefore, be perceived as a point at which these two disciplines

began to harmonise in some way?

Despite the often-celebrated ascent of “interdisciplinarity” within academia in recent decades,
despite the wealth of research on European modernism, and indeed despite the historically
aware use of the term “modern” within the mathematical community, such questions have been
afforded too little attention. Mathematics and the arts continue to be viewed as unrelated
disciplines, forming what novelist C. P. Snow branded the “two cultures” in 1959: separate
academic spheres that — to their mutual detriment — are treated as having very dissimilar
origins, influences, methods and aims.** In spite of Snow’s timely warning, this cultural divide
has ultimately been realised: the humanities and mathematics, the latter frequently grouped with
the empirical sciences by way of the increasingly partisan acronym STEM, occupy very different
spaces on the traditional university campus. In a disciplinary sense, therefore, yet another deeply
embedded line in the sand persists. It is precisely this enduring consensus that this dissertation
seeks to undermine. By bringing modern mathematics into a conversation with the relatively
simultaneous developments in literature, film and visual art, this thesis aims to uncover not only
the potential overlap in philosophical influences and debates that undergird both realms, but it
also intends to demonstrate that the modes of expression and representation that arise from
these debates are by no means as divergent as they are often taken to be. As such, by burrowing
underneath this disciplinary line in the sand, I endeavour to show that it is in fact a more
superficial one than it initially seems to be. In turn, by beckoning modern mathematics into the
wider modernist fold, it is hoped that a more mathematically aware, inclusive and simply more

usefu/ understanding of modernism in its broadest sense will begin to take shape.

With this overarching aim in mind, a more precise and feasible pathway to achieving it is now
needed. At this point it is necessary to look backwards before looking forwards, i.e. to existing
research that interrelates aesthetic and mathematical modernisms and indeed mathematics and
the arts more broadly. The relatively niche nature of these pursuits attests to how deeply
entrenched these disciplinary divides are; there have to date been comparatively few scholarly
attempts to establish a meaningful conversation between mathematics and the arts. However,

by casting a net wide enough to account for the intellectual labour in several fields, some

2 C.P. Snow, The Two Cultures (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).



fundamental first steps come into view. In lieu of a formal literature review, the following
paragraphs will survey existing approaches to answering the questions above from several
(inter)disciplinary standpoints, principally emerging from the small but vibrant field of the
history of mathematics and from mathematically engaged literary criticism. This appraisal serves
to identify common pitfalls in the pursuit of positioning modern mathematics alongside cultural
modernism and helps to distil a more refined, rigorous and robust pathway forwards. While
historical studies into the period known as modern mathematics are plentiful, the specific
question of a possible “modernism” in mathematics has been discussed in most detail by the
late Herbert Mehrtens (1946-2021) in a far-reaching 1990 survey Moderne-Sprache-Mathematik,
British historian Jeremy Gray’s Plato’s Ghost: The Modernist Transformation of Mathematics (2008),
and more succinctly (but no less directly) Leo Corry’s 2013 article “How Useful is the Term
‘Modernism’ for Understanding the History of Early Twentieth-Century Mathematics” in
Modernism and the Sciences, ca. 1900-1940. When working largely chronologically through these
three interventions but accounting for critiques that arise in the subsequent analyses, a
multiplicity of possible approaches becomes apparent. Each of these is delineated by varying
degrees of geographical spread, the question of overarching characterisations of modernism and
reliance on differing modes of historical analysis. These divergent routes, as will become clear,
then come to both inform and work in tandem with later discussions of mathematics and
modernism in literary criticism — a disciplinary strand still very much in its infancy. To focus
on