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Modernism and Autobiography: Introduction
Maria DiBattista and Emily O. Wittman

“This whole book is the distillation of a deep personal experience; it is
autobiography in the truest sense, in terms of what outward impact set
the inner life in motion towards its true relation to the world: the story
of the search for what is truly one’s own, and the ability to recognize it
when found, and to be faithful in love of it.”” What is most noteworthy
and ultimately intriguing about Katherine Anne Porter’s reflections on
the essential character, favored story, and distinctive aims of life-writing
is that they are inspired by Eleanor Clark’s Rome and a Villa, a work most
readers would regard as travel literature. Indeed, a book that begins, “The
first thing about the Campidoglio, besides what it is, is the stairs,” would
hardly seem to lend itself to the kind of autobiographical interpretation
Porter affixes to it* — to anyone, that is, not familiar or patient with mod-
ernist experiments with the form. Porter’s notion that the quest for what is
truly one’s own need not follow the spiritual itinerary of Augustinian con-
version narratives or pursue the curriculum vitae outlined in memoirs of
childhood and young adulthood, need not, in fact, even present the self as
its immediate subject, represents a singularly modernist conception of life-
writing. As such, it provides an introduction to the themes and concerns
of this collection, which explores how modernist writers transformed the
conventions and expanded the scope of autobiographical writings.

As the essays in this volume attest, modernist autobiography, which
often draws an arc back to the speculative mood and variable lengths of
Montaigne’s Essays, typically challenges the established narrative prac-
tices of the genre. In place of the traditional life-narrative that traces
the progress of the self as it moves toward, and ultimately claims, what
is truly its own, modernist autobiography might concentrate on short
periods of a person’s life (a “growing season” such as Paris in the twen-
ties was for Hemingway); or else it might restrict its focus to a particu-
lar, life-defining and often life-altering problem — sexual abuse, such

xi
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xii DIBATTISTA AND WITTMAN

as the childhood molestation Virginia Woolf confronts in her “sketch”
of the past; nervous collapse, such as recounted with such pitiless can-
dor in F Scott Fitzgerald’s 7he Crack-Up; or addiction, such as drama-
tized in Jean Rhys’s depressive but strangely exalted novels of alcoholic
breakdown.

Nothing less could be expected of modernist writers, who, however
they differed in temperament, style, class, politics, and, of course, life
experiences, cultivated a reputation for iconoclasm, nowhere more relent-
lessly and ingeniously than in their assault on traditional notions of what
a self, indeed what life, is. Modernist autobiography troubles both the
“bios” — the life-matter — and the “auto” — the grammatical and existential
first person — of the form. W. B. Yeats worried that to write about oneself
was to “exchange life for a logical process” and so took pains to keep his
autobiographical notes “natural” as “a casual thought” so “that I may not
surrender myself to literature.” Yet as Réndn McDonald recounts, Yeats’s
Reveries, although philosophically convinced of “the failure of abstract rati-
ocination to express the underlying integrity of lived experience,” are sur-
prisingly open to scientific paradigms of thought and remarkably porous
to literary allusion. The very word “life,” as Elizabeth Abel and Michael
Wood remark, asserts its authority while refusing to yield its ultimate
meaning in the criticism, fiction, and life-writing of Virginia Woolf and
Samuel Beckett. Woolf’s manifesto for modern fiction is predicated on the
conviction that “life” is not as the Edwardian “realists” described it, but is
rightly apprehended as “this varying, unknown, uncircumscribed spirit.”
And while few might share Moran’s conviction that his life constitutes an
“inenarrable contraption,” many might anxiously entertain Molloy’s sur-
mise that “if I go on long enough calling that my life I'll end up by believ-
ing it. It’s the principle of advertising.”

If this principle is dubious — and it is — there exists another, less com-
mercially viable but also less compromised principle to help determine
whether what one feels and experiences can truly be said to amount to a
life. This principle postulates that life, whether figured as inerrable con-
traption or elusive spirit, is ineluctably mutable. This principle is personi-
fied in the tutelary genius of Proteus that Ralph Ellison located at the
center of the American life-experience. Life, the shape shifter, can take
many forms, a fact the modernists acknowledged by looking for life any-
where and everywhere it might manifest itself. A recipe can tell us as much
about what life was like in modernist Paris as a firsthand account of who
attended the famous dinner for the Le Douanier Rousseau or the details
of how Picasso managed his strict diet during the First World War and
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the Occupation (the one to be found in the “autobiography,” the other in
cookbook of Alice B. Toklas).

To accommodate the fluidity and variousness of life and how it feels
to be living it, modernist autobiography often tampers with sequence
and chronology, sometimes abandoning the very idea of eventfulness in
favor of recounting memories or anecdotes that evoke the emotional and
moral texture of ordinary experiences that hardly qualify, by any standard
of measurement, as momentous or life-altering. Yet despite their apparent
ordinariness, and even triviality, such remembered sensations or experi-
ences prove consequential in influencing the attitudes of adulthood. At
times these attitudes prove coherent and profound enough to qualify as a
philosophy of life, such as Virginia Woolf reports crystallized out of those
“moments of being” that shocked her out of the existential torpor of daily
existence. She devotes the first pages of “A Sketch of the Past” to describ-
ing how these moments of sensuous and emotional receptivity, which ini-
tially left her feeling passive and subjugated to a reality utterly indifferent
to her own existence, ultimately spurred her to formulate what she calls
her philosophy or “constant idea that the whole world is a work of art;
that we are parts of the work of art ... we are the words, we are the music,
we are the thing itself.”s

Such apparently dis- or unconnnected moments of heightened percep-
tion and agonized awareness can be so luminous as to obscure the outlines
of the “story” one has or would like to tell; they can even blot out entire
regions of lived experience. Modernist retrospection seldom reinserts itself
seamlessly into the past, but proceeds, if proceeds is the word, along a
meditative course riddled with ellipses, plagued by lapses in memories,
and compromised by deliberate omissions. The obliteration of entire
stretches of personal history is most often the work of voluntary rather
than involuntary forgetting, such as notoriously and hauntingly exem-
plified in Henry Adams’s famous chapter heading “Twenty Years After,”
which silently passes over any mention of his wife’s suicide or of the years
that led up to and followed from it. In her unfinished autobiography,
mordantly titled Smile Please, Jean Rhys depicts her life as unrelievedly
bleak without making a single mention of her criminal escapades or even
the existence of a daughter.

Other writers prefer to toy with the pretense of candid soul searching
or to dispense with the teleology that informs so many life-narratives, a
teleology encapsulated in the theme of “How I Grew,” the actual title of
Mary McCarthy’s caustic portrait of herself as a young girl. Such writers
approach themselves aslant, at those busy intersections where life-writing
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crosses paths with adjacent subgenres, such as the personal essay, travel
writing, food writing, literary journalism, criticism, even movie review-
ing. Autobiography that takes this form may avoid the crippling self-con-
sciousness of more introspective and self-focused narratives that hesitate
before the full disclosure promised by the autobiographical mode of con-
fession or self-exposé. The self they reveal may be hiding in plain sight,
to be inferred from outward shows of feeling, taste, and opinion. In the
introduction to her 1994 collection of film reviews, For Keeps: 30 Years at
the Movies, Pauline Kael remarked: “I'm frequently asked why I don’t write
my memoirs. | think I have.”®

Kael’s rejoinder, which might strike some serious devotees of autobiog-
raphy as flippant, nonetheless reflects the wide latitude modernist writers
permit themselves in recalling the experiences and defending the opinions
that define them. The narrators of these renegade life-writings invade and
invariably colonize venues and formats typically reserved for more impar-
tial observation or for outright entertainment. Evelyn Waugh, as Jonathan
Greenberg reveals, commandeered travel writing to establish impeccable,
if doctored credentials for what Greenberg identifies as his “writerly” as
opposed to biographical personality. This Waugh is unfailingly witty,
knowing, and, above all, metropolitan. Elizabeth Bowen, protective of her
privacy even as she enjoyed her growing celebrity, was particularly deft, as
Allan Hepburn demonstrates, in crafting and monitoring her public image
in interviews, publicity blurbs, and promotional materials for her work.

Others turned to popular forms not, as Waugh and Bowen did, to
seek out or develop serviceable disguises, but rather to disclose aspects
of their lives and experiences that could not be revealed in any other for-
mat. Barbara Will reflects on how Alice B. Toklas reappropriated the use
of her own voice, so uncannily ventriloquized by Gertrude Stein in 7he
Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, in a cookbook that also bore her name
on its cover, but lacked, as Will points out, an authorial signature on the
title page, a fact Will takes as indicative of the deep complementarity of
these life partners, who often referred to themselves as “Gertrice-Altrude.”
In reproducing the recipes she had collected and prepared over the years
and in recalling the people who enjoyed the meals prepared from them,
The Alice B. Toklas Cookbook qualifies as autobiography in its truest sense,
at least as Porter defines it — a work in which Alice describes the modern
métier and household art that she recognizes and loves as truly her own.
Toklas thus takes her honored place in the culinary wing of modernist
life-writing, whose cornerstone is M. E K. Fisher’s How to Cook a Wolf.
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Published in 1942, How to Cook a Wolf is a unique literary blend of war
memoir and survival manual with chapters devoted to practical matters —
“How Not to Boil an Egg” and, most elementally, “How to Stay Alive” —
and others that offer meditations (and titles) worthy of Montaigne (“How
to Comfort Sorrow”) and Thoreau (“How to Practice True Economy”).”

Such radical departures from the conventions and formats of traditional
autobiography court as well as exhibit extravagance (in the etymological
sense of wandering far afield, transgressing set boundaries), but not simply
out of a love of novelty and adventure. Their breach of revered epistemo-
logical divisions between fact and fancy, fiction and nonfiction reflected,
as Katherine Mansfield observed, how “intent” modernists writers were:
“We are intent as never before on trying to puzzle out, to live by, our own
particular self. Der Mensch muss frei sein — free, disentangled, single.” “Is
it not possible,” she writes in a journal entry Jay Dickson recommends to
our attention,

that the rage for confession, autobiography, especially for memories of earli-
est childhood, is explained by our persistent yet mysterious belief in a self
which is continuous and permanent; which, untouched by all we acquire
and all we shed, pushes a green spear through the dead leaves and through
the mould, thrusts a scaled bud through years of darkness until, one day,
the light discovers it and shakes the flower free and — we are alive — we are
flowering for our moment upon the earth. This is the moment which, after
all, we live for, — the moment of direct feeling when we are most ourselves
and least personal.?

To puzzle out “our own particular self” requires a revised grammar of
autobiographical persons in which we are, in Mansfield’s trenchant for-
mulation, most ourselves when we are least personal. The possibility of
such a transformative grammar of impersonality is comically entertained
by the “I” of 7he Aurobiography of Alice B. Toklas, a linguistic facade for
the book’s “real” author, Gertrude Stein. Hemingway begins A Moveable
Feast by addressing himself in the second person, thus grammatically
uniting the self who writes to the self who lived (so innocently! so richly,
despite his poverty!). This “you,” who (or which?) is located both outside
and within the Hemingway who writes, is a creature of the past who sur-
vives, is indeed stored away, in what Hemingway hauntingly designates
as “the remises of my memory and my heart.” This “you” lies dormant
until retrieved from the remises of memory and of the heart and revivified
in the continuous present of the page on which it is written back into
existence.
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Beckett, who would be appalled by any promise or augury of resurrec-
tion, dissects the precisions and treacheries of the second person as auto-
biographical device in a passage from Company that is devastating in its
lucidity:

Use of the second person marks the voice. That of the third that cankerous
other. Could he speak to and of whom the voice speaks there would be a
first. But he cannot. He shall not. You cannot. You shall not.”

Here we see how right Yeats was to worry that the ratiocinations of logic
might drive out life. Beckett forbids himself the thought of a first per-
son to whom he might speak as of and to himself. Nonetheless, he seems
equally resolved on sparing himself the indignity of the contagious, cor-
rupting effusions of that “cankerous other” that may lurk within or barely
apart from him. No wonder he wants for company, devising all alone as
he does in the dark, hoping “to kindle in his mind this faint uncertainty
and embarrassment” about his own solitary existence (5). Henry Adams,
on the other hand, can only speak to and of himself with elaborate formal-
ity in the third person, a tactic, as Lee Mitchell shows, that may inoculate
him from the cankerous emotions of self-sympathy, false certainty, and
pleasure in the wrong company. The third person is a device that allows
Henry Adams to consider himself as a monitory rather than cankerous
example of a failed education, or rather of an education into a failure that
was historically, as it was psychologically, inevitable.

These grammatical experiments with narrative persons suggest how
charged the very concept of personhood, almost but not quite a cognate
for selthood, was for modernists. Michael Levenson draws attention to
the singular meaning and significance that attaches to Conrad’s use of the
word “personally” in his autobiographical reminiscences, A Personal Record.
Levenson remarks that, “along with its variants (‘person,” ‘personal’ ‘per-
sonality’)” the word “leads a complex career in the fiction.” Equally com-
plex, as Max Saunders observes, is T. S. Eliot’s use of the word “personality”
in his letters “so as effectively to redefine it, away from the Romantic sense
of an authentic, interior identity which literature is charged to ‘express,
towards a concept of a false self: the sense of a self inflated by its own
emotional attitude to the extent that all it can express is its own emotion-
ality.” Ellison, as Marc Conner notes, also contributes to the rich, if vexed
history of the modernist personality in the autobiographical fragment
“Leaving the Territory,” where he speaks directly of “your own incongru-
ity of personality.” The incongruity arises from Ellison’s recognition that
the personality — what is “truly one’s own” — is not single and unified,
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but exists as an ensemble of multiple, mutually combative, and dissent-
ing identities constantly shifting places and forms. Hence the importance
of Proteus as a figure for Ellison’s literary or, as Greenberg terms it on his
essay on Waugh, his “writing personality.” The distinctly modernist turn
toward abstraction, impersonality, and self-dissolution can be traced, as
Robert Caserio shows, to a distrust of the instability of personality and a
growing aversion to what Woolf called “the damned egotistical self.”

Impersonality, considered either as an aesthetic doctrine or as an ethical
ideal, renders the problem or puzzle of identity primarily as one of visibil-
ity. But audibility also presents a challenge to would-be self-chroniclers.
How to record a life became a literal problem for modernist autobiog-
raphers confronted with, and eventually dependent on, new recording
and dictating technologies that obstructed as much as they facilitated the
translation of the writer’s voice and thoughts into signs on a page. Max
Saunders wonders how Eliot’s being “forced’ to dictate his letters ren-
dered them less direct and more impersonal. In old age, Rhys was terrified
of tape recorders, but used them because she feared even more the pos-
sible distortions that writing by dictation might occasion. Santanu Das
questions the very assumption that autobiography is a text produced by
hand — either through the pen that inscribes or by tapping out words on
a keyboard. Das not unreasonably asks that we consider the situation of
semiliterate sepoys whose life-writings exist beyond the realms of the self-
scripted and are made up of “objects, images and words.”

Such uncertainties, embarrassments, and evasions, along with the haz-
ards and errors of transcription, suggest how compromised, inaccurate,
or outright deceptive modernist autobiography can be. Yet many of the
autobiographical writings considered here, even those that are selective
in the facts and feelings they record, are searingly honest in confessing
that life has disappointed rather than fulfilled their quest for what is truly
and rightfully their own. They do not pretend to offer serene, satisfied,
or even resigned reflections on a life nearing its end. More often they
suggest the emotional tremors of a life in danger of collapsing: Edmund
Gosse, whose young life, as Francis O’Gorman relates, was marked by
his mother’s agonizing death, the “perverse malady” of his father’s reli-
gious obsessions, and an abduction by a mentally ill woman of his father’s
congregation, attempting to rest content, as Gorman says, “with living
nervously”; James recovering from the nervous breakdown following
the failure of the New York edition of his novels; Conrad reacting to the
increasing weight of financial burdens and responsibilities caused by the
birth of a son and the increasing invalidism of his wife; T. S. Eliot, as Max
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Saunders reflects, composing 7he Waste Land (that self-described “personal
and wholly insignificant grouse against life,”)"> and developing his theory
of impersonality in response to the war and his own fear of madness, a loss
of reason horribly vivid to him in his wife, Vivien’s nervous disorders and
in the growing symptoms of his own breakdown in 1920-1; Evelyn Waugh
attempting to disguise and morally rehabilitate himself after the sexual
calamities, humiliations, and subsequent indecorously rapid demise of his
first marriage; Woolf’s nerves, never steady or strong, rattled by the war-
time bombings of her beloved London; Ellison never recovering from the
trauma of his father’s death and the great Refusal by the man he regarded
as his surrogate father. No wonder Stein found identity bothersome and
confessed, almost as if it were a condition of being alive, “Identity always
worries me and memory and eternity.”” It should probably worry all of
us, which is one reason, among many others, why we should reflect, as do
the essays in this volume, on how modernist authors converted this worry
into works of art.

This volume consists of essays on modernist autobiographies that
address these worries in various forms, venues, modes of address, and
degrees of truthfulness. The essays are grouped together under a set of
rubrics that isolate the distinctive character and shared preoccupations of
modernist life-writing: questions of ancestry and tradition that foreground
the modernists’ troubled relation to their immediate familial as well as cul-
tural past, their emergence as writers whose experiences found expression
in untraditional and singular forms, their sense of themselves as survivors
of personal and historical traumas, their burdens as self-chroniclers of loss,
especially of self-loss (necessary self-loss for Henry Miller, and inevitable
self-loss for Rhys and Beckett).

Roland Barthes, an inheritor and an adept of modernist autobiograph-
ical practice, understood and experienced his attempt to capture himself in
writing as the dispossession of his body. He tells us how Barthes on Barthes
entailed taking “my body elsewhere far from my imaginary person, toward
a kind of meaningless speech of the People, of the non-subjective mass (or
of the generalized subject), even, if I am still separated from it by my way
of writing.” “By my way of writing” — so Barthes recalls and reinscribes
on the threshold of his own autobiography the image of those circuitous
routes, detours, and byways that one follows in quest of what is truly one’s
own. Barthes, who once rather confidently proclaimed the death of the
author and the historical necessity of his demise, here contemplates being
transported to that “elsewhere” where he no longer exists, except in those
forms of nonbeing that prevail in modern life: in the meaningless speech
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of the People, of the nonsubjective mass. Barthes’s response to the mod-
ernist situation in which he must pursue and “write” himself is to detach
his autobiography from any “representation of an individual with a pri-
vate life and a civil status.” He dedicates himself to creating a repertoire of
images that “will be free of its own, never figurative signs.” Barthes makes
one exception to this rule of exclusion — images begotten and inscribed by
“the hand that writes.”* The hand that writes — this image alone survives
for Barthes as an emblem of the embodied self in quest of its truth, its
essence, and, if those prove unreachable, traces of its existence. For this
reason it adorns our cover, an emblem of the modernist autobiographies
that are considered within this volume and those hovering on the horizon
of the landscape surveyed in the pages that follow.
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