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Goals/Rationale 
 
The goal for the proposed volume Teaching Modernist Women’s Writing in English is to provide 
a resource for faculty and scholars at all levels and in many relevant fields for the teaching of 
women’s writing in modernist studies (primarily in English), including looking at current 
professional and pedagogical trends and new developments in the field.  The audience for this 
title would include, among others, teachers of undergraduate and graduate students; and of 
British and American/transatlantic/global/world literature, literary criticism/the history of literary 
criticism/feminist literary criticism, women’s/gender studies, queer studies, and modernist/20th-
century studies. 
 
I would suggest, as an initial starting point for discussing such a project as this, framing the 
volume around the variety of approaches available to teacher-scholars in the field of modernist 
women’s writing in English; and the many themes and tensions inherent in the study of these 
works.  Thanks to the recovery endeavors of those scholars working in feminism and women’s 
studies, we have ample evidence that women shaped modernist culture as novelists and poets, 
journalists, reviewers, editors, and publishers.  There is a multiplicity of approaches emerging 
from the ways women writers of the period simultaneously participated in, even shaped, the 
“modernist” agenda, while also at times resisting its revolutionary aesthetic and political moves.  
Some writers under consideration here have been rediscovered and claimed for modernism and 
this has shaped our understanding of their work; others might be viewed in a new light through 
placing them in this aesthetic and cultural context.  Thus this volume proposes both to further the 
ongoing project of broadening the framework of modernist studies and to offer instructors and 
scholars a means of engaging with that project through research and teaching. 
 
Anglophone women writers in the early part of the 20th century saw and generated radical 
changes in the world of art, literature, and culture, but they were also subject to conservative 
responses that kept them from fully participating in political, social, and economic spheres.  
Some women put forth those conservative responses themselves, as demonstrated by the 
collection At Home and Abroad in the Empire edited by Robin Hackett, Freda Hauser, and Gay 
Wachman, or Alison Light’s book Forever England.  Some women writers also focused on work 
in more conventional forms and genre fiction, even as others embraced modernist 
experimentation and the avant-garde in order to interrogate the nature of agency and subjectivity 
and the limits of art.  Writers such as Dorothy Richardson, Djuna Barnes, and Zora Neale 
Hurston transformed literary form, even as certain other forms, such as journalism, sentimental 
fiction, or the middlebrow novel, remained specifically gendered.  Moreover, the work of some 
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writers, such as Naomi Mitchison, Katharine Burdekin, Meridel Le Sueur, and Muriel Rukeyser, 
demands of us that we question classic understandings of modernism as uninterested in questions 
of class and ideology.  Finally, networks of female friendship and competition, instances of 
collaboration and conversation, such as those between Virginia Woolf and Katherine Mansfield 
or Jane Heap and Margaret Anderson, contributed to shaping what we now think of as 
modernism, both visibly and invisibly.   
 
This volume would begin with an introduction offering a brief overview of the landscape of 
modernist studies more broadly, particularly as theorized by Douglas Mao and Rebecca 
Walkowitz in their seminal PMLA article of 2008, “The New Modernist Studies.”  The 
introduction would then make apparent the importance of women and women’s writing in 
English to the shaping of the modernist period, and the ways women writers embraced and 
resisted the dominant trends of modernism and modernity; here I follow the lead of Anne 
Fernald and Cassandra Laity, in their recent work on feminist modernist studies (including the 
creation of a new scholarly journal).  The introduction would narrate how these figures came to 
be included in, further altering, our definitions of modernism, highlighting the work of critics 
and scholars like Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, Bonnie Kime Scott, Jane Marcus, Maroula 
Joannou, Fernald, Laity, and others.  Exposing readers to this story, and the ways the work of 
these scholars have shaped and are shaping the field and its teaching, would be an important 
component in terms of both methodology and pedagogy.   
 
A ~10-page sample short introduction is included.  At the proposal stage, the introductory essay 
is envisioned herein as having a tripartite structure founded on the outlining of the critical trends 
and history delineated above:   
 

• documenting the early work of recovery 
• situating women’s writing in the ongoing evolution of modernist studies/feminist 

modernist studies and demonstrating how scholarship and teaching of women’s writing 
sets the agenda for future work 

• staking a claim for the continued relevance of women’s writing in modernist studies 
particularly vis à vis questions of imperialism/globalization; class; ideology; networks, 
production, reception, and technologies of dissemination; and the relationships among 
gender and sexuality to literary and aesthetic form. 

 
The first section of the book proper would offer contextual background, including the literary-
historical perspective; key texts and movements and events; and the artistic and cultural contexts.  
Areas of particular concentration might include the role of women readers and writers in shaping 
the literary marketplace, as well as women’s responses to the World Wars; much excellent 
scholarship over the last decade has focused on these areas.  This first section would begin the 
work of detailing the contributions of women writing in English individually and overall, their 
networks, their use of literary form, their political, social, cultural, and global engagement.   
 
The volume would then go on to provide multiple interpretive frameworks and tools for faculty 
interested in designing courses in Anglophone women’s writing in modernist studies as well as 
including such writing in courses addressing broader themes, and for those interested in learning 
about current trends and innovations in the field and its pedagogy as part of their professional 
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development.  The organization of the book would be formal, thematic, and methodological.  
The volume would provide direction regarding suitable texts and authors (as well as possibly 
introducing faculty to new figures); it would suggest models for both undergraduate and graduate 
teaching; it would offer a range of approaches; and it would assist faculty with engaging with 
primary and secondary material, including electronic resources and current work being done in 
digital humanities as it pertains to the study of modernist women writers.   
 
Highlights would include comparative and interdisciplinary approaches, including the digital 
humanities; emphases on sexuality, class, race, globalism/imperialism/postcolonialism; 
responses to the world wars; and women writers’ engagements with popular culture, periodical 
culture, and the “middlebrow.”  All of these highlights are informed by a shifting scholarly 
landscape as well as evolving pedagogical practice, and they reflect the widening of modernist 
studies to include previously neglected figures and questions and to encompass multiple 
“modernisms.” 
 
At the moment there is no volume on the market that addresses the teaching of modernist women 
writers in English with the breadth and depth suggested here, even though these authors appear 
with regularity on course syllabi, and their influence is felt widely throughout the modernist 
period/early 20th century.  Bonnie Kime Scott’s monumental 2008 anthology Gender in 
Modernism: New Geographies/Complex Intersections, shows the spectrum of themes and texts 
still open to teaching and scholarly investigation in the area of women writing modernism.  
Thanks to Scott, previously unknown or understudied authors and editors have been brought into 
greater visibility and positioned relative to established figures as well as to themes in modernist 
studies such as suffrage and changing sex roles, the tension between experimentalism and the 
middlebrow, the work of journalism and periodical culture, 
colonialism/imperialism/globalization, queerness, and collaboration/networks.  A volume in the 
Options for Teaching series would be well-positioned to take advantage of the door opened by 
Scott’s work and those building on it (and indeed has been designed with that anthology 
somewhat in mind).    
 
The work—and networks—of women writers working in English during the modernist period 
was intensely shaping, crossing national and disciplinary boundaries, and the pedagogical and 
professional work on these figures is robust and continually evolving.  The importance of the 
work of modernist women writers may be seen in the number of volumes devoted to current 
scholarship and research in the field, including overviews such as the Cambridge Companion to 
Modernist Women Writers, a volume of the Palgrave Macmillan History of British Women’s 
Writing (1920-1945, vol. 8), handbooks concentrating on specific authors such as Virginia Woolf 
and H.D., and monographs addressing such topics as war, trauma, empire, race, queer identity, 
periodical culture and the literary marketplace, and women’s use of literary form including 
poetry, the short story, and journalism.  The creation of a new journal of feminist modernist 
studies, mentioned above, is another clear sign.  Clearly the work begun decades ago by such 
figures as Gilbert and Gubar, Bonnie Kime Scott, Jane Marcus, et al., has succeeded in 
reclaiming these writers and making the case for their importance.  They appear on 
undergraduate and graduate syllabi around the world, and they have a place in the MLA series 
Approaches to Teaching World Literature (H.D., Virginia Woolf, Zora Neale Hurston). 
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But a volume in the Options for Teaching series would bring together the range of approaches 
and texts, the multiplicity and rich variety of pedagogical work and scholarship being done in 
this vital area.  The fact that it would be the first of its kind does not indicate there is no need or 
interest; on the contrary, its time is long overdue.  It would certainly parallel existing titles in the 
series, such as Teaching French Women Writers of the Renaissance and Reformation, Teaching 
British Women Playwrights of the Restoration and Eighteenth Century, Teaching Tudor and 
Stuart Women Writers, and Teaching Seventeenth- and Eighteenth-Century French Women 
Writers.   
 
# # # 
 
Table of Contents (Expected number of essays:  30-35) 
 
(note:  these are suggested topics/hypothetical essay titles; ideally the volume would address 
these topics in some way, and this is how we might organize the material, but I am keeping in 
mind that these are subject to change based on the work of the Publications Committee, 
contributors’ work, outside reviewers, engagements with/feedback through the MLA Commons 
site, etc.) 
 
Introduction 
 
 The introduction to the volume will begin with an overview of the challenges of defining 
modernism, and the ways our understanding of the concept has been transformed by the 
reclaiming of women writers of the period.  I will address the ways modernist women writers 
responded to their cultural moment, and the ways scholars of modernist studies have considered 
their work.  I will place these threads in the context of feminist literary theory and history, and 
how such movements changed our teaching of modernist literature.  From there, I will outline the 
methodology and rationale of the volume with an eye towards making its work visible for 
readers. 
 
 See below for a preliminary/sample introduction to the topic and volume along these 
lines. 
 
The volume would be organized as follows: 
 
Part I:  Teaching Modernist Contexts/Modernism in the Context of Teaching 
Part II:  Authors and Concerns (or Themes, or Topics, if that is preferred) 
Part III:  Genre and Form 
Part IV:  Approaches and Strategies 
 
Part I:  Teaching Modernist Contexts/Modernism in the Context of Teaching 
 
Part I would focus on teaching modernism, illuminating networks of women writers for students 
(and placing them in connection with male modernists), and highlighting pedagogical challenges 
and opportunities specific to modernism and gender.  These might include (and these are not all 
individual essays but rather ideas we might want to make sure are covered): 
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• teaching women writers within a network of other women 
• teaching women and men writers together 
• modernist “difficulty” in the classroom (via Erin Key Penner, Journal of Modern 

Literature, 37, 2014, 1-19) 
• strategies for dealing with historical, cultural, political context of the modernist period in 

our teaching 
• defining/interrogating modernism in the classroom 
• the place of modernist women writers in the canon and in the curriculum 

 
(note:  I envision this section offering a more theoretical conceptualization of modernism within 
the context of teaching, rather than what I am envisioning in Part IV, which would offer specific 
approaches [and the nuts and bolts thereof], including extraliterary or paraliterary or 
interdisciplinary approaches.) 
 
Part II:  Authors and Concerns (or Themes, or Topics) 
 
Essays in this section would focus on teaching themes important to modernism, and authors who 
cluster around those themes.  These might include: 

• little magazines and the literary marketplace 
• war:  World Wars, the Spanish Civil War, the Russian Revolution  
• genocide 
• empire/colonialism and postcolonialism 
• globalization 
• race 
• class 
• regionalism/city and country 
• suffrage 
• sexuality/queerness  
• the workplace 
• domestic arts  

 
 
Within these proposed topics, we would be looking for instructors who have designed courses 
and assignments that allow for treatment of these themes and genres via the work of women 
writers, as well as those teachers who provide useful suggestions for incorporating women 
writers into existing syllabi that address this content.   
 
 
Part III:  Genre and Form (several for each genre seems possible if we are aiming for ~30-35 
essays total; this would ensure coverage of a range of authors and perspectives) 
 

• Poetry 
• Fiction 
• Essays/Manifestos/Reportage 
• The Middlebrow 
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• Working-Class Writing 
• The Avant-Garde 
• Film 
• Drama 

 
 
This section as a whole would demonstrate women’s robust engagement with modernist form, 
the ways in which they participated in the modernist cultural project as well as means of 
resistance to its aesthetic/ethos.  These essays would also allow contributors to engage with 
writers in connection with each other, to put several writers in conversation/comparison with 
each other around the issue of form.  We should also ensure this section as a whole provides an 
overview of formal qualities and characteristics of modernism more broadly. 
 
Part IV:  Approaches and Strategies 
 
• Global Modernism and Postcolonialism  
 
• Digital Humanities 
 
• Afterlives and Intertextuality 
 
• Interdisciplinary Approaches 
 
• Feminist Theory 
 
• Queer Theory 
 
• Narrative Theory 
 
Pedagogical approaches that will be included are (hopefully): 

• those informed by theoretical perspectives drawn from postcolonialism, queer studies, 
narrative theory, among others 

• pedagogical approaches that build on methods from the digital humanities, close and 
distant reading, the teaching of writing, and multimodal pedagogy 

• pedagogical approaches that make good use of interdisciplinarity (art, music, dance, 
science, technology) 

• pedagogical approaches that place modernist women writers in conversation with 
contemporary writers 

 
This is only a partial list; I would hope to see essays from contributors that offer a variety of 
ideas both practical and theoretical, and I could see the following possibilities being welcome as 
well: 
 

• teaching that involves study abroad or place-based teaching 
• teaching in classroom environments both traditional and less so 
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• teaching that uses the Modernist Journals Project, other archives, and other digital 
humanities initiatives  

  
 
In this section, I would hope to include contributors whose teaching strategies reflect 
developments and innovations in modernist studies; are informed by a range of theoretical and 
methodological perspectives; and speak to a variety of classroom contexts (introductory, 
advanced, general education, women’s studies, literary studies, cultural studies, feminist theory, 
queer theory, etc.).  As might be seen from the list of possible authors to be studied below, as 
well as recent work by scholars like Jessica Berman (Modernist Commitments), Laura Winkiel 
(Modernism, Race, and Manifestos), Rajeev Patke (Modernist Literature and Postcolonial 
Studies), Geetha Ramanathan (Locating Gender in Modernism:  The Outsider Female), and 
Anna Snaith (Modernist Voyages:  Colonial Women Writers in London, 1890-1945), global 
modernism and postcolonialism is shaping the field and also opening up the study of modernism 
to include voices previously unheard.  An essay on teaching women writers in English from a 
global modernist/postcolonial perspective would be essential.  Similarly, digital humanities has 
altered the writers we assign, the ways we teach, the tools we use; incorporating an essay that 
shows teacher-scholars how this might be done in practice would be needed, as well.  This might 
include strategies on using resources such as The Modernist Journals Project, for instance, 
which would allow for investigation into important periodicals intervening in women’s issues 
such as The New Age and Time and Tide.  In addition, a consideration of digital humanities 
would allow for new ways of teaching the archive, which is essential to the recovery work that 
has been a part of the study of modernist women writers in English.  

Modernism in many ways by its nature is interdisciplinary, and taking advantage of that 
as a teaching strategy is both common and good practice; readers will benefit from seeing these 
writers in conversation with other art forms and getting ideas for how to make those connections 
in the classroom.  Intertextuality, as well as interdisciplinarity, is an effective teaching tool; 
modernist literature has an extensive afterlife, and instructors often use this to show students how 
the texts of modernism inform our own literary scene and reading practices; including essays on 
how, for instance, Michael Cunningham’s The Hours or Alison Bechdel’s Fun Home engages 
with Woolf or Radclyffe Hall (respectively) would be useful both as resources for teaching 
modernist women writers but also demonstrating how theorizing intertextuality and adaptation 
informs teaching and scholarly methodology and approach.  Essays including feminist and queer 
perspectives are important, not only in terms of methodology but also because these perspectives 
were integral in reclaiming many of the writers on my list for research and teaching, as the 
extensive scholarship on lesbian writers by figures such as Gay Wachman demonstrates.  Finally, 
as the section on genre will have shown, modernist women writers were heavily involved with 
transforming form, and an essay on teaching these writers through the lens of narrative theory (as 
someone like David Herman might do), would be most useful. 
 
# # # 
 
Suggested writers to be covered 
 
Valentine Ackland 
Djuna Barnes 
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Elizabeth Bishop 
Elizabeth Bowen 
Kay Boyle 
Vera Brittain 
Katharine Burdekin 
Ivy Compton-Burnett 
Mary Butts 
Willa Cather 
Nancy Cunard 
H. D. 
Daphne du Maurier 
Jessie Fauset 
Edna Ferber 
“Michael Field” (Katharine Harris Bradley and Edith Emma Cooper) 
Miles Franklin 
Martha Gellhorn 
Radclyffe Hall 
Jane Harrison 
Beatrice Hastings 
Patricia Highsmith 
Winifred Holtby 
Zora Neale Hurston 
Iqbalunnisa Hussain 
Storm Jameson 
Nella Larsen 
Q. D. Leavis 
Vernon Lee 
Meridel Le Sueur 
Anita Loos 
Amy Lowell 
Mina Loy 
Rose Macaulay 
Katherine Mansfield 
Una Marson 
Edna St. Vincent Millay 
Naomi Mitchison 
Harriet Monroe 
Marianne Moore 
Sarojini Naidu 
Victoria Ocampo 
P. K. Page 
Dorothy Richardson 
Laura Riding 
Jean Rhys 
Muriel Rukeyser 
Vita Sackville-West 
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Dorothy Sayers 
Olive Schreiner 
May Sinclair 
Edith Sitwell 
Elizabeth Smart 
Stevie Smith 
Cornelia Sorabji 
Muriel Spark 
Christina Stead 
Gertrude Stein 
Sylvia Towsend-Warner 
Elizabeth von Arnim 
Rebecca West 
Anne Wilkinson 
Virginia Woolf 
Anzia Yezierska 
 
 
Introduction  
 
 

(Re-)Defining Modernism:  Making it New, Unmaking the Male  

We might define “modernism” as a proliferation, emerging in the late nineteenth and 

early twentieth centuries, of aesthetic, formal, performative, cultural responses to modernity.  

Classic definitions of modernism have relied on a valuation of formal innovation and autonomy, 

a self-reflexive pursuit of aesthetic performativity, a hyperawareness of the inner world of 

consciousness and subjectivity and of social and political alienation, a fragmenting of personal 

connections as a result of modern urban life, changing gender norms, the dissolution of tradition.  

These “classic” definitions of modernism, until the rise in the 1970s and 1980s of feminist 

literary criticism and scholarship, often presumed male authors, even a particularly masculinist 

stance.   

“Modernism” as conventionally defined until fairly recently happened in the theatres, 

galleries, even the streets, of Paris, London, Berlin, New York, Chicago.  It was understood via 
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spectacles rising from the urban cosmopolitan centers of great American and European cities:  

the riots around Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring or Antheil and Léger’s Ballet Mécanique, and the 

shock prompted by the 1913 Armory Show.  It was understood via the dramatic figure of Ezra 

Pound urging his compatriots to “make it new,” the oversized fuchsia cover of Blast, the trial of 

Ulysses.  More recently we have come to understand modernism as a function of the 

marketplace, a nexus of patronage and popular culture, a product of periodicals and publishing 

ventures.  We have only even more recently begun to understand modernism in the context of 

globalism, transnationalism, imperialism, and postcolonialism.  And it might be safe to say that 

after several decades of scholarship and critical labor, we understand modernism, at least 

somewhat, in terms of gender.    

Definitions of modernism have been altered by the study of the representation of female 

subjectivity and an aesthetic experimentalism that cannot be considered inherently “virile,” 

allowing for Dorothy Richardson’s Pilgrimage as well as Gertrude Stein’s Three Lives.  Our 

notion of modernism has been expanded by the spectacle of the female body in the streets 

demanding the right to vote or the performance of a kind of lesbian identity, as in the novels of 

the New Woman or the work (and trial) of Radclyffe Hall.  Modernist culture is now envisioned 

as constructed by female networks of collaboration, by feminist and radical responses to 

modernity, and by a comprehension of spaces shaped by race and gender:  Nella Larsen’s 

Passing, the offices of The Little Review and The Egoist and The Crisis, the poetry of Muriel 

Rukeyser and the documentary work of Storm Jameson.  The work of feminist scholars has not 

only expanded the canon of modernist texts. It has also disrupted the paradigm of modernism by 

“permitting” the inclusion of those texts and thereby destabilizing the values of high v. 

middlebrow v. mass culture (the former often associated with masculinist culture and the latter 
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two associated with femininity); forcing attention to figures conventionally marginalized due to 

race, class, sexuality, or colonialism; and interrogating the meanings of subjectivity, agency, 

otherness, and autonomy. 

Modernism (like feminism) has never been an easy term to define.  One peculiarity of 

modernism, and contributing to the challenges of defining it, has been its historic connection to 

the classroom.  One of the first people to teach T. S. Eliot barely a decade after the publication of 

The Waste Land was F. R. Leavis (also one of the first people to pursue what we would now 

consider an English major, at the newly formed English School at Cambridge in 1920); Leavis 

also called for Ulysses to be included on course syllabi as early as 1926.  One of the first people 

to write about James Joyce in a critical mode, the same year as the author’s death in 1941, was 

Harry Levin, a professor at Harvard.  The rise of what we now call modernist studies, as Rod 

Rosenquist has shown, can be traced right alongside the development of what has become the 

English curriculum and the professionalization of the specialized study of literature. 

 And of course, as might be seen even from this brief swing through the period, the 

transmission of modernism via teaching and scholarship, similar to its processes of canonization 

for much of the 20th century, was unrelentingly male.  Lisa Rado, in a 1994 collection, begins 

her introduction with an anecdote describing the first attempt to include modernist writers on 

syllabi at Columbia in the 1950s:  all explicitly avant-garde, and all exclusively male (3-4).  Her 

historical perspective is echoed by Carolyn Heilbrun, whose memoir When Men Were the Only 

Models We Had depicts male faculty at Columbia in the 1950s and 1960s disparaging even 

Gertrude Stein and Virginia Woolf, those early entrants to the modernist canon.  Starting in the 

1970s and 1980s, feminist theory and feminist literary history and criticism changed modernist 

studies just as it changed classroom culture and pedagogical practice.   The fact that the 
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programs for the annual conference of the Modernist Studies Association (founded in 1999) 

feature not only acknowledged “canonical” women writers working in English like Woolf and 

Stein but also lesser-known figures like Naomi Mitchison and May Sinclair; not only editorial 

conduits like Pound but also Harriet Monroe and Sylvia Beach; is a result of scholarship meant 

to reclaim the women who made modernism.  As Elizabeth Jane Harrison and Shirley Peterson 

note in their introduction to the collection Unmanning Modernism:  Gendered Re-Readings, 

making it new did not have to mean making it male (vii).   

 We can point to two moments in the narrative of scholarship and teaching on modernist 

women writers in English that have shaped the field and our practice.  The first is the work of 

recovery, reclaiming, and recuperating performed by those feminist scholars of the mid- to late-

twentieth century in response to the attitudes prevalent in academia described above.  The second 

is the turn towards “the new modernist studies” at the start of the twenty-first century and the 

challenges and opportunities this move presents to work on modernist women writers in English.  

As we shall see, ultimately this turn has benefited the field immensely, generating exciting new 

developments related to imperialism and postcolonialism; the networks, production, reception, 

and technologies of publication and dissemination; and the relationships among gender and 

sexuality to literary, aesthetic, and cultural form.  Likewise, these currents have invigorated the 

teaching of modernist studies, bringing new questions and interdisciplinary approaches into the 

classroom. 

 

Recovery, Reclaiming, Recuperating:  Feminist Literary Scholarship and Modernism, 1970s-

1990s 
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The work of recovering “forgotten” modernist women writers in English parallels similar 

endeavors in other literary historical fields.  It combatted a mechanism of canonization set into 

motion by critics and academics even as “modernism” as a “movement” was waning in its final 

days around the end of the Second World War.  In her groundbreaking 1990 anthology Gender 

of Modernism, Bonnie Kime Scott lays out the theoretical and practical imperatives for 

redefining modernist literature through the recovery of women writers:   

The connecting strands of association between modernists are more numerous  

than we suspected; they vibrate with sexual energies and anxieties…Gender, 

layered with other revised conceptual categories such as race and class, challenges 

our former sense of the power structures of literary production…We suspect that 

modernism is not the aesthetic, directed, monological sort of phenomenon sought 

in their own ways by authors of now-famous manifestos. (Introduction, Gender of 

4) 

As we shall see in a moment, Scott extends this project, both of recovery and of paradigm-

shifting, in another anthology almost two decades later; the trajectory of her scholarship shows 

both how much work has been done and how much is still left to do, how much room remains for 

students and scholars to intervene in the field. 

The reification of certain formal and aesthetic criteria mean to determine what was meant 

by “modernism” meant that a wide range of “women’s writing” was excluded:  sentimental 

fiction, political and feminist writing, writing by lesbians and others identified as queer, writing 

that engaged with race, class, and questions of colonialism, writing by colonial subjects 

themselves.  As Tamar Katz writes:   

 As part of [the] reassessment of modernism, feminist readings have also  
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illuminated the work of insufficiently recognized female modernists—as writers, 

painters, performers, editors, and activists.  Such an expansion of the modernist 

canon may register women’s participation in a modernist aesthetic of disruption; 

it may also register the way women’s activity in modernism can resist masculinist 

arguments about the virility of art. (2)   

The project of recuperation was wholly necessary, and is ongoing.  Even modernist scholars who 

propose paradigm-shifting agendas for the field, such as Jessica Berman in Modernist 

Commitments:  Ethics, Politics, and Transnational Modernism, rest some of their arguments on 

the work of recovery, calling our attention to figures like Cornelia Sorabji, for example.   

Yet even the work of recuperation left much of this writing on the outskirts, and possibly 

even replicated the project of canonization by maintaining a kind of intellectual and aesthetic 

power dynamic.  Scholars such as Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar, Jane Marcus, and later 

Maroula Joannou (focusing more on the 1930s) assisted scholars and teachers in welcoming 

writers like Virginia Woolf, Mina Loy, Sylvia Townsend Warner, and Djuna Barnes to the pages 

of Modernism/modernity and the classrooms of our colleges and universities.  But did they 

radically alter the criteria by which we read modernist writing?  Did they make room for other 

subjectivities?  Did they recognize, as Tamar Katz has suggested regarding gender and Urmila 

Seshagiri has suggested regarding race, that modernism is inherently and always a response to 

the other, holding within it a profound awareness of the destabilizing force of the other?  In the 

pointed words of Anne Fernald introducing a 2013 special issue of Modern Fiction Studies on 

feminism and modernist studies, has the recovery project and what followed altered “definitions 

of modernist studies” which continue to “consistently neglect or underserve women” (230)?   
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Women Writers and “the New Modernist Studies,” 2000-Present 

Fernald’s assertion and her special issue; another such cluster featured in Literature 

Compass, also in 2013, edited by Pamela Caughie with contributions from major scholars such 

as Sonita Sarker and Laura Winkiel—all come in response to the important 2008 PMLA article 

by Douglas Mao and Rebecca Walkowitz articulating what has come to be known as “the new 

modernist studies.”  The new modernist studies, heralded by the founding of the Modernist 

Studies Association in 1999, is defined, via an implicitly cultural studies turn, by expansion:  

temporal, vertical, and spatial.  What this means for our work is that the period defined as 

modernism has seen its temporal borders shift; the “boundaries between high art and popular 

forms of culture have been reconsidered”; and the focus on the transnational, the transcending of 

national boundaries, the “interrogations of the politics, historical validity, and aesthetic value of 

exclusive focus on the literatures of Europe and North America” have been “transformative” 

(738). Mao and Walkowitz do not specifically engage gender as a category meaningful to the 

new modernist studies, which prompted Fernald, Caughie, et al. to question whether the study of 

women writers can continue to be relevant.  Fortunately, they arrive at an answer in the 

affirmative, using the very categories that Mao and Walkowitz delineate.  As Sonita Sarker 

claims, “This broader context for ‘women’s literature in modernist studies’ could serve two 

purposes:  to see transnationality, interdisciplinarity, and technology as constitutive of the field 

rather than as exogenous strands to which it relates, and thus to contribute to new understandings 

of the roles of modernist women writers themselves” (10).   In other words, the new modernist 

studies can continue the project described above of expansion begun decades ago by feminist 

scholarship on modernist women’s writing—and it can encompass ongoing and emerging labors 

in that field.  
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Women’s writing—romances or speculative fiction, sentimental poetry, travel narratives, 

journalism and magazine pieces—has conventionally been dismissed for reasons of both gender 

and genre:  devalued because its authors are women, and because the forms it takes do not fit 

into “high culture” as defined and generated by (male) modernist writers and critics.  The vertical 

expansion of the new modernist studies allows for a reworking of the traditional paradigms that 

have formed the construction of modernist aesthetics and reading practices; it permits a new 

comprehension of the roles women take as authors, editors, and at other points along the path of 

modernist cultural production.  Likewise, as women writers of the modernist period actively and 

critically engage with issues of empire and nation, as they influence one another’s thinking about 

agency, subjectivity, and otherness within the colonial space via a global network, the 

transnational turn in modernist studies has much potential to reshape scholarship and teaching 

related to gender.    

 Even outside the critical debate generated by the terms of “the new modernist studies,” 

gender still has the potential to disrupt literary discourse, teaching, and scholarship.  This is the 

claim Bonnie Kime Scott makes in her monumental 2008 anthology Gender in Modernism:  New 

Geographies/Complex Intersections.  While the 1990 volume Gender of Modernism:  A Critical 

Anthology provided us with an introduction to what would become significant modernist women 

writers in English, the 2008 volume is much more than a follow up or complement:  its delving 

into a wide range of themes from the suffrage movement and feminism to empire and Africa to 

lesbian poetics and sentimental literature shows that the feminist work of recovery and the new 

modernist work of expansion can and must mutually inform each other.    
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The field of modernist studies has been transformed by the recuperation and inclusion of 

modernist women writers, and many modernist women writers in English appear on syllabi and 

in scholarly articles and monographs.  However, the field has also been re-envisioned by the turn 

towards a transnational perspective, a focus on cultural studies and cultural production, and a 

retheorization of form thanks to interdisciplinary approaches like queer studies and postcolonial 

theory.  Extradisciplinary trends such as digital humanities will also radically alter the study of 

women writers:  as we continue to expand the archive through the work of recuperation and 

recovery, digital humanities provides the opportunity to practice and theorize such scholarship in 

new ways.  This collection will demonstrate that not only is there room in modernist studies for 

the teaching of women writers, but the inclusion of new approaches and the intersectionality of 

modernist studies and gender still has the potential to transform both.  Readers will find here a 

revitalization of the study of modernist women writers and evidence of continuing relevance. 

 

Modernist Women Writers in English:  Contexts, Themes, Approaches 

As women writers of the period participated in, even shaped, the “modernist” agenda, 

many resisted its aesthetic and/or political moves.  Women writers in the early part of the 

twentieth century saw and generated radical changes in the world of art and culture, but they 

were also subject to conservative responses that kept them from fully participating in political, 

social, and economic spheres.  Some women put forth those conservative responses themselves, 

as Jane Garrity’s Step-Daughters of England and Alison Light’s Forever England demonstrate, 

or they focused on writing in more conventional forms and genre fiction.  Writers like Mina Loy, 

Djuna Barnes, and Zora Neale Hurston transformed literary form, even as certain other forms, 

such as journalism or sentimental fiction or the middlebrow novel, remained specifically 
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gendered.  The concepts of gender and sexuality themselves have been expanded, beginning with 

the scholarship of Shari Benstock and continuing through Gay Wachman, to include queer 

aesthetics and lesbian politics, networks, and identity. The work of some modernist writers, such 

as Naomi Mitchison and Muriel Rukeyser, demands of us that we interrogate classic 

understandings of modernism as uninterested in questions of class and ideology.  Working-class 

voices and responses to the rise of fascism became more visible in the 1930s, even as 

conventional studies of modernism have until recently neglected such currents.  Women writing 

in English during the modernist period also engaged deliberately with questions of empire; the 

connections between modernism and postcolonialism are only now becoming more visible 

thanks to the work of scholars like Anna Snaith and Geetha Ramanathan, and we are beginning 

to see the robust forms women writers deployed to figure nation and national identity.  Finally, 

networks of female friendship and competition, instances of collaboration and conversation, such 

as those between Virginia Woolf and Katherine Mansfield and Margaret Anderson and Jane 

Heap, contributed to shaping what we now think of as modernism, both visibly and invisibly.  

The writers featured in this book, and the teachers and scholars who have facilitated the 

transmission and understanding of their work, have truly generated multiple modernisms.  

   

The goals of this book, then, are several:  to lay bare the story of modernist women 

writers in English and the implications of that story for pedagogical practice; to investigate the 

wide range of thematic and formal concerns that preoccupy modernist women writers in English 

and how we, as teachers and students, might read them; and to share strategies for teaching 

modernist women writers in a variety of contexts and through a variety of methodologies.  It is 

the intention of the editor and the contributors to capture the wide variety of women’s writing 
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over the course of the first half of the twentieth century.  Contributors have been chosen to both 

reflect the depth of work that exists on Anglophone modernist women writers (American and 

English but also Irish, Indian, Australian, and Canadian) but also to showcase developments in 

global and transnational modernism and comparatist and interdisciplinary approaches.  As more 

of these women writers make their way onto syllabi, and as teacher-scholars increasingly look 

for comparative and interdisciplinary strategies, the resources here will become even more 

valuable in their highlighting of the breadth of modernism and the potential available for and in 

cross-cultural engagement.  I hope this volume furthers the scholarly and pedagogical work 

begun by critics and teachers of modernist writing, especially those who performed the necessary 

labor of bringing women’s writing to our eyes.  
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