09/04/2020	Modernism and Modernisms (HPEN6008)	McCoy
Writerly Texts: A Closer Look at a Modernist Form
“Modernism” seems to have become an increasingly contentious term as opinions on what exactly constitutes as Modernism, or even when the Modernist era was, are discussed. Some have short statements for the Modernist period that they elaborate on throughout an essay, such as James McFarlane, as quoted by Dr. Jeni Williams, who contends that Modernism is ‘the one art that responds to the scenario of our chaos’.[footnoteRef:1] Others, such as Kathleen Kuiper, maintain that it is ‘a period of experimentation in the arts from the late 19th to the mid-20th century, particularly in the years following World War I’.[footnoteRef:2] Yet some still, such as Robert Martin Adams, suggest the modernist era may not yet be completely in the past.[footnoteRef:3] Although the meaning of, and time of, modernism is foggy, there seems at least some agreement regarding modernists’ concern for the idea of subjectivity – that all truth is subjective to individuals, and no truth is absolute. For the purpose of this essay, I will be discussing literature written between the years of 1890-1914; namely ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’ by Charlotte Perkins Gilman[footnoteRef:4], ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’ by T.S. Eliot[footnoteRef:5], and ‘Araby’ by James Joyce.[footnoteRef:6] In the given timeframe, a questioning of beliefs began to take place due to the socio-cultural landscape that many people found themselves in just before, during, and after the first World War.[footnoteRef:7] Authors, and many other artists, had a reactionary impulse to this upheaval of societal beliefs. Their reaction caused the use of new ways in expressing, among other things, subjectivity in writing; traditional ways of narration did not allow for these emerging concepts to be communicated effectively. From this arose, as Roland Barthes called it, the ‘writerly’ text, which rivaled that of the traditional ‘readerly’ text. The purpose of this essay will be to discuss the emergence of the writerly text; it will explore how authors’ use of forced perspective, stream of consciousness, and epiphany gave readers reason to look for symbolism throughout stories, thus leading to a text that changes with each person’s subjective reading.  [1:  Jeni Williams, ‘HPEN6008/5008: MODERNISM & MODERNISMS’, Lecture Handout, (2020), 1]  [2:  Kathleen Kuiper, Modernism (2020) <https://www.britannica.com/art/Modernism-art>]  [3:  Robert Martin Adams, 'What Was Modernism?', The Hudson Review, 31.1 (30th Anniversary issue), (1978), 28]  [4:  Charlotte Perkins Gilman, ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’, (Project Gutenberg: 2008), <https://www.gutenberg.org/files/1952/1952-h/1952-h.htm>]  [5:  T.S. Eliot, ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’, Poems, (New York: A.A. Knopf, 1920), <https://www.bartleby.com/198/1.html>]  [6:  James Joyce, ‘Araby’, Dubliners, (Project Gutenberg: 2001), <http://www.gutenberg.org/files/2814/2814-h/2814-h.htm>]  [7:  Adams, 'What Was Modernism?', 20] 

	To get a foothold on the ideas I am presenting, one must first understand what the ‘writerly’ text is, what subjectivity is, and how the two relate. The terms ‘readerly’ and ‘writerly’ originally stemmed from Roland Barthes’ coined expressions lisible and scriptable.[footnoteRef:8] He stated in his book, The Pleasure of the Text, that there are two edges to writing; one should not get too close to either edge but find the seam between them.[footnoteRef:9] If one can find this seam, he argues, then one may create a text that has a ‘rhythm of what is read and what is not read that creates the pleasure of the great narratives’.[footnoteRef:10] A writerly text is therefore one which allows for interpretation; it is written both by the author, and the reader. It is no surprise that authors would begin writing in different ways during a time of socio-cultural upheaval; people began to look inwards for answers as the outwards state of things was not satisfying. Joshua Gang reflects on this idea and cites both John Brenkman and Judith Ryan whose notions suggest that ‘modernist literature [is] anchored by psychological introspection and interiority’.[footnoteRef:11] This leads us to subjectivity. Subjectivity, in general, is defined by Lexico as something that is ‘based on or influenced by personal feelings, tastes, or opinions’.[footnoteRef:12] The traditional way of writing did not allow for subjective interpretation, as traditional ways were more concerned with what was ‘actually’ there, not unperceivable ideas. Edward R. DeZurko, when discussing modernist art, restates Huyghe’s contention that ‘the basis of modern art … was that it was not what a sensation refers to in the outside world that matters but what it evokes in the self.’[footnoteRef:13] Modernism rebelled against the traditional idea of representing the ‘outside world[’s]’ physical beauty, and instead looked for what was within; it could be believed that looking inwards may reveal hidden truths of the ‘self’. These two concepts, the writerly text and the concern with subjectivity, are married to each other through symbolism. Symbolism may have posed as a possible answer to how writers could “collaborate” with readers; symbols are subjective to individuals. Often, however, people do not think to look for them. If a modernist author wanted the symbolism in their writing to be noticed, they had to come up with ways to point the reader in the direction of this symbolism. Symbolism may be a literary device in and of itself, but it is the other devices surrounding it which give readers purpose to search for and think about the symbolism presented to them. Without coming up with new techniques, there would have been no way to represent the subjectivity that modernist writers were concerned with, and therefore the writerly text would never have emerged.  [8:  Christopher Keep, Tim McLaughlin, and Robin Parmar, Readerly and Writerly Texts (2000) <http://www2.iath.virginia.edu/elab/hfl0250.html>]  [9:  Roland Barthes, Richard Miller, and Richard Howard, The Pleasure of the Text (New York: Hill and Wang, 1975), 7 <https://emberilmu.files.wordpress.com/2011/08/roland-barthes-the-pleasure-of-the-text.pdf> ]  [10:  Barthes, Miller, and Howard, The Pleasure of the Text, 11]  [11:  Joshua Gang, 'Mindless Modernism ', NOVEL: A Forum on Fiction, 46.1, (2013), 116, <https://www.jstor.org/stable/43829939>]  [12:  Lexico, Subjective (2020) <https://www.lexico.com/definition/subjective>]  [13:  DeZurko, R. Edward, ‘Modernism and Subjectivity’, The Georgia Review, 23. 1, (1969), 23, <https://www.jstor.org/stable/41396517> 
] 

The role of a forced perspective in modernist literature compels readers to make their own interpretations about narratives; this can lead to different interpretations of symbolism and descriptions throughout a story. In ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’, the story is told through the main characters diary; this forces readers into the perspective of the narrator. By reading through this scope, one may realize they must interpret what the narrator is saying – everyone has their biases, and every person’s truth may be different. For example, the end of ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’ may be interpreted as the narrator walking the room in circles, her shoulder dragging on the wall as she steps over her husband’s fainted body. If one reads past the forced perspective, however, then another interpretation can be found: the narrator has committed suicide. Firstly, near the beginning of the story, the narrator describes the house: ‘There is a delicious garden! … full of box-bordered paths … There were greenhouses, too, but they are all broken now’.[footnoteRef:14] She describes the garden with emphasis calling it ‘delicious’, this strange description for a garden brings our attention to it; then, readers are presented with the broken greenhouses, it is inferred that the places that still have life are in ‘boxes’– the box bordered paths that line the ‘delicious’ garden. Yet the broken greenhouses (that are broken and so therefore not, anymore, a prison) where life should be most abundant, seem desolate – it could be that life is only allowed to live so long as it is in a cage. The narrator writes her feelings of being caged through symbolism; she is unallowed to write and is afraid to say clearly what she is really thinking. One can infer this as chunks about her life are afforded throughout the story. After making a guess as to why the greenhouses are empty and broken, the narrator comments on how her idea of ‘ghostliness’[footnoteRef:15] has been spoiled – keep this foreshadowing in mind. At the end of the story, when the narrator has come to the peak of her presumed postnatal psychosis, she states that she wants to ‘astonish’[footnoteRef:16] her husband, and mentions a rope she has snuck into her room; she asserts it is to tie up the woman in the wall in case she gets out[footnoteRef:17], but as we see later she is the woman in the wall. Then, while beginning to tear the wallpaper off, she states: ‘But I forgot I could not reach far without anything to stand on! This bed will not move!’[footnoteRef:18] Here, she is supposedly trying to reach the wallpaper to tear it off, however it could also be interpreted as her looking for somewhere to tie the rope; then she realizes the bed will not move and tries to hang herself from that instead – it does not work well. We can infer this from her description of the paper as having ‘strangled heads and bulbous eyes’.[footnoteRef:19] From her perspective, she is describing the wallpaper, but if we look at it from a 3rd person perspective, this may be a description of her own head as the rope strains around her neck; highlighting this, she becomes angry and begins to talk about wanting to ‘jump out the window’.[footnoteRef:20] It is barred, however, and she also concludes that it would be ‘improper’ and could be ‘misconstrued’.[footnoteRef:21] This can be interpreted as her being unwilling to parade her body outside the front of the house. Finally, after these moments, the narrative changes – she is now speaking as though she is the woman from inside the wallpaper. She says triumphantly: ‘I am securely fastened now by my well-hidden rope’.[footnoteRef:22] This suggests it is the moment she dies, her struggle against the rope attached to the bed has ended, and she has become something else – something outside the constraints that she had found herself in. A ghost. Sabina Dosani comes to the same conclusion and states: ‘She evokes a voice beyond the grave, the possibility that her narrator is a ghost … [reminding] us of the potential horror of postnatal psychosis, that it can leave children motherless, their fathers widowed, ever haunted’.[footnoteRef:23] It might be argued that this could not be the narrative as the story has been written as a diary – who is there then to write the last entry? I suggest it was scribbled by the narrator, as she slowly chokes off the side of the bed; half still in her body and half an out of body ghost. Her husband, as a representation of the stifling modernity, now a heap on the floor that this ghost can finally pass over. Perhaps by committing suicide, the narrator has freed herself from the limitation of the physical world she finds herself in. John McGowen touches on this idea while discussing a different way to read Joyce’s work through the scope of Oscar Wilde: ‘And we could even argue … that only such soullessness affords true liberation, a complete escape from the limits and punishments (both external and internal) of traditional morality.’[footnoteRef:24] Although it can be reasoned that this idea can not be compared to Gilman’s text due to it possibly not being her own ideologies, it can also be maintained that this idea can be connected to the majority of modernist texts, and could very well fit nicely as a backdrop to the reading of ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’ presented above. The idea that only by becoming inhuman, one can find freedom. Although I am unsure this reading is exactly what Gilman was trying to express at the time of writing, I do believe it highlights the subjectivity of using this type of narrative form, and how symbolism becomes more apparent due to the form itself. It emerges from the every-day traditional, and makes readers question the things they see or are told, thus creating a writerly text.  [14:  Gilman, ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’, 1st section]  [15:  Gilman, ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’, 1st section]  [16:  Gilman, ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’, 11th section]  [17:  Gilman, ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’, 11th section]  [18:  Gilman, ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’, 11th section
]  [19:  Gilman, ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’, 11th section]  [20:  Gilman, ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’, 11th section]  [21:  Gilman, ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’, 11th section]  [22:  Gilman, ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’, 11th section]  [23:  Sabina Dosani, 'The Yellow Wallpaper by Charlotte Perkins Gilman: a gothic story of postnatal psychosis – psychiatry in literature', Cambridge University Press, 213.1, (2018), 1, in <https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.2018.63>]  [24:  John McGowan, 'From Pater to Wilde to Joyce: Modernist Epiphany and the Soulful Self ', Texas Studies in Literature and Language, 32.3, (1990), 441, <https://www.jstor.org/stable/40754942>] 

By fragmenting pieces of stories, and not narrating in direct fashion, readers are given power to interpret empty spaces that streams of consciousness leave. In ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’, T.S. Eliot consistently juxtaposes moments of serenity with images of disillusionment. The moments in between that bring these two opposites together have been left out, leaving the reader to figure out what has created this chaos through the context of the entirety of the poem put together. The poem begins with an epigraph from Dante's Purgatorio in its original language, stirring frustration in readers from the beginning who may not know the language. This creates an expectation in the reader that the poem will be one of disjointed thoughts or moments. Then, almost immediately, one notices the struggling nature of the poem: ‘When the evening is spread out against the sky | Like a patient etherized on the table’.[footnoteRef:25] Furthermore, a few lines down: ‘Streets that follow like a tedious argument | Of insidious intent’.[footnoteRef:26] This ‘patient etherized on the table’ and the argument of ‘insidious intent’ make the reader realize that although this is a ‘love song’, it is not set in happy terms. From the beginning of the poem readers are given reason to read between the lines. Had this not been written in a stream of consciousness, readers would have little reason to wonder what the significance is of the narrator’s choice of juxtaposition as sentiment would not be the prime focus of the narrative. Not only this, but similarly to the previous paragraph on ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’, it is in the mind of a character, giving even more power to the reader to interpret the information they are being told; again, subjectivity of a first person narrator means readers miss out on other perspectives. Then, suddenly, the stream of consciousness shifts to a ‘room [where] the women come and go | talking of Michelangelo’.[footnoteRef:27] The fact that this line is repeated twice in the narrator’s stream of consciousness at different points in the poem, illustrates the importance of the moments in between. One can find that between these two moments the narrator’s mind is taken with thoughts of yellow fog and smoke.[footnoteRef:28] The fragmentation of the banal conversations that the narrator is hearing encompasses these thoughts of encroaching fog and smoke; the narrator may be questioning the nature of humans and how they creep into every crack of the world as ‘yellow fog’ and smoke do. This connection of the fog to humans is highlighted by the line: ‘And seeing that it was a soft October night, | Curled once about the house, and fell asleep’.[footnoteRef:29] These lines are supposedly speaking about the fog or smoke, but they sound more like a man coming home late from work, curling up in his bed exhausted, and falling asleep. This yellow fog also appears to act as an anchor between the thoughts of the narrator in this moment and the words he wonders he should say in a moment between him and another later on.[footnoteRef:30] By keeping similar visuals readers can be made aware that he is still in the same area, even though his stream of consciousness is all over the place. Again, fragmentation of putting similar images in different parts of the poem somehow binds it together, and the parts in between this binding become more visible to readers. This creates moments, or ‘surfaces’, that readers can latch onto when trying to make sense of a narrative. While discussing ‘surfaces’ in literary Modernism, Adams states: ‘Still more frequent is the use of unreliable (absurd or contradictory) and unsettling narrators, from whose faltering indications the reader must construct whatever consecutive and coherent shape he can’.[footnoteRef:31] Consequently, by making readers feel disjointed, they are implored to look in between the moments and words to find personal significance to the narrative. Eliot’s use of stream of consciousness may have been a reactionary response to his time, but nonetheless it aided in the formation of the writerly text.  [25:  Eliot, ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’, Poems, ll. 2-3]  [26:  Eliot, ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’, Poems, ll. 8-9]  [27:  Eliot, ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’, Poems, ll. 13-14]  [28:  Eliot, ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’, Poems, ll. 15-22, 24-25, 70-72]  [29:  Eliot, ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’, Poems, ll. 21-22]  [30:  Eliot, ‘The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’, Poems, ll. 69-72]  [31:  Adams, 'What Was Modernism?', 26] 

Epiphanic moments create a jerk in a reader’s awareness, giving them reason to search the text for meaning past the mundane. Many, if not all, of the stories in ‘Dubliners’ by James Joyce have simple, unassuming plotlines. It is this simplicity, however, that makes the epiphanic moments of these stories so significant. Golbarg Khorsand quotes Derik Leonard regarding epiphanies in Joyce’s literature: ‘what makes such a moment a literary and stylistic masterstroke is Joyce’s careful preparation for this moment…’.[footnoteRef:32] It is the fact that these epiphanies are surrounded by the mundane which makes their effect on the reader so powerful; these lead readers to search for more throughout the text. In ‘Araby’ the epiphany presents itself in the last line: ‘Gazing up into the darkness I saw myself as a creature driven and derided by vanity; and my eyes burned with anguish and anger.’[footnoteRef:33] The narrator realizes that the bazaar was nothing he expected, and that the love he has been chasing could be just as empty and fleeting. He realizes he is left as ‘a creature’, only driven by his ‘vanity’. Not only can we see the reading just presented, due to the epiphanic moment causing readers to look deeper into other moments throughout the story, other readings can be taken as well. For example, Golbarg Khorsand sees the story, as well as all the other Dubliner stories, as being metaphoric of Ireland in and of itself. Khorsand argues: ‘this epiphanic image symbolizes the actual vanity and meaninglessness of an Irish generation’.[footnoteRef:34] Instead of seeing the story as a sentiment on the disenchantment of love, he reads it as a metaphor for an entire Irish generation. ‘Araby’ contains a strong epiphany at the end, and once the reader reaches this epiphany, they feel a kind of incompleteness – this leads to a rereading and reassessing of other literary devices that could be symbolistic for the meaning of the story, furthermore allowing readers to surmise their own interpretations of it.  [32:  Golbarg Khorsand, ‘Paths to Paralysis: Symbolism and Narratology in James Joyce’s “Araby” and “Eveline”’, Epiphany, 7.2, (2014), 98, <http://dx.doi.org/10.21533/epiphany.v7i2.109> ]  [33:  James Joyce, ‘Araby’, Dubliners]  [34:  Golbarg Khorsand, ‘Paths to Paralysis’, 98
] 

Due to changing ideologies in a rapidly modernizing world, authors thoughts were turned to the significance of subjectivity; they attempted to find hidden truths that may sate them, where the physical truths could not. Owing to this sudden interest in subjectivity, the use of literary devices such as forced perspective, stream of consciousness, and epiphanies (among others not mentioned) grew in popularity and allowed writers to “collaborate” with readers in a way that had not been done before. Now, with the guidance of these devices, readers were given reason to search for symbolism and other marks that would give stories the quality of a subjective reading – the writerly text. The emergence of this type of writing changed how people viewed narratives and made way for fresh ways of expressing the human experience. To further develop these ideas, my next essay will focus on the effects of modernization, and present how modernist authors used symbolism and narrative to express the alienation that comes with sudden change. 
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