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Introduction

This book offers a composite portrait of Gertrude Stein at the junction of textual, visual, and theoretical realms. My study presents Gertrude Stein first and foremost as an American woman who fought her way into literary culture. Her career was a progress toward the podium. I begin with Stein’s appropriation of European modernity, her access to language, culture, and writing and end by discussing her achievement in American literature. Her understanding of identity as thoroughly immersed in history, the body, geographical location, and interpersonal and power relations had significant consequences on her writing. Perhaps to a greater extent than that of her modernist colleagues, her work bridges the distance between art and life, questioning the dynamics of reading and reception.

Among the material aspects of Stein’s artistic development were her struggle for and against American intellectual sources, photographic and painterly images of her person, the conscious use of clothes to accede to the fantasy of the artist, thinking about herself as modern, and the domestic situation of writing. Considering these aspects proves useful because we can understand the seemingly solitary and non-American formal experimentalism of her earlier years as part of a larger attempt at redefining the boundaries between the private and the public spheres. On Stein’s part, this redefinition insists upon her work having a place in the world of public culture, a challenge for any modernist woman writer and intellectual. On our part, the consequence of this redefinition demands seeing Stein’s writing (too often still judged cryptic and forbidding) in the critical context of public concerns. In public forms such as opera and lectures, the experimentalism of her earlier years raises questions about literary studies. She concentrates on the parallel vicissitudes of aesthetics and sociality. The question of how individuals become part of a social community implicates the reader’s or viewer’s inclusion in the reception of the work of art. Far from championing a modernist Utopian belief in art, she invites us to consider her writing as a cultural, critical act. Whether we call it a theatre of the self or an open work,1 her page conjures a place where meaning depends on the encounter of a set of private concerns with a set of public ones. Stein’s life-long struggle between private (or experimental writing) and public (or audience-oriented writing) points to the larger drama of the critical task of writing. This consists in tracking the phantoms that are often denied by abstract notions of identity and community.

With the expression ‘woman without qualities’ I intend to assimilate Stein’s work to an early twentieth-century modernity characterized by a growing awareness of others. This birthed an aesthetic based on the philosophical fall of the unique individual into the anonymity of the average humanity. With the fall of the unique individual, art is liberated into life. The freedom of the artist loses symbolic consensus; from privileged storyteller, the writer becomes as everyone else. Like her modernist colleagues, Stein is anxious about the ‘death’ of the author. But instead of repressing its consequences, she advantageously exploits them. She uses her page to explore how meaning is composed by the writer’s self-perception. Within the collective European metaphor of the writer as a modern everyman, Stein works by perceiving herself as a nineteenth-century woman who wishes to become modern, a private woman who wishes to become public. Later in her life, at the time of her American lectures, she turns away from the European stasis of what she termed ‘daily life’ (LA 49) to embrace an American poetics of movement. She did so to cover her struggle to negotiate a desirable, powerful American cultural presence. The Stein I prefer is the woman who embraces the modernist image of the writer as fallen storyteller and by that accomplishes the self-transformation from nineteenth-century well-to-do American to twentieth-century writer. She forces upon us an intransigent questioning of the meaning of writing and reading as these activities relate to the societies in which we wish to live. A closer look at how Stein interpreted modern culture can help us better understand why she has become such a desirable subject for critical thought and theories of reading in recent years.

Stein’s reputation has gone through many phases: from the appreciation of her contemporaries to the neglect of the New Critical era, to a renaissance initiated by feminism and continued by postmodernism and lesbian and gay studies. In the course of time, Stein’s work has become a palimpsest for different critical schools—French feminism, poststructuralism and postmodernism among them. She has been valued as a writer and thinker. As Marianne DeKoven writes in her introduction to the 1996 issue of Modern Fiction Studies commemorating the fiftieth anniversary of Stein’s death, Stein’s import in literary studies has increased in ways that encourage not only celebrations aimed at making amends for a belated recognition but also inquiries into her politics (Transformations of Gertrude Stein’ 471). Inquiry into even the most contradictory aspects of Stein’s personality is concomitant with monumental studies about her composition method, revealing her influence on past writers and influencing new ones.2 In the wake of the contemporary crisis of literary theory, she has been upheld as a pioneer of the search for new, non-repressive theories of reading.3 Today, Gertrude Stein is no longer neglected. On the contrary, her material understanding of identity as always mediated by history and place has released scholars from the obligation to justify her variety of modernism, enabling her readers to recognize in her a perceptive citizen of our time, close to our moods and sensibility. Today, the question is why her uniqueness is valuable to us. My study, which obviously, could not have been conceived without this rich scholarly discourse, participates in the ongoing debate approaching the question of Stein’s contemporary value from three perspectives: a) Stein’s use of European modernity, b) visual self-presentation and cultural access, and c) her contribution to literary studies and contemporary aesthetics. In the first two headings, feminist and cultural studies interests overlap, whereas the third is more specifically related to the crisis of literary studies and the thorny question of literary value.

a) Stein’s use of European modernity. As I tried to piece together my narrative of a woman’s progress toward the podium, I became fascinated with Stein’s use of European modernity as a fantasy. By this I mean that modernity functions as a ‘pass’ that, as an American woman, Stein receives to fully participate in public discourse. I discuss her love of Cézanne as a means of access to culture. Her attachment to Cézanne and the ideas of his painting empowered Stein to perceive herself as an intellectual agent in her own right.

Certainly, European modernity is an objective set of aesthetic tenets, traditionally including shock, abstraction, and fragmented continuities.4 But Stein makes us see ideas as a collector would. If collecting objects can create an identity (Pearce 272), so can appropriating ideas and cultural configurations. Far from producing dislocation, this method proves liberating. Stein understood that the freedom of the artist is a myth. She traded it for the fantasy of the writer. With this expression I want to suggest that the writer, as the member of a social community, has an identity shaped by historical and geographical circumstances as well as by personal subjective factors. Precisely because of this conjoining, the writer’s link to the rest of humanity requires imaginative reconceptions.

Stein developed a special sensitivity to the ways in which power operates in culture from her knowledge of art and collecting. Her critical reaction to power is perhaps the reason for ‘the intellectual violence’ done to her reputation (Stimpson, ‘Review Essay: Reading Gertrude Stein’ 271). Stein had no illusions about the freedom of the artist.5 As an art collector, she was predisposed to understanding the production of art in terms of patronage and its modern metaphors. She knew that, to some extent, creativity thrives on concrete and less concrete forms of commission and is deeply steeped in the relations between patron and artist, two viable terms implicating reader and writer. She was especially alert to the nuances of human character, as well as to the role of power in the emergence of the work of art. Accordingly, painting, especially Cézanne, became for Stein an imaginary form of patronage. It encouraged a writing that reacted to power more with formal experimentation and less by romancing a moral or spiritual negative dialectic. Without modernity’s imaginary patronage, her writing would have been harder to pursue and perhaps less significant.

b) Visual self-presentation and cultural access. Stein’s transformations, especially her assimilation to postmodernism, have effectively eradicated the question of her looks, which had often been used to negatively evaluate her writing. In the past, observers had found it legitimate to take traits of her body and turn them into the negative qualities of her work. Famous, in this context, is Edmund Wilson’s ‘fatty degeneration’ (qtd. in DeKoven, ‘Transformations of Gertrude Stein’ 471). In this study I devote some chapters to her image because the kind of visual dialogue Stein establishes with her readers raises exquisitely literary questions. Before the onset of feminist studies she appeared as either ‘an eccentric lady’ (Ashbery 1971) or as ‘fat [. . .] and masculine, similar to a Buddha or a roman emperor’ (Minervino 61). Interestingly enough, these two portraits were authored by favorable reviewers of the Stein collection on the occasion of the MoMA exhibition Four Americans in Paris (1970), meant to establish the importance of the Steins as American collectors.6 It is as if not even her great achievement as an art lover and collector, especially in the period before World War I, could be praised without calling her physical self into question.

Contemporary writers have changed all this, transforming Stein into a muse who acknowledges their literary aspirations and therefore their desire to be present in culture.7 Stein’s visual self-presentation suggests that she felt that to write is to negotiate an entrance into culture that has been traditionally problematic for women. She consciously used clothes and self-image to assert her right to cultural belonging. In light of this conscious use, the past attacks against her personality reveal an aversion precisely to what we, with our poststructuralist wisdom, like best about Stein. In a way, to appreciate her notion of identity as constructed is tantamount to valuing her tendency to use ideas like objects that bolster up identity, like art objects or clothes. Thus, even if our approaches to her texts have eradicated the issue of her physical appearance and its compatibility with standard views of a real author, the past doubts about Stein should not be forgotten. They remind us that behind notions such as authenticity and coherence, which today are universally attacked, lies a profound cultural difficulty in thinking, without ideological or psychic reservations, about the right of individuals to full cultural access and participation.

We have learned to reject repressive notions like authenticity and coherence, and Stein, who has had no small role in this reconstruction, is no longer perceived as a cerebral Medusa. Nonetheless, it remains difficult to find ways of reading that aspire to be inclusive while not repressing varieties of reading experience, as Juliana Spahr’s excellent study confirms. Focusing on Stein’s appearance and the literary persona she wanted to project helps me to suggest how—if one of our priorities is to use reading to build communities—it is also important not to overlook the affective undercurrents of communities. This means considering how communities tend to coalesce around favored images and envision cultural access through the limits of those accepted ideals. From this point of view, it is good that Stein’s personality gets in the way. In this study, her visual image is inseparable from literary questions such as what enables us to recognize meaningful texts when we read them, which is to say, what factors play into our evaluation of meaningful authors when we see them. An attention to Stein’s image and how it addresses the gaze of her viewers helps me connect to the ongoing critical debate in Stein studies, inviting inquiry into the kind of literary object she has become for the present. If her critical transformations reflect our own changing standards of literary desirability and beauty, then she can also contribute to our understanding of larger critical problems involving literary value and how to assess it.

c) Stein’s contribution to literary studies and contemporary aesthetics. Because of her careful negotiations, Stein is a woman of letters whose questions about the meaning of writing are especially cogent in a critical climate hostile to abstract notions of human subjectivity and to imposed notions of communal cohesion. These are suspected to foster hierarchical divisions between significant and insignificant members of the human community. If Stein’s texts are open, if they show that norms are artificial, if we like them for their postmodern capacity to subvert dominant narratives, then they also ask about the meaning of writing in a world where more and more write and where everybody may come to write. Stein raises the issue of identity when living means writing. Happening in the silent folds of life, writing becomes synonymous with self-recognition. At the same time, this sense of self-recognition is inseparable from writing’s ‘natural’ drive for publication, if only in the rudimentary form of the interpersonal encounter. Since publication, even if only at an imaginary level, remains the goal of writing, for someone whose identity is caught up in writing, recognition must remain indeterminate: ‘Am I I’ (GHA 405), or, ‘Am 11 because my little dog knows me’ (GHA 405). In other words, if writing is part of life, when is one a real authors?8

If art and life overlap, if writing means daily living, then how does the issue of recognition change for the writer? The oscillation between writing and success, a theme in Stein’s work, dramatizes precisely the extent to which writing is a metaphor for social emancipation: textual significance equals social significance or visibility. Contemporary critical thought has depended on this view for innovation. Breaking out of silence and into public presence, from the 1960s on, has been essential to the progress of criticism. We can now pause and think about the axiom that the greatest publication affords the greatest sense of recognition. We can ask if this emancipation, which is always bound to leave some behind, is an adequate approach to the responsibility of our times, which is that of encouraging the growth of human resources, including their full unfolding and unimpeded movement. What kind of ideas will do for the task? How can they be encouraged within institutions of education against these institutions’ ossifying power?9 I am not saying that Stein can answer these questions. I am saying that if we read her, we are likely to stumble on these overwhelming questions. Writing was for Stein, the woman without qualities, a vast metaphor for human connection: ‘Who write/The human mind write’ (GHA 399). While not negating her controversial politics, I am interested in arguing that she reaches us more effectively when she asks about desire, access, and full cultural participation because she makes us think about the conditions that communities put on the enjoyment of cultural belonging.

In her mature work she turned to the problem of social cohesion, with an ever growing attention to the punishing quality of abstract notions of human identity. Toward the end of her life she created perhaps her most tragic heroine, Susan B. Anthony. She realized that there is an enjoyment of exclusion at the heart of the social tie and that the hold of collective phantoms is stronger than any democratic demand:

	(A Snowy landscape. A Negro man and a Negro woman)



	Susan B.

	Negro man would you vote if you only can and not she.



	Negro Man.

	You bet.



	Susan B.

	I fought for you that you could vote would you vote if they would not let me.



	Negro Man.

	Holy gee. (MUA 67)






The warmth of exclusion causes the fraudulent divide between private and public to crumble:

	John Adams

	Dear Miss Constance Fletcher, it is a great pleasure that I kneel at your feet, but I am Adams, I kneel at the feet of none, not any one, dear Miss Constance Fletcher dear dear Miss Constance Fletcher I kneel at your feet, you would have ruined my father if I had had one but I have had one and you had ruined him, dear Miss Constance Fletcher if I had not been an Adams I would have kneeled at your feet.



	C. Fletcher John Adams (shuddering)

	And kissed my hand And kissed your hand



	C. Fletcher

	What a pity, no not what a pity it is better so, but what a pity what a pity it is what a pity.



	John Adams

	Do not pity me kind beautiful lovely Miss

Constance Fletcher do not pity me, no do not pity me, I am an Adams I am not pitiable. (MUA 62-3)






Private love mirrors public subjection; community means a scramble to escape a submissive position (‘I am an Adams I am not pitiable’). Of herself she wrote: ‘She always was, she always is, tormented by the problem of the external and the internal’ (AABT 112). How does the literary imagination react to the perilous conjoining of internal and external?10 Traditional genres will no longer do because they encourage an imagined community that feeds on death. Here is Walter Benjamin in The Storyteller’: ‘What draws the reader to the novel is the hope of warming his shivering life with a death he reads about’ (Illuminations 101). Some might think Benjamin’s remark pretentious. Yet, it would seem that to fully overcome modernism and let our times speak, we should at least have solved the question of feeding on the death of others. Literature, Benjamin suspected, can endorse a social tie tinged by the death drive or the warmth of exclusion. From this point of view, Stein’s poetics of vitality is an attempt at overcoming modernism.

The question: when is one a real author? implies another. When is a text a valuable text? For a while, contemporary criticism assessed literary value while diminishing the importance of interpretive practices that would update literary canons, creating more inclusive democratic societies. From the theory of the open work onwards, with its expansion in the direction of semiotics, feminism, psychoanalysis, theory, and visuality, literary criticism sought alternatives to the hierarchical ranking of texts. But despite the transformations, the divide between producer and receiver or reader and critic remains an issue for contemporary aesthetics. Even the most enlightened theories seem to reinstate the divide. The critic has actually been seen as a figure who neutralizes the audiences’ active participation in the reception of creative work.11 Stein contributes to the debate by calling attention to the role that the individual receiver’s free or random associations play in interpretation. How does, she asks, the ‘emotional time’ (LA 94) of the receiver get inserted into the collective space of meaning? How does private meaning merge with public meaning? And if the public interpretation of the critic is premised on the repression of a certain private randomness, then what is the alternative? How should we rethink the relation of critic-reader? Stein has been wrongly viewed as a destroyer of forms. Because of her reservations about a full reciprocity between aesthetics and society, she cannot be said to espouse the notion of a genteel literary diversity that the eye can appreciate especially through the metaphor of the close-knit artifact. But neither is she against forms. On the contrary, her uniqueness lies in the fact that she pushes the boundaries of formalism. Her self-reflexive writing confirms that literary innovation hinges around formalist moments.12 In agreement with contemporary aesthetic theories that issue from the art of the 1950s, Robert Rauschenberg’s in particular, Stein maintains that the individual participation of the viewer in systems of meaning remains the next challenge for critical discourse.

The first four chapters of my study examine Stein’s modernist rise, her conscious self-fashioning, and our reception of her image. Chapter 1 sets .the tone for the discussion examining the role of European modernity in Stein’s claim to creativity and her affirmation as an American writer. Chapter 2 reads The Making of Americans as a novel of apprenticeship in which Stein sheds the burden of American provincialism in matters of aesthetics but also discovers the deepest sources of her writing in the American intellectual tradition. In chapter 3 I discuss the role that clothes and her friendship with Mabel Dodge Luhan had in Stein’s transformation from average woman with a Puritan face to avant-garde writer. Chapter 4 picks up again the motif of clothes and technologies of the self to evaluate Stein as a modernist icon through the comparison with another modernist cult figure, Adrienne Monnier. The last three chapters turn to the question of Stein’s contribution to literary studies today. In chapter 5 I take my cue from Picasso’s 1906 portrait of Gertrude Stein (which remains the official image of the American writer) to discuss Stein’s aesthetic views, particularly on artistic value and innovation. The last two chapters argue for an affinity between Stein and contemporary aesthetics based on the active participation of every individual reader or viewer. In chapter 6, devoted to Four Saints in Three Acts, I contend that this affinity stems from Stein’s meditation on American literary origins, especially on the relation of aesthetics and sociality as it is posed in Anne Bradstreet’s poetry and in the thought of William James. In the final chapter, on Lectures in America, Stein becomes the historiographer of her unpublished manuscripts. The legendary opposition between notebooks and success now reveals its philosophical implications, indicating the gap between thought and representation. Her public performance skilfully encodes her often misunderstood intellectual commitment to the tradition of women’s struggle for public presence in America. I close with two appendices, one on Stein and the performing arts, and another on her influence in contemporary European painting.

I first encountered Gertrude Stein on a gorgeous spring day in Rome. I was 20 and believed in writing. At that time, writing meant notebooks: started, finished, and stacked up somewhere on a shelf or in a drawer. Never intended for public display, it resembled a private affection, with the self as its primary object. I am not talking about the love of self-discovery. Affection means feeling and bodily condition. The verb related to it, to affect, names different forms of influence: touch, impress, strike, sway. It implies, says the Webster dictionary, the action of a stimulus that can produce a response or a force that brings about a change. The private routine served to touch the self so that it would be real and there. The book I brought back to my room proved a good read. The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas recounted the rise of European modernity, roughly in the period covering the end of the eighteenth century and a good first half of the twentieth-century, as a story accessible to everybody. Here was post-Baudelaire Paris, whose streets continued to be roamed and mined for poetic matter; here was the literary salon, where cultural history was made before it was known; here, finally, were the coteries of rising artists, brilliant, ambitious, litigious, sometimes ill and sometimes cruel. The crisp, unrelenting chatter of the prose built an engrossing human tableau of the kind one would have expected to find serialized in Vogue or Vanity Fair. Yet, modernism’s enchanted kaleidoscope had a puzzling effect. Gertrude Stein, whose name appeared on the book cover, had delegated the story of her life to Alice B. Toklas, whose autobiography coincided with that of the author. At the book’s end, I learned that I had been reading a novel about the progress of Gertrude Stein from literary obscurity to the status of literary personality, someone readers talk about.

The scene of the notebooks, shut and unpretentious but in full view on an imposing Renaissance table, stuck in my mind. Modernism meant being suspended between the silence of the closed notebooks and the clamor of movements, the mind thinking and worldly success. I did not know then that The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas (1932) was part of a diptych. Written in the same year, Stanzas in Meditation replaces Toklas’s Orphic ease with dejection and despondency. The bright hues and the optimism of the first panel yield to washed-out grays in the second. Despite the title’s appeal to a dream of Renaissance plenitude,13 the poetic sequence resembles those somber paintings of Jasper Johns in the early 1960s, canvasses like In Memory of My Feelings-Frank O’Hara or No, where an objectless field conjures a maker struck by the semiotic slumber of the world.14

I wanted to write this book to understand, from the distance of time, why the oscillation between writing as private affection and writing as symbolic exchange was so meaningful to the young woman. In part, the divide is highly representative of an epoch when avant-garde art existed side by side with mass or commercial culture (Poggioli 134). The fact that Stein shows herself as wavering between the two indicates that her indecision has a larger import that cannot be reduced to a personal trait. Her sense of division between a private dimension of writing and a public one is responsible for her original combination of issues of production and reception, and reflects her important contribution to twentieth-century aesthetics. About this contribution much remains to be said. I might have begun because I wanted to examine the cultural value of Stein’s personal oscillation between notebooks and audience-oriented writing, but I soon realized that this involved settling for a composite portrait of the American writer. Along the interweaving lines of biography and intellect, the initial concrete divide between notebooks and fame multiplied into other larger questions. (From what I can tell, Stein’s contributions to fashion studies, to the history of taste, and to the history of American oratory remain open to inquiry.) As I write this introduction and try to explain why I chose to privilege Stein’s struggle for cultural presence, I am comforted by Julia Kristeva’s work on feminine genius. Like the women discussed by Kristeva, Stein became an innovator because she was able to surpass herself. Kristeva writes:


To appeal to the genius of the individual is not to underestimate the weight of History—these three women [Arendt, Klein, Colette] faced up to history as much and as well as any others, with courage and a sense of realism—but to attempt to free the feminine condition, and more generally the human condition, from the constrains of biology, society, and destiny by placing the emphasis on the importance of the conscious and unconscious initiative of the subject faced with the program dictated by these various determinisms. (‘Is There a Feminine Genius?’ 496)



Similarly, in Stein’s case, I wanted to move to center-stage what Kristeva terms ‘subjective initiative’ and ‘highly personal force,’ to offer the portrait of a woman who was willing to face up to history. Her obsession with vitality, which came from the fear that writing would congeal thinking,15 her conscious self-fashioning as an American intellectual balanced between private writing and public approval continue to invite larger questions about self-realization and freedom in our world, at a time when these values cannot be taken for granted.16





Chapter 1

The Woman Without Qualities


The woman writing

Gertrude Stein’s best-seller, The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas, begins with the scene of a woman writing. When the Toklas character offers us a tour of Stein’s life in Paris, full of international artists and still unvalued pictures, she prefaces it: ‘Before I tell you about the guests I must tell you what I saw’ (AABT 8). In the middle of the atelier she sees ‘a lovely inkstand, and at one end of it note-books neatly arranged, the kind of note-books french children use, with pictures of earthquakes and explorations on the outside of them’ (AABT 8-9). When compared to the paintings that cover ‘all the walls right up to the ceiling’ (AABT 9), the unpublished manuscripts, which she will subsequently type, proofread, edit and, in some cases, publish, appear as if a secondary, almost diminutive object. But closed as they are, they occupy the center of the atelier and testify to the significance of a silent writing that goes on when we no one is looking.

You will remember a somewhat similar scene in Virginia Woolf’s The Waves (1931). The children venture into Elvedon and see a woman writing:


Now we are in the ringed wood with the wall round it. This is Elvedon. I have seen signposts at the crossroads with one arm pointing ‘To Elvedon.’ No one has been there. The ferns smell very strong, and there are red funguses growing beneath them. Now we wake the sleeping daws who have never seen a human form; now we tread on rotten oak apples, red with age and slippery. There is a ring of wall round this wood; nobody comes here.

[· · ·]

‘Put your foot on this brick. Look over the wall. That is Elvedon. The lady sits between the two long windows, writing’ (The Waves 17).



Both Alice B. Toklas and the children in The Waves are witnesses: they report about a writing in danger of never reaching us because it might remain buried in interiors. The still life with ink-stand and unread notebooks stacked on the Renaissance table lures Toklas. And Stein uses Toklas as a narrative foil to make us fall in love with the writing scene.

Stein’s unpublished notebooks belong squarely in a modern culture whose climate is best captured by Luigi Pirandello’s formula ‘one, no one, and one hundred-thousand’ [uno, nessuno e centomila].1 The formula sums up a pervasive loss of individuality that invests every social group. In Charles Baudelaire’s time, the writer’s attempt to negotiate his belonging to a humanity of men and women without qualities had changed poetry into a drama of consciousness attended by estrangement and unreality.2 In the earlier part of the twentieth century, the question became whether, in taking up his place among anonymous singularities, the writer would be able to write at all. Now, the value and status of the writing act are at stake. Roland Barthes put it memorably when he said that around 1860 writing ended (Lyotard 352). He meant the end of writing in the sense of a socially accepted metaphoric language that absorbs social conflicts and creates cohesiveness by means of great units of meaning. Modern anthropology has called these units ‘mythemes’ (Lyotard 353). After that, a poetic language rises whose function is not social but critical. Writing no longer respects a collective code; rather, it deconstructs socially accepted forms. Language speaks the unconscious of the poet, and reading becomes the experience of individuals who connect on the basis of a privately shared code. Those involved in reading are like people tracking each other’s phantoms (Lyotard 353).

In Robert Musil’s novel, from which I borrow my title, the man without qualities meets his readers from behind a windowpane. He is a solitary observer safely separated from the crowd but also spiritually fallen in their midst. As he stands at the window, an outdoor scene of movement is before him; behind him the interior is a room lined with books. His gaze wanders beyond the light-green filter of his house garden toward the openness of the street. Cars, coaches, buses, and people in turn attract and repel his gaze, forcing it along a restless route (Musil 1 : 8-9). The external view holds the same sense of excitement, chance, movement and flow that we have learned to appreciate from the taxi cab scene in A Room of One’s Own or the wanderings of James Joyce’s modern hero. Musil’s man without qualities is symbolic of someone at a pass, poised between two worlds, a social exterior full of possibilities and the cultural interior at his back (the walls lined with books). Gertrude Stein belongs to modern culture first and foremost because of the wavering between the internal world of her manuscripts and the external one of publication and social success. To Henry McBride, a loyal admirer ‘who used to keep Gertrude Stein’s name before the public all those tormented years’ and ‘did not believe in worldly success’ (AABT 114), Gertrude Stein ‘used to answer dolefully, don’t you think I will ever have any success, I would like to have a little, you know. Think of my unpublished manuscripts’ (AABT 114). The manuscripts and worldly success thematize two conflicting universes divided by thin glass. They figure that tension between collective codes, on the one hand, and the freedom of more individualized forms of creation and reception typical of contemporary views of modernity, on the other. As a participant in modernity, this is how Stein looks at herself: ‘She always was, she always is, tormented by the problem of the external and the internal’ (AABT 112).

Of course, what initially appears as a structural gap is also a novelistic fabrication. Even though she continued to meditate on the unresolved opposition between experimental and audience-oriented writing, also referred to as human mind and human nature in The Geographical History of America, Stein did publish all along. The Autobiography treats us to an impressive list of achievements. But the basic divide remains valued in her writing as an object of representation, or an object of meditation because it is the key to Stein’s unique contribution to the literary period we call Modernism. Certainly for her, as for Ezra Pound and the others, modernism indicates a literary and spiritual program of innovation. But her aim was less to transcend American provincialism than to attain a sense of belonging to the American public sphere. When she called Pound a ‘village explainer’ she meant that the anxiety about American literary provincialism ruled his imagination, and thus when he said ‘make it new’ that sounded more like the work of mourning for a lost entitlement than a real awakening. From the vantage point of Gertrude Stein, modernism becomes a special attachment to European modernity. In the next section, through the example of Cézanne, I will discuss how an aesthetic set of ideas becomes for Stein a cultural access that her self-perception as a bourgeois Puritan would not otherwise have made possible.




The eros of pictures

Painting and Paul Cézanne preside over Gertrude Stein’s birth into modern culture. This birth is amply documented both in The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas and in Lectures in America, where she presents herself as a woman with no particular trade except that of looking at pictures. In her reassuring and unpretentious American plain speaking, Stein brilliantly encapsulates a momentous transition from the nineteenth-century flaneur to twentieth-century focused desire.


The only thing [. . . ] that I never get tired of doing is looking at pictures. There is no reason for it but for some reason, anything reproduced by paint, preferably, I may even say certainly, by oil paints on a flat surface holds my attention. I do not really care for water colors or pastels, they do not really hold my attention.

I cannot remember when I was not so. (LA 59-60)



Roaming the streets of Paris, looking and listening no longer suffice to induce writing or justify it. For writing to happen, now one must first imagine the scene of a passage to it. The material thickness and the visual tactility of oil paint seduce her enough to make her naturally belong to writing.

When in 1903 she started to buy Cézannes, her writing had already begun. In the same year, she had written Q.E.D. and was at work on an early version of The Making of Americans.3 But in The Autobiography, Stein represents her encounter with Cézanne as the experience of an awakening. Here is the well-known anecdote:


During Gertrude Stein’s last two years at the Medical School, Johns Hopkins, Baltimore, 1900-1903, her brother was living in Florence. There he heard of a painter named Cézanne and saw paintings by him owned by Charles Loeser. When he and his sister made their home in Paris the following year they went to Vollard’s the only picture dealer who had Cézannes for sale, to look at them. (AABT 27)



She adds: The first visit to Vollard has left an indelible impression on Gertrude Stein’ (27). After a few more lines on that first visit she and her brother ‘asked to see Cézannes’ (28). Followed by flash-forwards, the narrative seems to revert back to the original encounter: ‘There were Cézannes to be seen at Vollard’s. Later on Gertrude Stein wrote a poem called Vollard and Cézanne, and Henry McBride printed it in the New York Sun. This was the first fugitive piece of Gertrude Stein’s to be so printed and it gave both her and Vollard a great pleasure’ (AABT 28). ‘Later on’ was in 1912, the date of ‘Monsieur Vollard and Cézanne’, printed by Henry McBride in 1915. But the narrative strategy seems to annul chronological distance of almost a decade. As we read, ‘later on’ is strangely close to that first visit. Despite the distance in time, ‘the first fugitive piece [. . .] to be so printed’ (AABT 28) seems to have issued directly from the original visit. The suspension of time helps Stein convey not so much her artistic affiliation to Cézanne, which of course is not in doubt, as the sense of a personal liberation. Cézanne gave her poetry, a newfound self-esteem as a writer capable of non-constricted writing (‘fugitive pieces’) that aspires to be printed and even lures the general press, as mention of Henry McBride and The New York Sun suggests.

In this sense, her writing began with Cézanne because he finally made available for Stein the fantasy of the writer.4 The powerful but unrecognized artist helped her deal with the fear that her writing would remain marginal, an appendix in the life of yet another bourgeois American collector in Paris. Stein tells us that it is as an average American collector that she first encounters Cézanne, when she mentions that at the time she and her brother Leo both preferred landscapes: ‘They told Monsieur Vollard they wanted to see some Cézanne landscapes’ (AABT 28). This preference is a clear indication that both Stein and her brother perceived themselves, at some imaginary level at least, as the descendants of a line of American art collectors with a marked taste for scenes of rustic, family, or social life (Boime 116). Stein grew up loving Jean-François Millet’s Man with a Hoe (LA 65-66), the same picture the Huntingtons, major American collectors after the Vanderbilts, adored (Boime 136). ‘Landscapes,’ thus is used as a code word for an art taste that absorbs social conflicts in aesthetic contemplation. While they exploited workers, Vanderbilt and Huntington bought scenes of festive farmers of the Barbizon and Dusseldorf schools (Boime 137). When after the first visit she joined the circle of ‘early Cézanne lovers’ (AABT 28) and fell for Cézanne, Stein begins to think of herself as a woman who turns her back on the familial and national inhibitions that had conditioned her creative apprenticeship. Her love of Cézanne means the end of an initial and unsuccessful writing phase when the denial of approval by her family (in the person of her authoritative brother Leo) combined with her own dissatifaction with the biographical psychologism of early pieces like Q.E.D. and Fernhurst. These might be important in terms of Stein’s sexual difference but are not stylistically innovative. With her love of Cézanne, Stein conveys her access to the fantasy, henceforth worn like comfortable clothes, of the artist who, by definition, innovates. Seen through that love, the notion of success changes. To succeed means to pursue writing despite her dangerous involvement in European modernity, Stein’s major link to a radical desire for change and innovation.

In the 1920s, a time when her writing perilously oscillated between dejection and self-esteem, disillusionment and belief, it is significant that she reminisced about the Cézanne ‘romance’ (AABT 28). The literary portrait ‘Cézanne’ (1923) records the elation of a full access to the fantasy of the writer successful on her own terms. The portrait begins with a set of differently ranked subjects: the Irish lady who ‘can say’ but who is trapped in deadly signs (‘to-day is everyday’); Caesar, who ‘can say that everyday is today,’ a crowd of ‘they,’ who ‘say that everyday is as they say’ (P&P 11). We have here a resigned woman trapped in the servant’s anxiety of an unchanging world; a leader enjoying his master position; a self-righteous crowd. Like the card players in Cezanne’s famous image, Stein’s subjects are in a stalemate sort of relation. Each is in his own world until the next card will be played and perhaps in a matter of seconds overthrow the tense balance that essentially captures a pattern of social hierarchies.

Cézanne’s impact on Stein’s social views is such that it poses the question for her of the ‘mouth’, that is to say, of the use of language: ‘In this way a mouth is a mouth’ (P&P 11). Cézanne’s way freed the medium but the question is how to render the impact on the page: ‘if in as a mouth where’ (P&P 11). Colors and water imagery, a homage to Cézanne especially in his phase at L’Estaque, evoke a more domestic world that includes simple but important things: ‘all that is precious too’ (P&P 11). The self-righteous, conformist crowd reappears: ‘and they meant to absolve you’ (P&P 11). The verb ‘absolve’ plays with liquid sounds (solve) and, via the latin synonym remitiere (mitto), means to let go. Cézanne’s achievement lies in his execution of former fathers, a fact that is both perturbing and exciting to the portrait writer. The mixed feelings are conveyed by repetition: ‘In this way Cézanne nearly did nearly in this way Cézanne nearly did nearly did and nearly did’ (P&P 11). The jammed prose and the repetition of ‘nearly’ are the means to transcribe an emotional excitement mixed to Stein’s realization of her love for a defeated master.

The highly elliptical and metonymie language of the portrait is dictated by the mixture of euphoria and guilt at the discovery of an innovation based on patricide. The portrait reflects Stein’s private turmoil and the desire to participate in Cézanne’s execution of the past, for which he was later absolved. She enters the composition to express her discovery and wonder: ‘And was I surprised. Was I very surprised. Was I surprised. I was surprised and in that patient, are you patient when you find bees’ (P&P 11). What she found was an enhanced being, intensified and pluralized (be’s).5 The appropriation of Cézanne’s transgressive honey lends her equally transgressive sexuality a positive meaning, one perfectly compatible with artistic innovation: ‘Bees in a garden make a specialty of honey and so does honey’ (P&P 11). Cézanne combines avant-garde and domestic bliss, formal innovation and private life, releasing art from the clutches of melancholia and ennui.6

Certainly there are purely artistic reasons for her valuing of the French painter. Stein sympathized with an aesthetic program at whose center was a human subject seeking to exceed theoretical formulations. Emile Zola captures his friend’s achievement, describing it as an epochal transition from poet to laborer:


Another sentence in your letter pained me. It’s this one: ‘the painting I like, although I am unable to bring it off, etc. etc’ You, not succeed! I think you’re wrong about yourself, as I’ve always told you: in the artist there are two men, the poet and the laborer. A person is born a poet, he becomes a laborer. And, you who have the spark, who possesses that something that can’t be acquired, you are complaining; when all you have to do to succeed is to move your fingers, to work at it. (Zola qtd. in Cézanne Letters 71)



‘[M]ove your fingers, to work at it’ means a different search for truth in painting, or at least a change of mood from the submission to an internal abstraction (‘The painting I like, although I am unable to bring it off). The concrete movement of the hand ushers in an ideal relocation from the individual self and its autonomous will (‘the painting I like’) to a composition that accrues by acts of labor (‘move your fingers’). Act after act, movement after movement, make for ‘the painting I like’. Zola’s image replaces the Romantic expressionist model of an interior world that the artist is supposed to externalize with the ongoing reciprocity of artist and medium. Becoming a laborer means, among other things, a gradual fall into a pattern of signs (the work of the fingers). The division between internal and external is thus replaced by a less rigid communication between man and the outer world, bringing art closer to life, if not making it correspond to the unfolding of the self in time. And Stein’s own theory of poetry was influenced by Cézanne’s sensual embrace of his medium:



Poetry is concerned with using and abusing, with losing with wanting, with denying with avoiding with adoring with replacing the noun. It is doing that always doing that, doing that and nothing but that. Poetry is doing nothing but using losing refusing and pleasing and betraying and caressing nouns. (LA 231)



Her poetry comes from Cézanne’s laborer, who works with his hands and is aware of his body. It will be noticed that Stein’s poetry also echoes surrealism’s convulsive beauty.7

Cézanne’s impact on Stein’s writing is well documented (J. Walker; DeKoven 1981; Bridgman). Here I would like to propose that Stein’s Cézanne was more American than French. Through his name and legend Stein appropriated for herself the feeling of belonging to an American intellectual lineage. The poetry that she receives means more than the literary genre and is certainly more than a metaphor for creative output in general. It is comparable to the poetry that Rahel Varnhagen, the Jewish Enlightenment writer, salon hostess and pubic personality to whom young Hannah Arendt devoted her dissertation, received from Goethe.8 And it sounds like the same poetry that Hannah Arendt, the pupil and lover of philosopher Martin Heidegger, received from her master.
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