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Preface

public, and college or university libraries. TCLC has covered more than 1000 authors, representing over 60 nationali-

ties and nearly 50,000 titles. No other reference source has surveyed the critical response to twentieth-century authors
and literature as thoroughly as TCLC. In the words of one reviewer, “there is nothing comparable available.” TCLC “is a
gold mine of information—dates, pseudonyms, biographical information, and criticism from books and periodicals—which
many librarians would have difficulty assembling on their own.”

S ince its inception Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism (TCLC) has been purchased and used by some 10,000 school,

Scope of the Series

TCLC is designed to serve as an introduction to authors who died between 1900 and 1999 and to the most significant inter-
pretations of these author’s works. Volumes published from 1978 through 1999 included authors who died between 1900
and 1960. The great poets, novelists, short story writers, playwrights, and philosophers of the period are frequently studied
in high school and college literature courses. In organizing and reprinting the vast amount of critical material written on
these authors, TCLC helps students develop valuable insight into literary history, promotes a better understanding of the
texts, and sparks ideas for papers and assignments. Each entry in TCLC presents a comprehensive survey on an author’s
career or an individual work of literature and provides the user with a multiplicity of interpretations and assessments. Such
variety allows students to pursue their own interests; furthermore, it fosters an awareness that literature is dynamic and re-
sponsive to many different opinions.

Every fourth volume of TCLC is devoted to literary topics. These topics widen the focus of the series from the individual
authors to such broader subjects as literary movements, prominent themes in twentieth-century literature, literary reaction
to political and historical events, significant eras in literary history, prominent literary anniversaries, and the literatures of
cultures that are often overlooked by English-speaking readers.

TCLC is designed as a companion series to Gale’s Contemporary Literary Criticism, (CLC) which reprints commentary on
authors who died after 1999. Because of the different time periods under consideration, there is no duplication of material
between CLC and TCLC.

Organization of the Book

A TCLC entry consists of the following elements:

® The Author Heading cites the name under which the author most commonly wrote, followed by birth and death
dates. Also located here are any name variations under which an author wrote, including transliterated forms for
authors whose native languages use nonroman alphabets. If the author wrote consistently under a pseudonym, the
pseudonym is listed in the author heading and the author’s actual name is given in parenthesis on the first line of
the biographical and critical information. Uncertain birth or death dates are indicated by question marks. Single-
work entries are preceded by a heading that consists of the most common form of the title in English translation (if
applicable) and the name of its author.

® The Introduction contains background information that introduces the reader to the author, work, or topic that is
the subject of the entry.

®  The list of Principal Works is ordered chronologically by date of first publication and lists the most important
works by the author. The genre and publication date of each work is given. In the case of foreign authors whose

vii



works have been translated into English, the English-language version of the title follows in brackets. Unless oth-
erwise indicated, dramas are dated by first performance, not first publication. Lists of Representative Works by
different authors appear with topic entries.

B Reprinted Criticism is arranged chronologically in each entry to provide a useful perspective on changes in critical
evaluation over time. The critic’s name and the date of composition or publication of the critical work are given at
the beginning of each piece of criticism. Unsigned criticism is preceded by the title of the source in which it origi-
nally appeared. All titles by the author featured in the text are printed in boldface type. Footnotes are reprinted at
the end of each essay or excerpt. In the case of excerpted criticism, only those footnotes that pertain to the ex-
cerpted texts are included. Criticism in topic entries is arranged chronologically under a variety of subheadings to
facilitate the study of different aspects of the topic.

m A complete Bibliographical Citation of the original essay or book precedes each piece of criticism. Source cita-
tions in the Literary Criticism Series follow University of Chicago Press style, as outlined in The Chicago Manual
of Style, 15th ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2003).

® (ritical essays are prefaced by brief Annotations explicating each piece.

B An annotated bibliography of Further Reading appears at the end of each entry and suggests resources for addi-
tional study. In some cases, significant essays for which the editors could not obtain reprint rights are included
here. Boxed material following the further reading list provides references to other biographical and critical sources
on the author in series published by Gale.

Indexes

A Cumulative Author Index lists all of the authors that appear in a wide variety of reference sources published by Gale,
including TCLC. A complete list of these sources is found facing the first page of the Author Index. The index also includes
birth and death dates and cross references between pseudonyms and actual names.

A Cumulative Topic Index lists the literary themes and topics treated in TCLC as well as other Literature Criticism series.

A Cumulative Nationality Index lists all authors featured in TCLC by nationality, followed by the numbers of the TCLC
volumes in which their entries appear.

An alphabetical Title Index accompanies each volume of TCLC. Listings of titles by authors covered in the given volume
are followed by the author’s name and the corresponding page numbers where the titles are discussed. English translations
of foreign tities and variations of titles are cross-referenced to the title under which a work was originally published. Titles
of novels, dramas, nonfiction books, and poetry, short story, or essay collections are printed in italics, while individual po-
ems, short stories, and essays are printed in roman type within quotation marks.

In response to numerous suggestions from librarians, Gale also produces a paperbound edition of the TCLC cumulative title
index. This annual cumulation, which alphabetically lists all titles reviewed in the series, is available to all customers. Ad-
ditional copies of this index are available upon request. Librarians and patrons will welcome this separate index; it saves
shelf space, is easy to use, and is recyclable upon receipt of the next edition.

Citing Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism

When citing criticism reprinted in the Literary Criticism Series, students should provide complete bibliographic information
so that the cited essay can be located in the original print or electronic source. Students who quote directly from reprinted
criticism may use any accepted bibliographic format, such as University of Chicago Press style or Modern Language Asso-
ciation (MLA) style. Both the MLA and the University of Chicago formats are acceptable and recognized as being the cur-
rent standards for citations. It is important, however, to choose one format for all citations; do not mix the two formats
within a list of citations.
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The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a bibliography set forth in The Chicago Manual of Style, 15th
ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, (2003); the first example pertains to material drawn from periodicals, the-
second to material reprinted from books:

Cardone, Resha. “Reappearing Acts: Effigies and the Resurrection of Chilean Collective Memory in Marco Antonio de la
Parra’s La tierra insomne o La puta madre.” Hispania 88, no. 2 (May 2005): 284-93. Reprinted in Twentieth-Century Lit-
erary Criticism. Vol. 206, edited by Thomas J. Schoenberg and Lawrence J. Trudeau, 356-65. Detroit: Gale, 2008.

Kuester, Martin. “Myth and Postmodernist Turn in Canadian Short Fiction: Sheila Watson, ‘Antigone’ (1959).” In The Ca-
nadian Short Story: Interpretations, edited by Reginald M. Nischik, pp. 163-74. Rochester, N.Y.: Camden House, 2007.
Reprinted in Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism. Vol. 206, edited by Thomas J. Schoenberg and Lawrence J. Trudeau,
227-32. Detroit: Gale, 2008.

The examples below foliow recommendations for preparing a works cited list set forth in the MLA Handbook for Writers of
Research Papers, 5th ed. (New York: The Modern Language Association of America, 1999); the first example pertains to
material drawn from periodicals, the second to material reprinted from books:

Cardone, Resha. “Reappearing Acts: Effigies and the Resurrection of Chilean Collective Memory in Marco Antonio de la
Parra’s La tierra insomne o La puta madre.” Hispania 88.2 (May 2005): 284-93. Reprinted in Twentieth-Century Literary
Criticism. Ed. Thomas J. Schoenberg and Lawrence J. Trudeau. Vol. 206. Detroit: Gale, 2008. 356-65.

Kuester, Martin. “Myth and Postmodernist Turn in Canadian Short Fiction: Sheila Watson, ‘Antigone’ (1959).”” The Cana-
dian Short Story: Interpretations. Ed. Reginald M. Nischik. Rochester, N.Y.: Camden House, 2007. 163-74. Reprinted in
Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism. Ed. Thomas J. Schoenberg and Lawrence J. Trudeau. Vol. 206. Detroit: Gale, 2008.
227-32

Suggestions are Welcome

Readers who wish to suggest new features, topics, or authors to appear in future volumes, or who have other suggestions or
comments are cordially invited to call, write, or fax the Associate Product Manager:

Associate Product Manager, Literary Criticism Series
Gale
27500 Drake Road
Farmington Hills, MI 48331-3535
1-800-347-4253 (GALE)
Fax: 248-699-8054
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Djuna Barnes
1892-1982

(Also wrote under the pseudonym of Lydia Steptoe)
American novelist, short story writer, playwright, poet,
and journalist.

The following entry provides an overview of Barnes’s
life and works. For additional information on her ca-
reer, see CLC, Volumes 3, 4, 8, 11, 29, and 127.

INTRODUCTION

Djuna Barnes is an enigmatic literary figure, most often
associated with the “Lost Generation” of American ex-
patriates living in Paris in the 1920s and 1930s. She
produced a small but varied body of work spread
throughout her lifetime, consisting of plays, poems, and
short stories, as well as two novels. She was also a
well-known journalist before she turned to writing lit-
erature. Barnes is primarily remembered, however, for
the experimental novel Nightwood, published in 1936,
which examines issues related to sexuality, identity,
alienation, and the disintegration of civilization. Con-
sidered an innovator in style and form, Barnes is fre-
quently linked with the modernists of the early twenti-
eth century. She often employed a satirical and parodic
manipulation of conventional literary modes and styles,
blended genres within individual works, and ignored
linear narrative, adopting instead a non-chronological
depiction of time, often described as “symphonic” or
“fugal.” While Barnes’s formal choices are considered
modernist, her reliance on symbol and use of gothic,
nightmarish imagery connect her work to symbolist and
surrealist literary traditions. In recent years scholars
have increasingly examined Barnes’s literary contribu-
tions and asserted her importance as an early twentieth-
century writer. As Phillip F. Herring has declared, Bar-
nes “combined in a unique way some of the century’s
most biting satire with a view of the human condition
that expressed profoundest gloom. In the best modernist
tradition, her writing is idiosyncratic, original and full
of enigmas, but it reminds the reader at times of prede-
cessors.” Herring concludes that “while comparisons
might help us to place her in the modern tradition, ulti-
mately, from the early journalism to her latest creative
work, Djuna Barnes’ artistic achievement was quite
original.”

BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION

Barnes was born on June 12, 1892, in Cornwall-on-
Hudson, New York. Her father, Wald Barnes, an afflu-

ent, visionary, and independent American, moved the
family to a farm in Long Island in an effort to escape
the trappings of society, which he greatly distrusted.
Barnes’s British-born mother, Elizabeth Chappell, suf-
fered her husband’s unconventional lifestyle, including
his various adulterous affairs. She even allowed his
mistress, Fanny Faulkner, to move into their home.
Wald Barnes, who believed in polygamy, fathered five
children with Elizabeth and four additional children
with Fanny.

Barnes’s father and her paternal grandmother, Zadel
Barnes Gustafson, oversaw much of her education,
which focused on literature, painting, and music. Bar-
nes later claimed that her grandmother, who took part
in early feminist campaigns, was a journalist, and once
conducted a London salon, had the greatest influence
on her early life. Few additional details regarding Bar-
nes’s childhood are known. Although some biographers
have contended that the author was sexually abused by
her father, Barnes never confirmed this during her life-
time. In 1912, when forced to choose between his two
families, Wald left Elizabeth and their children and
settled with Fanny, whom he later married.

Following this separation Barnes moved to New York
City, where she studied art at Pratt Institute and the Art
Students’ League. She published poems in Harper’s
Weekly in 1911, and in 1913 began contributing stories
and illustrated articles to the Brooklyn Eagle. She
quickly established herself as a journalist and began
writing articles and conducting interviews for some of
New York’s leading newspapers and magazines, includ-
ing New York Morning Telegraph, New York Herald,
and, under the pseudonym of Lydia Steptoe, Vanity Fair.

While living in New York Barnes became acquainted
with Guido Bruno, who exhibited some of her artwork
in his Greenwich Village garret. In 1915 Bruno pub-
lished a chapbook of her poems and drawings, titled
The Book of Repulsive Women: 8 Rhythms and 5 Draw-
ings. Barnes began writing plays during this time, as
well, including three one-act plays, which were pro-
duced by the Provincetown Playhouse in 1919 and
1920. Many of her poems and stories appeared in both
literary and popular magazines, including the Little Re-
view, the Dial, Charm, and Smart Set. While launching
her literary career, Barnes continued to work as a jour-
nalist, a career which she maintained until the 1930s.

In 1919 Barnes moved to Paris as a correspondent for
McCall’s magazine. She remained there throughout the



BARNES

TWENTIETH-CENTURY LITERARY CRITICISM, Vol. 212

1920s and 1930s, establishing relationships with many
influential expatriate writers residing in the city, includ-
ing Robert McAlmon, Ezra Pound, Gertrude Stein, and
James Joyce, whom she interviewed for Vanity Fair
magazine. In 1921 she met poet and critic T. S. Eliot,
who helped to launch her literary career. During this
time, Barnes became romantically involved with Thelma
Wood, an American artist, who is generally considered
the inspiration for the character of Robin Vote in Night-
wood. Barnes also began socializing with Natalie Clif-
ford Barney, an Ohio heiress who ran a Paris salon fre-
quented by many important writers and artists. Barney
was also openly homosexual and developed a circle of
lesbian authors, activists, and socialites, including Bar-
nes, during the years after World War 1.

In 1923 Barnes published a collection of short stories,
plays, poems, and drawings, which she simply titled A
Book. A revised edition of the collection, which in-
cluded additional stories but removed the drawings, was
published in 1929 as A Night among the Horses. In
1928 Barnes published Ladies Almanack, a satirical
portrait that chronicled the sexual escapades of Barney
and her circle of lesbian intellectuals. That same year
Barnes also published her first novel, Ryder.

While Barnes lived primarily in Paris during the 1920s
and 1930s, she also traveled extensively throughout Eu-
rope and returned to New York on several occasions.
Between 1929 and 1931 she moved to Greenwich Vil-
lage to be with Thelma Wood and worked as a colum-
nist for Theatre Guild Magazine. The relationship be-
tween Wood and Barnes was fraught with difficulties,
however, and Barnes eventually left Wood, returning to
Paris in the fall of 1931.

Over the next few years Barnes focused on her literary
career and spent several summers writing while a guest
of Peggy Guggenheim in England. Barnes’s next novel,
Nightwood, which is generally considered her master-
piece, was published in London in 1936, then in
America the following year. The book was edited and
introduced by T. S. Eliot, which helped it garner con-
siderable critical interest and praise. Following the pub-
lication of Nightwood, Barnes spent several years in
London. In 1940 she returned to New York, residing in
Greenwich Village.

During the last decades of her life, Barnes lived a reclu-
sive lifestyle, which she described as her “Trappist” pe-
riod. After her return to the United States, she did not
publish any work until 1958, when she produced a com-
plex verse play titled.The Antiphon. In the last years of
her life, she continued writing and spent much of her
time working on an unfinished volume of poetry. Bar-
nes died on June 18, 1982, at the age of ninety.

MAJOR WORKS

Although not as well known as her later literary
achievements, Barnes’s early work has increasingly
drawn critical attention. In her experimental first novel,
Ryder, Barnes comically treats themes related to hu-
manity’s estrangement from the natural world and the
disintegration of social order, while challenging the val-
ues of patriarchal society. Some critics have empha-
sized the autobiographical overtones of the novel, which
revolves around the Ryder family, particularly the patri-
arch, Wendell Ryder. Wendell prides himself on being a
free-thinker and champions polygamy, while causing
pain in the lives of the women around him. Formally,
the novel is comprised of fifty chapters and employs
various literary and poetic modes, parodying scripture,
fable, and the epic, while ignoring some of the cardinal
conventions of traditional narrative, such as verisimili-
tude, standard dialogue, and chronological plot develop-
ment.

While a number of critics have assessed the novel as an
inferior forerunner to Nightwood, others have empha-
sized its formal and thematic accomplishments. Debo-
rah Parsons has contended that Ryder “is at once a pi-
caresque novel, social satire and eccentric family
chronicle, but also a parable of the politics of sexual re-
production.” Parsons further notes that in this early
work, Barnes “eschews the conventional chronology
and realist style of the family saga, which is told as if
from hindsight, thus merging past, present and future.
The stylized language and diction mimic earlier literary
periods,” while the “subtle juxtaposition and reworking
of styles and genres,” along with “breaks in conven-
tional linearity of plot and narrative, indicate the strate-
gies of modernism.”

Ladies Almanack has also received renewed critical in-
terest, particularly among feminist scholars. The book
centers on the character of Evangeline Musset, modeled
after Natalie Barney, who is described as a saint and the
rescuer of young women. Throughout the narrative,
Musset celebrates her lesbianism while she surrounds
herself with a circle of lovers. Ladies Almanack bor-
rows the almanac form, based on the twelve-month cal-
endar, and employs religious imagery and Elizabethan
language and style. Barnes’s calendar, however, is based
on moon and tide cycles, and is thus associated with the
female experience of time through cycles of menstrua-
tion. The text, which is interspersed with parables,
songs, and poems, is accompanied by over twenty origi-
nal pen and ink drawings by the author.

While Ladies Almanack is considered a parody of Bar-
ney’s circle, it employs an amiable tone, leading some
scholars to maintain that the work’s primary objective
is to openly confront questions of sexual identity, by
blurring distinctions between the genders, and to present
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a critique of patriarchal society from the often margin-
alized perspective of lesbian culture. Susan Sniader
Lanser has described Ladies Almanack as “a linguistic
and literary experiment, a dense and barely coherent
discourse which spurns the conventions of realism, wan-
ders far from the story it is supposed to tell, adopts a
host of patriarchal forms and combines them in uneasy
parody. The surface form of the text is the monthly
chronicle, the almanac, but the book resembles the pi-
caresque fable in structure, the mock epic in tone; it
uses or parodies a host of forms including the saint’s
life, the ode, the prayer, the love song, the allegory,
classical mythology, and Sacred Scripture itself.” Lanser
concludes that the book “creates a lesbian-feminist cul-
tural mythology and even suggests a radical critique of
patriarchy by recognizing the personal/sexual as politi-
cal.”

Barnes is best remembered for her novel Nightwood,
which is generally considered her greatest artistic
achievement. The novel is thematically structured, rather
than driven by plot, and revolves around the character
of Robin Vote, a magnetic American woman who re-
fuses to attach herself to her surroundings or form last-
ing relations with others. In addition to examining
themes related to sexuality and gender definition, the
novel explores the effects of decaying civilization and
the individual’s disintegrating sense of personal iden-
tity.

The first chapter opens with the birth of Felix Volkbein,
who is orphaned soon after entering the world. Born a
Jew and a “Baron” with a fake pedigree, Felix inherits
his father’s wealth and grows up idealizing the past.
Eventually he meets and marries Robin. They move to
Vienna, and Robin gives birth to a son, Guido, named
after Felix’s father. Robin soon succumbs to her wan-
derlust, however, and leaves both her husband and her
son behind in Vienna. In the second chapter, titled “La
Somnambule,” Barnes chronicles Robin’s wanderings
and introduces the character of Dr. Matthew O’Connor,
whose commentary dominates much of the novel.

In the chapter “Night Watch,” Robin meets Nora Flood,
an American journalist in Europe. Robin and Nora be-
come romantically involved, but Robin eventually
leaves Nora for Jenny Petherbridge. Through much of
the remainder of the novel Nora struggles to overcome
her obsession with Robin, confiding in Dr. O’Connor
and seeking his help as a sort of father-confessor. The
controversial final chapter of the novel, titled “The Pos-
sessed,” takes place in a rural area of the United States,
where Nora owns a house. Disturbed by her dog’s bark-
ing, Nora searches a small chapel on the property and
discovers that Robin, now a ruined version of her
former self, has been living there. The novel ends with
Robin crawling along the ground, barking and snarling
with Nora’s dog.

Although desire and sexual expression are important
themes in Nightwood, humanity’s struggle with its basic
animal nature is another central concern for Barnes.
The author expresses this theme primarily through the
character of Robin Vote, who wanders from lover to
lover, and from place to place, satisfying her most basic
urges without guilt or remorse. While Robin’s amoral-
ity is a destructive force in the lives of the other charac-
ters, some critics have averred that by embracing her
bestial nature, she is able to return to a state of inno-
cence, beyond conscience and society’s constraints.
Formally Nightwood, like most of Barnes’s work, defies
categorization and subverts traditional literary conven-
tions. Describing the effect of the novel’s formal struc-
ture, Joseph Frank has suggested that “the eight chap-
ters of Nightwood are like searchlights, probing the
darkness each from a different direction yet ultimately
illuminating the same entanglement of the human
spirit.”

Barnes eschews a linear depiction of time in the novel,
as well, and in describing its narrative structure, many
commentators have borrowed terminology from music,
asserting that the book’s form is fugal, contrapuntal, or
symphonic. Donna Gerstenberger has observed that
Nightwood demands “a reading against the dominant
text of binary oppositions by which the Western world
inscribes itself. It is a novel that rages against the im-
prisoning structures of the language and narratives of
the ‘day,” which create a history built on the oppositions
of night/day, past/present, reason/madness, ‘normal’/
abnormal,’ truth/falsehood, gender, and origins (both
historical and textual). It is a book that relentlessly un-
dermines grounds for categorization. The ideal and the
real, the beautiful and the ugly, subject and object be-
come irrelevant distinctions; even the language of the
novel works to slip the acculturated binary assumptions
of signifier and signified, and the nature of narrative it-
self is destabilized as traditional categories are emptied
of meaning.”

Barnes’s late work, The Antiphon, is often considered
her most complex literary effort. Like many of her ear-
lier publications, The Antiphon defies facile classifica-
tions. Bridging the genres of poetry and drama, it is
most often described as a verse play. As in Ryder, Bar-
nes seems to draw, once again, from her own childhood
in her depiction of the Hobbses, an American family di-
vided over the past actions of the patriarch, Titus Hobbs.
The work is set at the beginning of World War II and
takes place at the family’s ancestral home in England,
where the Hobbses have briefly gathered despite their
differences. Exploring themes related to molestation,
sexuality, power, and submission, Barnes abandons the
comic tone she employed in Ryder, and ultimately re-
jects the possibility of reconciliation. Augusta and her
daughter, Miranda, both victimized and betrayed by Ti-
tus, remain estranged from each other, despite their mu-
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tual suffering. The Antiphon ends tragically with both
Augusta and Miranda dead on stage.

The play is written in blank verse and borrows from
Elizabethan and Jacobean dramatic traditions, while uti-
lizing modern elements of symbolism, absurdism, and
surrealism. Although it is a respected work in the con-
text of Barnes’s oeuvre, the play has failed to attract a
wide audience, partly, as some critics have argued, be-
cause of its obscure allusions, archaic diction, and diffi-
cult syntax. Louis F. Kannenstine has affirmed the play’s
importance, declaring that The Antiphon “taps the ori-
gin of modern drama in rituals of the medieval Chris-
tian church, suggests variations upon the forms of Greek
tragedy and early closet drama, and most directly re-
vives the tone of grandeur of Elizabethan drama with a
nod at the Jacobean tradition as well. Also with the
prominence of the set as a work of art and the multiple-
level musicality of the verse, the play attempts to
broaden the scope of dramatic form, to present new
possibilities for modern theater.” Kannenstine con-
cludes, however, that The Antiphon “speaks out against
the standards of the marketplace, the dominance of
clock time, and the illusion of recorded history. Its ef-
fort to get back to a lost reality is intense enough to
risk obscurity and ambiguity.”

CRITICAL RECEPTION

Although Barnes was celebrated among her peers dur-
ing the 1920s and 1930s, and achieved some success
with her early literary efforts, she remains a marginal
figure of the twentieth century. Her first novel, Ryder,
which was reviewed widely, became a best-seller in the
United States after its publication in 1928, but in the
decades since has fallen into relative obscurity. Barnes
is primarily remembered today for her single master-
piece, Nightwood, a work that continues to perplex and
challenge critics and readers alike. In his introduction
to the 1936 edition, T. S. Eliot commented that readers
with “sensibilities trained on poetry” would be best
suited to fully appreciate the novel. Eliot praised the
novel’s “great achievement of a style, the beauty of
phrasing, the brilliance of wit and characterization” and
asserted that it possessed “a quality of horror and doom
very nearly related to that of Elizabethan tragedy.”

Many critics since, while not always agreeing with Eli-
ot’s assessment, have recognized the book as an impor-
tant and innovative contribution to American literature,
comparable to the writings of James Joyce or Marcel
Proust. In the words of Joseph Frank, Nightwood is an
“amazing book, which combines the simple majesty of
a medieval morality play with the verbal subtlety and
refinement of a Symbolist poem.” Some commentators,
however, have argued that Nightwood is an odd and
frustrating novel, unnecessarily difficult to decipher, and
therefore limited in its importance. In fact, the esoteric

and overtly experimental nature of all of Barnes’s writ-
ing, despite what many regard as her obvious literary
talents, has ensured her relative obscurity and dimin-
ished status in American letters. Barnes herself was
quoted as saying that she was “the most famous un-
known of the century.”

Commenting on this point in 1964, Alan Williamson
observed that “Djuna Barnes, as a lesser member of the
cluster of Lost Generation writers, has suffered from
becoming the idol of an avant-garde cult while remain-
ing unknown to the general public and deprecated by
critics. On the one hand, she is justly praised for the
strangeness and profundity of her psychological por-
traits, the eccentric keenness of her thought, the bril-
liant rendering of doom and decay, and a style which is
at the same time precise and evocative. On the other
hand, she is damned for the obscurity of her style and
thought, for the morbidity and abnormality of her con-
cerns, and for the unyielding pessimism with which she
views man and his destiny.” Williamson concludes that
“the ultimate appraisal must fall closer to that of the
cultist than to that of the philistine. Nonetheless, at-
tempts in the heat of combat to exalt her into a major
figure are unsound; she is clearly a writer of a very lim-
ited range and meager production, and as such must be
relegated to the status of a brilliant minor writer.”

In recent years Barnes scholarship has expanded to in-
clude lesser-known titles in her body of work. Whereas
previous examinations focused on the author’s formal
and stylistic innovations, more recent studies have dis-
cussed the themes addressed in Barnes’s work, as well
as the author’s commentary and stance on political, so-
cial, and sexual issues. For many scholars Barnes re-
mains an inscrutable figure, who operated both in and
out of literary, social, and political conventions. Dis-
cussing the author’s use of satire and parody, Lissa
Schneider has commented that “Barnes’s satiric didacti-
cism is both complex and unsettling in its ambiguities.
Her satire is sharply double-edged. Through both struc-
ture and theme, her writings establish self-consciously
structured oppositions between male and female, bour-
geois and working class, artist and audience, only to pa-
rodically collapse or dissolve the bounds of those dif-
ferences.”

Barnes’s treatment of sexuality and gender identity has
prompted numerous debates among critics. During the
1970s some scholars, citing themes and characters from
her work, championed Barnes as an important and in-
spirational lesbian writer. In the years that followed,
however, other critics described Barnes as homophobic,
noting that she denied her lesbianism later in her life.
While some regarded her work as revolutionary, bring-
ing the marginalized experience of homosexuals and
other outcasts into focus, others countered that Barnes’s
often ambiguous renderings of lesbian and gay experi-
ence reinforced, rather than challenged, the prejudices
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of the dominant culture. Regardless, many critics con-
tinue to view Nightwood and Ladies Almanack as pio-
neering works of lesbian literature.

Writing in 1997 Dianne Chisholm suggested that “in-
stead of viewing this author of American modernism as
an unwitting agent in the production and legitimization
of dominant culture, we might see her as the artificer of
an obscene resistance, laboring in tacit solidarity with
her Surrealist contemporaries. We might reconsider the
view of Nightwood as a lesbian novel whose reception
as such had to be deferred until it found an audience
among lesbian and gay readers who knew how to re-
cover its latent homosexual content.” Two years later
Mary E. Galvin praised Barnes’s willingness to fore-
ground homosexual experience in her work, asserting
that she “consistently presents lesbian sexuality as cen-
tral to her urban settings and her depictions of her times;
the ‘otherness’ her characters experience is integral to
the modernist scene.” Galvin concluded that “Barnes
consistently pushes at the boundaries of language, genre,
and formal expectations with wit, humor, and exaggera-
tion in order to make a space for lesbian existence in
our literary heritage.”

As many of Barnes’s critics have noted, any one assess-
ment of or approach to her work ultimately remains ex-
clusive and incomplete. In the words of Margaret Bock-
ting, Barnes could satirize “conventional expectations,
religious and patriarchal tenets, and biased socio-
historical constructions (of public personalities, journal-
ists, women, Jews, homosexuals)” while at the same
time romanticize “solitude and privacy, flights of fancy,
the ‘simpler’ pleasures of the past, ‘quaint’ personali-
ties, ardent love, and relentless melancholy.” Despite
the varied opinions of Barnes’s themes and her merits
as a literary artist, most critics would concur with
Galvin’s appraisal: “In all her works, Barnes explores
the real world of sexuality and creativity, human desire
and consciousness, often, though not always, against
the backdrop of repressive social structures and vio-
lence. The ‘real story’ behind her life choices and run-
ning continuously through her works is the story of a
struggle for sexual and creative autonomy, the desire to
enjoy the freedoms of modernism, against all personal,
social, and cultural odds.”

PRINCIPAL WORKS

The Book of Repulsive Women: 8 Rhythms and 5 Draw-
ings (poetry and drawings) 1915

Kurzy of the Sea (play) 1920

*A Book (short stories, plays, poetry, and drawings)

1923; revised as A Night among the Horses, 1929,
and Spillway, 1962

Ladies Almanack (prose) 1928

Ryder (novel) 1928

Nightwood (novel) 1936

The Antiphon (play) 1958

Vagaries Malicieux: Two Stories (short stories) 1974

Creatures in an Alphabet (poetry) 1982

Smoke, and Other Early Stories (short stories) 1982

Poe’s Mother: Selected Drawings of Djuna Barnes
(drawings) 1995

At the Roots of the Stars: The Short Plays (plays) 1995

Collected Stories (short stories) 1996

Collected Poems (poetry) 2005

*This work includes the plays Three from the Earth, To the Dogs, and
The Dove.

CRITICISM

Joseph Frank (essay date 1963)

SOURCE: Frank, Joseph. “Djuna Barnes: Nightwood.”
In The Widening Gyre: Crisis and Mastery in Modern
Literature, pp. 25-49. New Brunswick, N.J.: Rutgers
University Press, 1963.

[In the following excerpt, Frank argues that Nightwood
makes sense only when it is read not as a description of
“an extra-artistic ‘objective’ world” but as “an autono-
mous structure.”]

The name of Djuna Barnes first became known to those
readers who followed, with any care, the stream of
pamphlets, books, magazines, and anthologies that
poured forth to enlighten America in the feverish days
of literary expatriation. Miss Barnes, it is true, must al-
ways have remained a somewhat enigmatic figure even
to the most attentive reader. Born in New York State,
she spent most of her time in England and France; and
the glimpses one catches of her in the memoirs of the
period are brief and unrevealing. She appears in The
Dial from time to time with a drawing or a poem; she
crops up now and again in some anthology of advance-
guard writers—the usual agglomeration of people who
are later to become famous or to sink into the melan-
choly oblivion of frustrated promise. Before the publi-
cation of Nightwood, indeed, one might have been in-
clined to place her name in the latter group. For while
she had a book of short stories and an earlier novel to
her credit, neither prepares one for the maturity of
achievement so conspicuous in every line of this work.

Of the fantastical quality of her imagination; of the gift
for imagery that, as T. S. Eliot has said in his preface to
Nightwood, gives one a sense of horror and doom akin



