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TEXTE

TH

Pre amble: Re claim ing the Queer
Fem in ine in 20  Cen tury Mod ‐
ern ism

TH

The pub lic a tion of Shari Ben stock’s Women of the Left Bank in 1986
and Bon nie Kime Scott’s The Gender of Mod ern ism (1990) stand as wa‐ 
ter shed mo ments in the his tory of mod ern ist stud ies, show cas ing as
they do the im port ant place of women, “the for got ten, si lenced
makers of mod ern ism,” (Scott, 1990, p. iv) in ex per i mental artistic
move ments of the early twen ti eth cen tury. It was a role that had been
long ob fus cated by an an dro centric crit ical paradigm that centred on
male writers –not ably ‘The Men of 1914’ (Eliot, Pound, Joyce, and
Lewis)– and their pat ri lin eal aco lytes. Scott’s dia gram matic “Tangled
Mesh of Mod ern ists” for in stance, which charts the per sonal ties
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between in di vidual mod ern ist act ors, clearly high lights the very real
pres ence of women in the mod ern ist pro ject (Scott 1990, p. xxii). Gil‐ 
lian Hanscombe and Vir ginia L. Smy ers have sim il arly ob served that
women were in no way “a side light of the lit er ary pro duc tion of the
period” (Hanscombe & Smy ers, 1987, p.  xviii). How ever, a hand ful of
ex cep tions not with stand ing –Vir ginia Woolf for ex ample– it was a
pres ence that would find it self strik ingly ab sent from lit er ary his tory
for the half cen tury that fol lowed –women who “have been con‐ 
sidered mar ginal to the Mod ern ist ef fort […] their con tri bu tions cata‐ 
logued in foot notes in bio graph ies of James Joyce, T.S. Eliot and Ezra
Pound” (Ben stock, 1987, p. ii).

Writ ten at a time when women’s stud ies was en ter ing lit er ary aca‐ 
demia in the wake of second- wave fem in ism, Ben stock and Scott’s
works be speak a fas cin a tion and cap tiv a tion with this unique mo ment
of fem in ine coming- into–being, a time of “ex cite ment and new
freedoms” (Scott, 1990, p. 6) which wit nessed forms of eman cip a tion
that were far from lim ited to the polit ical and so cial sphere. As Ben‐ 
stock and Scott’s works con vin cingly demon strate, the mod ern ist
period, con cur rent with fem in ism’s first wave, was sig ni fic ant in that
it wit nessed the flour ish ing of a net work of fe male artists whose cre‐ 
at ive au da city often mirrored life styles that were equally avant- garde.
These were “women who want[ed] to do things or be people bey ond
the scope of their ex pec ted des tiny” (Hanscombe & Smy ers, 1987,
p. xv), in clud ing the bold ex plor a tion of non- heteronormative sexu al‐ 
ity.

2

Many of the fe male artists and writers of the early twen ti eth cen tury,
al lur ing as they were with their tal ent, glam our and dar ing, have in
their turn in spired and en gendered fur ther artistic out puts, not ably
among women- identified read ers, as Car o lyn Allen has ar gued in Fol‐ 
low ing Djuna, her study into the lit er ary and af fect ive af ter life of
mod ern ist artist, nov el ist and journ al ist Djuna Barnes. “I enact an
erot ics of read ing that pro duces the be gin nings of both a lit er ary
“tra di tion” and a “gene a logy” “ she ex plains, an ap proach that she says
speaks of the “com plex in ter con nec tions among read ers, writers and
texts” – “re col lec ted read ings and fleet ing fantas ies” (Allen 1996, p. 15,
p. 3) – that bring to gether, across the gen er a tions, women whose
nar rat ives had been long ex cluded from pat ri archal paradigms and
which go on to cre ate what one might term a new and on- going al ‐
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tern at ive, female- centric cul tural her it age. More re cently, Mon ica
Latham’s study of twenty- first cen tury Woolfian biofic tions ar gues
that “the re in ven tion of Woolf amounts to a con tinu ous renais sance
and re as sess ment of her life and work [where] the fig ure of the au‐ 
thor is con stantly up dated to adapt to new read ers and read ing prac‐ 
tices. The bio graph ized be comes the re flec tion of the writer- 
biographers, their epoch and their read ers” (Latham, 2017, p. 421).

After Sap pho (2022), a biofic tion by Selby Wynn Schwartz re vis its and
re in vents the mod ern ist mo ment and its con stel la tion of trail blaz ing
women artists and writers for the con tem por ary reader. In par tic u lar
and as its title sug gests, the novel cel eb rates the fig ure and works of
Sap pho, both of which were en joy ing a renais sance around the turn
of the twen ti eth cen tury, and which provided a key source of in spir a‐ 
tion for many women mod ern ists, en abling them, in their turn to be
“re born.” Both fol low ing in the steps of, and going bey ond, their cap‐ 
tiv at ing muse, the women thus in scribed them selves in a per sonal
and artistic gene a logy bey ond the bounds of pat ri archy. But After
Sap pho is not nos tal gic look ing back wards to a hal cyon age; rather it
of fers a re flec tion on what it is to write queer, fe male bio graphy and
how such a pro ject might, in it self, con trib ute to the cre ation of les‐ 
bian lit er ary lin eage and com munity. The fol low ing art icle will start
by ex plor ing the lure of Sap pho for queer fe male artists of the mod‐ 
ern ist period, and in par tic u lar how the frag men ted form of her po‐ 
etry served their needs. I will then go on to present two writers in
more de tail, Nat alie Barney and Renée Vivien. Mov ing onto the novel
it self, I will demon strate how Sap pho stands as an in spir a tion for the
au thor and her char ac ters, and how the Sapphic frag ment haunts her
text. Fi nally I will dis cuss After Sap pho as biofic tion and sug gest how
the choric nar rat ive voice calls for and en acts a col lab or at ive, tran‐ 
shis toric ex per i ence of queer fe male being.

4
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Male mod ern ist myth mak ing
Of course, Mod ern ist writers them selves also re vis ited the texts of
their lit er ary for bears. In par tic u lar, both male and fe male artists of
the period re turned to the Clas sics for in spir a tion. Fam ously, T.S.
Eliot iden ti fied in James Joyce’s Ulysses a “myth ical method” –in his
ex per i mental re work ing of Homer’s Odys sey– which func tioned to at
once to re gen er ate artist ic ally and also to “give order” to a chaotic
world in the wake of the hor rors of the Great War.

5

In using myth, in ma nip u lat ing a con tinu ous par al lel between con ‐
tem por an eity and an tiquity, Mr. Joyce is pur su ing a method which
oth ers must pur sue after him [....] It is simply a way of con trolling, of
or der ing, of giv ing a shape and a sig ni fic ance to the im mense pan or ‐
ama of fu til ity and an archy which is con tem por ary his tory [...] (Eliot,
1923, p. 483).

Eliot lauds this pro cess of look ing back to an tiquity and for ward to
the present and bey ond, not only on ac count of Joyce’s in nov at ive
prowess, but also be cause it en ables the re v ig or a tion and the con sol‐ 
id a tion of an ex ist ing pat ri lin eal lit er ary her it age, as he ar gued for in‐ 
stance in his earlier essay, “Tra di tion and the In di vidual Tal ent” (1919),
which scru pu lously omits any ref er ence to fe male writers:

6

No poet, no artist of any art, has his com plete mean ing alone. His
sig ni fic ance, his ap pre ci ation is the ap pre ci ation of his re la tion to the
dead poets and artists. You can not value him alone; you must set
him, for con trast and com par ison, among the dead. I mean this as a
prin ciple of æsthetic, not merely his tor ical, cri ti cism. The ne ces sity
that he shall con form, that he shall co here, is not one- sided; what
hap pens when a new work of art is cre ated is some thing that hap ‐
pens sim ul tan eously to all the works of art which pre ceded it (Eliot,
1919, p. 54-55) 1.

This dogged re it er a tion of a mas culin ist cul tural order has been
strongly con tested by second- wave fem in ist schol ar ship, as Bon nie
Kime Scott has noted:

7

Since the early 1970s, schol ars in women’s stud ies have been in vest ‐
ig at ing the mar gin al ized archive of women’s writers and have made
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the case for women hav ing a lit er ary tra di tion (or tra di tions) of their
own. The sup ply of women’s texts has brought into ques tion the ad ‐
equacy of the pre vi ous canon, dis rupt ing it and ques tion ing canon
form a tion it self (Scott, 1990, p. 2).

Myth o lo giz ing Sap pho
It was also a cul tural order that earlier women writers were look ing
to chal lenge. Fe male mod ern ists such as H.D., Nath alie Barney or
Renée Vivien look ing for a “women’s text” turned not to Homer but to
the one clas sical lit er ary lu minary at their dis posal–Sap pho. How ever,
for fe male au thors aim ing to re visit Sap pho’s verse there was no fe‐ 
male, let alone queer, lit er ary tra di tion to con test or to con form to,
no method to build on, no “les bian con tinuum” as Ad rienne Rich
(Rich, 2003 [1980], p. 27) would later call it, to cel eb rate: re turn ing to
Sap pho and claim ing her as their own meant noth ing less than un‐ 
lock ing a lost fe male, les bian lit er ary leg acy, or per haps more ac cur‐ 
ately, a bring ing into being or mise- en-texte of a mat ri lin eage that had
never been fully al lowed to exist. In this sense Sap pho might rep res‐ 
ent for Susan Gubar “all the lost women of genius in lit er ary his tory”
(Gubar, 1984, p. 46). And if she was seen by many as a kind of “lit er ary
fore mother” (Greene, 1996, p. 4), it was not least be cause, since the
late nine teenth cen tury, the word used to des ig nate fe male ho mo‐ 
sexu al ity had also de rived from the name of the poet of Les bos. It was
also in the Vic torian period that in terest in Sap pho’s oeuvre had really
taken off thanks in part to Eliza beth Bar rett Brown ing and George
Swin burne’s trans la tions 2, as well as the fig ure of the les bian femme
fatale in the dec ad ent po etry of Swin burne and Baudelaire (Fa der‐ 
man, 1981, p. 269-274). Writ ing at the turn of the cen tury, with Sap‐ 
pho mania in full swing, early mod ern ist Willa Cather for in stance,
went as far as to com ment that “If all the of the lost riches we could
have one mas ter re stored to us […] the choice of the world would be
for the lost nine books of Sap pho” (“Three Women Poets” quoted in
Gubar, 1984, p. 46). At the same time, it was pre cisely the fact that
only a frac tion of the nine books that Sap pho wrote–650 lines out of a
es tim ated total of over 10,000 lines–ac tu ally re mained that en abled
mod ern ist fe male au thors to write them selves into the po et ess’s
wake. Sap pho would go on be held in par tic u lar es teem by women
writers in the dec ades that fol lowed, both as an in spir a tional muse
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and as a model for the kind of po etry they wanted to write. And the
very in com plete ness of her work con trib uted to the al chemy: the un‐ 
wit ting mod ern ity of the frag men ted Sapphic oeuvre fur nished the
very con di tion that al lowed the writers to be come part of its leg acy:
“pre cisely be cause so many of her ori ginal Greek texts were des‐ 
troyed, the mod ern woman poet could write ‘for’ or ‘as’ Sap pho and
thereby in vent a clas sical in her it ance of her own” (Gubar, 1984, p. 46-
47). Sap pho and her verse thus be came an empty space, a po ten ti al ity
through which fe male au thors and read ers could ex press and ex plore
the re la tion ship between wo man hood, au thor ship and sexu al ity: “it is
in Sap pho’s broken frag ments that the mod ern woman poet could re‐ 
in vent Sap pho’s verse and thus in scribe fem in ine de sire as part of an
em power ing lit er ary his tory of their own” (Greene, 1996, p. 4).

Two mod ern ist sap phists: Nat alie
Barney and Renée Vivien
One such writer was rich Amer ican heir ess, Parisian lit er ary salon
host ess and woman of let ters Nat alie Clif ford Barney (1876-1972) of
whom Amy D. Wells writes, “it would only be a slight ex ag ger a tion to
say that Sap pho saved [her] life and made her open, woman- loving
life style pos sible”: French and clas sical Greek scholar, Barney “re lied
on her know ledge of Sap pho to es tab lish a life for her self” (Wells, un‐ 
pub lished ma nu script, p. 1). Barney’s per sonal life was un ashamedly
sapphic–she pur sued ro mances with a num ber of the women- loving
fe male artists, per formers and writers liv ing in the French cap ital in
the early twen ti eth cen tury in clud ing Ro maine Brooks, Colette,
Renée Vivien, Liane de Pougy, and Eva Palmer. These love af fairs were
them selves often fueled and sus tained by Sapphic le gend, which
provided the “scenic back ground” (Gubar 1984, p. 47) to the li ais ons.
But Sap pho’s life and work also dir ectly un der pinned a sig ni fic ant
quant ity of Barney’s lit er ary out put–not ably with the trans la tions of
Sap pho into French (Barney, Cinq Petits Dia logues Grecs, 1901) and
“Equi voque” (Barney, 1910), a play based on the le gend of Sap pho’s
tra gic sui cide, in which she re prises Ovid’s ver sion of events but with
sig ni fic ant changes. In Barney’s re writ ing, Sap pho does not take her
own life out of love for the boat man Phaon when he weds an other,
but be cause of her de sire for Timas the lat ter’s be trothed. Moreover,
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quot ing the stage dir ec tions Wells notes how the garden space of
Barney’s garden in the Parisian sub urb of Neuilly merges with that of
an ima gined topos, trans form ing it into a “uto pian space of the isle of
Les bos and its cap ital city Mytillini” for the oc ca sion:

‘In Mytillini. In a garden, in front of a Po etry school of which one can
see a few columns. Two tri pods. A stone bench. To the left, the
Temple of Cyp ris, to wards which the steps lead up. Little statues of
Cyp ris and Eros. To the right, a little altar is being set up’ (Wells, un ‐
pub lished ma nu script, p. 3).

Cer tainly the sens it ive sub ject mat ter of “Equi voque” would have pro‐ 
hib ited per form ance in the pub lic space –as Barney later com men ted,
“Greek plays are no longer per formed, Les bian plays have yet to be
per formed!” (Barney, 1920, p. 26) 3–but Barney, who had also vis ited
Les bos in 1904 with Vivien, was also set on re cre at ing a per sonal
sapphic space in twentieth- century Paris.

10

Renée Vivien, the pseud onym of Pau line Tarne, a self- taught Hel len ist
and Amer ican ex pat ri ate like Barney, also shunned her nat ive tongue,
pub lish ing Sapho (1903), a col lec tion of trans la tions of Sapphic verse
and po etry in spired by the Greek frag ment form, into French. As
Gubar has noted, Vivien’s Sap pho is a highly “fin de siècle” in carn a‐ 
tion, redol ent of Baudelaire and Swin burne’s dec ad ent cel eb ra tion of
the Sapphic muse. But while her mas cu line for bears vam pir ic ally con‐ 
sume their erot i cized and often de graded sub ject, Vivien gives the
Les bian a voice and in so doing, claims her as the “epi tome of the
dec ad ent” and dec ad ence it self as a “fun da ment ally les bian lit er ary
tra di tion” (Gubar, 1984, p. 49), thereby free ing it from the shackles of
the pat ri archal bind. As Blankley has ar gued, this en vi sion ing of the
eman cip ated sap phist was figured through a re turn to, or at least a
re- creation of, Mytilène, what she terms “an au then tic meta phor for
the glor i ous pos sib il it ies of women lov ing women” (Blankley, 1984, p.
50). This sense of work ing through and fi nally shirk ing off the pat ri‐ 
lin eal was also im pli cit in Vivien’s nom de plume, which pro claims her
own re birth (she is re- née), con struct ing both Les bos and her self out‐ 
side of a pat ri archal view point, and writ ing her sexu al ity out side of
the het ero sexual norm.
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In tro du cing After Sap pho
It is this same quest for a lib er at ing female- centric artistic and erotic
lin eage that un der pins After Sappho , Selby Wynn Schwartz’s 2022
Booker long- listed biofic tion. As she ex plains, in a phrase that echoes
the second- wave fem in ist schol ars’ take on their first- wave lit er ary
fore bears 4, “at its heart, the book is about try ing to find a shape for
your life that hasn’t already been pre scribed as your in ev it able,
cramped des tiny” (“The Gal ley Beg gar Q&A: Selby Wynn Schwartz”,
on line). Schwartz’s text re turns to the rich and largely fa mil iar con‐ 
stel la tion of fe male writers, artists and per formers liv ing in turn- of-
the-century and early twen ti eth cen tury Europe and who in spired
fem in ist schol ars such Ben stock and Scott on ac count of both their
artistic au da city and their stout re fusal to com ply to con ven tional,
het ero norm at ive wo man hood. At the heart of Schwartz’s pro ject is
the key role the life and work of Sap pho would play in their bid for
artistic and sexual eman cip a tion: “It’s dif fi cult to in vent a new form
for your self, so these women looked for mod els –and there are no‐ 
tori ously few, so they began to style them selves after Sap pho, the le‐ 
gendary poet of Les bos” (“The Gal ley Beg gar Q&A: Selby Wynn
Schwartz”, on line). And just as Schwartz’s char ac ters looked to the
poet of Les bos, so too is she sim il arly drawn, both in tel lec tualy and
emo tion ally, to these women who, as she puts it in one in ter view,
“when they were told be cause of your gender, you need to be good,
self- abnegating, pretty and quiet, they weren’t hav ing it” (Across the
Pond, 2023, 26�40-26�53). In a move that mir rors that of Car o lyn
Allen’s with Djuna Barnes, Schwartz en gages po et ic ally and af fect ively
with them (through “re col lec ted read ings and fleet ing fantas ies”)
evok ing in in ter views “a lin eage of think ing” and a “po ten tial for kin‐ 
ship” with the women she por trays (Across the Pond, 2023, 26�20-
26�22).

12

Among the two dozen or so dramatis per sonae read ers en counter in
After Sap pho we find the “usual sus pects”: Nath alie Barney, Ger trude
Stein, Renée Vivien, Sarah Bernhardt, Ro maine Brooks, Rad cly ffe Hall
and Vir ginia Woolf, Colette, Eileen Gray. But Schwartz, who holds a
PhD in com par at ive lit er at ure, also in tro duces a num ber of Italian
prot ag on ists less fa mil iar to the Anglo phone reader and show cases
the little- known, “vi ol ent, lu min ous” (Schwartz, 2022, 31), “ ‘golden- 
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eyed’ poet Lina Po letti” (Schwartz, 2022, 30) to whom her novel is
ded ic ated and whose life as turn- of-the cen tury les bian poet echoes
that of her better- known con tem por ar ies: like Vivien she changed
her name 5, like Vivien and Barney she learnt Greek in order to trans‐ 
late Sap pho until it be comes so much part of her self that “even tu ally
she would learn to trans late Sap pho without a dic tion ary” (“LINA PO‐ 
LETTI, c. 1899”, Schwartz, 2022, 14). One of many proto- sapphic
avatars, Po letti is pos ited as a model and in spir a tion for the au thor
and con tem por ary reader alike:

A tutti voi che siete Lina Po letti

Which means, to all of you

Who are Lina Po letti

(Schwartz, 2022, p. 6)

If at one level, then, the novel can be con sidered “an in formal his tory
of the emer gence of mod ern ism” (Bern stein Sy ca more, 2023) these
por traits also en able the au thor to broaden the reach of her palette
and sketch out the con tours of a far lar ger queer com munity, lend ing
the novel as a whole a sense of seem ingly in fin ite pos sib il ity across
times and bor ders. As we will see later, the in nov at ive form of this
novel is all- important and part and par cel of the aes thetic quest it
charts. Schwartz does not write a straight, lin ear bio graphy, but cre‐ 
ates what she her self de scribes as an “in trec ciare” or “in ter twin ing”
of in di vidual sub titled entries –frag ments– that go to gether to form a
net work of brief pas sages (The Gal ley Beg gar Q&A: Selby Wynn
Schwartz, on line). These short texts, for the most part vign ettes of
way ward fe male char ac ters, with “sapphic” pro cliv it ies, are presen ted
in roughly chro no lo gical in format, start ing with the birth of Lina Po‐ 
letti in 1885 and end ing with The Well of Loneli ness ob scen ity trial and
the pub lic a tion of Or lando in 1928. In ter spersed between these
entries are dir ect quo ta tions from Sap pho’s po etry. Al though or gan‐ 
ized into twenty numbered chapters com pleted with a pro logue and
af ter ward, the biofic tion, in the image of the Sapphic frag ment it self,
is devoid of any ex pli cit them atic nar rat ive thread. Thus, just as Sap‐
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pho and her frag men ted po etry offered Schwartz’s artists a po ten ti al‐ 
ity by which they could ex plore and ex press their emer gent sexual
iden tity, so too does After Sap pho in vite its reader, in spired by what
they have read, to con struct their own per sonal nar rat ive of be com‐ 
ing: “My hope is that someone read ing [this book] will say OK I see
some part of this story I could take for my self and I will give it my
kind of names” (The Shakespeare & Com pany In ter view, 2022, 26�50).
This re lat ab il ity is also en cour aged by the form of the fram ing nar rat‐ 
ive voice it self, a choric “we” of un named young women, vi cari ous
par ti cipants in this mo ment of Sapphic élan, and the reader’s hu mor‐ 
ous point of entry in the text: “Who was Sap pho? No one knew but
she had an is land. She was gar landed with girls. She could sit down to
dine and look straight at the woman she loved, how ever un hap pily”
(“SAP PHO, c. 630 BCE”, Schwartz, 2022, p. 9). This nar rat ive tech nique
cre ates an im mers ive ef fect, the in clus iv ity of the first per son plural
so li cit ing the reader’s in volve ment and iden ti fic a tion.

The pres ence of Sapphic frag ment in
the text
The text’s re la tion ship with Sapphic verse is a com plex one. Tex tu ally
speak ing, it in hab its the novel in myriad forms. Most ob vi ously, the
po etry is cited ex pli citly, ac com pa ny ing and echo ing the ac tion of
novel’s prot ag on ists, as for in stance in the entry en titled “SAP PHO,
FRAG MENT 31” where the reader learns how Lina Po letti wins over
the af fec tions of Si billa Alermo, who in con sequence deserts her male
lover:

15

The man who had been Si billa’s lover faded into a dis tin gushed out ‐
line

Sap pho writes in Frag ment 31 of the tri an gu la tions of lov ers. The
lover sits and watches while the be loved tuns her rap tur ous smile to
someone else; now the new fa vor ite moves close enough to touch
her. All is to be dared, Sap pho writes; then the poem breaks off (“SAP ‐
PHO, FRAG MENT 31”, Schwartz, 2022, p. 42).

But her power ful im ages also in vest the nar rat ive in subtler ways,
haunt ing the stor ies and cre at ing a secret tex tual bond of fe male ex ‐
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per i ence and kin ship under pat ri archy. For ex ample Sap pho’s frag‐ 
ment 105, the simile of the woman mar ried off against her will is first
quoted dir ectly “like the hy acinth in the moun tains that shep herd
men/ with their feet trample down” SAP PHO, FRAG MENTS 105A AND
105B”, Schwartz, 2022, p. 15) and then im me di ately re worked to fig ure
mas cu line cul ture’s eras ure of the les bian poet: “An en tire book of
Sap pho is made of wed ding songs; like the hy acinth in the moun tains,
none have sur vived” (“SAP PHO, FRAG MENTS 105A AND 105B”,
Schwartz, 2022, p. 15) be fore re sur fa cing, seem ingly un con sciously, in
the words of nar rat ive voice. This tech nique is used to strik ing ef fect
when the text makes ref er ence to the highly miso gyn ist Italian Penal
Code in tro duced at the mo ment of Italian uni fic a tion: “In par tic u lar
Art icle 544 of the Penal Code was like an iron lever, man oeuv ring girls
of six teen into po s i tion as brides to the very men who had trampled
them down” (“RINA PIER AN GELI FAC CIO 1893”, Schwartz, 2022, p. 20).
The Pisanelli code ruled that, at the word of her father, a vi ol ated
daugh ter could be bound into be com ing the wife of her ag gressor re‐ 
du cing her to the status of help less and hap less chat tel sub mit ted to
the pat ri archal re gime. By re it er at ing the meta phor ‘trample’ of frag‐ 
ment 105 in her dis cus sion of the code, Schwartz im pli citly places the
Italian law within a con tinuum of fe male op pres sion link ing back to
Sap pho. Sim il arly, Una donna Si billa Alermo’s 1906 auto bi o graphy, is
de scribed as “the story of a woman whose mother goes out of the
win dow in a white dress like a scrap of paper, whose body is trampled
down like a hy acinth” (“SI BILLA ALERMO, UNA DONNA, 1906”,
Schwartz, 2022, p. 20). This many- layered in ter tex tu al ity cre ates the
im pres sion, par tic u larly in the open ing chapters, that the en tire text
is im bued with the pres ence of Sap pho’s po etry, bear ing tran shis toric
wit ness to fe male op pres sion under pat ri archy and call ing for women
to break out from the bonds of the male es tate. At the same time the
text also bears wit ness to the po ten tially of a life of Sapphic in‐ 
betwee ness. Just as, the nar rat ive voice notes, one of the epi thets at‐ 
trib uted to Sap pho was that of her body being a “darkly bright hol‐ 
low” (“SAP PHO, FRAG MENT 147”, Schwartz, 2022, p. 41), so do les bi ans
of the early twen ti eth cen tury “liv[e] in a little hol low between laws”
(“R, c. 1895”, Schwartz, 2022, p. 32).

Moreover, as the poly semy of the “after” of the title sug gests, the
novel en gages with the Greek poet’s twin leg acy for queer women,
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writers, artists and read ers alike. On the one hand, Schwartz charts
her prot ag on ists’ de sire to fol low in Sap pho’s foot steps as they search
their own sense of self –“At that time we were not called any thing
and so we cher ished every word, no mat ter how many cen tur ies
dead” they say (“SAP PHO, c. 630 BCE”, Schwartz, 2022, p. 10)–, and to
nos tal gic ally re cre ate a per ceived hal cyon past by writ ing “in the
style of” their idol, by lit er ally re turn ing to the is land of Les bos, or
fail ing that, hanging out at Nath alie Barney’s Temple de l’Amitié. On
the other hand, there is a ques tion ing of what might come after Sap‐ 
pho, an aware ness of the need to re in vent, to cre ate new forms and
new ways of ex press ing queer fe male self hood in the twen ti eth cen‐ 
tury and bey ond.

After Sap pho is in nov at ively writ ten in a first per son plural “we”. It is a
choric “we” in the Greek sense of the term, a nar rat ive form that
gives a voice to those on the side lines of the main mod ern ist play ers,
in clud ing Berthe Cleyrergue, Barney’s maid (sig ni fic antly the only
prot ag on ist al lowed her own nar rat ive voice, un filtered by the choric
we). Ini tially young, naïve and wist ful, they gradu ally gain in agency
and as sur ance, find ing their own forms of self- expression and pla cing
the focus on on go ing col lect ive read ing, re cog ni tion and re flec tion
rather than simply cel eb rat ing the genius of in di vidual cre ation and
artistry. But the choric “we” also in cludes us, the read ers, so the novel
as Schwartz has ex plained in an in ter view “mak[es] room for people
to pos sibly see them selves, little shards of them selves, little re flec‐ 
tions of them selves, one little glimpse of them selves in someone
else… a lot of pos sib il it ies all re frac ted’” (The Shakespeare and Com‐ 
pany In ter view, 2022, 25�48-50). The prose, which is un be holden to
dic tates of real ist verisimil it ude, feels curi ously atem poral, al most
trans lated, as if tra vers ing time and space. In short, After Sap pho
blurs the bound ar ies of (auto)bio graphy and the novel, sin gu lar self
and col lab or at ive con tinuum and in so doing, func tions to cre ate a
queer woman’s lit er ary and artistic lin eage.

18

After Sap pho as biofic tion

A com bin a tion of fact and fic tion, in tel lect and af fect, the biofic tion
format is par tic u larly suited to the au thor’s pur pose. This cur rently
“flour ish ing genre ap pre ci ated by read ers and crit ic ally suc cess ful on
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the English- speaking lit er ary scene” is pop u lar not least, ac cord ing to
Mon ica Latham, be cause it al lows for more “com fort” and “pleas ure”
she says than a “mul ti tude of raw and arid” de tails served up in the
tra di tional bio graphy format. What is more, biofic tion en ables the
writer- biographer to pro ject their own ima gin a tion and de sires into
the nar rat ive: “fic tion also al lows them to flirt with the truth, to fill in
the gaps left by tra di tional bio graphy” and like Roman and Greek
myth writers in the past, con tem por ary biofic ton writers tell the
stor ies of the her oes of gods who cap tiv ate and in trigue them
(Latham, 2017, p. 420-422). As Sharon O’Brien has ar gued, the nar rat‐ 
ive paradigm for tra di tional bio graphy is the nine teenth–cen tury
real ist novel, with its re li able chro no lo gical plot line and trust worthy
nar rator trans par ently re lay ing and or der ing an ac cur ate and in tel li‐ 
gible real ity peopled by roun ded in di vidu als (O’Brien, 1991, p. 125). In
this sense biofic tion surely owes its cur rent pop ular ity not only to the
fact that it is fun and ac cess ible, but also be cause it is a more ap pro‐ 
pri ate form for the con tem por ary [post]post mod ern age with its at‐ 
tend ant sus pi cion of know ledge, since “at the heart of biofic tion is
ma nip u lat ing truth […] an un der stand ing that cor res ponds to the
con tem por ary view that ab so lute his tor ical truth does not exist”
(Latham, 2017, p. 422). Moreover, as many schol ars have noted,
(auto)bio graphy tra di tion ally show cased the life of the upper or
middle- class man (Robin son, 1990, p.7) and set out to cel eb rate the
con sol id a tion of in di vidual self hood –or as Karl Wein traub put it in
back in 1978, “each one of us con sti tutes one ir re place able human
form and we per ceive a noble life task in the cul tiv a tion of our in di‐ 
vidu al ity, our in ef fable self” (Wein traub, 1978, p. xiii). After Sap pho
chal lenges these tra di tional mod els of bio graphy: it is writ ten in a
plural nar rat ive voice and of fers an ex pres sion of a col lect ive but
frag men ted fe male ex per i ence rather than the con sec ra tion of one
whole, at om ized male sub ject; moreover, the nar rat ive, mar keted as a
“novel” fully as sumes its hy brid fact- fiction status and points to the
very im possib il ity of bio graphy as truth. These very con tem por ary
re flec tions around the status and func tion of bio graphy are also ex‐ 
pli citly them at ized within the text, not ably around the life and writ‐ 
ing of Vir ginia Woolf, fig ur ing the sorry de mise of the real ist and bio‐ 
graph ical formats –pat ri lin eal genres par ex cel lence–, and chart ing
the emer gence of new queerer and more plural forms of life writ ing:
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VIR GINIA WOOLF, THE NEW BIO GRAPHY, 1927

In the old lives, someone was born a boy, grew ex ped i tiously into the
pro por tions of a man, and set out to con quer his share of note worthy
deeds. In the middle chapters he might com pose a treat ise or an ‐
nounce the dis cov ery of mod ern thought. When he had be come em ‐
in ent enough, he died

We had all read those old lives; they were as dull and weighty as
pew ter tea plat ters. They were the stal warts of all twenty- six
volumes of Leslie Stephen’s Dic tion ary of Na tional Bio graphy […]

Thus in her essay The New Bio graphy Vir ginia Woolf ex pressed our
de sire for other lives. These new lives might be fuller, freer, by turns
more rak ish and more tender.[…]

In these new lives, Vir ginia Woolf wrote, there would be that queer
am al gam a tion of dream and real ity we knew so in tim ately: it was the
al chemy of our own ex ist ence (“VIR GINIA WOOLF, THE NEW BIO ‐
GRAPHY, 1927”, Schwartz, 2022, p. 234-235).

In a sim ilar vein, Schwartz also play fully op poses Rad cly ffe Hall’s real‐ 
ist autofic tion, The Well of Loneli ness (1928), with all its male he ge‐ 
monic value- driven stand ards such as tra di tion and truth with Vir‐ 
ginia Woolf’s way ward “bio graphy” of Vita Sackville- West, Or lando.
Also pub lished in 1928, Woolf’s text con sti tutes an early ex ample of
biofic tion and the tem plate for a nar ra tiv iz a tion of queer fe male col‐ 
lect ive con scious ness across the cen tur ies:

20

RAD CLY FFE HALL, STEPHEN, 1927

[…] In short, Stephen Gor don was not merely a queer sort of per son
but also a gen tle man, Rad cly ffe Hall said to Nat alie Barney, who
sighed into her tea cup

RAD CLY FFE HALL, TRUE REAL ISM IN FIC TION, 1927
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Half of what passed as lit er at ure these days was not true, Rad cly ffe
Hall ob jec ted [...] True real ism in fic tion, ac cord ing to Rad cly ffe Hall,
was a stead fast de vo tion to re veal ing the bare, lit eral and tra gic. An
Eng lish writer ought to stick to the form without wild- goose flights
of fancy. There were pro por tions to re spect, schema to fol low. Fic ‐
tion was as pre cise an art as chan ging francs into pounds ster ling;
only thereby might a treat ise on sex ology cor rectly be con ver ted into
a novel

VIR GINIA WOOLF, OR LANDO: A BIO GRAPHY, 1928

[…] This was a bio graphy, the title an nounced. But it was also a novel,
a whole fantasy, a view of two women at the top of a house, a talk on
fic tion and the fu ture, a new bio graphy, frag ments of a sapphic
poem, a com pos i tion as ex plan a tion, a hero ic ally private joke, a series
of por traits, a mani festo, an al cove in the his tory of lit er at ure, an al ‐
chem ical ex per i ment, an auto bi o graphy and a long piece of life from
now. (Schwartz, 2020, p. 241, 243).

As Schwartz re minds us, Woolf ini tially de scribed Or lando as “sug‐ 
ges tions for short pieces” (Schwartz, 2020, p. 238), a format that
clearly res on ates with the struc ture of After Sap pho, just as it echoes
the frag men ted nature of Sapphic verse. As we have seen, the in com‐ 
plete ness of the Sapphic frag ment en abled the early twen ti eth cen‐ 
tury women to write them selves into a mat ri lin eal lit er ary con‐ 
tinuum. How ever, Schwartz’s text also speaks of the need to go bey‐ 
ond Sap pho in the quest for artistic in nov a tion:
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CAS SANDRA, 1919

[…] We who had come after Sap pho would now go on wards

From her frag ments would emerge our new and mod ern forms

There would be a fu ture for the mood we lived in

No longer would we fol low in the style of, wist ful and opt at ive.

Now Sap pho was going to be come us.
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We were going to hap pen to Sap pho

And Sap pho would never be the same. (Schwartz, 2022, p. 170)

In this way, the gaps between entries in Schwartz’s text also in vite
her con tem por ary reader to make new con nec tions and cre ate new
nar rat ives of wo man hood (“new and mod ern forms”) on the strength
of this power ful and al lur ing mat ri lin eage. Just as Sap pho was ap pro‐ 
pri ated and re- fashioned, taken up and re- embedded by the choric
“we” of the nar rat ive voice, so too does Schwartz ex tend the au thor‐ 
ship of her text to in clude not only the artists and au thors who have
in spired her mod ern form of biofic tional myth mak ing but the read ers
them selves, who in their turn write them selves into its on go ing cul‐ 
tural leg acy. This per spect ive is made ex pli cit in Schwartz’s con clud‐ 
ing entry, which riffs on Vir ginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own and so‐ 
li cits a col lab or at ive, tran shis toric ex per i ence of queer fe male being:

22

Yet if you can lock the door to your room, you might try writ ing the
story of Chloe and Olivia yourselves. The first thing is to change their
names so that the story will feel like your own

(“VIR GINIA WOOLF, WOMEN AND FIC TION, 1928”, Schwartz, 2022,
p.252).

As Mon ica Latham con vin cingly ar gues, “biofic tion con sti tutes our
mod ern myths: the myth mak ing pro cess de pends on the ex traordin‐ 
ary stor ies of the his tor ical fig ures and the writer bio grapher’s abil ity
to com bine fact and fic tion” (Latham, 2017, p. 422). In After Sap pho,
Selby Wynn Schwartz re vis its a con stel la tion of lit er ary and artistic
les bian lu minar ies from the early twen ti eth cen tury, them selves, like
the au thor, under the sway of Sap pho’s ar rest ing yet elu sive verse.
But her queer, fe male biofic tion has noth ing of the ha gi o graphic or
nos tal gic about it: in the image of the nar rat ive choric “we” of her
novel, Schwartz gives us stor ies of other women’s lives that can help
us to in vent or re in vent our own as she nour ishes and per petu ates an
al lur ing les bian lit er ary lin eage.
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NOTES

1  My em phasis.

2  The lat ter of which were par tic u larly ap pre ci ated by Woolf and H.D
(Ribeyrol, 2009, p. 207-208).

3  “Les pièces grecques ne pas sent plus, les pièces les bi ennes pas en core!”
Trans la tion by Amy D. Wells.

4  For ex ample, “women who want[ed] to do things or be people bey ond the
scope of their ex pec ted des tiny” (Hanscombe & Smy ers, 1987, p. xv).

5  Christened Cordula, she took the name of Lina, mean ing light.
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tour nant du ving tième siècle et dont l’œuvre était source d'ins pi ra tion im‐ 
por tante pour bon nombre de femmes ar tistes et écri vaines mo der nistes,
leur per met tant à leur tour de « re naître ». À la fois sur les traces de leur
muse cap ti vante, tout en s’en dé ta chant, ces femmes s'ins crivent dans une
gé néa lo gie per son nelle et ar tis tique au- delà des li mites du pa triar cat. Ce‐ 
pen dant, After Sap pho n'offre pas un simple re gard nos tal gique vers un âge
d'or d’éman ci pa tion fé mi nine mais il par ti cipe d’une ré flexion sur ce que
pour rait être l'écri ture d'une bio gra phie fé mi nine queer et sur la ma nière
dont un tel pro jet pour rait s’ins crire dans la créa tion d'une li gnée et d’une
com mu nau té lit té raires les biennes.

English
After Sap pho (2022), a biofic tion by Selby Wynn Schwartz re vis its the
artistic and lit er ary mod ern ist mo ment and its con stel la tion of trail blaz ing
women artists and writers. In par tic u lar and as its title sug gests, the novel
cel eb rates the fig ure and works of Sap pho, both of which were en joy ing a
renais sance around the turn of the twen ti eth cen tury, and which provided a
key source of in spir a tion for many les bian women mod ern ists, en abling
them, in their turn to be “re born.” Both fol low ing in the steps of, and going
bey ond, their cap tiv at ing muse, the women thus in scribed them selves in a
per sonal and artistic gene a logy bey ond the bounds of pat ri archy. But After
Sap pho is not nos tal gic look ing back wards to a hal cyon age of fe male eman‐ 
cip a tions; rather it of fers a re flec tion on what it is to write queer, fe male
bio graphy and how such a pro ject might, in it self, con trib ute to the cre ation
of les bian lit er ary lin eage and com munity.

Español
After Sappho (2022), una bio fic ción de Selby Wynn Sch wartz, vuel ve a vi si tar
el mo men to ar tís ti co y li te ra rio mo der nis ta, más con cre ta men te su cons te‐ 
la ción de mu je res ar tis tas y es cri to ras pio ne ras. Como su tí tu lo lo su gie re, la
no ve la ce le bra la fi gu ra de Safo, que co no ció un ver da de ro re na ci mien to a
prin ci pios del siglo XX y cuya obra fue una im por tan te fuen te de ins pi ra ción
para mu chas mu je res ar tis tas y es cri to ras mo der nis tas, per mi tién do les que,
a su vez, “re na cie ran”. Si guien do los pasos de su cau ti va do ra musa, y re ba‐ 
sán do los, estas mu je res for man parte de una ge nea lo gía per so nal y ar tís ti ca
más allá de los lí mi tes del pa triar ca do. Sin em bar go, After Sappho no ofre ce
una sim ple mi ra da nos tál gi ca hacia una época do ra da de eman ci pa ción fe‐ 
me ni na, sino que par ti ci pa de una re fle xión sobre qué sería es cri bir una bio‐ 
gra fía fe me ni na queer y cómo un pro yec to así po dría en ca jar en la crea ción
de un li na je li te ra rio y una co mu ni dad lés bi ca.
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