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Queer Theory and the Modernist Author 

 
This panel will explore how modernist authors have become legendary figures in queer 
literary criticism. Critics exploring issues of gender and sexuality have often found the 
author themselves more compelling than their literary works, such as in gay criticism of 
Oscar Wilde. In such cases, the author’s persona may actually overshadow their writing. 
As a result, critics fail to distinguish historical figures from their fiction, resulting in a 
slippage between art and life. As a panel we will explore how modernist authors are 
characterized in queer criticism, as well as the impact modernist authors have had on 
queer theory.  
 
The three speakers will address the following questions:  
 

• Why are certain modernist authors taken up in lesbian and gay criticism and queer 
theory of the late ‘80s and early ‘90s?  

• How are modernist authors characterized as legendary figures in gay/queer 
literary criticism? 

• When do gay/lesbian/queer critics read the author instead of the text and why?  
• Can there be readings of work by queer writers that do not engage with their 

biography and personal sexual preferences and identifications?  
• What is gained or lost by reading the author alongside their works?  
• What can this topic teach us about queer approaches to modernism and literary 

interpretation in general?  
 
The panel seeks to engage with current approaches to the study of modernism and 
modernity, as well as contemporary issues in queer thought. Collectively the participants 
will expand research and debate at the intersection of modernist studies and queer theory. 
We will explore how modernist writers have developed into queer icons, critique queer 
criticism’s engagement with the author, and work toward developing a queer theory of 
the modernist author.  
 
The panel will begin with a presentation by Professor Chris Coffman examining 
methodological questions that attend queer reading. Taking Barthes’s and Foucault’s 
influential essays on authorship as points of departure, Coffman argues that the author 
need not be invoked as a limit to interpretation. Coffman then uses Gertrude Stein to 
show how queer modernist scholarship complicates the literary relationship to the author. 
Stein’s status as a queer and modernist icon undoubtedly influences readings of her texts. 
Though her queerness remained an open secret during her 1934-1935 tour of the United 
States, her donation of her papers to Yale’s Beinecke Library have provided vital 
resources for scholars investigating her sexuality, and have thus contributed to her 
emergence as a queer icon. Archival documents show that the plays with pronouns that 
appear in her literary texts also reference Stein and Toklas in their private notebooks. Yet 
scholars that use such biographical evidence must be mindful of the way the author 



returns in the text only as what Barthes called a “guest,” amidst a plurality of readings. 

The second speaker, Adeline Soldin, will take up similar issues of authorship and 
biographical criticism using the figure of Marcel Proust. Soldin illustrates how critics 
commonly conflate the biographical Proust, with the narrator of his fictional work In 
Search of Lost Time. This talk questions why is it that readers of Proust (and of queer 
modernism in general) allow themselves the liberty of collapsing narrator and author into 
one literary figure representative of the same queer modernism. How does the element of 
sexuality seem to draw the author’s biography more deeply into his fiction? And what 
does this critical tendency say about the utter necessity of such transgressions (narrative, 
sexual, and readerly) in both fiction and reality? 

Finally, Shawna Lipton will discuss how these interpretive issues manifest even more 
overtly in the case of a less canonical literary figure, one who is known less as a high 
modernist, and more as a queer icon. Radclyffe Hall has become a legend in lesbian and 
queer studies and this talk surveys critical responses to Hall’s 1928 novel The Well of 
Loneliness, questioning the impact Hall’s iconic image has had on interpretations of her 
book. Examples from contemporary queer theorists (Jay Prosser, Judith Halberstam, and 
Heather Love) illustrate how conflating Hall with her protagonist causes a slippage 
between author and text, art and life. Lipton argues that literary and queer critics must 
attend to the differences between the author and her creation, even when there are 
similarities between them, in order to perform an ethical reading of the text, a conclusion 
that draws together many of the critical points raised by Coffman and problematized by 
Soldin.  
 
Following the presentations by the three speakers there will be at least fifteen minutes left 
in the session to field audience questions and hold a discussion on the issues raised 
during the panel.  
 
The panel will consist of three speakers. 
 
1) Chris Coffman (panelist) holds a 2001 Ph.D. in Comparative Literature from the 
University of Southern California and a 1994 B.A. in Comparative Literature from 
Cornell University.  She is Associate Professor of English at the University of Alaska 
Fairbanks, and was also Coordinator of the Program in Women’s and Gender Studies 
there from 2009-2011.  
  
She has published a book entitled Insane Passions:  Lesbianism and Psychosis in 
Literature and Film with Wesleyan UP in 2006, as well as articles on queer film and 
theory in GLQ;  Postmodern Culture;  Culture, Theory, and Critique;  and Angelaki.  Her 
work on modernism includes articles on Virginia Woolf's Orlando, James Joyce's 
Ulysses, and Franz Kafka's The Trial, as well as an essay on Gertrude Stein’s The 
Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas that is forthcoming in Arizona Quarterly.  Her article 
on Monique Truong’s The Book of Salt is scheduled to appear in Texas Studies in 
Literature and Language in June 2014.  She is currently at work on two book 
manuscripts:  one on Gertrude Stein and the other on the intersection of psychoanalytic, 



queer, and transgender theories.  “Gertrude Stein Icon,” her contribution to the proposed 
MLA Special Session, will be drawn from the former project. 
 
2) Adeline Soldin (panelist) defended her dissertation, “Proustian Performance: Role-
playing, Repetition, and Ritual in A la recherche du temps perdu,” in March 2014 and 
will be graduating from Boston University in May. Her work on Proust has lead to the 
forth-coming publication of a chapter entitled “La Chambre chez Proust: Salle de théâtre 
ou scène d’hôpital” in the edited volume Espaces de Vie de l’artiste.  She is in the 
process of preparing another article for publication entitled “Performing Desire: the 
Spectacle of Seduction in A la recherche.”  She has previously published on Rachilde, a 
contemporary of Proust famous for cross-dressing in public and gender bending in her 
writing. 
 
3) Shawna Lipton (presider and panelist) is completing her dissertation in the English 
Ph.D. program at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee under the direction of Jane 
Gallop. Lipton has presented her work on queer modernism at the Modernist Studies 
Association ("Oscar Wilde and Queer Theory"), the Midwest Modern Languages 
Association ("Redressing Radclyffe Hall"), and most recently, at the International 
Conference on Virginia Woolf ("Are Queers Afraid of Virginia Woolf?"). She has 
published in New Cinemas: Journal of Contemporary Film, and QED: A Journal of 
Queer Worldmaking. Lipton looks forward to this opportunity to present some core ideas 
for her thesis project, "Queer Theory and the Modernist Author", to a broader audience of 
scholars in her field. 


