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Joan DeJean

To the memoryofJack Winkler, who setanexample bytaking a political stand without sacrificing
scholarlystandards

Those ofus who work onthe first manifestations of whatis now known as fe minism are always reading
feminismin time. As we studythe works and the careers of writers fromearlier periods, we constantly
attempt to evaluate the extentto whichitis valid to interprettheir projects fromourvantage point. We have
to ask ourselves inparticular whetherourreconstructions oftheiralliances and commitme nts —
reconstructions that are essentialto understanding the historyofanyinherently political phenomenonsuch
as feminism—are colored byour knowledge ofthe ways in which fe minism has developed inrecent
decades.

Reading feminismintime thus involves asortofsuperimpositionofhistorical moments. Inthe example I will
presentinthese pages,|step back frommysituationtodayto describe and interrogate a moment at the
turn ofthe twentieth century. At that time, the circle of writers who were creating the French move ment
knowntodayas "Sapho 1900" produced commentary whose implications were felt far beyond their coterie.
Sapho 1900's readings ofthe poetoflesbos proposed aradicalrevisionofthe accepted viewofSappho's
sexuality. The significance ofthatrevision for what we know as genderstudies and the history of sexuality
would surelyseemevidentto scholars today. Less evidentis the role it seems to have played atan
importantorigin ofthe field ofinquirynow referred to as Jewish studies. Less evidentstillis the wayin which
thatrevisioncame to be used as asignofpoliticalcommitment. [End Page 149] One ofthe principal
functions ofreading fe minismin time is to call attentionto suchless evident connections.

Doing so is,ofcourse,something ofariskybusiness. Absolute confirmation ofthe existence ofintellectual
configurations atearlier periods is hard to come by, particularly when the political connotations ofsucha
configuration would have beenundesirable forsome ofits members. Who canimagine, forexample, that
respected scholars ofantiquity would admit to sharing anagenda with avowed lesbians whose bohemian
antics scandalized turn-of-the-century Paris? In the absence of whatis usuallyaccepted as proof, we have to
work with scattered clues. Inthis case, myclues are widelyvaried, ranging fromeditions of Sappho to
earrings. Nevertheless, theyare enoughto convince me ofthe existence ofwhat might have beentermed,
laterinthe centuryand onthe westernside ofthe Atlantic, a rainbow coalition, whose members were united
bytheirbeliefinpacifismand theiroppositionto German militarism. Reading feminismintime, despite its
risks, gives us ouronlyaccess to corners of history that the officialrecord ofdisciplines has always
obscured.

Iflwanted to payhomage to classic French cinema, this essaywould be titled "The Earrings of Natalie
Clifford Barney." ! After spending more years than|care to calculate working onSappho's receptionthrough
the ages, I thought that myfile on herwas at last definitivelyclosed. Then,onavisitto the Musée des Arts
Décoratifs in Paris, | was mesmerized by the mostsplendid Lalique jewels | had everseen.lhappened to
note thatall myfavorites had beenthe possessions of Natalie Clifford Barney, poetand cofounderofSapho
1900. This meant thatthey had undoubtedlybeenchosenbythe movement's self-proclaimed new Sappho,
Renée Vivien,whose lavish presents to Barneyduring theirlong relationship received much comment. Had
my eyes wandered no farther down the cards identifying the objects, | would have felt only fond me mories
forwork past.Butthenlalso realized that the jewels had beengivento the museumbya certain "Madame
Dreyfus-Barney." 2 Suddenly, the file was no longer...
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