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Abstract (250 Words maximum)

The proposed research focuses on the twentieth-century American writer Mary Borden, whose
wide output includes works of various genres responding to or including her experience as a
nurse in a hospital unit just behind the lines in World Wars I and II. The goal of this project is
to educate myself more deeply about Borden’s work and its (literary, critical, and historical)
contexts, eventually addressing these specific questions: how is Borden’s work similar to and
different from the work of male soldiers and veterans of World War I (my anticipated focus,
though it may extend to World War II), especially in its literary representation of the body
(traumatized, in pain, wounded); gender roles; and heroism/vulnerability (a common theme of
war texts)? My analysis is likely to also draw on the philosophy of Elaine Scarry, who writes
both about bodies in pain and about beauty, the latter of which shapes my thinking about
vulnerability and self-protection in Borden's war writings. The anticipated result of this
project is a full-length critical essay on Borden, published in a peer-reviewed scholarly
journal.
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Faculty Research Grant Proposal, 2018-2019
| “That was the precipice”:
Considering Beauty and Pain in the War Writing of Mary Borden

Project Description

Comptising both significant secondaty research and writing, this project will culminate in a new
scholarly atticle on the underexamined twentieth-century writer Mary Borden, focusing specifically
on her war texts of various genres.

Mary Botden, an American heiress, was alteady a matried mother of three when the First World War
erupted. Discontent to sit idle, Borden funded and administered a hospital unit that setved just
behind the Western Front in Belgium and France (/¢ go7e interdite, the forbidden zone, from which
she took the title of het best known work) for the duration of the war, and she also nursed in WWIL.
Alteady an active writer who was well connected in literary circles by 1914, Botden wrote about the
wars in fiction, cteative nonfiction sketches, poetty, and a memoir, in addition to continuing a
broadet production of novels and essays. There are several characteristics, then, that make Borden
unique: she was an American who setved throughout the war although the U.S. didn’t enter it until
1917; she was a woman who served very close to the fighting front; she was a woman in chatge of
het own unit; and she was a female authot who did setvice in the war and then wrote diverse literary
pieces informed by this experience (vety few Ametican women wrote anything about the wat, and
those that did wrote either homefront novels ot straightforward memoirs). Another charactetistic
unfortunately makes her less unique: despite being a prolific female writer, she is now largely
unknown and most of her works are either out of ptint ot only recently reprinted by minor presses.

The goal of this project is to educate myself mote deeply about Borden’s wotk and its contexts,
eventually addressing these specific questions: how is Borden’s work similar to and different from
the wotk of male soldiets and veterans 6f Wortld War I (my anticipated focus, though Botden’s
wtiting on the Second World War may broaden it), especially in its literary representation of the
body (traumatized, in pain, wounded); gender roles; and heroism/vulnerability (a common theme of
war texts)?

The tasks of my proposed project in suppott of that goal are as follows:

* To tead a multi-genre selection of Borden’s publications, chosen for their relevance to the
wotld wars (these are indicated undet Documentation);

® To read the existing critical and biographical sources on Borden;

¢ To read more broadly in secondaty soutces on the writings by female medical wotkets in the
First Wotld War;

® To produce my own analytical scholarship on Botden’s works for dissemination as an article
and possibly conference presentation (see Results below).

I am prepared for this research, having begun a pattern of professional and public work on literature
from the First World War (a section of a newly published article in the Journal of Modern Literature that
was first funded by an FRG; a presentation at 2 major conference in my field on Borden’s collection




The Forbidden Zone, and two local lectures), but my interest in Borden first arose from my teaching of
literature of the First World War in two classes: Women Weriters of the Great War (5-week summer
study abroad class in England) and Literatute of the Great War (four sections at UMW, now
ptoposed as a catalog class); in the latter, I teach Borden’s aforementioned book The Forbidden Zone,
an expetimental collection of stoties, sketches, obsetvations, and reflections about her experience as
a medical provider in WWL

A discussion of one piece in The Forbidden Zone, one of its most striking, illuminates my current
thinking about the project’s anticipated focus. Titled “Moonlight,” the story animates Death, Life,
and Pain as beings with agency: Death is a gentle angel and Life a sick and ruthless animal, but Pain
is the compelling focus: a perverse seductress, she torments the bodies of wounded men. One other
element of the story that interests me is the subject of its title, the moonlight, which is one of several
natural, beautiful enetgies in the story that are seen as threatening to the nurse narrator, dangerous in
theit very beauty because they might break through the protective desensitization of the traumatized
soldiers and staff. This story is just one that I anticipate analyzing as I address the research question
and goal stated above. In my preliminary thinking and short wtiting about the stoty, I have been
drawn to the philosophy of Elaine Scatry, whose wotk includes theotization of both pain and beauty
(see Documentation). Though Scarty postulates that beauty causes a transcendent joy in the viewer,
. which she calls “opiated adjacency,” my reading of Borden’s stoty suggests the opposite: that in
certain circumstances such as violent conflict, beauty causes painful vulnerability. I have tentatively
been calling this “abraded adjacency,” and it’s traceable in some other war books as well.

Compelled by my rudimentary analysis of “Moonlight” and a few other pieces from The Forbidden
Zone, 1 propose to see if my own theotetical lenses for interpreting Borden’s wartime work hold up
in some of her other texts (poetty, memoit, and novels with the war as a backdrop); are illuminated
further in dialogue with Scatry’s philosophies on pain and beauty; and/ ot respond to contextual
citcumstances and other war writers. In doing so, I hope to add substantially to the understanding of
a gifted and largely overlooked writer in my discipline and three of my specific areas of professional
focus (Modernism, women’s writing, and literature of the Great Wax).

Project Significance

-The univetsity’s funding of this project will have substantial impact on my professional development
as a researcher and thus my status as a scholar in my field; on my uppet- -level teaching; and on the
ctitical reception of an overlooked author and the continued expansion of the body of texts that ate
considered to be “wat writing.” Professional wotk on Maty Botden represents a largely new avenue
of tesearch for me and thus will continue to develop my reputation and output as a scholar of both
Modernist women’s wtiting and literature of the First Wotld War. In addition, I teach Borden’s
collection The Forbidden Zone in my class Literature of the Great War (under review by the cutriculum
committee as a new catalog class), so deeper knowledge of the scholarship on her work will also
benefit my students, who tend to draw widely from English, WGST, and History majots.
Furthermote, though she is a vety rare specitmen in being an Ametican woman who worked on the
Western Front and recorded het expetience in writing, Botden is not widely studied by literary critics
(no doubt in patt because of the limited availability of het books for so much time, and also perhaps
due to the privileging of British WWI texts), so my essay will advance the field on a truly worthy
wtitet. Too, the study of war literature has, in tecent years, begun to challenge the definition of
“authentic” wat writing as being only that of male soldiers and veterans, and scholarship on
Borden’s books furthers that crucial interrogation.




Timeline and Logistics

This project will require no special facilities, equipment, ot travel. In the May/June summet session
of 2018, I anticipate teaching one online class for English majots; duting the academic year coveted
by the grant period, I will be teaching my tegular 4/4 load.

May-June 2018
e collect publications by and on Mary Borden

* July 2018 :
e read/study the available literatute by Borden, with special focus on The Forbidden Zone, Poerms
~ of Love and War, and Journey Down a Blind Alley

August-December 2018

' as -necéssary, continue reading primaty texts by Borden

read Conway’s biography of Botden, A Woman of Two Wars

read secondary sources and ctitical essays on Botden’s work and women writets of WWI
possible: present on research at the 2018 Modernist Studies Conference in November

January- May 2019 _
o draft essay on Borden (approximately 25-30 pages)

May 2019
e submit FRG repott to CAS Dean

May-June 2019

e revise manuscript and submit to an approptiate peet-reviewed journal (see below)

Results :

The primary result of this project will be a full-length (approximately 25-30 pages) scholarly article
on the war wtiting of Maty Borden, informed by existing scholarship. The essay will be submitted to
a tespected, peet-reviewed joutnal (such as The Journal of Modern Literature; War, Literature, and the Arts:
An International Journal of the Humanities; ot The Journal of War and Culture Studies). Thete is a possibility
that the work will also be disseminated, in ptocess, at the Modernist Studies Conference, a premier
international, interdisciplinary conference in my field (Cleveland, November 2018).
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Budget

I am seeking a summer stipend only. The money will be used to release me from teaching one
summer class.

Simultaneous Application

None.

Previous Awards ’

Faculty Research Grant, 2016-2017, summer stipend. The project “Telegraphy, Motse Code, and
H.D.’s Technopoetics” was new tesearch on a writer who has long been a focus of my professional
wotk and teaching. I proposed to undertake wide reading in H.D.’s newly available novels and in the
cultural and technical history of telegraphy; the project was to culminate in a full-length scholatly
atticle. I have worked through my significant reading list and have a section of the atticle drafted; I
intend to have this article under review at the peer-reviewed joutnal Configurations (Johns Hopkins
UP), which is the official publication of the Society for Litetature, Science, and the Arts, in Spring
2018. The final report fot this grant was submitted to Dean Finkelstein on May 9, 2017.

Supporting Materials

None.




