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Introduction: Ida Made a Name for Herself

This workshop edition presents
Ida A Novel
in its historical context, as it moved from composition to publication and reception.
1
The supplementary materials have been chosen to illuminate Gertrude Stein’s experience of authorship from the novel’s beginning in early summer 1937, through the various drafts and negotiations with her publisher, to the periodical reviews that began appearing in February 1941.

We can re-create Stein’s workshop experience because concurrent with the start of
Ida
she began constructing her archive at the Yale University Library. Having a public archive motivated her to systematically keep the novel’s draft materials, something she had never done before. The decision to save the drafts, as well her correspondence and related, unpublished texts, was Stein’s invitation to us to study her creative process. This edition of
Ida
has therefore been designed according to how Stein herself presented the novel, not only in print, through her publisher Random House, but also in her archive.
2

Such an approach contradicts the myth of Stein’s genius that she had created with
The Autobiography Of Alice B. Toklas
(1933). In fact, we can read her enthusiasm for an archive a few years later as her effort to counterbalance both that myth and its opposite, her expressions of self-doubt. When she gave the lecture “How Writing Is Written” (1935), for instance, she told an audience of students, “I didn’t know what I was doing any more than you know.” Neither the doubt nor the myth captures Stein in her complex reality. She was disappointed when readers accepted her status as a famous artist without also enjoying her writing, and expressions of doubt were invitations to join her thinking, not admissions that her writing was a haphazard game.

The archive offers a complexity that debunks caricature. The
Ida
record shows that Stein followed a conscious, step-by-step process. Seeing the extant manuscripts and her commitment to revision makes her look ironically ordinary—ironic because the more ordinary she appears, the more singular she becomes, free of the reductive “genius or charlatan” binary. This is Stein the serious writer working through a problem of narration: how to tell an unpredictable story about someone who becomes well known simply for being herself.

So whereas a critical edition typically includes documents that reveal the era’s attitude on gender, for example, or some intellectual touchstones, as well as critical essays from the novel’s publication to the present, this workshop edition contextualizes primarily through Stein’s writing. The supplementary materials reveal the novel’s composite nature and Stein’s particular brand of intertextuality: not only did she rewrite
Ida
multiple times, but she borrowed from many other of her texts. This edition enables us to track that process.

In the mid-1930s Stein worried that her famous personality had overtaken her life as a writer and made her too self-conscious. With
Ida
she moved on and wrote with a palpable sense of fun, in her language and in the strange, oddly charmed life she gave her title character. Stein also made the novel, as a composite text, a personal reflection on her career. Working in the archive space she created in the late 1930s, she could separate herself from identity and focus on the act of writing.

One of the novel’s key lines is “If nobody knows you that does not argue you to be unknown,” in part for its reassuring aspect—one need not be famous to matter—and in part because it has a sly self-referentiality, alluding to Stein’s aim as a writer to be in a state of mind where “nobody knows you,” free of identity, and to the difficulty of achieving that aim (you can never be “unknown”?). Moreover, it addresses the novel’s central theme, the significance of being known to others and how that affects who we are, where we live, and who we love.
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