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Abstract: This article explores the use of letter writing and the epistolary form in
modernist literature, focusing on its role in shaping character development, narrative structure,
and the artistic process. Through the works of Virginia Woolf, D.H. Lawrence and others, the
article examines how letters serve as a tool for revealing the interior lives of characters and
creating connections between them, often transcending traditional forms of communication. By
highlighting the connections between letter writing and artistic creation, this article sheds light
on how modernist authors use this form to explore themes of identity, alienation, and the
boundaries between fiction and reality.
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AnHotanusi: CTaThsi UCCIIEAYET MCIOIB30BAHUE MUCHMA WU JMHUCTOISPHON (HOPMBI B
MOJIEPHUCTCKON JIMUTEpaType, aKIEHTUPYS BHUMaHUE Ha UX pOJid B (JOPMUPOBAHHM PA3BUTHUS
IIEPCOHAKEN, CTPYKTYpHI ITIOBECTBOBAHUSA U XYI0XKECTBEHHOr0 mIpouecca. Yepes mpousBeIeHUs
Bupmxunuu Bynd, [[. X. JloypeHca u Apyrux aBTOpOB, CTaThsi paccMaTpHUBaeT, KaK MHCbMa
CIIy’KaT MHCTPYMEHTOM JUISl PAacCKpBbITHS BHYTPEHHErO0 MHpa IIEPCOHAXKEH M CO3JaHMUS CBI3EH
MEXTy HUMH, YacTO BBIXO/SIINX 32 paMKH TPAAUIIMOHHBIX opM KomMmyHuKaruu. [loguepkuBas
CBA3b MEXKIY IIMCBMOM U  XYJIOXKECTBEHHBIM TBOPYECTBOM, CTaThsl OCBEIIAET, Kak
MOJIEPHUCTCKHE aBTOPHI HCIHONB3YIOT 3Ty (OpMy [UIsl HCCIEIOBaHUS TEM HJIEHTUYHOCTH,
OTUYKJICHUS Y TPAHULl MEXY BBIMBICIIOM U PEAIBHOCTBIO.

KuroueBble cioBa: DnuctomnsipHas ¢opma, MOJEPHUCTCKAs TUTepatypa, Bupmkunus
Bynd, A. X. JloypeHc, TUCbMO, pa3BUTHE MEPCOHAKEH, XyT0KECTBEHHBIN MPOLIECC, CTPYKTYpa
IIOBECTBOBAHMSI.

INTRODUCTION

In modernist literature, the epistolary form — a genre based on letters, written
correspondence, and other forms of communication — plays a pivotal role in exploring human
experience and perception. As authors sought new ways to depict subjective consciousness, the
letter became more than a mere vehicle for communication. It became an essential device for
creating connections between characters, exploring their inner lives, and examining the very
nature of narrative itself. Through letters, modernist writers such as Virginia Woolf, D.H.
Lawrence, James Joyce, and others experimented with form and content, using this intimate
medium to challenge traditional structures of storytelling and to deepen the connection between
writer, character, and reader.
METHODOLOGY

In works like Virginia Woolf's Jacob's Room, letters are not only a means of conveying
information but a window into the complexities of the characters' emotional and psychological
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states. Woolf uses the epistolary form to blur the lines between the external world and the inner
world of the characters. Letters become a tool for exploring the fractured nature of reality,
providing a space where characters can express their thoughts, anxieties, and desires that would
otherwise remain unspoken.

The epistolary form in Woolf’s works is particularly important because it connects her
characters to a larger, universal truth. Woolf’s reflections on the epistolary form in 4 Sketch of
the Past underline this: she writes about the way her early experiences, such as moments of
sudden clarity — where she describes seeing a flower and thinking "That is the whole" — form
the basis of her artistic vision. For Woolf, the epistolary form allows her characters to reach
beyond the mundane world of everyday life and into the more profound patterns of existence.

In Jacob's Room, Woolf employs the device of letters to provide a snapshot of the characters'
interior worlds. For instance, the narrator imagines what a letter, representing the emotions of a
mother, would feel if it were aware of her son’s actions in the next room. The letter momentarily
adopts the identity of the mother herself, creating a surreal and intimate connection between
object and subject. The letter, traditionally a medium for presenting the thoughts of the writer, in
this case, almost transcends the written word to become an agent with its own subjectivity,
highlighting the malleability of narrative form in modernist literature.

RESULTS

In modernist literature, letters often do more than reveal a character's thoughts; they
also shape a character's identity. For instance, in D.H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover, the
letters between Connie and Clifford Chatterley serve as a reflection of their respective emotional
and intellectual lives. Clifford, who once aspired to be a writer, uses letters as a way to express
his cleverness, but also as a mask for his deeper emotional isolation and class prejudices. Connie,
on the other hand, finds Clifford’s letters tedious, recognizing that while they may be well-
written, they lack the emotional connection she longs for. The letters thus serve as a tool for
demonstrating the failure of communication in their relationship, illustrating how the act of
writing can become disconnected from true emotional intimacy.

Similarly, Lawrence’s use of letters serves as a metaphor for the characters’ broader struggles
with art, class, and personal identity. The contrast between Clifford's sterile, intellectual letters
and Mellors’ more visceral, passionate communication highlights the ways in which letter
writing mirrors the larger themes of the novel: the struggle between mind and body, intellect and
emotion.

ANALYSIS

The epistolary form in modernist literature also reflects a broader thematic concern

with the creation of new realities. Letters, by their very nature, involve a subjective recounting of
events. In Miss Lonelyhearts by Nathanael West, the letters that Miss Lonelyhearts receives from
various correspondents provide not just a narrative of their lives, but a means by which he
constructs his own identity. The protagonist, who is never fully named, becomes defined through
the letters he reads. His role as a listener and responder to the letters distorts his sense of self,
illustrating how modernist texts often depict the dissolution of the clear-cut individual in favor of
a more fragmented, subjective experience of the world.
West’s use of letters in Miss Lonelyhearts turns the epistolary form on its head, focusing not on
the writers of the letters, but on the reader. Miss Lonelyhearts’ entire existence revolves around
these letters, and he cannot separate his identity from the correspondence he receives. This
inversion of the traditional role of letter writing — where the writer’s personality and character
are revealed — creates a profound commentary on the alienation and loss of identity that
permeates much of modernist fiction.

In many modernist works, the act of writing letters becomes synonymous with the
artistic process itself. The correspondence between characters, particularly in the case of women
writers in texts like Jacob’s Room, is depicted as an artistic endeavor that mirrors the act of
creating literature. The letters serve not only as communication but as a form of expression that
shapes the character’s artistic vision and self-identity.
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In Lady Chatterley’s Lover, for example, Mellors’ letter to Connie serves as a direct reflection of
his own artistic sensibility. His language is visceral and raw, much like the novel’s overall
exploration of raw emotion, physicality, and desire. His letter becomes a small-scale version of
the novel itself, acting as a mise en abyme — a reflection within a reflection. Just as the
characters’ letters express personal truths and inner desires, they also mirror the larger themes of
the novels in which they appear.

DISCUSSION

Ultimately, the epistolary form in modernist literature serves as a powerful tool for
exploring the complexities of identity, communication, and the artistic process. Letters function
as mirrors that reflect the inner lives of characters, and through them, authors like Virginia
Woolf, D.H. Lawrence, and Nathanael West were able to push the boundaries of narrative form,
creating a richer, more intimate connection between the reader and the text.

As a literary device, the epistolary form continues to offer rich opportunities for
exploring the nuances of human experience. The way letters disrupt the traditional boundaries of
narrative, allowing authors to experiment with different perspectives, subjective truths, and the
act of writing itself, remains a hallmark of modernist literature. Through their correspondence,
characters transcend their immediate circumstances and create new realities, demonstrating the
enduring power of the written word to shape our understanding of the world and ourselves.

Letter writing in Jacob’s Room also tries to create connections, which is why the
narrator calls letters at one point “the unpublished works of women”. Female letter writers are
like authors, because like Virginia Woolf, they try to look past the cotton wool and reach the
patterns that bind us together.

The narrator begins to imagine that the letter is more than an inanimate object, that it has the
thoughts and feelings of a loving mother, and speculates what the letter would think and what it
would do if it knew that Jacob, its son, was having sex with a girl in the next room.

But if the pale blue envelope lying by the biscuit-box had the feelings of a mother, the heart
was torn by the little creak, the sudden stir. Behind the door was the obscene thing, the alarming
presence, and terror would come over her as at death, or the birth of a child. Better, perhaps,
burst in and face it than sit in the antechamber listening to the little creak, the sudden stir, for her
heart was swollen, and pain threaded it. My son, my son—such would be her cry, uttered to hide
her vision of him stretched with Florinda, inexcusable, irrational, in a woman with three children
living at Scarborough. And the fault lay with Florinda. (Woolf, Jacob’s Room 79)

Then the narrator completely stops talking about the letter and speaks directly about what Mrs.
Flanders, the writer of the letter, would do if she were in the situation that the letter witnesses:
“Indeed, when the door opened and the couple came out, Mrs. Flanders would have
flounced upon her—” (Woolf, Jacob’s Room 79). In this episode, the letter completely takes on
the writer’s (Mrs. Flanders’) identity, parodying the character element of the epistolary tradition.
Letters were originally used in literature because their form allowed an author to record a
character’s thoughts. Here, the object of the letter momentarily gains its own subjectivity.

Like Mrs. Flanders, Clifford Chatterley in Lady Chatterley’s Lover is also an
artist figure because of his early foray into creative writing, although he eventually
abandons his ambitions as a writer and devotes himself to industry. However, the way his letters
to Connie are described are a reminder of his earlier literary ambitions: “Clifford wrote
regularly. He wrote very good letters: they might all have been printed in a book. And for
this reason Connie found them not very interesting” (Lawrence 283).

Previous descriptions of Clifford’s writing are extremely similar to what he includes in his
letter to Connie: “He had taken to writing stories; curious, very personal stories about
people he had known. Clever, rather spiteful, and yet, in some mysterious way, meaningless.
The observation was extraordinary and peculiar. But there was no touch, no actual
contact” (Lawrence 14).

In the character element of the epistolary tradition, letters were used to develop the character of
the letter writer, because they presented that character’s thoughts to external readers. However in
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Miss Lonelyhearts, the letters in the text develop the character of the letter reader instead of the
letter writers, because the letters written by minor characters are the source of Miss
Lonelyhearts’ identity. His whole existence revolves around them. His real name is never
revealed to the external readers of the book, because he is only addressed as Miss
Lonelyhearts.16 The only conversations he has with other characters are about the letters. For
example, Shrike constantly ridicules Miss Lonelyhearts’ job, his attempts to cope with the
suffering he sees everyday, and his desire to speak to his readers about Christ. In the very first
scene of the book, the clever but sadistic Shrike tortures the conscience of his columnist by
satirizing a Catholic prayer, the Anima Christi, and leaving it on his desk. The other workers at
the paper follow Shrike’s lead and berate him as well.

CONCLUSION

The article provides a more general overview of the letters’ use in modernist fiction. It uses the
works of James Joyce as a case study, examining how one author’s use of the letter develops
over his artistic career. According to the previously stated, it can be concluded that the epistolary
genre has its ancient historic background. Based on the author's integration regarding
communication either with real or with imaginary reader, the dialogic nature is dominant, as well
as the subjective form of perception, i.e. the intimate provenience. It was established in this
paper that the number of definitions for this literary genre, its theoretic considerations, its
characteristics as well as its classifications are numerous. However, besides all of these, the fact
that epistolary genre is specific narrative form which offers a lot of perspectives and
opportunities for further researches remains.

The letter writers write about events that have their origins in the reality of the storyworld, but
deliberately misconstrue what actually happens. Like fiction, their letters create a new reality. In
addition, the emphasis on and depiction of composition draws parallels between letter writing
and novel writing.

The epistolary form in modernist literature is much more than a narrative tool; it is a reflection of
the fragmented, subjective realities of the modern world. Through letters, modernist authors were
able to explore the fluidity of identity, the complexity of human relationships, and the nature of
artistic creation itself. Whether through the introspective letters of Virginia Woolf’s characters,
the emotional isolation of Lawrence’s protagonists, or the alienation in West’s Miss Lonelyhearts,
the epistolary form remains a powerful means of expressing the inner workings of the mind and
the fractured nature of reality. As modernist literature continues to influence contemporary
narratives, the letter remains a significant form of communication, offering new perspectives on
the intersections of personal identity, art, and the world at large.
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