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Project Background

Last November I proposed to explore whether the use of colonial discourse in Stella Gibbons’s 1932 comedic novel Cold Comfort Farm was really funny. That is, when the rustic Starkadder family are characterized as uncivilized by the protagonist Flora Poste, are we supposed to laugh at them, thus agreeing with the relegation of these characters to less-than-human status requiring Flora’s civilizing assistance? Or, does the use of colonial discourse, communicating Flora’s chauvinistic attitude, invite readers to criticize Flora’s goal to transform the Starkadders?

The research project I designed to answer these questions involved extensive reading of primary and secondary texts necessary for understanding Cold Comfort Farm. It also identified an article-length paper as the final product.

Accomplishments

Reading

During the summer, I read extensively in an attempt to understand Gibbons’s background and motivations for her novel. My reading included ten of Gibbons’s other works, including fiction, autobiographical fiction, literary criticism, and poetry; nine full-length works by other authors said to have influenced Gibbons; Reggie Oliver’s seminal biography of Gibbons; nine recent scholarly articles on Cold Comfort Farm; nine articles on Gibbons from the 1930s; several obituaries; and Raymond Williams’s scholarly study The Country and the City. I am grateful to the Pierce Library faculty and staff for their assistance in locating these materials. 

The detective work accomplished through reading enabled me to demonstrate that Gibbons likely used colonial discourse in Cold Comfort Farm to critique Flora’s actions. The particular clues that suggest this answer to my central questions are 1) evidence from the novel itself--not all of Flora’s projects have happy endings; 2) the way Gibbons’s novel plays against Jane Austen’s Emma, another narrative of attempted tidying of others’ lives, in this case a failed tidying; and 3) Gibbons’s own lived experience attempting to care for her two younger brothers after their father’s death, as depicted in the autobiographical fiction Enbury Heath. Based on this evidence, I argue that Cold Comfort Farm emphasizes a lesson Gibbons herself learned, that people cannot dictate others’ happiness.

Tangible Products

My reading has resulted in a draft of an article-length paper titled “Irony, Austen, and Empire in Stella Gibbons’s Cold Comfort Farm,” which makes the argument stated above. This paper is currently 25 pages long and includes a thorough examination of previous criticism of the novel. It still requires some reorganization to ensure the three kinds of evidence listed above are clearly presented. I expect to prepare a final draft for submission to Women and Literature over the winter break.

Conclusion

The Faculty Scholars Program has enabled me to explore Stella Gibbons’s work in depth and produce a publishable paper. This research not only supports my ongoing scholarship in the areas of narrative theory, women writers, and early 20th-centiry British novels, but also enhances my teaching because I have included Cold Comfort Farm in my ENGL 205 (Writers of the British Isles) course in the past and now have more contextual information to share with students the next time I teach it. For this support of my scholarship and pedagogy I am profoundly grateful. 


