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Introduction: Expanding the Horizon of
Katherine Mansfield Studies

Todd Martin

During her lifetime, Katherine Mansfield enjoyed a wide general readership,
and her husband and literary executor, John Middleton Murry, not only made
sure that her work remained in print but also edited numerous posthumous
volumes culled from her notebooks and papers left after her death. However,
until recently, her significance as a writer of influence was generally ignored,
and she remained on the fringes of literary modernism until the last decade or
so, when her work has experienced a resurgence of popularity. This has been
in part guided by the activities of the Katherine Mansfield Society which has
sponsored numerous international conferences and which publishes the book
series, Katherine Mansfield Studies, as well as through the 2014-16 publication
of the Edinburgh edition of the Complete Works of Katherine Mansfield. The
groundwork for this revival, however, was laid by Sydney Janet Kaplan’s pivotal
work, Katherine Mansfield and the Origins of Modernist Fiction (1991) which set
out to elucidate the role of women—specifically Mansfield—in the development
of literary modernism, the aesthetics of which were most often defined by the
men writing at the time. Kaplan’s efforts brought Mansfield in from the fringes
of modernism and placed her more centrally within the modernist context. It is
as a member of the social fringe, however, that Mansfield becomes an intriguing
figure for many current scholars. Mansfield occupies so many various positions:
as awoman and as a colonial, but also as a peripheral member of the Bloomsbury
group, among others. Yet, despite being in many ways dispossessed, Mansfield
was able to insert herself into the heart of modernism, particularly through
her connection to some of the literary magazines being published at the time,
magazines that helped to define modernism.

Mansfield’s choice of the short story as her primary mode of writing further

relegated her to the margins of modernism, a dynamic further compounded
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by the popularity and accessibility of many of her stories which contributed
to the notion that she was not literary enough. However, Kaplan argues that
Mansfield’s choice of the genre reveals her evolution as a modernist, for the short
story provided her with a degree of flexibility that allowed her to undermine
conventions more easily. In particular, Mansfield was interested in representing
life through the form of the short story which allowed her to attribute symbolic
meaning to the realistic events she portrayed, an achievement that would have
been significantly more difficult in the longer form of the novel. Kaplan also
shows how Mansfield used free indirect style to emphasize the interiority of her
characters, but the effect is developed through the use of sensory impressions.!
Nevertheless, many of Mansfields stories appear quite simplistic in terms of plot
and prose, which inevitably had an effect on her reputation. As Jenny McDonnell
argues in Katherine Mansfield and the Modernist Marketplace (2010), though, the
accessibility of her stories often belies the complexity of the means by which she
creates the impression of the story as well as the adeptness by which she explores
the inner self of her characters. McDonnell contends that Mansfield helped to
propagate some of the ideas and experiments of other modernist authors through
her forays into the popularized magazines, preparing the average reader for the
aesthetic innovations which tended to question the assumptions of traditional
literature.? Expanding McDonnell’s argument for Mansfield’s influence beyond
her fiction to include her criticism, Chris Mourant, in his 2019 book Katherine
Mansfield and Periodical Culture, concludes his chapter on Mansfield and the
Athenaeum (where she placed the majority of her book reviews) by positing that
“Mansfield’s reviews [...] conditioned the public reception and interpretation of
her own creative work,” particularly as it pertains to her characters and form.

Thus, in a collection of essays like The Bloomsbury Handbook to Katherine
Mansfield, which sets out to provide readers with an assessment of Mansfield’s
current critical position while at the same time anticipating future directions for
scholarly engagement, it seems appropriate to begin by considering the critical
position she occupied at the time she was writing. Drawing on Hans Robert
Jauss’s notion of the “horizon of expectation,” I would like to join McDonnell and
Mourant in making a similar case for Mansfield’s influence, but extending this
beyond her own work to her reviewers who, while not necessarily representing
the average reader of the time, wrote for the general audience who read the
publications for which they were writing.

According to Jauss in Toward an Aesthetic of Reception, the extent to which
an author’s works challenge and revise the aesthetic expectations of readers can

be directly tied to the literary significance of her work. The enduring value of a
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work, for Jauss, is determined not simply by an author’s response to her historical
moment, but also by the impact it has on the reader:

[L]iterature and art only obtain a history that has the character of a process when
the succession of works is mediated not only through the producing subject but
also through the consuming subject—through the interaction of author and
public [ ... through] the interrelations of production and reception.*

For Jauss, the work of art “is no longer just mimetically defined, but rather is
viewed dialectically as a medium capable of forming and altering perception
In other words, the value of a text is determined by how the author uses and
builds upon aesthetic trends, but also how her innovation helps to change
readers’ aesthetic expectations—the general premise of both McDonnell’s and
Mourant’s studies—as well as how readers respond to her work over time.

While Jauss’s view of the horizon of expectation emphasizes the continual
reassessment of a text over time, he does acknowledge that “it must also be
possible to take a synchronic cross-section of a moment in the development
[of aesthetic attitudes ... ] and thereby to discover an overarching system of
relationships in the literature of a historical moment”® My intent, then, is to
unpack what Mansfield’s reviewers reveal about their aesthetic expectations
during the time she was writing. While Mansfield’s first collection of stories,
In a German Pension (1911), received some attention in the UK, it wasnt
published in the United States until 1926, after the publication of both Bliss and
Other Stories (1920; 1921 in the United States) and The Garden Party and Other
Stories (1923), as well as after her death in 1923. Therefore, responses to this
early volume of stories from US reviewers would have been tempered by her
two more mature volumes; likewise, the anti-German sentiment which buoyed
the reception of In a German Pension in Britain which was on the brink of war
would have been muted in the United States almost a decade after the First
World War ended. Both Bliss and The Garden Party, however, were published
almost simultaneously in the UK and in the United States as well as during
the height of Mansfield’s career; they stood or fell on their own merits.” In
light of this, I will be tracing the shifting perspectives of Mansfield’s reviewers
through these latter two collections; I want to suggest that Mansfield helped to
expand their horizon of expectation for her short fiction and thereby indirectly
influenced her literary successors by extending the aesthetic boundaries within
which they could write.

The comparison that many of Mansfield’s contemporary reviewers made
between her work and that of nineteenth-century Russian and French writers has
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been widely acknowledged. Oftentimes they compared her broadly to general
trends in these national literatures, particularly their realism, though at other
times specifically evoking Fyodor Dostoevsky or Guy de Maupassant and, of
course, Anton Chekhov. Such comparisons are telling in that, according to Jauss,
“the first reception of a work by the reader includes a test of its aesthetic value
in comparison with works already read”® Chekhov, then, can be understood not
only as a direct influence on Mansfield but also as one whose “slice of life” stories
provided the groundwork for contemporary reviewers to better appreciate
Mansfield’s work. But Mansfield continued her formal experimentation and
pushed the horizon ever further, becoming a benchmark for other writers.

Focusing on the aesthetic perception of the reviews, one discovers that while
the reception of both Bliss and Other Stories and The Garden Party and Other
Stories was generally positive, reviews of Bliss often noted that the characters
were unlikeable and the stories too cynical, while reviews of The Garden Party
felt the need to address the plotlessness of the stories, explaining that they often
relied too much on atmosphere and character. What I would like to suggest is
that Mansfield’s contemporary reviewers reveal a tension between an admiration
for what Mansfield accomplishes in her short stories and their own resistance to
fully fit her aesthetics into their perceived expectations of what a short story is,
thereby confirming that Mansfield was pushing the horizon of their expectations.
I will focus here particularly on how her contemporary reviewers responded to
her treatment of both character and plot (or lack thereof) and suggest some of
the implications for her reception.

Inhis 1921 assessment of the characters in Bliss and Other Stories, the influential
American critic Malcolm Cowley notes that Mansfield’s “observation of people
is extensive and accurate,”® but it is her hate that leads to “understanding” Many
of her characters are “disagreeable” and “neurotic,” and for Cowley, these tend to
overshadow the other characters because they are the most striking, making the
book “very hard to forget”’ For Cowley, though, this memorableness is a negative
facet of the collection. Contrasting Cowley’s view, in an anonymous review in the
Athenaeum that Mansfield’s bibliographer B. J. Kirkpatrick convincingly attributes
to Walter de la Mare, Manstfield is praised for her “unflinching contemplation and

acceptance of life,”"!

what the author calls a “coming-alivedness”'? which suggests
that Mansfield offers an honest portrayal of her characters achieved through an
intellectual detachment.

De la Mare’s positive assessment, however, was in the minority. Perhaps the
most scathing indictment of Mansfield’s characters occurs in a review in the

Saturday Review titled “Unpleasant Stories” which claims that
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We see in Miss Mansfield’s book an entire ignorance of the repellent nature of her
subjects which puts her on a different plane. She is not inhuman, but unhuman,
observing the writings of the objects before her, like a savage watching the
attempt of a wounded animal to reach its hole in safety—with interest indeed,
but without either cruelty or pity. We cannot pretend to feel any beauty or
aesthetic enjoyment in making acquaintance with the emotions of some of her
characters in the execution of their business."

The reviewer for the Times Literary Supplement likewise disparages Mansfield
for the fact that her characters are “horrible: all of them are dismal. Here are
no roseate hues for life as it is, nor golden promise of what life shall be”** The
expectations for laudable characters and an optimistic view of life are particularly
striking, given that the First World War had ended only two years previously. The
irony is all the more pronounced given that the column just to the right of the
review is an advertisement for The Blue Guide to Belgium and the Western Front,
which is pitched as a “Christmas gift for a Man” and which includes the blurb:
“There is not a soldier who can pick up this book without feeling that some of its
pages are particularly his pages””'> Manstfield’s reviewer, evoking Thomas Hardy,
considers that she fails to portray her characters with pity, as Hardy would have
done, and claims that the elements of tragedy—which by implication would
redeem the harshness of the stories—are absent, undermining the stories’
ability to “enlarge and purify life”'® Like Cowley, the reviewer acknowledges the
“singularity” of form that will appeal to some, but this is overshadowed by the
critique of Mansfield’s treatment of her characters.

What this reveals is that while many of the early reviewers of Bliss and
Other Stories found something compelling in Mansfields collection, the stories
themselves disturbed their contemporary sensibilities about character. When
The Garden Party and Other Stories was published two years later, however, the
general tenor toward Mansfield’s characters had changed. One reason for this
shift could be attributed to the fact that many of the reviewers of The Garden
Party noted that these new stories seemed more hopeful; however, with the
exception perhaps of Mansfield’s sordid depiction of Raoul Duquette in “Je ne
parle pas francais,” the tone of the collection does not seem strikingly more or less
hopeful than in Bliss. Therefore, the revised perspective could signal a growing
acceptance of characterization that is more realistic. In fact, the reviewer from
The New York Times praises the stories in The Garden Party as “vivid slices of life
animated by a clever and meticulous characterization that lifts them far from the
usual run of stories.””” Unlike Conrad Aiken, who in his review of the collection

suggests that Mansfield lacks range in her characters and claims that they “are
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not real people” and that rather than their own voice we hear only Mansfield’s,'
most reviewers commented on the objectivity with which she approached her
characters, allowing the readers to provide their own moral judgments—a point
regarding which she had been criticized in Bliss. In The Observer, for example,
the reviewer of The Garden Party notes that “nothing is more remarkable
than her absorption in these creatures of her fancy, creatures who are never
mere mirrors of her own mood, but are the fruit of a genuinely sympathetic
imagination reflecting on the ironies and tragedies of the world”" This was a
significant shift from the notion that Mansfield observed her characters like a
savage watching a wounded animal.

Perhaps more significant is a comment by Marion Holden reviewing for
The Detroit Free Press: “Her trick of getting into character is one of Katherine
Mansfield’s most engaging devices. [...] Miss Mansfield gets behind the
character and stays there. It is a method much experimented with these days”*
Here, the suggestion is that an author removing herself from the context of a
story has gained traction as an aesthetic expectation. Reviewers, thus, appear
more open to the fact that Mansfield’s characters exist independently of the
author, and they accept the author’s dependence on the reader to render their
own moral judgments. Furthermore, unlike the earlier critiques of Bliss, the fact
that Mansfield portrays ordinary lives here garners ready praise.

Mansfield’s treatment of plot is another instance where we see a marked
difference between the reviews of Bliss and those of The Garden Party. Conrad
Aiken, in his 1921 review of Bliss, praises the form of Mansfield’s stories, which
he compares to those used in poetry. Aiken notes that Mansfield chose “the
short story form’ not as a means to the telling of a tale, and not always or
wholly as the means for the ‘lighting’ of a single human character, but rather
as the means for the presentation of a ‘quintessence’”? Aiken concludes that
Manstield’s poetic stories are “a magical evocation of mood, and, through
mood, of character”* This, however, was not the typical stance on Bliss’s form,
although it would resonate more with the reviewers of The Garden Party. Instead,
not only did reviewers typically criticize what they saw as “ugly” characters, but
they questioned Mansfield’s method of presenting the characters, particularly
the stories’ lack of plot. Some responses were ambivalent, such as the reviewer
in The New York Times who notes that the volume “much of whose contents
ought to be called sketches or impressions rather than short stories—provided
that a plot is considered necessary to the composition of a short story—shows
freshness and a cleverness which is often more than a little strained”? This is

a rather backhanded compliment, suggesting on the one hand that the form
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is “fresh” but on the other that it is “strained” But, whatever else it does, the
review establishes the expectation that the short story will consist of a clear,
traditional plot, an expectation perhaps reinforced by an advertisement on
the same page promoting a characteristic adventure tale about the American
West.* Both the review and the ad reveal that the readers at the time would
have most commonly expected a typical plot with rising action, a climax, and
a resolution. Even more pronounced is Anne de Selincourt’s comment in The
Manchester Guardian that:

Miss Mansfield’s aim as a short-story writer is to express not an action but an
atmosphere, to fix a mood or a perception, to sketch a group or arrest an attitude,
rather than to give artistic completeness to a movement of continuous thought
which, whether or not it issues in outward action, is itself organic and alive. And
it is partly because these stories are without action in this more serious sense of
the word that they fail to produce any lasting impression.”

She then describes “Je ne parle pas frangais,” which has a greater degree of
traditional plot than most of the other stories in the collection, as “dramatic
and powerful,” while her assessment of “Prelude” (one of Mansfield’s more
experimental, but also most celebrated stories) is that it “lacks vital interest”
because it “has omitted even the formal symmetry which elsewhere [...] gives
her work a certain intellectual charm, and without which all fiction of this static,
pictorial type becomes at once trivial and irritating. ‘Prelude’ is a bad story.”*

Reviewers of The Garden Party, however, take a very different tack. While
almost every review makes a point of mentioning that the works included in the
volume are not stories in the traditional manner, namely with regards to plot,
they all praise them for how fully they reveal something more than just action.
Rather, they present a “slice of life” that enhances her portrayal of characters,
bringing them to life in a way that simple action cannot do. A review in The
English Review, for example, calls them “psychological whiffs which rely chiefly
upon manner and presentation [...] which have real power” And this approach,
for the reviewer, enhances Mansfield’s depiction of her characters: “It is a book
of life, cruel for the most part, passionless, cynical, the mirror of humanity as
seen through the unsentimental eye of a very clever woman.* In this, the review
identifies some of the same aesthetic characteristics that were noted with regards
to Bliss; but here they are not seen as negative, but rather as matters of fact. The
cruelty and cynicism are more realistic, and therefore seen as a validation of the
stories’ effectiveness rather than as off-putting. As Robert Littell noted in his
review in New Republic,
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Miss Mansfield does not write what one usually thinks of as a “short story” She
is interested in people, not in plots, in the substance and color of life, and not
the chess patterns that can be made with it. [ ... S]he is trying to reproduce
the feelings that a certain kind of person has in a certain—and usually a very
slight—situation, the moods that pass over people in one day, or the small

fraction of a day.*

Of course, the shift of the aesthetic horizon is not sharply defined, and earlier
expectations often linger even as artistic taste evolves. In Life magazine, for
example, the reviewer clearly understands his audience and, speaking of The
Garden Party, notes: “These are fragments rather than stories; and there are no
fire-cracker endings. Accordingly, those schooled in the fire-cracker tradition
may well find them flat”* Still, the reviewer praises the characters and the
effect that Mansfield is able to create in her stories, so that while nothing really
“happens” in them, the stories draw the reader into the life of the individual
characters. So, even in acknowledging that many readers might not like the
experimental nature of the stories because they lack the expected plot, the
reviewer is still able to recognize their artistic value. The audience of Bliss only
two years earlier were unable to fully break from their expectations of what a
story should be and what characters should be like. While one cannot tie the
shift in aesthetic expectations directly to Mansfields own experimentation,
her publication of Bliss did establish a precedent for certain types of characters
and plotlessness that the reviewers initially rejected, while similar strategies
used in The Garden Party were more fully accepted and understood, and in
fact appreciated, by reviewers only two years later, suggesting an expanding
appreciation for her aesthetic innovation.

When one considers the original readers of her work, one discovers just
how much Mansfield disrupted their aesthetic expectations. While there was
a general appreciation of Mansfield’s stories in both Bliss and Other Stories
and The Garden Party and Other Stories, one can see a clear shift in how the
reviewers viewed some of the more innovative aspects of her work. As Jauss
posits, the literary value of an artistic work rests on the extent to which it
pushes the boundaries of current taste and forces a reassessment of aesthetic
expectations.® If this is the case, Mansfield’s role in expanding the horizon of
expectation of her readers not only establishes her as an important contender
for the attention of broader modernist studies, but reveals the degree to which
she helped lay some of the groundwork for her successors. In the last decade
especially, scholars have begun to understand the extent of Mansfield’s influence

and the significance of her innovation; indeed, The Bloomsbury Handbook to
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Katherine Mansfield sets out to demonstrate not only the scope of Mansfield’s
impact on the development of the short story as a genre, but also her wider
influence on literary modernism itself.

The chapters in this volume are written by eminent scholars from around
the world, and they are organized by topics chosen to guide readers toward key
developments in Mansfield studies. Part One, Katherine Mansfield at Work,
provides an overview of key aspects of her life and work which illuminate her
development as a writer as well as situating her within the context of literary
modernism, paying specific attention to her own innovations. The section
begins with “Katherine Mansfield and Modernism,” Enda Dufty’s assessment
of Mansfield as a modernist writer, setting the tone not only for this section but
for the volume as a whole by exploring how key concerns of the literary period
found expression in both the topics she chose and the style she developed.
Dulffy discusses the significance of Mansfield’s use of the short story genre in
developing modernist tropes, demonstrating how the form she chose enhanced
her ability to create an intimacy between her protagonists and the reader,
particularly through free indirect discourse, a key technique much used by
writers of the era which follows the thought processes of literary characters. This
method allows Mansfield to explore the unconsciousness of her characters and
to magnify their impressions of the world. What is perhaps most modern in her
work, according to Dulffy, is that Mansfield refuses to provide specific insights
for her readers, but simply relies on the general perceptions of her protagonists
to evoke a comparable, unsettled feeling in her reader. While Duffy shows
Mansfield’s work within the broader context of modernism, the other chapters
in this section complement this perspective by illuminating particular moments
in Mansfield’s life and career, providing important insights into her development
as a writer.

Next, Gerri Kimber, in “Juliet and Maata,” provides one of the first sustained
discussions of Mansfield’s early attempts to write a novel. Both novel fragments
are important because they offer self-portraits of the author at times in her life
when biographical evidence is lacking, and both concern themselves with similar
themes of unrequited love and abandonment, including portrayals of Mansfield’s
family and friends. Kimber assesses these unfinished novels as “biografiction,”
discussing the implications they have for understanding Mansfield’s life and
offering an analysis of her incursion into the form of the novel. Jenny McDonnell
continues the discussion by exploring the relationship between Mansfield and
the periodical culture, a topic which has gained increasing prominence among
modernist scholars. In “Katherine Mansfield, the Magazine Writer,” McDonnell
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connects Mansfield with a network of contemporary writers and artists who also
appeared in both literary and popular magazines of the day. Complementing
Duffy’s chapter, McDonnell argues that magazine publishing allowed
Mansfield to capitalize on the popularity of the short story while also providing
opportunities for experimentation with the form. Also considering Mansfield’s
experimentation with prose technique, Alex Moffett focuses his attention on
Mansfield’s final attempt to write a novel, an attempt that he traces from its
conception as The Aloe to its eventual manifestation as one of Mansfield’s most
celebrated stories, “Prelude”” In “From The Aloe to ‘Prelude,” Moffett argues that
the evolution of “Prelude” demonstrates Mansfield’s reconsideration of form
and genre, pointing out that while the work shares some formal conventions
with the nineteenth-century Bildungsroman (a coming-of-age story), it subverts
that form by foregrounding a series of symbolic moments rather than tracing
traditional narrative development. It does this in part by portraying the
lifespan of a woman not through the development of a single character over
time, but instead by capturing several women at one particular stage of life,
balancing modernist fragmentation with a precise means of organization
that demonstrates the potential of Mansfield’s most experimental work. Jane
Stafford’s chapter, “The New Zealand Stories,” concludes Part One, revealing
just how distinct some of the early “New Zealand” stories are when compared
to later stories because of Mansfield’s deliberate and self-conscious choice of a
literary mode that maneuvers between two literary cultures, that of empire and
that of the settled colonial world, a key topic of discussion in Mansfield studies.
What ultimately unifies these stories, for Stafford, is that they are all permeated
by a modernist emphasis on interiority.

Part Two, Katherine Mansfield and Her Contemporaries, extends Mansfield’s
interaction with modernism beyond her specific work to some of the key
relationships she formed with various of her contemporaries, including key
modernists Virginia Woolf and D. H. Lawrence, as well as Mansfield’s cousin,
the author Elizabeth von Arnim. Setting the context for these discussions, Jay
Dickson places Mansfield within two key overlapping coteries in “Katherine
Mansfield, Garsington, and the Bloomsbury Group” Dickson explains that
Mansfield’s visits to Garsington, the manor house of Lady Ottoline Morrell,
placed her in the midst of some of the most important figures of London’s literati,
including not only Virginia and Leonard Woolf, but also Dorothy Brett, Lytton
Strachey, and, of course, Lady Ottoline herself. Moving beyond the biographical,
though, Dickson homes in on the gossip that—along with the intellectual talk—
permeated the conversations of Lady Ottoline’s guests. He argues that Mansfield
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drew on the gossiping atmosphere to develop a series of experimental dialogues
such as “In Confidence,” which honed her abilities in her later, mature stories
to convey what her characters both do and do not say. In “Katherine Mansfield
and Virginia Woolf;” Ruchi Mundeja focuses her attention on Virginia Woolf,
Mansfield’s most significant rival. Mundeja begins with the idea that much
scholarship on women’s writing focuses on affiliations and legacies; however,
while she notes some commonality between Mansfield and Woolf, she unpacks
each writer’s emphasis on both domestic and public space and the appreciable
differences in how each mediates these themes, positioning their work in a
combative complementarity with one another.

Mansfield’s relationship with D. H. Lawrence was another of her significant
literary connections; in fact, Lawrence was responsible for helping Mansfield
gain access into the Garsington circles. Andrew Harrison, in “Katherine
Mansfield and D. H. Lawrence,” traces the short-lived but intense relationship
between the two writers and their respective partners, John Middleton Murry
and Frieda Weekley. As Harrison notes, the two couples lived in close proximity
to one another for two brief periods, but Mansfield struggled to write in the
midst of Lawrence’s outbursts, and Lawrence later suspected Mansfield and
Murry of duplicitousness and disloyalty, leading to a falling out. Harrison,
having offered newly detailed nuance to the fraught relationship of the two
writers based on the latest biographical evidence, then assesses influential
comparative readings of the two writers’ work before offering a fresh account of
the multi-voiced and multi-perspectival form of satire Mansfield and Lawrence
shared in their short fiction. Finally, in “Katherine Mansfield and Elizabeth
von Arnim,” Isobel Maddison moves us from the professional rivalries of
Garsington and Bloomsbury to explore the relationship between Mansfield
and her best-selling cousin Elizabeth von Arnim. Maddison is particularly
interested in the potential influence that each writer had on the other. While
von Arnim’s early work inspired and influenced Mansfield, Maddison explores
the respective renderings of fathers and the father/daughter dynamic in
Mansfield’s story “The Daughters of the Late Colonel” to suggest both literary
and familial connections with von Arnim’s novels The Pastor’s Wife and Father,
revealing fresh and illuminating insights into the relationship between the two
writers.

The next few chapters of the Handbook return us to the specific works of
Mansfield, but with particular attention to the various modes of writing that
Mansfield practiced. Katherine Mansfield and Genre, Part Three of the volume,
explores not only Mansfield as a short story writer, but also as a critic, letter-
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writer, and even poet. Ailsa Cox begins this section with “Katherine Mansfield
and the Short Story,” which discusses the genre for which Manstfield is best
known. Here, Cox provides a broad overview of Mansfield’s contribution
to the genre’s development in the twentieth century, noting particularly the
influence of Impressionism on her stories’ “plotlessness” Cox then moves
into a discussion of how Mansfield uses the compressed and elliptical aspects
of the genre to develop characters’ complex subjective states through free
indirect discourse, imagery, and non-linear techniques, complementing both
Dufty’s and Moffett’s earlier chapters. She concludes by discussing Manstfield’s
cycle of linked stories which focus on the Burnell family, suggesting that
she also pioneered her formal experimental techniques in these important
stories. Chris Mourant then turns our attention to Mansfield’s book reviews
in “Katherine Mansfield as Critic,” an aspect of her professional writing
that he argues deserves greater scholarly attention because it provides
significant insights into Mansfield as an important modernist writer. Mourant
demonstrates how Mansfield’s book reviews provide a detailed record of her
response to the social, political, and economic forces of her time as well as
providing insights into her attitudes toward writing and her understanding of
the formal possibilities of literature in the post-war world. Like her reviews,
Mansfield’s letters and journals, although often used to provide insight into
her life and fiction, have not been adequately discussed in light of personal
writing as a genre. In “Katherine Mansfield’s Letters and Journals,” Anna
Jackson begins to rectify this oversight by looking at how this form of writing
not only answered Mansfield’s need for personal relationships but also satisfied
her need to write. In turn, they provide insight into the developing aesthetic
that she would hone in her fiction. Jackson suggests that the formal aspects of
letter writing, which is as much description and performance as revelation,
allowed Mansfield to experiment with an aesthetic of the disparate and random
and offered opportunities to explore ways of shaking free of conventional
plot and characterization. Likewise, her journal writing is distinguished by
her eye for detail and longing for the visionary. Erika Baldt rounds out Part
Three by exploring a genre frequently overlooked in Mansfield criticism in
her chapter, “Katherine Mansfield’s Poetry.” Unlike her stories, Baldt argues,
Mansfield’s poems are intentionally personal. Memories from childhood and
glimpses of significant events in her life such as her miscarriage in Germany,
her brother’s death, and her struggles with her own terminal illness are the
subjects of her poetry, providing Mansfield with an emotional outlet. However,
while Mansfield did not allow herself similar self-indulgence in her fiction,
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Baldt suggests that her poetry helped foster some of the themes, imagery, and
rhythms characteristic of her more mature work. In light of this, Baldt works
to situate Mansfield’s poetry within her larger oeuvre.

Part Four, Katherine Mansfield and the Arts, widens the lens beyond the
written word and Mansfield’s own work within various genres to explore
her interactions with various other artforms. Mansfield, for example, was an
accomplished musician and considered a professional musical career before
she settled on writing. Claire Davison opens this section with “Katherine
Manstield’s Musical World,” which examines Mansfield’s love of music and its
intricate connection to her writing. Noting that Mansfield was familiar with a
wide variety of music, from popular songs to operatic arias, and from music-
hall dance tunes to the symphony, Davison discusses how music provided
a soundscape in all of Mansfield’s written work, including writing about
musicians and musical plots, adopting musical forms in her prose techniques,
and incorporating musical analogies to define her poetics and craftsmanship.
Davison pays particular attention to how musical sounds are recorded in
her narrative structures. But while music was a lifelong passion, Mansfield
was also very much attuned to the visual arts, having been influenced by
Roger Frys Post-Impressionist exhibit of 1910. In “Katherine Mansfield
and Post-Impressionism,” Angela Smith focuses especially on the influence
that Mansfield’s interaction with the artists associated with Rhythm had on
her evolving aesthetic, particularly their reaction against realism. Showing
distinct variations in the plot conventions used in “The Woman at the Store”
compared to “An Indiscreet Journey, for example, Smith notes that the latter
begins in medias res and provides a more complex narrative voice, suggesting
psychological disturbance, which is on par with Post-Impressionist aesthetics.
She then traces this tendency to Mansfield’s more mature stories, contending
that the sharp lines and fluctuating rhythms of these works challenge the reader
by creating a form that does not imitate life but finds an equivalent for life. Faye
Harland extends the discussion of the influence of visual culture on Mansfield
in “Katherine Mansfield and the Cinematic” She argues that Mansfield,
who had served as an extra in the burgeoning British film industry, found
inspiration in the visual forms of representation captured in this new medium.
However, Harland also suggests that it is likewise necessary to return to a pre-
cinematic period to fully trace the history of the relationship between word
and image. She provides an overview of visual entertainment and connects that
with Mansfield’s experimentation in her short fiction with particular attention
to focalization through the eyes of her women characters.
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The World of Katherine Mansfield, Part Five of this study, broadens the
contextual influences on Mansfield to key geographical locations and world
events that shaped both Mansfields oeuvre and her wider reception. In
“Katherine Mansfield and New Zealand,” Kathleen Jones, for example, places
Mansfield within the context of her native country which she wanted to recreate
in her fiction and make it “live” in the minds of her readers; however, in her
youth, Mansfield’s worst nightmare was to be stranded in provincial Wellington,
separated from the culture and influence of cosmopolitan London. Drawing on
Mansfield’s notebooks, letters, and stories, Jones examines Mansfield’s childhood
and adolescence in New Zealand and how it influenced her future direction as
a writer. She focuses especially on Mansfield as an exile, which on the one hand
freed her from conventional English narrative modes and on the other provided
her with the necessary distance she needed to regain a love of her native country
but also to be clear sighted about its limitations. In “Katherine Mansfield and
Empire,” Janet Wilson picks up a similar thread by continuing the discussion of
Mansfield’s dual affiliations to New Zealand and Britain, focusing on how she
masked her colonial “otherness” as British in order to allow her an anonymous
multi-positionality. Focusing on the German imperial values in Mansfield’s
1911 collection In a German Pension, Wilson argues that Mansfield creates
an interior subjective space that establishes a colonial counter to concerns of
gender. Contrasting the stories in this collection with two of her New Zealand
“outback” stories, Wilson notes the gaps and silences which indicate untouched
areas of colonial experience that Mansfield fostered in her later stories. But, while
Mansfield had to contend with her precarious place as a colonial in the imperial
center, she and her whole generation were affected by the First World War, the
focus of Christine Darrohn’s chapter, “Katherine Mansfield and the Great War”
As Darrohn points out, Katherine Mansfield averred, “I feel in the profoundest
sense that nothing can ever be the same” after the Great War, and felt that artists
“have to take it into account and find new expressions new moulds for our new
thoughts & feelings”*' Taking this as her starting point, Darrohn explores how
Mansfield developed innovative literary techniques to more effectively convey
the “thoughts & feelings” that were shaped by the war. However, while Mansfield
addressed the war directly in several stories, Darrohn also discusses texts that
seemingly lack any connection to the war yet which subtly and profoundly
register its impact.

While the First World War in many respects signaled the beginning of the
end of the British Empire, the cultural influence of the East on the metropole
had already been significant, and Ezra Pound’s famous dictum “Make it new!”
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in response to Japanese art reflected the larger role that the East was having on
modernism. As Tracy Miao discusses in “Katherine Mansfield and the East,
Mansfield was very much attuned to the growing interest in the Orient, even if
her exposure was primarily second hand. Miao notes that the manifestations of
the East in modernism generally stemmed from fantastical Western constructs
of the East, and she focuses her attention on how imagery of the East decorated
Mansfield’s living space and adorned her person: Mansfield wore kimonos,
owned Japanese dolls, and also read translations of Chinese poetry by Arthur
Waley. The result was that Mansfield’s own invention of the East manifests itself
in her writing and influenced her artistic vision. Russia held a similar fascination
for Mansfield. The influence of Anton Chekhov on Mansfield has been well
established, but after dealing with the loss of her brother, Leslie, and contracting
tuberculosis and facing imminent death, Mansfield turned to three Russian
Theosophists and mystics for solace, as Galya Diment explains in “Katherine
Mansfield and the Russian Mystics.” Diment traces Mansfield’s quest for obtaining
meaningful answers through a number of key figures, including Madame
Blavatsky, George Gurdjieff, and Pyotr Ouspensky as well as her reading of
“M. B. Oxon’s” (Lewis Alexander Richard Wallace) Cosmic Anatomy. Mansfield’s
spiritual journey, Diment posits, is reflected in a number of Mansfield’s short
stories, including “A Dill Pickle,” which critics often consider the most Russian
of all her stories. As Mansfield continued to struggle with her health, she
finally turned to Gurdjieff, joining him and his followers at the Institute for the
Harmonious Development of Man, where she died in 1923. It is with Mansfield’s
“afterlife” in France that Gerri Kimber, following up on her 2008 study Katherine
Mansfield: The View from France, concludes this section. The first French critical
reviews of Mansfield’s work romanticized her life and death, leading to a cult
of personality which Kimber argues that her husband and literary executor,
John Middleton Murry, fostered. Drawing on her archival work, Kimber uses
newly investigated correspondence between Murry and French writers, critics,
editors, and translators to provide an even clearer understanding as to how the
hagiography of Mansfield’s life served his own agenda.

Each of the chapters in this volume provides context for understanding
Mansfield’s life and work, offering potential critical approaches. However, the
final part of the volume, Critical Approaches to Katherine Mansfield, is more
purposeful in demonstrating the value of applying current theoretical trends to
Mansfield’s work, applications that reveal its significance in modernist studies
but also the true depth of her stories. Rishona Zimring begins this section by
combining the biographical and the critical, discussing Mansfield’s reading



16 The Bloomsbury Handbook to Katherine Mansfield

habits. In “Katherine Mansfield and Reading,” Zimring draws on the notion
of “surface reading,” the focus of critics who are interested in understanding
the sensual appreciation of textual forms and pleasures rather than uncovering
hidden meanings, to reveal how Mansfield’s notebooks, reviews, and fiction
offer instruction in “how to read” and contribute to current conversations about
the value of reading for pleasure and consolation. Claire Drewery combines
gender studies and cultural materialism in her chapter on “Katherine Mansfield
and Sexuality” Drewery contextualizes her discussion within Oscar Wilde’s
notorious trials of 1895 and then examines how Mansfield responds to shifts in
beliefs about sexuality and human subjectivity through the motifs of fashion and
performativity. Exploring several of her stories, Drewery shows how Mansfield
used dramatic form and references to the corset and Wildean dandyism to reveal
how truth can be glimpsed through artificiality. Extending our understanding
of subjectivity to the plant world in “Katherine Mansfield and Ecocriticism,’
William Kupinse examines how plants in Mansfield’s fiction are not simply
pleasing objects that happen to be alive, but vibrant beings that possess agency.
Showing how Mansfield draws on Romantic notions of “negative capability” and
the “pathetic fallacy” alongside developments in botanical sciences fostered by
Charles and Francis Darwin and Jagadish Chandra Bose, Kupinse argues that
Mansfield’s plants are beings that desire, need, and, quite literally, move.

Aimée Gasston concludes the volume with a selected annotated bibliography
of Mansfield scholarship, with special attention given to the most important
works published after 1988, the centennial of Mansfield’s birth, including an
overview of the recent Edinburgh Edition of the Collected Works of Katherine
Mansfield as well as the individual volumes of Katherine Mansfield Studies, the
book series sponsored by the Katherine Mansfield Society. This bibliography
should provide an excellent starting point for anyone interested in pursuing a
study of Katherine Mansfield beyond the contents of this book.

The early reviews of Mansfield’s two mature volumes of short stories, Bliss and
Other Stories and The Garden Party and Other Stories, show how her audience was
able to adjust their expectations and embrace the new innovations she fostered
there. Even after her untimely death, and despite the fact that her husband
continued to release her unpublished materials which seldom represented the best
of what she had to offer, Mansfield maintained a significant readership and was
even the subject of some scholarly studies into the 1950s. However, while her work
has remained in print, scholarly interest waned, and she was relegated to the fringes
of literary studies and considered by many modernists scholars as unworthy of
serious consideration. This volume, however, demonstrates that, like her early
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reviewers, scholars have begun to expand their own horizon of expectation and
to understand Mansfield and her work more fully in the context of her literary
and social milieu. More importantly, as the scholars in this volume demonstrate,
Mansfield is so much more complex than a surface reading of her stories reveals.
Like those early reviews, this volume also represents only a snapshot of our
understanding of Mansfield and her influence. However, as Bliss set the tone for
The Garden Party, this book provides the foundation for future assessments of
Katherine Mansfield and her place in the pantheon of literary modernists.
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Katherine Mansfield and Modernism

Enda Dufty

Of the lilies of modernism, Mansfield’s modernism might be said to come down
to the difference between canna and arum lilies. Consider this scene in one of
Mansfield’s supreme stories, “The Garden Party” (1921):

“It’s the florist, Miss Laura.”

It was, indeed. There, just inside the door, stood a wide, shallow tray full of pots
of pink lilies. No other kind. Nothing but lilies—canna lilies, big pink flowers,
wide open, radiant, almost frighteningly alive on bright crimson stems.

“O-oh, Sadie!” said Laura, and the sound was like a little moan. She crouched
down as if to warm herself at the blaze of lilies; she felt they were in her fingers,
on her lips, growing in her breast.

“I's some mistake,” she said faintly. “Nobody ever ordered so many. Sadie, go
and find mother”

But at that moment Mrs. Sheridan joined them.

“It’s quite right,” she said calmly. “Yes, I ordered them. Aren’t they lovely?” She
pressed Laura’s arm. “I was passing the shop yesterday, and I saw them in the
window. And I suddenly thought for once in my life I shall have enough canna
lilies. The garden-party will be a good excuse”

“But I thought you said you didn’t mean to interfere,” said Laura. Sadie had
gone. The florist's man was still outside at his van. She put her arm round her

mother’s neck and gently, very gently, she bit her mother’s ear.!

Is this the brilliance Virginia Woolf spoke of when she admitted in her diary
that Mansfield was the only modernist writer who “I was jealous of [...] Who
could do what I can’t”?? Certainly, here on full display is the nervy sensitivity,
the concern for beauty in the mundane, the attunement to womenss feelings and
to the unspoken solidarity of sensitive women (of the same class), which led
earlier male critics such as the short story writer Frank O’Connor to condemn
Mansfield as an over-excited, petulant writer® and led others to condescend
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to Woolf’s and Mansfields “feminine sensitivity” This same exactitude in
registering a thrill, an intense experience—and the determination to record it as
a minor, but meaningful act of women’s rebellion—marks precisely the moment
when the narrative rows out from a late nineteenth-century naturalism into the
choppier waters of modernist excess.

Avowedly modernist, this passage registers sensations, desires, and
achievements barely envisaged in the pages of Thomas Hardy or George
Moore. This is the excess of style: a new, easy elasticity, that makes possible
an exact registration of feeling with a new accuracy. Hence we are told as a
matter of course that an ordinary “O-oh” comes from Laura’s throat as “a little
moan,” while the lilies which elicit it seem to emit a very modern heat-energy,
before which the heroine crouches “to warm herself at the blaze” Here a
bouquet of older imageries—of the vestal offering sacrifice, the young woman
at the hearth, or as the figure who truly knows that nature never betrayed the
heart that loved her—is repurposed as a portrait of dynamic energy transfer.
The blooms turn out to be not so much “radiant, almost frighteningly alive,”
as Laura thinks, as hyper-modernly radioactive. Moreover, the passage makes
clear that the new style is necessary because a whole population whose feelings
had up to now barely been considered—in this case, women—are finally given
the opportunity to express themselves. The text’s dashes and leaps, its choppy,
rat-tat-tat delivery (“ ... pink lilies. No other kind. Nothing but lilies—canna
lilies, big pink ... ”) are modernist excess spurred on by the politics of gender.
This is subaltern modernism in a fresh, excited mode: the voiceless voiced in a
newly lively medium.

And yet. The passage also dares us to ignore the obvious fatuousness of
the flower-buying that occasions the modernist flowering of style. Here is an
impulse purchase, after all, by a rich woman: of too many showy flowers for an
ostentatious party, a binge of upper-bourgeois conspicuous consumption by the
mother of a group of girls whose smugness the story, as it unfolds, is structured
to condemn. In this unfolding, it turns out that arum lilies (as opposed to the
hot pink cannas) soon appear as riposte to the earlier lilies’ excessiveness. Nine
pages later, when Laura, the sensitive daughter, is about to carry the basket
of party leftovers to the poor cottage where the body of the carter killed that

morning lies, her mother intervenes:

“Take it yourself, darling,” said she. “Run down just as you are. No, wait, take
some arum lilies too. People of that class are so impressed by arum lilies”
“The stems will ruin her lace frock,” said practical Jose.

So they would. Just in time. “Only the basket, then [...]™
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When Mrs. Sheridan, canna lily-lover, blandly declares that “People of that
class are so impressed by arum lilies,” the story throws down a challenge to
us, the readers, who were so impressed by the earlier lily-ecstasy. In fact, she is
challenging the lily-love that crops up especially in the work of D. H. Lawrence
as an echo of John Keats, the pre-Raphaelites, and Oscar Wilde. Mansfield’s
accounts of women’s flower-offerings, and the buying of flowers for parties, also
anticipate the opening of Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway. The ambivalence embedded
in Woolf’s opening sentence—“Mrs. Dalloway said she would buy the flowers
herself>—its desire to celebrate apparently harmless excess undercut by its
critique of women and class—is shared by Mansfield in “The Garden Party” and
its doubled lily scenes. That blithe dialectic might, then, have been what Woolf
recognized, and prized, in Mansfield: not just the exactitude of feeling, especially
of women’s feelings, but, in the same modernist breath, the crystal-sharp critique
of class divisions between the upper bourgeois and the workers around them.

This is Mansfields dialectical modernism: a modernist excess enabled
by a new flexible style, the use of that excess to express, with apparent ease,
a new, gendered sensibility in fiction, and, at the same time, a determination
that gendered subaltern perspective will be carried through to offer not only a
record of newly speakable feelings, but also a social analysis of different women’s
places in culture. Mansfield’s modernism begins with modern coolness, an up-
to-the minute hard-edged and energy-driven excessiveness of style. That style
is a vehicle for rendering a range of new sensations, hitherto barely described.
These sensations, affects, and reactions constitute the day-to-day existences of
women—here Mrs. Sheridan and Laura, Bertha Young and Pearl Fulton in “Bliss”
(1918); they are the possibilities we watch Constantia and Josephine, now that
the fearsome patriarch has died, intuit in “The Daughters of the Late Colonel”
(1920). Yet in each of these stories, behind the well-off women and their newly
registered energies, is at least one other female figure: a servant. They are Sadie
and the cook in “The Garden Party,” the nurse in “Bliss,” Nurse Andrews and
Kate in “The Daughters of the Late Colonel” Mansfield’s stories open vistas of
female sensation, but they are also sharp-eyed critiques of women and class.
Mansfield, subaltern modernist to the core, is determined that women’s feelings
need a new language which should be put at the service of all women, not just
the rich. Her modernism therefore offers us not just insight into new ways of
living and sensing, but, what must follow: a newly acute panoramic analysis of
modern culture.

It is impossible to think of Katherine Mansfield as other than a quintessential

modernist. If modernism was a cultural vortex, then Mansfield was at the center



24 The Bloomsbury Handbook to Katherine Mansfield

ofit. If the movement can be thought of as a reorganization of cultural production
around avant-gardes and coteries, then, as the partner of John Middleton Murry,
the editor of Rhythm and, after 1919, of The Athenaeum, which published
Lawrence, T. S. Eliot, and Woolf, she was one key to the project of introducing
European progressive modes into British literary life. If, as postcolonial critics
have claimed, Western modernism represents a cultural awareness that the
planetary power balance was shifting to the Global South, then Mansfield, as a
recent arrival in Europe from New Zealand—one of whose most famous stories,
“How Pearl Button Was Kidnapped” (1912) represents the indigenous people
of her native country—enacted in her writing versions of the hybridity that
variously governed colonial subjectivities. If modernism marks the arrival of
women on a new footing on the literary scene, at the moment of female suffrage
and rights for women, then Mansfield, whose works are always generated from a
woman’s perspective, stands next to Woolf, Djuna Barnes, Jean Rhys, Mina Loy,
and many more. If modernism represents high art’s reaction to the proliferation
of new media and modes of pop culture, then Mansfield’s up-to-the-minute
style reverberates with the idioms of modern media. Finally, if modernism is
the literature of alienated cosmopolitanism, then Mansfield’s many depictions
of anomie add a new dimension on the most pervasive of modernist tropes.
Mansfield, from the montage of “Prelude” (1917) to the trauma-text of “The
Fly” (1922) is the consummate modernist.

Mansfield’s centrality in Anglophone modernism begs a question: wherein,
amongst a host of modernist originals and their frenzies of experiment, does
her specific difference, her unique distinction, lie? How is her participation in
a powerful London-based coterie, her specific positioning in relation to late-
imperial global race and power relations, her attitude toward and treatment of
the new expression of women’s experience, and her conscious and unconscious
registration of the anomie felt in various registers by the many “-isms” of
modernism, different to that of others? To grasp Mansfields modernist
distinctiveness, her unique contribution to the overall modernist project, this
essay suggests that we note her own relatively anomalous quotient of privilege
and marginality. On the one hand, her writerly project fits perfectly with
the heroic account of modernism as the early twentieth-century subaltern
takeover and subversion of the expectations and protocols of high culture. If,
as has often been claimed, modernism represents the arrival to the Western
metropolises of London and Paris of people from the European margins and,
soon, from the Global South, Mansfield, as a New Zealander arriviste who was
labelled “a little savage from New Zealand™® at her London school, is an avatar.
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If, as has been claimed, modernism is the invention of women (if it was then
reclaimed for the patriarchy by Eliot, Ezra Pound, and John Middleton Murry,
Mansfield’s husband), Mansfield’s evident feminist perspective, female-centered
textuality, and acute perception of the textures of women’s lives are unparalleled.
If modernism is the expression of the pervasive alienation and angst of the
modernist subject under capitalism, as seen especially in fictions from James
Joyce’s Ulysses” to Jean Rhys” Good Morning, Midnight through the figure of
the flaneur or flaneuse, the wanderer in the city, then Mansfield’s tales often
highlight such baleful victims of modernity, from the lonesome Miss Brill in
the Park Publique to the owner of the dead bird in her final story, “The Canary”
(1922). On the other hand, Mansfield’s privileged class origins also meant that
while she was fully cognizant of marginal lives, such as that of the charwoman
Ma Parker in one of her most moving stories, she also knew of the ennui of
privileged ones close to the centers of wealth and power. Born into the inner
circles of the new colonial bourgeoisie—her father, Sir Harold Beauchamp,
would become Chairman of the Bank of New Zealand—she rebelled. In this,
she might be compared to such writers as Samuel Beckett or Wallace Stevens:
high modernists whose origins made them familiar with the mores of modern
business. Her anomalous marginality-in-privilege, however, makes her closer
to contemporary upper-class revolutionaries such as the Irish aristocrat-turned
labor leader Countess Markevicz. Like her, Mansfield knew privilege from
within, but, cognizant of its flaws, was determined to side with the powerless.
Thus, her experimental modernist expressiveness, when used to show in minute
detail the rich affective lives of rich women, is accompanied in almost every
story by a more shadowy presence as foil, that of a nurse or a servant.

It is at this crossroads of privileged sensitivity and subaltern consciousness
that we sense the taut excitement in Mansfield’s dialectical modernism. First, we
are granted the pleasure of grasping how her stories act as efficient encounter
spaces, in which the onrush of impressions and stimuli is absorbed and filtered
by the consciousness and the senses of the protagonist. Consider, for example, the
exactitude of the account of how Miss Brill is buoyed by the music of the Sunday
afternoon band. Then, the stories confront us—sometimes in a moment, as in the
case of Miss Brill, overhearing the malicious pair at the end of her park bench, or
sometimes gradually, as in the case of Raoul’s slow drip of salacious revelations
in “Je ne parle pas francais” (1918)—with the social facts of the case, and, as the
worm of the story turns, we realize that we are party to a stinging satirical labor
of social criticism. Mansfield’s stories, like those of Joyce in Dubliners, come close
often to stream of consciousness narration, granting us contact with characters’
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sense-lives in a way unprecedented in English fiction. Yet this opportunity for
insight into the viewpoint, moment by moment, of a single character, is at odds
with the synoptic, social viewpoint implied by the third-person narration. There
is little learned by the protagonist in a characteristic Mansfield text; her stories
eschew a conventional moral register. If the stories incite us to such insights,
it is implied with modernist insouciance that is our own affair. Rather, the
texts delineate the way in which a given character is confused by, relishes, or
is frightened by, a series of uncannily familiar but often jarring stimuli. Each
character is shown sparring with the external world of other people, while she
is also engaged in the management of her own body and her own sense of self.
(This is the governing formula of “Prelude’s” episodes). Simultaneously, the third-
person narrative becomes the port of entry for a vein of social satire. Mansfield
stages this dialectic in text after text, and it corresponds to the mixture of the
cool and the intense with which the modern heroine or hero might encounter
the modern world. One example: the grieving father, but also ruthless business-
man, in the devastating story about post World War I trauma, “The Fly” This is
Mansfield’s modernism. It is transmitted in a lithe and sometimes jigging prose,
resonant with the stressed, oftentimes jazzy rhythms of modernity.

Let us now consider in turn each of what we might think of these horizons
of Mansfield’s modern prose. First, if modernism was a constellation of artistic
movements that reorganized cultural production in response to new social forces
at the turn of the twentieth century through coteries which had in common a
shared belief in the artistic value of the avant-garde, then there is no question
that Mansfield was at the center of one of the most pivotal of such coteries, based
in London. As early as 1910, when she visited the Post-Impressionist exhibition
organized by Roger Fry, she had already befriended A. R. Orage, editor of The
New Age, and would soon come to know his wife, the South African Beatrice
Hastings. However, it was when she submitted “The Woman at the Store” to
Murry’s magazine Rhythm in 1912 that her place at the very pole position of
modernist London avant-gardism began; a few months later she would be
assistant editor of the magazine. By mid-1913 Mansfield and Murry were friends
of Frieda and D. H. Lawrence; Mansfield was the model for Gudrun, perhaps
the most richly observed character in all of Lawrence’s oeuvre, and heroine of
his masterpiece, Women in Love (1920). She and Murry were the witnesses at
the pre-war wedding of the Lawrences. During the war, Mansfield was part of
the “Garsington set” presided over by Lady Ottoline Morrell; by 1916, when
she and Murry were living in Gower St., Bloomsbury, in a house also occupied
by Dorothy Brett and Dora Carrington (in the attic), she was corresponding
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with Bertrand Russell and getting to know Virginia Woolf, who reports that
they looked at the manuscript of Joyce’s Ulysses together. As the artist of the
Mansfield-Murry partnership, editor, and friend to the most interesting British
writers of her generation, Mansfield fits unequivocally at the center of the British
modernist network.

That said, access to the vast range of modernist “~isms” then breaking out in
Paris—Fauvism, Expressionism, Futurism, Surrealism, and many others—was
for Mansfield second hand. She was certainly familiar with these developments;
however, her modernism appears, at first glance at least, to be less experimental,
for example, than that of Joyce or Gertrude Stein. Thus, she was cast as peripheral
in what the post-Second World War critic Hugh Kenner would title “the Pound
Era”®—thereby canonizing Pound’s network as the key modernist coterie (and
appropriating modernism as American). Neither was she part of what Shari
Benstock would name the “Women of the Left Bank,” another coterie of highly
experimental, mostly lesbian writers in Paris which included Natalie Barney,
Djuna Barnes, and Gertrude Stein, although she had much in common with
their outlook. Instead, she stands between Virginia Woolf and D. H. Lawrence,
her output smaller but sharper than either of theirs, felled tragically at thirty-
five by tuberculosis possibly contracted from Lawrence, slighted (and secretly
admired) at different times by each of them.

What did this location within the modernist firmament mean for Mansfield’s
prose? The aesthetic promulgated in Rhythm may be the initial defining influence.
Murry launched it after a European trip in which he had enthusiastically
absorbed the vitalisme of Henri Bergson.'” The artistic movement most
influenced by Bergson’s teachings on flux was Italian Futurism; therefore, we
might claim that Mansfield, Lawrence, and the other Rhythm writers produced
work in a mode that was one British version of Futurism (Wyndham Lewis’s work
provides another). For Lawrence this fostered, first, a modernist reinvention of
pastoral, and, in later years, a shrill neo-Fascism. Mansfield had no truck with
such reactionary tendencies, but from the Bergsonian influence she learned a
language of flux, energy-transmission, and nervous excitement which colors
the texture and influences the way she describes the moment-to-moment
lives of her characters. Thus when Bertha trembles before the pear tree in her
garden in “Bliss,” one might sense the shade of Lawrence’s breathy pastoral in
The White Peacock, yet the suggestion of a sacred tree, evocative of Lawrence,"
is trumped by the close annotation of Berthas shimmering élan vital, which
shows Bergson’s direct influence. Likewise, Bergson—in Matter and Memory'*
where he elaborates a theory of self as involving the retrieval of images from
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past memories—influences the integration of flashbacks, memory-sequences,
flashes of illumination, and remembered images which register multiplying
temporalities in stories such as “Prelude” Mansfield’s centrality to a specifically
British modernism turns out, unexpectedly, to have made her a Bergsonian;
at the same time, her gender and class consciousness might owe most to her
anomalous place as a New Zealander in the imperial center that was London.

One might think of Mansfield’s political-cultural journey as exactly the reverse
of that of Lawrence. When he went to Australia, which he described in Kangaroo
(1923), and to Mexico, which he wrote about in The Plumed Serpent (1926),
he showed how his Futurist vitalism had led to fascism; when Mansfield came
to London—the imperial center of the empire which had spread as far as her
native New Zealand—her work came to show an intense awareness of how the
possibilities of living to the full for any given character were determined by class.
Furthermore, this awareness was sparked in New Zealand, where Mansfield early
encountered the Maori."* Mansfield’s consciousness of the Maori, and of race in
the context of colonization, is a complicated affair and sometimes does not rise
above a primitivist interest in native peoples that was, as Marianna Torgovnik'*
and others have shown, often deployed by modernists, from Man Ray to Picasso,
as a dubious means of declaring their own alterity. However, if we take seriously
Fredric Jameson’s sweeping assertion that modernism was the literature of the
age of Empire, and its implications, we can begin a more totalizing reading of
Mansfield’s postcolonialism.

For Jameson, the disjointed and multi-layered experimentation which
characterized modernist forms, and the interest in anomie and shock that cuts
through almost every modernist artwork from Edvard Munchs The Scream
to Eliot's “The Waste Land,” resulted from modern art’s intuition that in the
global system of empire, the real work of resource extraction, production, and
toil was now taking place not in the West but in the colonial “elsewhere”"* In
this context, the cast of Mansfield’s experimental verve, and the way in which
her privileged characters’ anomie gets refracted in the servitude of others, is
particularly interesting. Mansfield was certainly not a colonial local “writing
back” to empire. Neither, however, was she fully at home in London. Her partial
marginality raised her awareness, and her first perceptions of injustice, of the
ways in which the colonial system considered the white settlers literally more
human, were developed in relation to the Maori people of New Zealand. In her
stories, whether set in New Zealand or in Europe, she was engaged in the task of
showing in greater detail than before attempted the nuances of what indeed, day-

to-day, being alive, and being human, meant, not just for the cosmopolitans, but
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for the subalterns, whether indigenous people in the colony or working people
in the metropolis, as well. There invariably arises in her stories the disquieting
realization that a right of access to the intense kinds of human aliveness she
elaborates varies by the race and class to which one belongs.

Behind Bertha in “Bliss,” for example, is the figure of the nurse. The nurse
minds Bertha’s child—the nurse, the cook, and the servants are the workers
who allow Bertha and her friends the time, and the luxury, to feel. In “Bliss,”
the question hangs there: do these now elaborated feelings—for example, the
intensity of lesbian desire between women—belong only to the upper classes?
“The Life of Ma Parker” (1921) shows as scandalous the refusal to countenance
feelings in working people. The charwoman Ma Parker, after a grim life, has
now seen her grandson die. For her, however, there is nowhere—no room of her
own—where she can even go and cry. The callousness of her bourgeois employer
(like Mrs. Sheridan in “The Garden Party”) is registered, by contrast, as an evil,
shocking failure of empathy. If we consider that, in Mansfield’s case, the origins
of this insight was her colonial background and her inability to look away from
Maori lives, then we might claim that when she is writing of the callousness of
upper-class subjects, both in Europe and in New Zealand, she is doing so with
a full awareness of how the imperial system and the class system are analogous
and complementary. Thus, for example, the brutality of the boorish husband
in “Frau Brechenmacher Attends a Wedding” (1911) is part of a system of
exploitation by the powerful which stretches all the way to the expropriation of
Maori land in New Zealand. If one doubts this connection, turn to “Je ne parle
pas francais,” where Raoul almost gleefully suggests that his grim career of sexual
exploitation (he procures girls for older men) began with his sexual awakening at
the hands of an African nurse. This origin story, narrated (or possibly invented)
by himself, confronts us with the entanglement of primitivism, sexual desire,
gender and social relations, class and power, where the Westerner’s subject
identity gets marked as the product of global and colonial race relations.'® All
Raoul’s behavior, and the story he tells, has its start in this incident; in the same
way, the race relation engendered by colonialism may be said to be at the root of
all of Mansfield’s work.

Raoul’s troubling story brings us to what is perhaps the most crucial horizon
of Mansfield’s modernism, its basis in the experience of women. In many
Mansfield stories, the women are, literally, silent. Miss Brill merely watches,
thinks, dreams, and overhears the nasty speech of others, but does not speak
herself. Mouse, in “Je ne parle pas ... ) says disquietingly little, while her
utterance which gives the story its title is her avowal that she does not speak
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the language of France. Or consider “The Woman at the Store”: here, again, is
a lonesome, lonely, woman who speaks so little that she seems taciturn to the
point of derangement; her daughter, in turn, draws a picture to tell of the truth,
rather than put it in words. Each of these women is missing her name or part
of it: the “Woman in the Store” is merely “the woman,” or “Mumma” to her
daughter; we never hear the first name of “Miss Brill,” while “Mouse” is known
by her nickname alone. Half-named, half-known, and silent: Mansfield’s stories
feature women who are not allowed to speak their feelings, desires, or claims.
This is nowhere more clear than when Mansfield describes the existences of
servants: for Ma Parker, the story of her cleaning the house and dirty dishes of
the “literary gentleman” is a study of the impossibility of speaking her anguish
about her grandson’s death. Instead, she remembers her grandson as the last
person to whom she could speak, and the story records her memories of this
speaking, as well as the throwaway lines she speaks to herself. (“What have
I done? Said old Ma Parker. What have I done?”"”) At the same time—and here
Mansfield’s dialectical modernism is at its height—the story makes it abundantly

clear that Ma Parker’s feelings of bereavement are immense:

As she said these words she suddenly let fall her brush. She found herself in the
kitchen. Her misery was so terrible that she pinned on her hat, put on her jacket
and walked out of the flat like a person in a dream. She did not know what she
was doing. She was like a person so dazed by the horror of what has happened
that he walks away—anywhere, as though by walking away he could escape. ...

It was cold in the street. There was a wind like ice. People were flitting by,
very fast; the men walked like scissors, the women trod like cats. And nobody
knew—nobody cared. Even if she broke down, if at last, after all these years, she
were to cry, shed find herself in the lock-up as like as not.'®

This might seem a piece of uncompromising naturalist description of a working-
class womanss suffering, in the manner of Zola’s LAssommoir."® Yet its modernist
attributes carry it further. First, it describes a limit at which Ma Parker’s ability
to repress her emotions comes to an end, and, dazed, she is “like a person in a
dream” Yet there is no depth-sounding here of the unconscious. Rather, the
text turns to the surreal image of the “men like scissors” After that, the next
sentence offers us a drift of internal monologue (Ma Parker speaking to herself):
“Shed find herself in the lock-up as like as not” Here is a woman of feeling
who does not have the language to give those feelings currency. Thus, crucial
material here is unsaid, eloquently represented by the break that divides the
two sections of this passage. Almost every Mansfield story with a silent female
heroine also features that heroine straining to express her tumult of feelings,
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but which she is forbidden to express. This is Mansfield’s modernist feminism:
she richly suggests women’s feelings, but portrays subjects condemned never to
speak them aloud.

Mansfield’s work, therefore, stands at the intersection of a series of key
modernist concerns. It originated in the coterie culture of the various modernist
“~isms”” It exemplifies the role of the colonial “political unconscious”” Its feminist
consciousness is generative of its modernist perspectives. How did these matters
find expression not only in the topics she chose to address, but also in her literary
style? To answer, first consider her preferred medium: the short story. Short
stories, unlike lyric poems or novels, comprised a genre largely free from the
dead weight of literary history. They appeared with the rise of mass magazines,
and the time it took to read one matched the time of the average commuter
train-trip. They can thus be thought of as the modernist literary mode: not as
condensed novels, but as short bursts of energetic discourse that engage the
reader in a more intense readerly experience. They also frequently record the
growing ability of the heroine to express her feelings, and the growth of her
perceptive powers. They thrive on more free, slangy, and colloquial styles, but
also work as stream of consciousness narratives avant la lettre. Superseding the
earlier vehicle of inner feeling, the lyric poem, they are literary vehicles in which
reactions, feelings, sensations, and affects get to slosh around and reverberate.
Modernist short stories have their roots both in the work of Chekhov (beloved
of Mansfield), but also in the original accounts of urban anomie, the detective
stories of Edgar Allan Poe and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, tales of strangers in the
teeming night-city that glamorize policing and surveillance. They are structured
around the mystery of an anomalous, singular human subject—the criminal.
Mansfield subverts these narrative legacies even as she negotiates between the
increased access to the subject’s interiority and the increased powers of outside
surveillance their forms facilitate.

In “How Pearl Button Was Kidnapped,” for example, the aperture into the
child’s consciousness opened up by the short-story form is framed by the

<

mention of a crime (even if comic) in the title: “ ... Kidnapped.” The criminal

register allows a cloud to hover over this apparently happy story of a little girl’s

encounter with two Maori women. “You coming with us, Pear] Button? We got

beautiful things to show you, whispered one of the women.”” The mystery of a

child’s abduction is wrapped around a sunlit account of her beach outing. When

it ends with the child’s scream as “Little men with blue coats—Ilittle blue men
»21

came running, running towards her with shouts and whistlings,”*' we get both
an exact representation of the child’s perception (she does not yet understand
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perspective, how figures far away seem small), and an invocation of the law and
order world. The two are wrapped in a surreal image that invites us to smile at the
child’s limited understanding and to laugh more at the comic policemen’s chase.
The story delicately balances a little menace and a lot of pleasure: unresolved, its
surreal image of the “little blue men” reverberates as surreal comedy. Its models
are the comic chases of the then new pop culture form, the cartoon cinema
reel. As in a cartoon chase, the rush is the point: the mystery involved remains
suspended.

Is it this mystery, the end-result of the dialectical structure of many of her
stories, that makes Mansfield most modernist? In her stories, this sense of
ambiguity abounds, is heightened, and almost always is left unresolved at the
end. A detective short story opens with a mystery, which the detective will
decode through “clues”; Mansfield’s short stories, instead, end with one. Asin a
detective story, the mystery may reside in the unknowability of a human subject;
in Mansfield’s case, this unknowability becomes the basis for the suggestion of
a utopian potential.

Take “Je ne parle pas francais,” for example, a story whose night-time urban
milieu, its seedy characters, its cheap hotels and cafes, are close to those of the
typical detective story. Raoul, the would-be writer and pimp who narrates the
story, is no detective, amateur or otherwise, but if it were revealed that he had a
further sideline as a police informant, we would not be at all surprised. The story
even drolly refers to the world of sensational crimes which is also the detective
story’s feeding ground: when Raoul describes the grim café waiter, he notes that
“When he is not smearing over the table or flicking at a dead fly or two, he
stands with one hand on the back of a chair [...] waiting to be photographed
in connection with some wretched murder. ‘Interior of Café Where Body was
Found’ You've seen him hundreds of times”* Raoul’s seediness, his admission
that he supports himself as a gigolo, and his claim that he procures young
girls for old men, are part of the detective-story world. Yet his parallel world
of writerly ambition, his strange attraction to Dick, and his even stranger
attraction to Mouse—whose character is never developed enough to allow us to
understand the possible fascination of her enigma—and his bitterly humorous
stabs at a few scraps of a philosophy of life and his wry analyses of his own
existence, leaven the hints of his louche and seedy existence. They are the story’s
true mystery: how can such a trivial person have such flashes, or at least minor
hints, of something that moves us? Mansfield’s mystery, in other words, far from
working at the service of surveillance, has a utopian edge: for her, the ambiguous

is situated at the point where the apparently ordinary bursts into the potentially
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extraordinary, the apparently callous is revealed as full of potential feeling or at
least the desire for feeling, and the minor becomes significant.

This leads us to the final horizon of Mansfields modernism: its excess.
Mansfield is not a writer of excessive prose in the manner of Gertrude Stein or
the later Joyce. Her textuality never takes off into the utterly heteroglossic. Yet no
one should make the mistake of thinking of her as a “proper” or polite modernist.
What sets her prose apart, and grants it the shock of the new in the first place
is its easy use of the demotic. She uses ordinary colloquial speech especially
when, even though narrating in the third person, she has de facto entered the
consciousness of her protagonists. Thus, when we are asked, regarding Bertha
Young, the heroine of “Bliss,” “What can you do when you are thirty and, turning
the corner of your own street, you are overcome, suddenly, by a feeling of bliss—
as though youd suddenly swallowed a bright piece of the late afternoon sun and
it burned in your bosom, sending out a little shower of sparks into every particle,
into every finger and toe? ... > we know that this is not just a surreal image, not
just a very exact recording of the sense of excitement experienced by the heroine,
but also her own on-the-hoof analysis of her sensations at that moment. When
the narrative is recounted by one of the characters, as in the case of Raoul, this
colloquialism, with its sense of straining against the leash of proper, expository
prose, is taken for granted. This represents a new arrival of popular culture and
everyday speech as a medium in high literature. Moreover, as the quote from
“Bliss” also demonstrates, Mansfield’s demotic language proved excellent at a
new level of recording human sensation in its modulations and progressive flux
and flow. This is the Bergsonian vocation of Mansfield’s prose,* one shared, to
different literary effects for each, by Woolf and Joyce: after the weighing up of
motivations in the work of Henry James and the consideration of the effects of
social forces in Zola, modernist fiction writers all took on the task of recording
in real time, second by second, the modulation not of feeling as such, but rather
of the sensations of their characters. For this somatic monitoring of characters’
modulations in real time, Mansfield, especially in her descriptions of women
characters from Bertha to Miss Brill, developed a subtle, flexible line.

At the same time, Mansfield’s refusal to pursue this style to its logical end
point, as Virginia Woolf did in The Waves (1931) and Joyce did in Finnegans
Wake (1939), means that her commitment to a social as well as a personal
vision appears all the more directly. Her determination to always see her
characters” inner lives, as in the case of Miss Brill, not just as the product of
their surroundings but also as an utterly accurate reflection of the social forces

refracted through the sensations experienced upon the characters’ bodies,
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means that her post-Chekhovian, post-naturalist prose never loses the tense
quality born of its dialectical struggle between the implied social world and
the intensely annotated personal sensation. Her colloquial style, her ability to
record moment by moment her character’s fluctuation of sensation and energy,
is always operating alongside an implied social commentary—on the society
which humiliates Miss Brill, which sends the police chasing after a child who
has gone to the beach with some Maori women, and which ruins womenss lives
when they remain as the servants of their aging father, in “The Daughters of the
Late Colonel” The utopian dream that is held out as the lively reach of these
women’s sensory and feeling lives, placed over against the social forces which
crush and humiliate them, is this: somehow, despite the cruelty which exists and
is epitomized by the patriarchal system in which the characters find themselves,
the restless energy of the characters, annotated in every story, might just possibly
provide an escape route.

All his leads us back to “The Garden Party” Here again, the warm enthusiasm
for the energy of the rich and varied and fluctuating lives of the young generation,
and even of their mother, is played off against the cool appraisal of the social
stratification of New Zealand society. This is the dialectic of warmth and
coolness which characterizes every Mansfield story. Parties are very common
in modernism:*® Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway ends with one, Joyce’s “The Dead” is a
party story, while Finnegans Wake is a novel about an all-night party. Even Eliot’s
“The Love Song of . Alfred Prufrock” features a party in which ... the women
come and go/Talking of Michelangelo”*® Mansfield eschews the party scene, cast
as a false and brittle model of community, for a look at the party’s aftermath. As

>«

in Joyce’s “The Dead,” it is the journey and the destination afterwards, in this
case to the tiny house of the dead carter and his wife and children in the lane,
that is shown to us as a reality which Laura, in her brittleness, cannot take in, and
in which, at the same time, she encounters some truth which utterly abashes her.
Like Gabriel in Joyce’s story, here Laura encounters death, in this case when she
is shown the body of the dead carter. Like Gabriel, she senses a kind of epiphany.

Yet all she can come out with, to her brother Laurie, is:

“Isn’t life;” she stammered, “isn’t life—” But what life was she couldn’t explain.

No matter. He quite understood.”

There is no decisive discovery. Yet in this thick moment, we know that in Laura’s
spirit of empathy and her desire to honor the dead, there exists the seeds of a
utopian dream of a better, more life-enhancing connection to others. This is the
connection for which every Mansfield story yearns, the riposte to each stories’

dialectical modernism.
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Juliet and Maata

Gerri Kimber

“[E]very portrait that is painted with feeling is a portrait of the artist, not of
the sitter”
Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray."

Introduction

Juliet (1906) and Maata (1913) are fragments of two novels which Katherine
Mansfield began but never completed, written seven years apart but with very
similar themes. Because of their fragmentary nature, they were not deemed
worthy of publication either by Mansfield during her lifetime or by her husband
John Middleton Murry after her death. Yet although incomplete, both novels are
of singular importance to Mansfield scholars since they offer clear self-portraits
of the author at moments in her life when other firm biographical evidence is
mostly absent. Indeed, my own biography of Mansfield drew on the contents of
Juliet to provide evidence of Mansfield’s mindset in her late teenage years.” In
this chapter, I shall examine the writing history, content, and autobiografictional
elements of each incomplete novel in order to offer new insights into Mansfield,

from both writerly and biographical perspectives.?

Mansfield and the Fictional Self

As I noted in my biography, Manstfield put a good deal of her own experiences
into her fiction.* From her early teens onwards, she made a conscious effort to
record what was happening to her, whether in a diary entry, in a letter, in her
fiction, or even in her poetry. As Ian Gordon notes:
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Katherine Mansfield to a degree almost unparalleled in English fiction put
her own experiences into her stories. She wrote of nothing that did not
directly happen to her, even when she appeared to be at her most imaginative
and fanciful. Her stories, read in their order of composition, gain force and
significance, and are illuminated at all points by the events of her own history.
Her whole work read in this manner emerges as a kind of recherche du temps
perdu, a remembrance of things past.’

Of course, allowance must be made for artistic license. No claim is being made
that everything Mansfield wrote in her fiction—or indeed even in her diary
entries—actually happened. But if the reader wants to understand Mansfield
the small child growing up in Karori, for example, no amount of biographical
research can compete with her own portrait of Kezia in the Burnell stories.
Mansfield’s two unfinished novels exemplify her use of autobiografiction, a
term first coined in 1906 in an essay of the same name by the Edwardian writer
Stephen Reynolds (1881-1919).° For Reynolds, his invention of the portmanteau
word was an attempt to describe “autobiographical fiction,” that is to say,
“fiction with a good deal of the writer’s life in it, or for those lapses from fact
which occur in most autobiographies.”” More recently Max Saunders’s ground-
breaking study, Self Impression: Life-Writing, Autobiografiction, and the Forms
of Modern Literature, discusses “how modern writers in the late nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries found new ways to combine life-writing with fiction”
He offers a caveat, however, since “reading something as ‘autobiographical’ [...]
is different from reading it as ‘autobiography’; its autobiographical dimension
can be covert, unconscious, or implicit”® Nevertheless, Max Saunders’s main

argument is that

from the 1870s to the 1930s autobiography increasingly aspires to the condition
of fiction and that this rewrites the literary history of modernism, to show
that, far from negating life-writing, modernism constantly engages with it

dialectically, rejecting it in order to assimilate and transform it.’

Mansfield remains one of the most important exponents of modernist
autobiografiction. In a letter to Sarah Gertrude Millin written in March 1922,
less than a year before her death, Mansfield explored in depth her personal
fictionalizing of the self:

Always my thoughts and feelings go back to New Zealand—rediscovering it,
finding beauty in it, re-living it. Its about my Aunt Fan who lived up the road
I really want to write, and the man who sold goldfinches, and about a wet night
on the wharf, and Tarana Street in the Spring. [...] I think the only way to
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live as a writer is to draw upon one’s real familiar life—to find the treasure in
that [...]. Our secret life, the life we return to over and over again, the “do you
remember” life is always the past. And the curious thing is that if we describe
this which seems to us so intensely personal, other people take it to themselves
and understand it as if it were their own."

The techniques Mansfield would go on to develop in her pitch-perfect later
stories, utilizing inner consciousness as a technique of revelation of character,

arose from an instinctive sense, honed very early on in her writing career.

Juliet (1906)

According to a notebook entry by Mansfield, Juliet was begun on “18.V.06"!
Given the date, several events might have been the catalyst for its genesis. Toward
the end of March 1906, and prior to her parents” arrival in England to collect
Mansfield and her two older sisters from Queen’s College in London, where they
had been educated for the past three years, they were taken abroad for a short
vacation by a relative. After a brief stay in Paris, the party moved on to Brussels
to see the musically gifted Trowell twins, Tom and Garnet (Tom now officially
using his middle name, Arnold, to distinguish him from his father, Thomas),
who were studying at the Conservatoire. Mansfield had believed herself in
love with Tom, whom she also referred to in her diaries as Caesar since her
schooldays in Wellington. With their red hair, huge black hats, and immensely
long, continental cigarettes, their bohemian ways now entranced Mansfield; she
wanted to be a bohemian too, and Tom taught her how to smoke, fueling a life-
long addiction that not even tuberculosis could weaken.

Mansfield’s absorption in music, and the recent contact with Tom, now gave
her the fanciful idea of becoming a professional musician (which, for women in
those days, had a similar social stigma to putting one’s daughter on the stage).
When her parents arrived from Wellington, Mansfield must have broached the
subject, but her father soon put a stop to any such fanciful notions. Mansfield
wrote to her cousin Sylvia Payne on April 24, 1906:

A great change has come into my life since I saw you last. Father is greatly
opposed to my wish to be a professional cellist or to take up the cello to any
great extent—so my hope for a musical career is absolutely gone. It was a fearful
disappointment—I could not tell you what I have felt like—and do now when
I think of it—but I suppose it is no earthly use warring with the inevitable—so
in the future I shall give all my time to writing."?
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And so, just a couple of weeks before commencing Juliet, Mansfield had made
the decision to devote “all of her time” to writing. Also, given that this period
represents the height of her infatuation with Tom Trowell, it is only natural
that the male protagonist should be based on him. In addition, when Tom and
Garnet arrived in London in May 1906, having completed their studies on the
Continent, Tom visited Mansfield at Queen’s College, and of course his presence
now made the idea of having to return to New Zealand all the more painful.
Toms arrival in London did not quite play out to Mansfield’s romantic plans,
however. Her see-sawing, teenage emotions made her an unattractive prospect
for the overwhelmed Tom, who started to cool down the relationship—such as
it was. The emotional turbulence stimulated by the presence of the Trowells,
together with her own burgeoning sexuality, would all subsequently be poured
into Juliet, which she now began on 18 May and which she carried on writing
intermittently until January 1907, when it would be abandoned.

The plot of Juliet (such as it is) involves a young woman eager to move
from Wellington to London, especially after David, the musician she is
infatuated with, travels there to study. Once in the metropolis, she becomes
close to Pearl, a fellow student at a women’s hostel, with whom David falls
in love, while Juliet is seduced by his friend, Rudolph (in fact the name of
one of the Trowell twins friends, whom Mansfield had met in Brussels and
who had recently committed suicide). Following a pregnancy and her refusal
to consider returning home, Juliet lives in some degree of squalor (with the
suggestion of an abortion), and a relationship is hinted at with another man
called Walter. She is desperately ill when found by David, taken to live with
him and Pearl, and dies at their home.

The other main female character in Juliet—Pearl—is based on Mansfield’s
close schoolfriend at this time—Vere Bartrick-Baker (known as “Mimi”), who
was petite, dark, and sophisticated. Her unconventional background was a
particular attraction for Mansfield, whose own solid, colonial family seemed
dull by comparison. Vere’s parents were divorced—rare at that time—and her
mother lived alone in Surrey, having declared herself a widow, and wrote poetry.
“Curious Eve,” one of the protagonists in Mansfield’s only Queen’s College-based
story, “Carnation” (1918), is also a portrait of Vere. Most importantly, it was
Vere who lent Mansfield the copies of Lippincotts magazine, where the then
salacious text, Oscar Wilde’s The Picture of Dorian Gray, had first been serialized
(Mansfield thus reading the book in its first, unexpurgated version); its influence

on Mansfield at this time was considerable.
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The character of “Walter” in Juliet (without even a name change) is based on
Mansfield’s brilliant Queen’s College German master, Walter Rippmann (1869-
1947), who, of all the teachers at the school, would have the greatest influence on
her. He became Professor of German at Queen’s in 1896, aged just twenty-seven,

and stayed for nearly twenty years.

[He] was an admirer of Oscar Wilde, of Walter Pater, and of art nouveau. In
contrast to most of the other professors, he was “young and ardent,” and a man
of great social charm. With his more able original students, he was ready to
spend time in stimulating conversation, introducing them to new ideas and
encouraging them to discover their own potentialities. A select group was
invited to visit his house in Ladbroke Grove, where he would talk to them of his
literary heroes, show them his collection of Japanese prints, and introduce them

to an exciting new world."

In Juliet, she fictionalizes her first visit to his strange and wonderful house in a
section called simply “The Man,” whose name, as noted above, is Walter:

The room was full of gloom but vivid yellow curtains hung straight and fine
before the three windows. Tall wrought-iron candle-sticks stood in the corners
[...]. There were prints of beautiful women on the walls, and the graceful figure
of a girl holding a shell in her exquisite arms stood on a table. There was a long
low couch upholstered in dull purple, and quaint low chairs in the same colour.

The room was full of the odour of chrysanthemums.'*

It is probably not an exaggeration to state that in introducing the impressionable
Mansfield to the works of Wilde, Pater, and other writers of the fin-de-siécle and
Decadent movements (especially Arthur Symons, Ernest Dowson, Paul Verlaine,
and Nietzsche), Rippmann would alter the course of her reading—and writing—
life. At this time, Mansfield was an open vessel, absorbing every influence that
came her way.

The first person to attempt any sort of transcription of parts of Juliet was
Ruth Elvish Mantz, who, in her jointly authored biography of Mansfield
with John Middleton Murry, published about a quarter of the material as
autobiografiction—with many omissions and misreadings.'* The full extant text
of Juliet was subsequently transcribed from Mansfield’s notebook (no. 1 in the
Turnbull Library’s holdings) by Margaret Scott and published in the Turnbull
Library Record in New Zealand in 1970,' but with no attempt at a chronological
ordering. Scott subsequently revised her own transcription of the unfinished
novel for her edition of the Katherine Mansfield Notebooks in 1997, again with
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no chronological ordering. It was most recently published in volume one of
the Edinburgh Edition of the Collected Works of Katherine Mansfield in 2012,
this time with the various sections reordered to create some sort of coherent
narrative.

Scott notes that within the story it is possible “to perceive the weaving in of
themes which were to remain central to her [Mansfield] for the rest of her life,”'”
which elsewhere she elaborates as follows: “early death, unrequited love, art v
commerce, London v New Zealand, experience v conventional behaviour. And
all through Juliet and many other of the unpublished pieces of this period, is the
recurring crisis of falling”** Only two critics have made a sustained attempt at a
critical analysis of Juliet: Sydney Janet Kaplan and Cherry Hankin." Kaplan takes
a feminist approach to the youthful work, while at the same time reading Juliet
as a proto-modernist narrative, while Hankin reads the text—and especially
the notion of Juliet “falling”—from a psychological perspective; both critics,
however, assert the importance of Juliet within Mansfield’s overall oeuvre, from
both a writerly and a biographical perspective.

The reordered story has two pieces marked “Chapter 1 The first is pure
fantasy—dreamlike in its atmosphere and clearly set in New Zealand, as
the young protagonist Juliet climbs up a steep, “bush-covered” hill;* for no
discernible reason, she stumbles, clinging to brambles and trees, until an unseen
guide’s hand pulls her out of the bush and promptly disappears, after which she
hears angry voices, starts running, trips, and falls, whereupon the unseen guide
helps her up again, and once more disappears. Then Juliet finds herself on a
road in a dense fog where she is violently struck in the face by an unseen hand,
generating “a feeling of intolerable shame,* before ultimately finding herself on
top of a windswept mountain where she “falls” once more. The words “and fell”
end the second and final paragraphs of the first “Chapter 1” and indeed become
a recurring motif throughout the entire narrative. For Hankin, they point to
“the finality of ‘death,”** and demonstrate a repeated conflict between fantasy
and reality that would be a feature of Mansfield’s writing in the early part of her
career.

The much longer, second “Chapter 17 is still set in New Zealand. It begins
with Juliet sitting in front of a mirror, affording Mansfield the opportunity of
describing in detail the face of her youthful protagonist, with her masses of
pale gold hair and greenish eyes,” the opposite of her own dark hair and deep
brown eyes, but perhaps reflecting what her youthful self wished she looked like.
This liminal moment of staring into a mirror, even conversing with her “Mirror

face;** becomes a common trope in Mansfield’s mature writing. Liminality,
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together with the sense of the transitional, becomes part of an impressionistic,
stylistic device, and is to be found in the ordinary spaces and commonplace
objects such as mirrors, staircases, and windows within the confines of her
domestic arena. Characters as insiders, self-absorbed in their own reflections,
frequently position themselves in liminal spaces such as staircases or staring out
of windows, allowing Mansfield to engage with altered perceptions of interiority.
In this same chapter, she has Juliet crossing over to a window before “leaning far
out and turning her face up to the stars’*

What follows is autobiografiction, as Mansfield describes the Beauchamp
family (now Juliet’s family), in some detail, and in particular her own teenage

personality:

Juliet was the odd man out of the family—the ugly duckling. She had lived in a
world of her own, created her own people, read anything and everything which
came to hand, was possessed with a violent temper, and completely lacked
placidity. She was dominated by her moods which swept through her and in
number were legion. [...] She criticised everybody and everything with which
she came into contact, and wrapped herself in a fierce white reserve. [...] She
had no defined paths ahead, no goal to reach and she felt compelled to vent her
energy upon somebody, and that somebody was her family.*

At a musical evening she meets “David,” in essence Tom Trowell. In a now-
familiar trope, both characters “crossed over to the wide opened window and
both leant out” David, a talented musician, then travels to London leaving
Juliet isolated. Subsequently, we find her on those windswept hills of the fantasy
Chapter 1, buffeted by the wind: “vague thoughts swept through her—of the
Future, of her leaving this little island and going so far away, of all that she knew
and loved, all that she wished to be”?®

The remaining extant sections all take place in London, with Juliet at school
for a couple of paragraphs, and then, suddenly, she is grown up, living with
Pearl] (Vere), in love with David (Tom), but pursued by David’s friend Rudolph.
Fin-de-siécle, exotic symbology is everywhere, from Juliet’s favorite kimono, to
Pearl’s throwaway comment, “I should like to take opium this afternoon™?* to an

overtly sexual conversation between the two women:

“It’s sure to be something physical. Why don’t you sleep better Juliet? Are you—
youre not ... repenting?”

“Good Heavens, no. The truth is, my dear girl, well I hardly like to own it to
myself even, you understand. Bernard Shaw would be gratified”

“You feel sexual”
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“Horribly. And in need of a physical shock or violence—perhaps a good

smacking would be beneficial”*

Now the notion of falling returns, metaphorically and literally: “—and she fell”;*!
“— — — and fell — — — 32 David is now with Pearl, and Juliet, who has been
seduced by Rudolph and is now a “fallen” woman, is found by David and Pearl
on the brink of death:

Day and night the rain fell and at last one afternoon the end came. Juliet came
back painfully. She was groping the dark, trying to feel her way along. Out of
the dark two voices came.

“It cannot be long now.”

“But it is for the best. If she had lived what could have happened?”

“I begin to believe there must be a merciful God”

“I, too”

She opened her eyes and saw the two beside her.

“Ought I to join your hands and say bless you,” she whispered.

Suddenly she raised herself—“O—O I want to live,” she screamed, but Death
put his hand over her mouth.”

David and Pearl go on to marry, and Rudolph, who had gone abroad, only
much later learns of Juliet’s death, at which point he composes “a charming
little morceau ‘Souvenir de Juliet”** The tone of the narrative throughout veers
from heavily romantic to sharply cynical. There is also a notable and uncanny
prescience in the writing, anticipating as it does the turmoil of Mansfield’s own
experience in the year after she returned to England in 1908, rejected by Tom
Trowell, and her subsequent pregnancy by his brother Garnet, his rejection of

her, and her stillbirth in Bavaria, much of which forms the content of Maata.

Maata (1913)

Mansfield’s second attempt at a novel, of which again only fragments were
written, was Maata, drafted between August and November 1913. By now,
Mansfield was an established author and a very different person to the author
of Juliet. Having persuaded her parents to let her return to London to become a
writer, she arrived to a heartfelt welcome from her devoted friend Ida Baker in
late August 1908, aged nineteen, initially staying at Beauchamp Lodge, a hostel
for unmarried women (mainly music students). Eager to see Tom and the rest

of the Trowell family, who were all now living in St John’s Wood, Mansfield soon
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realized that although the family welcomed her into their home, her affections
for Tom were most definitely not being reciprocated. She therefore judiciously
turned her affections to his twin brother Garnet instead, who was more than
receptive to such attention, and soon Mansfield was spending far more time
with the Trowells than at Beauchamp Lodge. Her feelings were now, finally,
being reciprocated, and passionate love letters were exchanged during Garnet’s
frequent absences as a traveling musician with the Moody Manners Opera
Company. For her twentieth birthday on October 14, Garnet sent her a little
ring, and the two believed themselves to be secretly engaged.

Toward the end of November, Mansfield finally left Beauchamp Lodge in
order to become the Trowells’ lodger, thus providing them with much-needed
additional income, and herself with ever closer proximity to Garnet, which,
when he was home, inevitably led to a sexual relationship. Their affair was
discovered by Dolly, the young Trowell sister, who immediately informed
her shocked parents. By the end of the year, or early in 1909, Mansfield had
become pregnant by him. She now found herself rejected by both Garnet and
the Trowell family, the latter fearing the shame her pregnancy would bring on
them given the importance and influence of her father back in New Zealand.
In despair, and solely to seek legitimacy for her unborn child, on March 2,
1909, she married George Bowden, a singing teacher whom she had met at a
soirée and whom she had known for less than three months. Her calculated
mission of legitimacy for her unborn child accomplished, she left Bowden
the day after the wedding and followed Garnet to Glasgow and Liverpool
from March 10 to 28 (the pair having recently been reconciled), where he was
on tour. For a short time Manstfield, who had a fine singing voice, became a
member of the chorus. During the trip, however, Garnet’s mother sent him
the newspaper notice of Mansfield’s marriage and, in complete disbelief at
her duplicity, he once more rejected her. Mansfield spent the rest of 1909 in
Bavaria, giving birth to a still-born child, and then taking up with a group of
Polish émigrés.

In early 1910, now back in London and thanks to a recommendation from
her erstwhile husband George Bowden, Mansfield’s stories and poems started to
be published in the New Age magazine and elsewhere, and her career as a writer
in London was launched. Having moved on from Bowden, she soon became
part of the circle surrounding the editor of the New Age, A. R. Orage, and his
mistress, Beatrice Hastings. In December 1911, her first collection of short
stories, In a German Pension, based on her experiences in Bavaria, most of which
had already appeared in the New Age, was published by Stephen Swift & Co.
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and widely reviewed. In the same month, she met Murry, then a young, 22-year-
old Oxford undergraduate, having sent him “The Woman at the Store” for his
newly founded little magazine, Rhythm. By April 1912, he was her lodger and
some weeks later they became lovers.

During the month of May 1912, Mansfield traveled with Murry to Paris for
a “honeymoon” (although they could not officially get married until 1918 after
her divorce from Bowden). It was around this time that the couple first came
into written contact with D. H. Lawrence and Frieda, when they requested a
story from him for Rhythm. In May, Rhythm folded and was replaced by the
Blue Review, which ran for just three months from May to July 1913. In June, the
couple met Lawrence and Frieda for the first time, and Mansfield read Sons and
Lovers which had recently been published. In December 1913, their finances in
a parlous state due to the demise of both Rhythm and the Blue Review, Manstield
and Murry decided on a permanent move to Paris, although in fact they were
back in London by the end of January 1914, their finances now even worse than
when they had left.

This then was the state of affairs in Mansfield’s life when she started writing
Maata, which in essence narrates Mansfield’s relationship with the Trowell
(Close) family during the autumn and winter of 1908-9, following her return to
London from New Zealand. Her written plan for the novel, comprising thirty-
tive chapters, was drafted by the beginning of August 1913, and by the end of
the second week in August she had written the first chapter. However, the many
complications of her life at this time, with constant house moves plus dealing
with the aftermath of Rhythm’s publisher, Stephen Swift, absconding, leaving
Murry liable for all the debts incurred, must have made fiction writing almost
impossible. The second chapter of the novel was completed in mid-November
and then subsequently abandoned.

Kaplan calls the novel Mansfields second attempt at a Bildungsroman,”
claiming as a formative influence Lawrence’s own autobiographical novel Sons
and Lovers, which, as noted above, she and Murry had read during the summer
of 1913. Claire Tomalin also believes Lawrence’s novel was the impetus for
Mansfield’s beginning Maata:

One or two touches suggest that Lawrence had put his fingerprint on her
imagination: Maatas skin “flames like yellow roses” when she undresses, and
when Rhoda leans out of her bedroom window in the morning, “Ah-ah’ she

breathed, in a surge of ecstasy. ‘I am baptized. I am baptized into a new day;
which certainly does not sound like anything else in Mansfield.*
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And, of course, in naming herself Maata in the novel, Mansfield was recalling
her youthful, intense relationship with her former schoolfriend, the exotic and
glamorous Maori princess, Maata Mahupuku.”

After Manstfield’s death, complications arose with the manuscript, mainly due
to Murry’s actions. He had first mentioned the existence of the incomplete novel
in his first edition of her Journal (1927). Where Mansfield had written on January
1, 1915, “Well, J. doesn’t want money and won’t earn money. I must. How? First
get this book finished,” Murry had written the following footnote: ““This book’
refers, I think, to a novel called ‘Maata, of which the two opening chapters and
a complete synopsis alone remain.”** Murry was incorrect, however; Mansfield
had in fact just started writing “The Aloe,” which she would continue to write
on and off for the next year or so, completing it in Bandol in March 1916. In
addition, in the Mantz/Murry biography of Mansfield from 1933, we find the
following equally erroneous statement:

[I]n the autumn of 1913—Katherine Mansfield drafted a novel with Maata, for
its central character. In Paris that winter she wrote the first chapters of Maata,
catching something of the flame and the passion—something of the Maata of
those days when they both were in their teens; but her writing was interrupted
unexpectedly, and she never was able to complete the “novel.”*

The character of Maata in the novel was in fact a fictionalized version of
Mansfield herself, and not Maata the Maori princess, but of course Mantz
was merely replicating Murry’s opinion. These errors combined led to much
speculation as to why Murry had chosen not to publish any excerpts from
the novel in his numerous edited collections of Mansfield’s manuscripts, and
particularly by Mansfield enthusiast, Pat Lawlor, who in 1946 published a slim
little volume called The Mystery of Maata: A Katherine Mansfield Novel,*® where
he described Mansfield’s relationship with Maata, and then revealed how he had
in fact “met the original Maata myself in Wellington recently when she told me
some extraordinary stories about Katherine Mansfield and also claimed that she
had in her possession the original MS*'

Lawlor’s belief that a complete manuscript of Maata existed became ever more
entrenched as his quest continued. When Mansfield wrote to Murry on March
25, 1915, from Paris that she had fallen “into the open arms of my first novel™*
(in fact, “The Aloe”), Lawlor convinced himself that she was in fact writing
Maata, insisting that “As a matter of fact, ‘Prelude’ was commenced in January
1916, nearly a year after the letter referred to was written,” further surmising

that “the existence of the ‘Maata’ MS. has been submerged in a contradiction
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of records”* Most sensationally, Lawlor asserted that “Without any hesitation,
Maata said that she had the MS. in her possession,” that it was about 60,000
words long, adding that “the arrangement was that she (Maata) was to complete
the story”* Try as he might, however, Lawlor was never able to persuade Maata
to show him the manuscript, if indeed it ever existed. Nevertheless, his little
book contributed much by way of mystery surrounding the missing novel.

Murry eventually sold the notebook—where both the chapter plan and drafts
of Chapters 1 and 2 appeared—to a private Mansfield collector in America, where
it subsequently disappeared. Meanwhile, two much smaller sections of the novel
were eventually acquired by the Alexander Turnbull Library in New Zealand
in 1957, as part of the manuscripts bought at auction from the Murry estate
following his death in the same year. When, in 1974, Margaret Scott, continuing
her series on the unpublished manuscripts of Mansfield in the Turnbull Library
Record, published the two pieces of Maata the library had acquired at that time,
she revealed the library’s vain search for the missing, much larger part of the
incomplete novel.** However, by 1979, she had traced the rest of the extant
manuscript to the Newberry Library in Chicago, and subsequently published
her transcription in the same year,* noting that the Turnbull fragments seem
to relate to Mansfield’s plan for Chapter 12. She also notes that the novel has
affinities with the strange story, “Brave Love,” written in January 1915:

In both stories the heroine is beautiful, cynical, self-absorbed, drawn to the
innocent young lover, but destructive of him too. In both cases, the young man
is not only betrayed but also punished. [...] it does seem likely that Evershed
in both stories was suggested by George Bowden, and that Mildred in one and
Rachael West in the other were suggested by Beatrice Hastings."

As with Juliet, all the extant parts of the manuscript were included in Scott’s
edition of the Mansfield notebooks,* with no attempt made to order them into a
coherent narrative. Again, this did not happen until volume one of the Edinburgh
Edition in 2012, allowing the reader, for the first time, to fully engage with the
text as Mansfield had planned it, although it is evident that the extant fragments
depart from Mansfield’s original chapter plan. The character of Rhoda Bendall
in the novel is clearly based on Ida Baker, and for Scott “represents the only
attempt K. M. made to describe Ida Baker’s feelings for her. It is important for that
alone” The first name reflects Baker’s Rhodesian colonial origins, and Bendall
was the surname of Mansfield’s close friend, Edith Bendall, during the time she
spent in Wellington during 1907-8, before returning to London. Here in Maata,

Dolly Trowell is called Maisie, for as Scott reveals, where Mrs Close says, “the
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one you had afterwards Maisie,”' Mansfield had “started to write ‘Dolly; crossed
it out and substituted ‘Maisie, thus confirming that it was the Trowells she had
in mind”** This, of course, also confirms the autobiografictional basis of the
text, precisely what she did in Juliet, where real names such as Vere and Caesar
(Mansfield’s nickname for Tom Trowell) pepper the story.

Chapter 1 begins in Rhoda Bendall’s bedroom, as she wakes up to the sound
of rain. Today is the day that her dearest friend Maata, who has been away for
two years in some far off, unnamed place, is to return to London, and later she
is to go to the station to meet her off the boat train. The language Rhoda uses
as she paces her bedroom betrays her intense emotions toward her friend: “My
treasure, my beloved one, the day is beautiful with you. Your breath is in this wind
and the same rain falls on us both. On us both. Oh God, bring her quickly. Bring
her quickly. [...] She is your spirit, your essence. She is God in woman.”** Such
extreme devotion sets the tone for their entire relationship. Mansfield paints an
unflattering portrait of Rhoda herself, “big and heavy;” and with a “violent bodily

hunger and a wavering sense of shame,”**

again features of Baker’s appearance
and need for comfort eating.

In Chapter 2, we are introduced to Philip and Maisie Close. In Juliet, the
Mansfield character had been in love with David the cellist; now in Maata,
she is in love with Philip the violinist, echoing, as noted earlier, her real-life
transference of affection from Tom Trowell (cellist) to Garnet Trowell (violinist).
Philip and Maisie, like Rhoda, have come to the station to meet Maata from the
boat train. Completely forgetting Rhoda, it is to Philip and Maisie that Maata
rushes, enveloping Maisie in her arms. Rhoda is eventually spotted, and Maata
apologizes for having forgotten about her. Yet, ever practical, it is Rhoda who has
seen to Maata’s luggage and hired a waiting hansom cab, which Maata completely
takes for granted. Here it is Rhoda’s emotions that Mansfield portrays, using
free indirect discourse, to the detriment of Maata’s selfish character: “Those
moments at the station hurt her still. Her throat ached and tears pressed into
her eyeballs”** In fact the two opening chapters could almost be perceived as
a hymn to Ida Baker’s unswerving devotion to her. Mansfield could not know
in 1913 how this devotion would last for the rest of her life. But glimpses of the
excess of it are painted here: “Rhoda knelt on the floor and handled her darling’s
possessions as though these were all—every one—more precious than gold.”

The rest of the manuscript, bar one small section at the end, takes place at
the Close family’s house. Philip (Pip) and Hal are twins, and both musical, as is
their father. But it is clear that the family has little money, and that socially they
are beneath the glamorous Maata, as Mansfield’s portrait of Mrs. Close reveals:
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By the table sat Mrs Close, darning whole new feet into a pair of Hal’s socks. Her
skirt was turned back over her lap, her little slippered feet curled round the chair
legs. Now and again she leant forward and opened her mouth for Maisie to pop
in a “beautifully soft one” [roasted chestnut], but she was, for the most part, pale

and tired.”

Maata and Philip contrive to be alone together in his room, where “The violin
case lying open on the white bed was like a little coffin™*® (presaging, perhaps,
the unhappy denouement of their relationship, for according to the chapter plan,
when Maata eventually marries not for love but for social position, Philip kills
himself). The two lovers sit and talk but all the time with a sense of foreboding,
as though such talk will ultimately be futile, as here in Maata’s speech to Philip:

“You know sometimes I feel I am pursued by a sort of Fate—you know—by an
impending disaster that spreads its wings over my heart—or maybe only the
shadow of its wings—but it’s so black and terrible I can’t describe it. Sometimes I
think it is [...] foreboding, telling me that what I am facing in the future—is—"

»59

she shrugged her shoulders—“just darkness!

This speech echoes the numerous occasions in her life when Mansfield wrote
of darkness in her future, using the word “wings” to describe her fluttering
heart, which she always thought would kill her, and subsequently, following her
diagnosis of tuberculosis, her lungs. The last fragment of the novel ends with
a similar foreboding atmosphere as Maata reflects on her own character, her
secret self, and the sham that is her outer world:

Standing there in the dark she drifted away to that shadowy loneliness which
sometimes seemed to her to be her only true life, the only changeless truth—the
thing that she was never really certain was not reality after all. How extraordinary!
She saw herself all these last weeks, playing a part—being Maata, being herself,
caring for things that after all don’t matter at all. Why, only that afternoon, a
minute or two ago, she had believed in it all—and it was all nothing, nothing.%

In Maata, Mansfield does not victimize her protagonist as she does in Juliet.
This time she has agency, and it is the man who is destroyed, for the chapter
plan tells us that Philip will ultimately commit suicide after learning of Maata’s
marriage to Evershed: “His heart bursts with grief. He listens to Hal and by and
bye he takes out the revolver and puts the spout in his mouth and shoots himself®!
As Kaplan notes, however, “In terms of creative power, the assertions of artistic
freedom in the later novel seem to lead to a confusing and ambivalent impasse,
and to a corresponding diminishment of energy”®> Her inability to continue

with the novel points as much to her personal emotions regarding the story’s
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autobiografictional elements as much as to her outward, difficult circumstances.
She would never forget the deep passion between herself and Garnet, her first
true relationship, and of course the anguish of their ill-fated, stillborn child. As
late as 1920, she would write in her diary: “Last day I heard from Jack. Posted the
story and a telegram. Very tired. The sea howled and boomed and roared away.
When will this cup pass from me? Oh misery! I cannot sleep. I lie retracing my
steps—going over all the old life before .... The baby of Garnet’s love”®® Maata
was the last time that her creative energies were directed toward a recherche du
temps perdu of the Trowell family.

Conclusion

After her two previous attempts at novel-writing, Mansfield would try just once
more—with “The Aloe”—to extend the length of her short fiction narratives.
Indeed, as noted above, she more than once referred to “The Aloe” as her “book”
as she was writing it, although its final length is actually that of a novella.®* As
a story cycle, her Burnell family stories, “Prelude” (the later revised, shortened
version of “The Aloe”), “At the Bay,” and “The Doll's House” in effect create a short
novel, or along novella. “The Daughters of the Late Colonel,” written in episodes,
or short chapters, like “Prelude” and “At the Bay;” constitutes another example of
her attempts at an extended narrative. In all three cases, the action takes place
over a matter of hours rather than months or years, and almost nothing happens
of any consequence. All three stories have an identical narrative style, reflecting
their modernist origins: an omniscient point of view, combined with multiple
limited points of view represented as free indirect discourse; together with a
plotless form, the result is an intimate method of storytelling, where, for certain
moments, we become intimate with the character on the page. This use of free
indirect discourse would become a hallmark of Mansfield’s mature narrative
technique, together with the episodic nature of certain stories and their theatrical
quality; as Mansfield remarked in a letter discussing “Prelude,” “What form is it
you ask? [...] As far as I know, it's more or less my own invention.”* Some years
later she referred to “the Prelude method—it just unfolds and opens.®

As Mansfields unique form of modernist storytelling developed so,
unfortunately, did her ill health. Short stories became a fast and efficient way
for her to make the money she needed to pay for medical bills. Dead at thirty-
four, and seriously ill for the last five years of her life, Mansfield’s creativity, like
the breath from her tubercular lungs, came, by necessity, in short gasps. On a
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prosaic level, there simply was no time, and she was too ill to make the effort to
write anything longer. A notebook entry for October 14, 1922, her last birthday,

written in Paris, is painful to read, even a hundred years on:

My heart is so exhausted and so tied up that I can only walk to the taxi and
back. I get up at midi and go to bed at 5.30. I try to “work” by fits and starts,
but the time has gone by. I cannot work. Ever since April I have done practically
nothing. [...] And five years have passed now, and I am in straighter bonds
than ever.

Who knows what Mansfield might have accomplished had her life not been
cut short or whether her narrative art might have moved toward the writing of
longer fiction. Nevertheless, since the publication of the Edinburgh Edition, it is
now possible to assess her true creative legacy, which comprises some 216 stories
and story fragments, totaling nearly half a million words. Mansfield was, in the
words of Peter Childs, “the most important Modernist author who wrote only
short stories,”® and that is an important enough legacy in itself.

Juliet, written when she was still a teenager, is immature in both form and
content, although glimpses can be seen of Mansfield’s love of interiority—free
indirect discourse—that hallmark of her mature style. Nevertheless, it remains
“of special interest as a version of Mansfield’s self-development in that it is both a
fairly transparent account of her early adolescence and an unnervingly prescient
projection into a life she had not lived”® Maata represents that uncanny
projection brought to life, this time via a recall of actual events lived, rather than
describing an indeterminate fantasy future. Both fragmentary novels deserve
their place in any critical discussion of Mansfield’s oeuvre, not least because of
the autobiografictional basis of each narrative, as well for revealing evidence of

the proto-modernist writer Mansfield was in the process of becoming.
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Katherine Mansfield, the Magazine Writer

Jenny McDonnell

Katherine Mansfield’s career developed at a crucial juncture in the history of
both the short story and magazine culture in Britain. Throughout the nineteenth
century, the short story form became established as a “basic unit of magazine
production” in terms that often emphasized its lucrative, commercial aspects.!
As Adrian Hunter suggests, “the gathering pace of periodicals—monthlies,
weeklies, dailies, evening dailies—meant a vast increase in demand for material
that was as easy for the jobbing writer to produce as it was for the time-pressed
commuter to consume.”> However, this expanding market also facilitated the
development of another kind of short story by the fin de siécle, spearheaded by
journals such as the decadent Yellow Book and writers such as Henry James, who
“saw how the short form could be adapted to deliver thematically sophisticated
and multi-dimensional narratives within its narrow limits, achieving amplitude
within the economies demanded by the periodical format” in ways that would
anticipate and influence later innovations by literary modernists.’ In this way, the
short story’s “oscillation between mass culture and high art” was shaped by the
material conditions in which it was produced, and its defining feature of brevity
ultimately came to be recognized as both a marketable and an experimental
feature.*

Rather than singular, monolithic categories, then, “the modern short story”
and “the periodical press” need to be understood as diverse and varied facets
of what Dean Baldwin identifies as “a fractured market,” within which authors
sought “to negotiate and survive the uncertainties of multiple audiences and
aesthetics,” seemingly divided along such lines as class and gender, literary taste
and value, and commercial and avant-garde appeal.® This multiplicity is evident
in the short story’s dual identity as both a popular, “plotted” and an experimental,
“plotless” form that appeared variously in commercial magazines, avant-garde

papers, and literary and middlebrow journals. A similarly diverse magazine
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culture played a key role in the publication and dissemination of modernist
texts, including Katherine Mansfield’s short fiction, which also displays the
“amplitude” that Hunter associates with Henry James’s writing. This is apparent
at a formal level, in the suggestive and often open-ended short stories that
Mansfield produced throughout her career, and also in more material terms in
the sheer volume of work that she contributed to a range of different periodicals.

Recent scholarship has sought to move Mansfield and the short story “in
from the margins,” establishing the importance of both within the history of
literary modernism.® This has been further enriched by the critical attention
that has been paid to the publishing networks that shaped Mansfield, the short
story, and modernism more broadly. Mansfield’s career as one of the foremost
proponents of the modern short story form in the early decades of the twentieth
century needs to be understood in terms that reflect the publishing conditions
introduced above. She worked within a tradition in which, as Rebecca Bowler
notes, “[t]he short story must be simultaneously a potboiler, capable of bringing
in money quickly, and of artistic merit in itself (because what, after all, is the
point of getting a piece in a magazine with your name on it, if it is not going to
act as an advert for the author-as-product?)”” As a professional author within
the literary marketplace, Mansfield worked closely with a series of editors,
publishers, and literary agents, and disseminated her writing through channels
that included commercial and coterie book-publishing, as well as the magazine
networks that will form the main focus of this chapter.

Before her death in 1923, Mansfield published three collections of short
stories (In a German Pension [1911], Bliss and Other Stories [1920], and The
Garden Party and Other Stories [1922]), as well as two limited-edition, single-
story volumes (Prelude, published by Leonard and Virginia Woolf at the Hogarth
Press in 1918, and Je ne parle pas frangais, printed by John Middleton Murry’s
Heron Press in 1919). Many of the stories included in her published collections
first appeared in magazines, to which she also contributed poetry, translations,
and critical writings, some of which have only recently come to light. B. J.
Kirkpatrick’s Bibliography of Katherine Mansfield remains an invaluable research
aid in negotiating Mansfield’s publishing history, and has been supplemented
by additional discoveries by Chris Mourant, Gerri Kimber, and Redmer Yska,
who have identified previously unknown writings by Mansfield.® Recent critical
attention has frequently turned to Mansfield’s associations with these periodical
publications and her location within “magazine modernism.”® This has been
further facilitated by the increased accessibility of several key modernist
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magazines in a number of digitization projects—for example, the Modernist
Journals Project hosted by Brown University and the University of Tulsa, the
Modernist Magazines Project hosted by the University of Sussex and De Montfort
University, and Princeton’s Blue Mountain Project.

A survey of Mansfield’s encounters with the magazine culture of the early
twentieth century offers a cross-section of modernist, “middlebrow;” and
popular publications that is in keeping with Baldwin’s “fractured marketplace,”
ranging from social and political weeklies (the New Age), modernist little
magazines (Rhythm and the Blue Review), literary journals (the Athenaeum and
the London Mercury), to popular and illustrated papers (the Sphere). Within the
pages of these journals, Mansfield made a name for herself as a writer of short
fiction that “negotiate[d] a balance between commercial viability and literary
credibility;” as I have previously argued.'” However, she did not limit herself to
writing short stories; she also undertook important duties as an editor of several
papers between 1912 and 1915 and produced a substantial number of literary
reviews, in particular those published in the Athenaeum between 1919 and 1920.
Indeed, as Chris Mourant has argued, Mansfield’s sustained engagement with
various aspects of periodical culture ultimately reveals her to be a “prototypical
magazine modernist,” whose career was “conditioned by and constituted through
networks of association,” in dialogue with the work of contemporary writers,
artists, and cultural commentators with whom she shared magazine pages, both
popular and “modernist”"*

The increased critical interest in Mansfield’s engagement with early twentieth-
century periodical culture is in keeping with developments in modernist studies
more generally. There now exists a large body of work that has examined the
relationship between modernist texts and the material contexts in which they
were produced; this has encouraged a reconsideration of the “great divide”
of literary modernism in general, and modernist writers’ engagement with
the marketplace in particular.'? Critics such as Lawrence Rainey and Mark S.
Morrisson (in Institutions of Modernism and The Public Face of Modernism,
respectively) have provided useful models for understanding the ways in which
modernist writers negotiated the practicalities of working within a professional
world of book and periodical publishing, and even—in some cases—actively
embraced the opportunities afforded by the changes in publishing practice
wrought by modernity itself."” Magazines played a particularly crucial role in
the promotion of modernist writing, art, and manifestoes.'* As Faith Binckes has
argued in her ground-breaking study of Rhythm:



58 The Bloomsbury Handbook to Katherine Mansfield

Even the littlest of little magazines still participated in a textual environment
that not only linked one article, or one journal, to another, but connected them
as publications to mass-market newspapers, middle-brow literary reviews,
illustrated magazines, and journals devoted to self-education and improvement.
This environment necessitated sets of negotiations and series of positions
involving editors, publishers, printers, investors, and advertisers, as well as
contributors, illustrators, critics, and readers."

This was the environment in which Mansfield worked throughout her career,
and critics have increasingly explored the relationship between her writing and
what Rainey terms “the social spaces and staging venues” of modernism.

To date, particular attention has been paid to Mansfield’s association with
two important “modernist” papers in the early phase of her writing life: the New
Age and Rhythm."” Mansfield began her career before leaving New Zealand for
good in 1908, publishing work in a number of Australian and New Zealand
papers, but her first professional short story publication in a London paper
came in February 1910, when “Bavarian Babies: The Child-Who-Was-Tired”
was published in the New Age. She would continue to forge important links with
the paper in the years that followed, contributing a variety of texts (such as short
stories, travelogues, and dialogues) between 1910 and 1912, and again in 1915
and 1917, including the stories that were collected as In a German Pension in
1911. The New Age personnel—in particular, editor A. R. Orage and his co-
editor (in all but name) Beatrice Hastings—proved to be the first of many key
associations that Mansfield developed within literary London; she would later
credit Orage as the man who “taught [her] to write,” but her collaborations with
Hastings are now being recognized as equally significant, as Carey Snyder and
Chris Mourant have demonstrated in their discussions of Mansfield’s satirical
and early feminist writings in particular.'® Perhaps most noteworthy was the
co-authored “letter to the editor,” “A P.S.A.” in which Mansfield and Hastings
parodied writing by seven contemporary male authors, including H. G. Wells
and Arnold Bennett—themselves frequent contributors to the New Age during
this era—in terms that anticipated Virginia Woolf’s later critique of Edwardian
materialism in “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown.””

Mansfield would soon become the target of similarly sharp-tongued and
satirical commentary by both Hastings and Orage after she began her association
with Rhythm. The journal was co-founded and edited by John Middleton Murry,
whom she would subsequently marry. She made her debut in the fourth issue of
Rhythm with the short story “The Woman at the Store” (1912) and two poems
(“Very Early Spring” and “The Awakening River;” which were published under
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the name “Boris Petrovsky”); she continued to contribute stories, poetry, and
critical writings to the paper throughout the remainder of its short run (and the
even shorter runs of its successors the Blue Review and the Signature). She also
became the paper’s co-editor by June 1912, and co-authored a number of pieces
with Murry, often offering commentary on Rhythm’s avant-garde publishing
ideals.?® As her career evolved, Mansfield would come to embrace more diverse
audiences and publishing venues—for example, by contributing to popular
magazines and newspapers—but her early commentaries on the role of the
artist in Rhythm provide clear evidence of her awareness of the broader literary
marketplace very early in her career.

Within the pages of the New Age and Rhythm, then, Mansfield experimented
with different names, modes of writing, and collaborations. As Carey Snyder
has suggested, this has sometimes contributed to a tendency to see Mansfield
as struggling to establish an authorial identity for herself within these journals;
she “has too often been perceived as a literary changeling, dutifully tailoring her
style to fit the ‘editorial call’ of first The New Age, then [...] Rhythm” in what
Snyder terms a “chameleon reading” of Mansfield’s early career. Instead, Snyder
suggests that these “experiments in voice and venue” should be regarded as
instances of self-promotion, in which Mansfield undercut the cultural authority
of established literary norms (as in “A P.S.A.)” cited above) and “align[ed] herself
with the rhetoric of the new” that was promoted by both papers, in a statement
of intent for her own brand of experimental, innovative prose.”

At times, Mansfield’s experimentation with different forms of writing
throughout her early association with the New Age and Rhythm may have
been marked by a sense of authorial anxiety, as I have discussed in Katherine
Mansfield and the Modernist Marketplace, but nevertheless it attests to her
continued determination to make a name for herself. This is apparent, in quite
literal terms, in her decision to publish under a number of different pseudonyms.
It has often been noted that the writer born “Kathleen Mansfield Beauchamp”
adopted numerous personae and aliases in her personal and professional lives,
and this tendency is “materially imprinted” on her writing career, as Faith
Binckes observes.?? Variations on “Katherine Mansfield” (such as “Katharine
Mansfield” and “Katharina Mansfield”) appeared within the New Age and Idler
between 1910 and 1911, but it was after her move to Rhythm that she began
using greater variations in her choice of pseudonym. This was in part a shrewd
move on the part of the paper’s co-editor as it helped generate the impression
of a more diverse contributor list, but it could also be suggested that she used
different pennames for different kinds of writing during this time. For example,
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two of her stories that focused on child-protagonists (“How Pearl Button Was
Kidnapped” [1912] and “The Little Girl” [1912]) appeared under the name “Lili
Heron,” while she used “The Tiger” for her satirical attack on literary London
in “Sunday Lunch” (1912) (echoing the review of J. M. Synge’s Well of the Saints
that she and Murry co-authored as “The Two Tigers” in August 1912). Similarly,
a series of poems were presented as, according to Chris Mourant, “parodic
translations” from the Russian by “Boris Petrovsky, allowing Mansfield to
“experiment with writing in a different national register and to practice a certain
kind of self-fashioning”** Further instances would recur in her later magazine
career, such as the publication of stories by “Matilda Berry” in the Signature in
1915, and poems by “Elizabeth Stanley” in the Athenaeum between 1919 and
1920. Ultimately, though, the most marketable and enduring persona proved
to be “Katherine Mansfield,” the authorial identity that appears with most
frequency throughout her short story writings for periodicals, and the name
under which her books were published.

The acts of self-promotion and self-fashioning outlined above illustrate the
ways in which Mansfield availed of magazine publishing to carve out an identity
for herself as author. However, further layers can be added to this reading by
considering the multivalent nature of magazine publishing, which focuses less
on a singular concept of the author and more on what Faith Binckes terms
“the composite format of magazines [which] encouraged associations and
juxtapositions, often between different areas of related aesthetic production”*
Indeed, Mansfield’s experiments with different personae in print might be read
as an example of the kind of “authorial ventriloquism through anonymous
and pseudonymous publication” that Ann Ardis sees at work throughout early
twentieth-century renegotiations of authorship within the public sphere. Rather
than reading Mansfield’s periodical contributions as discrete, self-contained
units, then, recent criticism encourages a consideration of their “dialogic”
nature, emphasizing what Ardis identifies as “discursive exchanges with other
print media,” so that Mansfield’s writing can be read in terms of its “internal
dialogics” (i.e., with reference to other work published alongside it in the same
magazine), or its “external dialogics” (i.e., in dialogue with work published in
other, contemporary publications).”® Mansfield’s engagement with periodical
culture can be seen to have influenced the form and content of her writing in
a number of ways. In particular, the dialogic nature of magazine publishing, as
well as Mansfield’s own sustained engagement with the administration of several
papers, placed her in direct and indirect contact with a plethora of contemporary
writers, artists, and commentators, and several critics have explored ways in

which Mansfield’s writing was influenced by these exchanges.
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Binckes’s exemplary analysis of Rhythm illustrates the ways in which
“periodicals tend to reveal the tangled skeins that make up the fabric of
modernism,” demonstrating the journals dialogic encounters with papers as
varied as T. Ps Weekly, the Pall Mall Gazette, and the New Age. In particular, the
New Age and Rhythm entered into direct debate on such subjects as artworks
by Pablo Picasso and Andre Dunoyer de Segonzac, while the editors swapped
scathing portraits of one another in writings by Hastings, Orage, and Mansfield,
respectively.® More recently, Chris Mourants compelling study, Katherine
Mansfield and Periodical Culture, has framed an analysis of Mansfield’s writing
in similarly dialogic terms, identifying numerous instances of overt and covert
exchange between her writing and the periodical culture in which it was
produced. For example, in “Ole Underwood” (1913) he notes “a veiled allusion
to Mansfield’s first appearance in print” in a New Zealand paper as an eleven-
year-old, when “His Little Friend” (1900) was published in the New Zealand
Graphic and Ladies’ Journal alongside a cartoon in which a man throws a cat into
the ocean, an image that is echoed at the climactic moment of “Ole Underwood”
several years later. In contrast to the subtlety of this reference, Mourant argues
that a more open conversation can be seen in Mansfield’s later literary reviews
for the Athenaeum, offering a comparative reading with Virginia Woolf’s
contemporary reviews of similar material.*’

Mansfield’s contributions to the Athenaeum continued throughout 1919 and
1920 under the editorship of Murry, who refashioned the paper (first established
in 1828) into an important vehicle for modernist writing, listing several members
of the Bloomsbury group as contributors, including Virginia Woolf. Sydney Janet
Kaplan devotes significant space to discussions of the Athenaeum’s personal and
professional networks in Circulating Genius, and further compares the reviewing
careers of Mansfield and Woolf in “A Critical Duet: Katherine Mansfield and
Virginia Woolf Reviewing Their Contemporaries”® In this way, Mansfield’s
literary reviews can be positioned as “a dialogue in print” with Woolf, perhaps
providing further insight into the private debates and correspondence that
characterized their relationship as a “public of two,” as Angela Smith categorizes
it.” Smith has also considered the importance of Mansfield’s reviews, suggesting
that her experience of reviewing relatively uninteresting material for the
Athenaeum encouraged her to hone her own “fastidious” short story technique
(which was in turn influenced by the Fauvist visual cultures and Bergsonian
philosophies that she encountered at Rhythm); by contrast, Janka Kascakova
argues that Mansfield’s reviews interrogate questions of literary “value” in
their critique of perceived “inauthenticity” in work by both “traditional” and
“modernist” writers.”® Ultimately, as I have previously argued, Mansfield’s career
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as reviewer was crucial for her evolution as a writer, in particular in the final
phase of her career during which she more actively disrupted categories of
literary “value” by publishing in a range of popular and middlebrow papers in
order to promote her own brand of fiction, the “new word” that she called for in
an important review that attested to her endorsement of the modern short story
form, as well as her commitment to addressing a new audience.’!

In this way, several critics have demonstrated the ways in which an
understanding of the broader publishing and magazine networks in which
Mansfield’s writing was produced can shed new light on her literary and critical
practice, even to the point of revealing otherwise undetectable hidden meanings
at work within her writing, as Mourant’s observation about “Ole Underwood”
suggests. Critics have also paid close attention to the “internal dialogics” that
informed Mansfield’s writing, offering analysis of the immediate influence of
these periodical environs on the form and content of her short fiction. This
includes consideration of the dialogue between Mansfield’s writing and the
visual cultures published in Rhythm (both commercial advertising and artistic
forms)**; Beatrice Hastings’s feminism®; Rhythm’s Bergsonian philosophies™;
and the “primitivist,” gendered, and colonial discourses espoused by artists and
prose writers within Rhythm.* The latter in particular reflects the “transnational
turn” in modernist studies, which presents modernism “less as an aesthetic
movement invented in the metropolis and exported to (colonial) peripheries
and more as a transnational cultural process generated by high capitalism and
identifiable in diverse locales and forms.”*® This has proven to be productive for
periodical studies in general, and re-readings of Mansfield in particular.

The magazines in which Mansfield published have been identified as sites
of transnational exchange in a variety of ways. At the beginning of her career,
she contributed decadent vignettes (inspired by the work of Oscar Wilde) to
Australian and New Zealand papers such as the Native Companion, which Chris
Mourant identifies as “a typical ‘little magazin€’ [...] one among a constellation of
new literary journals founded in the decade following the Federation of Australia
in 1901 as alternatives to the established weekly periodical The Bulletin.”*" As
a New Zealander in London, Mansfield subsequently joined a cosmopolitan
community of writers and artists at work within the dialogic magazine culture
discussed above, and several of the papers with which she was associated aimed
for international readerships: for example, Anna Snaith notes that Mansfield’s
second appearance in the New Age coincided with the journal’s publication of
a “map of the New Age World’ with dots indicating distribution” across the
globe, while Gerri Kimber provides an overview of foreign correspondents and
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contributors to Rhythm, emphasizing an internationalism that was eroded when
the paper was relaunched as the Blue Review in 1913.%

Beryl Pong has also argued that “magazine dialogism describes a periodical’s
relationships to the world beyond as well as within its pages,” and regards it as “an
important component in understanding how marginalised writers, particularly
colonial modernists, were featured and figured within or alongside dominant
metropolitan culture in the early twentieth century”® Read in these terms,
Mansfield can be seen as negotiating a cultural identity as well as an authorial
identity in her engagement with periodical culture, as Kate Krueger, Chris
Mourant, and Anna Snaith have discussed in their analyses of Mansfield as a
colonial modernist who worked within British magazine culture. This may also
resonate at a formal level, in keeping with a long-established reading of the short
story that aligns it with what Frank O’Connor termed “submerged population
groups” in 1962—that is, those on the perceived margins of society.** More
recently, Adrian Hunter has drawn on Deleuze and Guattari’s concept of “minor
literature” to argue for the popularity of the fragmented, disruptive short story
form within postcolonial literatures and links this further to economic factors
and the accessibility of “the low-capital, low-circulation literary magazine” for
colonial and postcolonial writers.*" Questions of form, context, and content all
feature in Snaith’s argument that Mansfield’s early interrogation of gendered and
national identities was in dialogue with the transnational space of the New Age, a
journal which Snaith sees as consistently “engag[ing] in some way with imperial
politics or colonial affairs, particularly relating to India and South Africa”#
Similarly, Krueger and Mourant discuss ways in which Mansfield’s writings for
Rhythm engage with and at times critique the colonial discourses that recur
throughout essays and images that were reproduced in the paper throughout
its run; this includes the “primitivist” visual culture that Carey Snyder also
discusses in a persuasive essay.*

Several of these issues converge around readings of “The Woman at the
Store,” Mansfield’s first contribution to Rhythm in 1912, which depicts a story of
domestic violence and murder in a harsh New Zealand landscape. In doing so, it
offers a complex inversion of the pastoral and utopian images that were used to
market New Zealand to European settlers throughout the nineteenth century and
effectively revises popular colonial narratives, typified by the “outback stories”
of the Australian writer Henry Lawson, by “offering a brutal parody of Lawson’s
depiction of the nobility of the isolated frontier woman”*Indeed, as several critics
have noted, “The Woman at the Store” displays self-conscious commentary on
“the power of print culture” and written and pictorial representation, as it is largely
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set in a storehouse “plastered with old pages of English periodicals” and hinges
on the final revelation that the woman has murdered her abusive husband, a fact
that is communicated to the story’s narrator by a child’s drawing.** Moreover, on
its first publication in Rhythm, the story was surrounded by images that arguably
offer more exotic and romanticized representations of “primitive” landscapes
and figures than that found in Mansfield’s subversive narrative; Krueger suggests
that this “muddies the colonial bent of Mansfield’s early fiction and rather
reframes such works as a largely aesthetic enterprise, dampening her cogent
critiques of the project of colonial settlement in the lives of women.* Thus,
the images published alongside the story may in fact reproduce “the idealizing
rhetoric of metropolitan primitivism” that Carey Snyder suggests Mansfield
frequently critiques throughout many of her contributions to Rhythm.*

Perhaps the most notorious interaction between Mansfield’s prose and the
visual media that accompanied it was to come much later in her career, when
she contributed a series of stories to the Sphere, a popular illustrated paper first
established by Clement Shorter in 1900. In a letter to Dorothy Brett, Mansfield
described her receipt of “copies of the stories with ILLUSTRATIONS! Oh Brett!
Such fearful horrors! All my dear people looking like—well—Harrods 29/6
crepe de chine blouses and young tailors gents. And my old men—stufty old
wooly sheep”*® As I argue in Katherine Mansfield and the Modernist Marketplace,
“it is certainly possible to detect an element of discomfort about the commercial
nature of the Sphere venture” in her choice of language here, but ultimately
I would suggest that her reaction speaks once more to the dialogic nature of
magazine publishing, which placed Mansfield’s stories alongside material
that could variously complement or counteract their effect. In particular, the
illustrations in the Sphere “ran the risk of imposing external meaning on the
stories, limiting the disruptive potential of the fundamentally open-ended
narratives” that often characterize Mansfield’s prose.*

Many of the Sphere stories end on ambiguous notes, such as the deferred
resolution of “Mr. and Mrs. Dove” This is in keeping with Mansfield’s practice
of the short story more generally, for example in the uncertain future that Bertha
Young faces at the end of “Bliss” (1918). Mansfield’s stories frequently capture her
characters’ experience of transient, epiphanic moments, but it is often the case that
conclusive textual closure is denied. Ira Nadel discusses the singular moment as a
recurring feature of modernist (specifically, Bloomsbury) short stories, and links
this to the periodical context in which they were shaped, providing a “discursive
frame for reading them [that] demanded brevity and clarity” He argues that the
form “intensified its expressiveness precisely because of its boundaries [ ... and]
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capitalized on its precision and brevity, while shifting in purpose from narrative
and action to impression and sensation,” seemingly “fix[ing] a moment as if
it were a picture or a photograph”' However, Claire Drewery suggests that
“[d]espite the apparent symbiosis [...] between modernism, the epiphanic trope
and the brevity of the short story form [...], the notion of the epiphany as an
aesthetic of disunity is gaining in critical currency; in response to the “unity of
effect” originally theorized by Edgar Allan Poe.* Indeed, it is arguable that these
fleeting moments may also become unfixed when encountering a story within
the context of dialogic and multivalent periodical publications, “ephemeral,
disposable and competing with the clamour of material distracting the reader’s
attention on the pages of the magazine”*

This sense of ephemerality and disposability was often a defining feature of
the material cultures of early twentieth-century modernity. In a fascinating essay
on Mansfield and the “literary snack,” Aimee Gasston has made a compelling
link between the changing habits of consumers of literary texts and food,
drawing a parallel between “the establishment of a magazine culture which
required episodic, consumable fiction appropriately sized to its format” and
“the industrial production of fast food and snacks, with chocolate bars, biscuits
and pre-packaged snacks becoming available for quick, easy and informal
consumption by those on the move™* Like these convenience foods, the short
story was often perceived as a “snack;” less substantial and less enduring than the
longer prose forms against which it was usually defined, in what Dominic Head
terms a “quantitive distinction between novel and story” that is based on “a neat,
but reductive, binary opposition”>

Similar value judgments are evident in the frequent tendency to regard
Mansfield’s contributions to popular magazines as lesser work, largely based on
her own admission to Ottoline Morrell that she wrote for the Sphere because it
“pays better than any other paper I know.”*® However, a dismissal of these stories
on the basis of their commercial nature is problematic, and Saralyn R. Daly
notes that “clearly Mansfield took the Sphere stories as seriously as her important
‘At the Bay”™” In fact, Mansfield’s engagement with this mainstream, popular
magazine should be recognized as another important factor in her emergence as
“magazine modernist,” in which she frequently crossed lines between mainstream
and avant-garde publishing, disrupting any clear-cut distinction between these
categories. Even the stories that have often been granted more cultural capital
as Mansfield’s “finest” work demonstrate her persistent transgression of these
boundaries and experimentation with different types of publishing. The first
publication of “Prelude” was as a limited-edition volume, hand-printed by the
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Woolfs at the Hogarth Press; “At the Bay” appeared in the London Mercury
(long deemed too “middlebrow” in its post-war association with the Georgian
poets, but now undergoing critical re-evaluation);*® and “The Garden Party”
was serialized across three issues of the newspaper the Saturday (renamed the
Weekly) Westminster Gazette—albeit with some cuts, and the imposition of a
cliff-hanger ending to the first installment.

The first publication of “The Garden Party” also helps illustrate another
key factor to bear in mind when considering Mansfield as a magazine writer—
namely, what Mourant terms “the mutability of Mansfield’s writing as it passed
through different textual transmissions””® Earlier in her career, she had at
times resisted requests that she edit her stories for space; for example, when
Murry suggested that one of her contributions to the Blue Review should be
shortened, she responded that “Td rather it wasn't there at all than sitting in
the Blue Review with a broken nose and one ear as though it had jumped
into an editorial dog fight”® Nevertheless, there are several instances that
demonstrate her acquiescence in amending her writing in order to see it in
print, although the most infamous came, not in a magazine, but in the inclusion
of a heavily expurgated version of “Je ne parle pas frangais” in Bliss and Other
Stories, published by Constable in 1920.°" Throughout her career, Mansfield
also revised a number of stories, re-publishing them in different formats and
different papers. For example, “Autumns: II,” first published in the Signature
in 1915, was rewritten from a first-person to a third-person narrative and re-
published as “The Wind Blows” in the Athenaeum in 1920; similarly, the New
Age dialogue “The Common Round” (1917) was revised into a short story
entitled “The Pictures” (1919), which was published in Art & Letters, and later
collected as “Pictures” in Bliss and Other Stories. Because “[m]agazine stories
do not have the same physical or cultural status as fiction published in book-
form,”®* Mansfield’s book publications are often privileged, but nevertheless, as
recent criticism has demonstrated, a return to the sites of original publications
is valuable, and at times even necessary in order to reveal some of the revision
her stories underwent, both during her lifetime and posthumously. For example,
when “The Woman at the Store” was included in Something Childish and Other
Stories in 1924, the character Hin (a name seemingly derived from the Maori
“Hine,” meaning daughter) was renamed Jim in more overtly masculine terms.®
Chris Mourant detects a similar erasure of gendered and colonial ambiguities in
Mansfield’s posthumous appearances in the Adelphi, curated by John Middleton
Murry from 1923, arguing that after her death, “Murry placed Mansfield’s
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writings within an explicitly English national tradition, eliding reference to her
troubled, ambiguous colonial status”**

Mansfield’s “final” story was “The Canary, which was first published in
the Nation ¢ Athenaeum in April 1923, three months after her death. Thus,
her posthumous career began in much the same way as her initial career—in
the pages of a magazine. Throughout her writing life, Mansfield’s name was
indelibly associated with periodical culture, which contributed to Wyndham
Lewis’s infamous dismissal of her as “the famous New Zealand Mag.-story
writer”® While Lewis’s statement implies a dismissive value judgment, recent
critical work on Mansfield, magazine modernism, and periodical culture has
sought to counteract such limited interpretations of these categories, revealing
the extent to which Mansfield’s practice of the short story was typical of her
engagement with the modernist marketplace in general, and magazine culture
in particular. In short, Mansfield was a “Mag.-story” writer, and this ultimately
enabled and informed her development of a short story form that proved to be
both marketable and experimental, ephemeral and enduring.
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From The Aloe to “Prelude”

Alex Moffett

What form is it? you ask. Ah, Brett, its so difficult to say.
—XKatherine Mansfield to Dorothy Brett, October 11, 1917

The question Katherine Mansfield imputes to Dorothy Brett when reporting the
Hogarth Press’s imminent publication of her story “Prelude” (1917) remains,
more than one hundred years later, a difficult question to answer. What is
“Prelude?” Too short to be a novel, too lengthy and too intricately structured
to be a short story, “Prelude” defies easy formal categorization. (Personally
speaking, when I impishly include it in my Twentieth Century British Novel
course for undergraduates, I tend to retreat to the bloodless argot of literary
criticism: “text” and “work” are good enough.) However, the formal slipperiness
of “Prelude” is also an indicator of its significance in the canon of modernist
literature. In its radical reconsideration of form and genre, “Prelude” expands
the possibilities of prose fiction, and in doing so anticipates, as Clare Hanson
and Andrew Gurr have observed, modernist masterpieces such as Ulysses and
Jacob’s Room.? This reconsideration allows Mansfield to shed the constraints
of conventional narrative—what Virginia Woolf would later describe in her
essay “Modern Fiction” as the “tyrant who has [the writer] in thrall™ In its
organization into coherent chapters and its deployment of a large group of
characters, “Prelude” possesses in miniature some of the formal conventions of
the nineteenth-century novel, but it ultimately subverts that form by arresting
narrative development, and instead foregrounds a series of symbolic moments.
In doing so, it reimagines the classical Bildungsroman by representing it in the
characterization of several women at one moment, rather than one woman
across the span of her life. It therefore replaces the serial narrative sequence of the
English nineteenth-century Bildungsroman with a “parallel” structure. The result
of these experiments with form and genre is a narrative that is neither novel nor
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short story, one that paradoxically balances fragmentation with precise cohesion,
and in doing so expands the possibilities of modernist prose technique.

Like many formal innovations in literature, “Prelude” was not achieved in the
single flash of inspiration we sometimes imagine. In the aforementioned letter
to Brett, Mansfield claims credit for the experimental form of the story: “As far
as I know its more or less my own invention.”* However, that invention was only
achieved through a series of false starts and reconceptualization in the years
prior to its publication by the Hogarth Press in July 1918. Begun in March 1915
as The Aloe, Manstield worked on the manuscript in her various sojourns in
England and France over the forthcoming years, often setting it down to attend
to other projects and personal concerns. Mansfield’s life narrative over that
three-year period reveals much about how “Prelude” came to take the form that
it ultimately possessed.

The Aloe: Composition and Revision

“Kick off;” wrote Katherine Mansfield in her journal on March 24, 1915, the day
she started The Aloe.” The idea for the work had been in her mind for a couple
of months, as indicated in an entry in her notebooks just after the new year, but
it was not until this time that Mansfield’s personal circumstances permitted the
composition to begin.® She was staying in the flat of her former lover Francis
Carco on the Quai aux Fleurs, near Notre Dame in Paris. While briefly estranged
that winter from her longtime partner and future husband, John Middleton
Murry, Mansfield had visited Carco in the war zone in Gray—not actually at
the Western Front, but close enough that it was a restricted area—in an episode
that she would chronicle in the story “An Indiscreet Journey” (1915). It is clear
that Mansfield considered the affair to be over at that point, but she was not
averse to accepting Carco’s offer of his Paris flat while he was serving with the
army. By mid-March, she was once again reconciled to Murry but savored the
opportunity to work in Paris.

Mansfield clearly found her sojourn in Paris very conducive for creative
endeavor; aside from one party she attended thrown by her friend, Beatrice
Hastings, her main activities were taking solitary walks and working on her
manuscript. Mansfield’s letters to Murry during this period indicate nicely her
state of mind as she began The Aloe: “T had a great day yesterday;” she reported
the day after she began writing. “The Muses descended in a ring like the angels
on the Botticelli Nativity roof [...] and I fell into the open arms of my first novel.
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[...] I expect you will think I am a dotty when you read it—but—tell me what
you think—won't you? Its queer stuff. Its the spring makes me write like this”
Her likening of the first stages of composition to falling in love is perhaps no
surprise, given her recent romantic entanglements and the atmosphere of Paris
in the springtime. But there was another aspect to Parisian life in spring 1915
that also affected her: the impact of the Great War. Paris was frequently targeted
by German zeppelins in bombing raids and Mansfield experienced one such raid
on March 22, a couple of days before she started The Aloe. Manstields letters to
Murry and S. S. Koteliansky indicate both fear and a sense of excitement. “The
nights are full of stars and little moons and big zeppelins—very exciting,” she
wrote to Koteliansky on the night of one raid.® For Mansfield, the threat of the
war augmented, rather than detracted from, the romantic ambiance of the city.

However, if starting The Aloe seemed to her to be akin to a moment of
passion, then its ongoing composition became something more like an extended
courtship. Mansfield returned to Murry in London at the end of March but
found their new lodgings entirely unconducive to literary work—“I cannot write
my book living in these two rooms. It is impossible—" she wrote to Koteliansky
after a month back—and so she returned to Carco’s flat for another fortnight on
5 May.” Once again, she worked steadily on The Aloe and sent positive accounts
of the composition back to Murry: “Ca marche, ¢a va, ¢a se dessine—its good,
she wrote on May 8.'° Six days later she reported to Murry that she had reached
a stopping point: “My work is finished my freedom gained. [...] I have only to
polish my work now; its all really accompli”'! When she returned to London on
May 18, she was carrying with her fifty pages of the Aloe manuscript.'

The matter of what she had composed consisted of scenes from her New
Zealand childhood, concentrating on the time her family moved from their
house on Tinakori Road in Wellington to a house in Karori, a few miles from
the city. The name Beauchamp was changed to Burnell, which was the middle
name of Mansfield’s mother, Annie Beauchamp. Mansfield’s focus on personal
past was likely prompted in no small part by the arrival of her brother, Leslie, in
Britain in early 1915 to enlist in the British army to support the war effort. She
had serendipitously encountered him in February, and when he was stationed
in Aldershot that summer, she was able to spend a great deal of time with him.
Much of that time was apparently spent in conversation, remembering their
childhood together in their distant homeland.

Tragically, the joy that Mansfield derived from this reunion was short-lived.
On October 11, Mansfield received a telegram reporting that Leslie had died
in a training accident a few days before, when a grenade he was throwing had
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prematurely detonated. Mansfield was utterly distraught, and her sense of loss
would transform the direction of The Aloe. She chronicled her devastation in
one of her personal notebooks:

Yes, though he is lying in the middle of a little wood in France and I am still
walking upright, and feeling the sun and the wind from the sea, I am just as much
dead as he is. The present and the future mean nothing to me: I am no longer
“curious” about people; I do not wish to go anywhere and the only possible value
that anything can have for me is that it should put me in mind of something that
happened or was when we were alive.

“Do you remember, Katie?” I hear his voice in trees and flowers, in scents and
light and shadow.”

The despairing tone of this entry is palpable, but it is followed by an affirmation
of artistic dedication and vision: “Then why don’t I commit suicide? Because I
feel I have a duty to perform to the lovely time when we were both alive. I want
to write about it and he wanted me to”'* Less than a year after she conceived The
Aloe, the death of Leslie caused Mansfields attitude to her text to transform from
a feeling of romantic adventure to one of obligation. However, this sense of duty
was bound up with a concurrent attention to the aesthetics of her fiction, as she
reveals in a notebook entry in early 1916:

Yes I want to write about my own country till I simply exhaust my store—not
only because it is a “sacred debt” that I pay to my country because my brother
& I were born there, but also because in my thoughts I range with him over all
the remembered places. I am never far away from them. I long to renew them
in writing. [ ... B]ut all must be told with a sense of mystery, a radiance, an after
glow because you, my little sun of it, are set.”®

There is a palpable sense in these writings that Mansfield perceives The Aloe as
being something beyond an exercise in nostalgic reminiscence. Only by imbuing
the text with “a radiance” will she achieve the sort of renewal she seeks. It is this
impulse that leads her to work toward the “kind of special prose” she writes
about later in that notebook entry.'s

Despite her rededication to The Aloe, Mansfield did not reapply herself to the
composition until late winter 1916 when she was living with Murry in Bandol.
She recommenced writing on February 15 after having reread the 1915 Paris
manuscript.”” Recording her thoughts on this rereading in her journal, she
reports that “The Aloe is right. The Aloe is lovely. [...] Oh, I want this book to
be written. It must be done”*® Driven by this imperative, Mansfield immersed

herself into the manuscript over the next several weeks. The “book on [her]
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hands” that she mentions in a letter to Ottoline Morrell on February 26 is almost
certainly The Aloe."” By the time she and Murry left Bandol at the end of March,
she had completed another large segment of the text, and by the time she wrote
to Beatrice Campbell on May 4, she was mentioning it in the past tense: “Ive
reread my novel today, too and now I cant believe I wrote it—"? The tone of
the letter suggests Mansfield felt she had reached a stopping point, and she
apparently did not work on the novel that summer, a summer that was spent in
an unsuccessful attempt to live with D. H. Lawrence and his wife in Cornwall.
However, the opportunity for publication would not arrive for another year.
After having been introduced to members of the Bloomsbury circle in late 1916,
Mansfield received an offer from Virginia Woolf in the spring of the following
year to have the Hogarth Press publish a story. The Aloe was the only complete
piece of sufficient length that would be appropriate, and so, Mansfield set about
editing it for publication in the summer of 1917.

That editing process would transform The Aloe—the novel into whose open
arms she fell in Paris two years before—into “Prelude,” the long story that would
become so important in the development of literary modernism. A comparison
of the Paris-Bandol manuscript of The Aloe with the final version of “Prelude”
reveals the extent of Mansfield’s revision of the text. Most obviously, “Prelude” is
a good deal shorter than The Aloe. Long passages were removed in Mansfield’s
1917 edit, including a longer version of the episode when Kezia and Lottie have
dinner with Mrs. Samuel Josephs and her family, and a more detailed backstory
of Linda and Stanley’s courtship. More generally, Mansfield closely pruned her
prose. For example, here is a passage from The Aloe in which Kezia visits the

empty house from which the Burnell family has moved:

The windows shook, a creaking came from the walls and floors, a piece of loose
iron on the roof banged forlornly—Kezia did not notice these things severally,
but she was suddenly quite, quite still with wide open eyes and knees pressed
together—terribly frightened. Her old bogey, the dark, had overtaken her, and
now there was no lighted room to make a despairing dash for. Useless to call
“Grandma”—useless to wait for the servant girl’s cheerful stumping up the stairs
to pull down the blinds and light the bracket lamp.*'

The same section in “Prelude” is considerably leaner:

The windows of the empty house shook, a creaking came from the walls and
floors, a piece of loose iron on the roof banged forlornly. Kezia was suddenly
quite, quite still, with wide open eyes and knees pressed together. She was
frightened.”
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Most of what has been expunged here is a miniature psychological history of
Kezia, one that places her current fears in the context of her past. What the
passage loses in diachronicity, it gains in sparse precision. In consequence, the
emotion becomes more immediate; the sharpness with which Kezia experiences
it is more adequately transferred. In addition, the third-person narrator’s
presence becomes less obvious. Without the explicit invocation of Kezias
past in the sentence beginning “Her old bogey;” the narrator recedes into the
background. In Katherine Mansfield and the Origins of Modernist Fiction, Sydney
Janet Kaplan identifies this effect as occurring throughout the text: “Many of
Mansfield’s alterations serve to bring the narration closer to a specific character’s
consciousness and away from interpretation by an omniscient narrator”? One
way in which Mansfield achieves this is by eliminating all parenthetical asides,
which are frequent in the original Aloe manuscript. Jenny McDonnell argues that
Mansfield’s experiments with dramatic dialogues at the time she was working
on editing “Prelude” helped her achieve this shift away from an authoritative
narrator.?* In effect, then, the editorial changes to “Prelude” generate a more
unfiltered representation of the consciousness of the characters.

The editing process also affected tonal shifts. Some of the romantic spirit of
the first text is tempered in “Prelude” The figurative language becomes more
understated, and some of the less subtle metaphors are eliminated. For instance,
the original Aloe manuscript has the following description of Mrs. Samuel
Josephs, registered when Kezia and Lottie are left with the Samuel Josephs family
at the beginning of the story:

When Mrs Samuel Josephs was not turning up their clothes or down their
clothes (as the sex might be) and beating them with a hair brush, she called this
pitched battle “airing their lungs” She seemed to take a pride in it and to bask
in it from far away like a fat general watching through field glasses his troops in
violent action.”

Mansfield wrote this passage in her first stint with The Aloe in Paris, not long
after she had traveled to the war zone at Gray to meet Francis Carco, so it is not
surprising that she might turn to a military metaphor to describe the Samuel
Josephs family. This description is not present in the final version of “Prelude,”
and in general Mansfield excised this sort of martial figurative language from the
text.” On the other hand, more semiotically complex images—the aloe itself, for
instance, or the rushing animals about which Kezia dreams—remain prominent.
And then of course there is the change in the title, which achieves several things
at once. For those familiar with Mansfield’s biography, it immediately draws

attention to her brother, Leslie, his birth anticipated in the text by Linda’s
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pregnancy and Stanley’s reference to the empty seat at the children’s table where
his son would subsequently sit. Bearing in mind her rededication to her writing
in the wake of Leslie’s death, it is little wonder that Mansfield’s revised title would
pay tribute to her beloved brother. It’s also a literary reference to Wordsworth’s
Prelude, another formally experimental work of autobiography that drew upon
the childhood memories of the author. “Prelude” also calls to mind, as Paul Giles
observes,” the musical form, and in choosing this name, Mansfield is invoking
an analogy for her experiment in the possibilities of prose fiction. However,
it’s possible that the title “Prelude” possesses its most profound resonance not
through its extra-diegetic referents, but rather as a signpost to the narrative
technique it embodies. It invites the reader to ask a version of the question
D. H. Lawrence posed when he heard the title of the novel: “Prelude to what?”**
Lawrence’s query may sound obtuse, but it actually gets at the heart of the matter:
we as readers are impelled to look for the title’s referent, a referent that only
exists in hints in the text, and only in a state of potentiality. “Prelude” is a sign
without an obvious signified referent, a presence that exists as a near-absence. As
such it is the perfect title for the text that initiates Mansfield’s experiments with

the possibilities of modernist prose technique.

“Prelude”: Reception and Structure

“I threw my darling to the wolves,” writes Mansfield to Dorothy Brett in the
same October 11, 1917, letter in which she considered the question of the form
of “Prelude;” “and they ate it and served me up so much praise in such a golden
bowl that I couldn’t help feeling gratified. I did not think they would like it
at all and I am still astounded that they do”® The “wolves” in question are of
course Virginia and Leonard Woolf, who had just begun to print the typewritten
manuscript of “Prelude” The three hundred completed copies of it would be
published in July 1918. While “Prelude” would, in the long run, prove to be an
immensely influential text in the annals of modernist literature, it is fair to say
that its initial publication was greeted with neither rapture nor deprecation. As
Jenny McDonnell notes, it was circulated almost entirely in Bloomsbury literary
circles, and only two copies were made available for reviewers.*® Therefore, the
initial reception was driven largely by word of mouth amongst the London
literati. Woolf herself admired the story that she helped to publish, albeit with
qualifications. “I suppose a great many tongues are now busy with K.M.,” she
wrote in a July 12, 1918, entry in her diary. “I myself find a kind of beauty about
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the story; a little vapourish I admit & freely watered with some of her cheap
realities; but it has the living power, the detached existence of a work of art™
A couple of years later, “Prelude” would be included in Bliss and Other Stories
when it was first published in 1920. Because the initial Hogarth print run was so
small, this would be the first time “Prelude” would have been available to a larger
reading audience. According to Woolf, E. M. Forster expressed his admiration
of the story shortly after this renewed publication: “Morgan Forster said that
Prelude and The Voyage Out were the best novels of their time, and I said
Damn Katherine! Why can’t I be the only woman who knows how to write”*
Woolf’s jealousy was also tinged with admiration, for scholars have identified
many channels of influence connecting the two authors. For instance, in her
comparative analysis of the two authors, Katherine Mansfield and Virginia Woolf:
A Public of Two, Angela Smith catalogs the similarities between “Prelude” and To
the Lighthouse (1927).%

The experimental nature of “Prelude” derives from two intertwined narrative
strategies that are characteristic of high modernist literature: its eschewal of
conventional plot and its emphasis on the interiority of the characters. This
interiority is explored by a narrator who inhabits the consciousness of a large
number of characters in proportion to the story’s length. Consequently, the
reader is privy to the thoughts of various members of the Burnell household:
daughter Kezia, mother Linda, father Stanley, aunt Beryl, grandmother Mrs.
Fairfield, and servant Alice. The narrational voice moves from character to
character, and although this movement is not quite so initially bewildering as
that of, say, Woolf’s later narrator in Mrs. Dalloway (1925), the narrator is still
highly mobile; for instance, in the sixth section of “Prelude;” the narrator shifts
from narrating the consciousness of Mrs. Fairfield, to Beryl, to Linda, to Kezia,
and back to Linda once again, over the course of a few short pages. Mansfield
makes extensive use of free indirect discourse to render these characters so that
the reader is privy to the thoughts even of minor characters, such as the children
of Mrs. Samuel Josephs, who are delighted when they fool Kezia into thinking
that strawberries and cream are an option for her tea: “Ah-h-h-h. How they all
laughed and beat the table with their teaspoons. Wasn’t that a take-in! Wasn't it
now! Didn’t he fox her! Good old Stan!” A couple of lines later, the narrator is
back with Kezia: “But Kezia bit a big piece out of her bread and dripping, and
then stood the piece up on her plate. With the bite out it made a dear little sort
of gate. Pooh! She didn’t care!™** Mansfield effortlessly narrates in the idiolects
of her characters, losing the authorial voice that was more prominent in the Aloe

manuscript.
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The story is built around the Burnell family as they settle into their new
household. As Vincent O’Sullivan argues, “Prelude [ ... is] written in sections
whose apparent randomness works towards the overarching revelation of one
family. Its members are seen in their public and private roles, in their shared
identity, and their diverse fragmentary selves”® While paterfamilias Stanley
Burnell is one of these characters, the majority of this collective revelation
concentrates upon the female members of the family, for it is they whose
private selves the text gradually divulges. In comparison with Stanley, whose
private self is revealed as essentially being much the same as his public one—
bluff, obtuse, and financially focused—the women, the reader discovers, have
rich and complex interior lives. The narration of these lives reveals the way in
which they exist in a state of tension with normative middle-class gendered
conventions.

The most palpable example of this tension is demonstrated by Linda
Burnell, the wife of Stanley. Married to a successful businessman, mother of
three daughters and pregnant once again, Linda should be the epitome of an
ideal housewife; however, she is harboring secret thoughts, thoughts whose
unutterable nature derives from their deviation from and conflict with the
gendered expectations of her society. For a start, she has an ambivalent
relationship with her children and fantasizes about abandoning them right at
the beginning of the story, as she decides to take her luggage on the dray rather
than her youngest daughters, Lottie and Kezia: ““We shall simply have to leave
them. That is all. We shall simply have to cast them off; said Linda Burnell. A
strange little laugh flew from her lips; she leaned back against the buttoned
leather cushions and shut her eyes, her lips trembling with laughter”*® This
passage initiates one of the central issues in “Prelude,” which is Linda’s hesitant
relationship to her maternal role. The bourgeois world of the Burnells places
immense stock in the Victorian ideal of the mother being the “angel in the
house,” an ideal that Mansfield’s characterization of Linda completely explodes.
Linda resists even watching over the children in the garden in this colloquy
with her mother, Mrs. Fairfield:

“Isn’t there anything for me to do?” asked Linda.

“No, darling. I wish you would go into the garden and give an eye to your
children; but that I know you will not do”

“Of course I will, but you know Isabel is much more grown up than any of us”
“Yes, but Kezia is not,” said Mrs Fairfield.

“Oh, Kezia has been tossed by a bull hours ago,” said Linda, winding herself up

in her shawl again.”
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As in the opening scene, Linda’s quip is one of those comments whose ostensible
jocular tone is the sole concealment of an inexpressible desire to be unburdened
by the pressures of motherhood. This moment is one of many in “Prelude” where
Mansfield skillfully interweaves symbolic moments. The masculine image of the
bull reminds the reader of Kezia’s horror of animals that “rush at” her, a horror
that will later be precisely echoed in Linda’s recollection of a childhood fear of
“things that rush at her*® That recollection is triggered by thoughts of Stanley
jumping around her and penning her in like an overeager “Newfoundland
dog” These linked images reveal that Linda’s feelings of entrapment are not sui
generis; rather, they indicate something about the systemic nature of patriarchal
restrictions on women’s freedom. The implication very much is that Linda’s
present may be Kezia’s future.

These thoughts of Linda’s occur in the eleventh chapter of “Prelude” and
comprise part of a remarkable passage in which she honestly assesses her
relationship with Stanley. Once again, Mansfield renders sentiments that would
be radical and shocking to readers allegiant to dominant gender ideology.
Reflecting upon her married life with Stanley, she thinks not about the outward
exchanges in their lives, but rather about the inward loathing she sometimes
feels toward her husband, a loathing that bubbles not far beneath the surface of

her apparent spousal contentment:

There were times when [Stanley] was frightening—really frightening. When she
just had not screamed at the top of her voice: “You are killing me” And at those
times she had longed to say the most coarse, hateful things. ...

“You know I'm very delicate. You know as well as I do that my heart is affected,
and the doctor has told you I may die any moment. I have had three great lumps

of children already ...”*

Once again, albeit in a different valence, there is an absence that asserts a
presence: Mansfield’s narrator tells us about the things that were not said. The
phrase “[w]hen she just had not screamed ... ” possesses a clarion directness so
startling that it is almost easy to forget that this statement is a negative. As much
as this moment is revelatory for the reader, it is also so for Linda herself, who is
coming to a level of self-awareness of the dualism of her thinking that she has

never achieved before:

Yes, yes, it was true. Linda snatched her hand from mother’s arm. For all her
love and respect and admiration she hated him. [...]It had never been so plain
to her as it was at this moment. There were all her feelings for him, sharp and
defined, one as true as the other. And there was this other, this hatred, just as real
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as the rest. She could have done her feelings up in little packets and given them
to Stanley. She longed to hand him that last one, for a surprise. She could see his
eyes as he opened that....*

This is not only a raw moment, but also one of considerable psychological
complexity. Mansfield does not render Linda’s negativity with any sort of
implicit or explicit moral judgment. A different author might have characterized
Linda as some sort of shrewish antagonist. But such a characterization would
be far safer than what Mansfield has presented here: a complex psyche in
which affection is intermingled with seething, barely repressible, resentment.
In representing Linda in this way, Mansfield implicates not merely the fictional
Stanley, but also an entire patriarchal system that demands female fertility at the
expense of psychological and physical health. It’s little wonder that Simone de
Beauvoir cited Mansfield’s fiction, and “Prelude” in particular, in The Second Sex
as illuminating the embedded sexist structures that undergird Western society."!

Linda’s younger sister, Beryl, also feels the pressures of these structures, albeit
in a different way. Beryl is unmarried and perceives the move away from town
as being detrimental to her matrimonial prospects. The outward signs of her
frustration are palpable; for instance, she flirts with her brother-in-law Stanley
when they play cribbage after dinner, and she relishes too obviously her power
over her nieces and the housemaid, Alice. The first glimpses of her inner life
further reveal this discontent. “One may as well rot here as anywhere else, she
muttered savagely,” as she hangs curtains shortly after the move.*” The night
before, Beryl indulges in romantic visions of being introduced at a government
ball and of being wooed by a suitor in the garden, a fantasy that Mansfield

characteristically narrates in free indirect discourse:

The window was wide open; it was warm, and somewhere out there in the garden
a young man, dark and slender, with mocking eyes, tip-toed among the bushes,
and gathered the flowers into a big bouquet, and slipped under her window and
held it up to her. She saw herself bending forward. He thrust his head among the
bright waxy flowers, sly and laughing. “No, no,” said Beryl. She turned from the
window and dropped her nightgown over her head.*

Upon initially reading this passage, one might well be uncertain as to whether
the young man is actually there, but his phantasmagoric nature is subtly revealed
by Beryl’s own awareness of the fictionality of the scene: “[s]he saw herself”
Beryl becomes briefly bifurcated into Beryl the dreamer and Beryl the observer
of the dream. The double nature of Beryl in this episode presages the conclusion
of “Prelude” when bifurcation evolves from being a literary effect to a central
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theme. As Beryl writes a letter to her friend Nan Pym, she becomes aware of the
degree to which the different roles she plays come at a cost to her ontological
unity and authenticity:

Beryl sat writing this letter at a little table in her room. In a way, of course, it was
all perfectly true, but in another way it was all the greatest rubbish and she didn’t
believe a word of it. No, that wasnt true. She felt all those things, but she didn’t
really feel them like that.

It was her other self who had written that letter. It not only bored, it rather
disgusted her real self.**

She then regards herself in a full-length mirror, a passage that Mansfield narrates
in such a way that it is as if Beryl is seeing herself for the first time. The sight of
her image furthers Beryl’s feelings of dislocation and despair:

What had that creature in the glass to do with her, and why was she staring? She
dropped down to one side of her bed and buried her face in her arms.

“Oh;” she cried, “I am so miserable—so frightfully miserable. I know that I'm
silly and spiteful and vain; I'm always acting a part. 'm never my real self for a
moment.” And plainly, plainly, she saw her false self running up and down the
stairs, laughing a special trilling laugh if they had visitors, standing under the
lamp if a man came to dinner, so that he should see the light on her hair.*®

While it was her letter to her friend Nam Pym that precipitated this reverie, it
is clear that these images of her “false” self are heavily associated with images
of courtship and masculinity. It is in social situations in which she might be
an eligible single woman that her “false” self is more likely to emerge. This
association forges a connection between Beryl's falseness and Linda’s reluctant
motherhood in that both are secret sentiments that implicate patriarchal
expectations. Beryl’s acute sense of performance around men, which she senses
even around Stanley, disgusts her, and yet she also feels completely unable to
change that behavior; indeed, she is called away from her reverie by the news
that a young man is downstairs. As Nancy Gray argues, Mansfield was acutely
aware of the ways in which the demands that women “[occupy] the patriarchal
category of man’s other” necessarily require that female selthood be defined by
plurality and fragmentation.*® Beryl’s crisis, therefore, is symptomatic of a larger
issue for young women in the bourgeois society in which she moves.

The desperation of Linda’s and Beryl’s inner lives might appear contrapuntal
to the sections in which Kezia is the lens character. However, one of the
dominant elements in these sections is the looming specter of adulthood and
the way in which Kezia and the other children are being acculturated to their
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bourgeois world. For instance, the childhood games that the children play show
them practicing their future roles as hosts, a lesson that Mansfield intensifies by
rendering the dialogue entirely through the context of the children’s play, and

without any surrounding narration:

“Good morning, Mrs Smith. Dinner won't be ready for about ten minutes.”

“I don't think you ought to introduce me to the servant. I think I ought to just
begin talking to her”

“Well, she’s more of a lady-help than a servant and you do introduce lady-
helps, I know, because Mrs Samuel Josephs had one”

This scene strikes several different notes. It possesses an undeniable sweetness;
but in a narrative that sees adults inwardly railing against their assigned social
roles, there is an ominous undercurrent to this world of make-believe. This
ominousness erupts to the surface of this section shortly afterwards when the
servant Pat invites the children to watch him kill a duck for the Burnells’ supper,
and Kezia rails against him, screaming, “Put head back! Put head back!™®
The episode is a clear memento mori and reveals a moment when Kezia, in an
ineffectual way, demonstrates her opposition to the application of force and
indeed to the necessity of death itself. Mansfield’s narration of this moment of
resistance places her in a continuum with her mother and her aunt.

The thematic and symbolic connections between Kezia, Linda, and Beryl
accumulate to the point where we can perceive the structural design of “Prelude”
By adding the grandmother of the household, Mrs. Fairfield, to this trio, we
have characters who each represent the four phases of a womans life: girlhood,
young womanhood, maternity, and old age. In nineteenth-century European
literature, the work of representing these phases of life (albeit primarily, though
not exclusively, for men) was most frequently taken up by the bildungsroman,
the novel of formation. A typical bildungsroman might follow a protagonist
through these various stages of development. Instead of concatenating these
stages within a single subject, “Prelude” juxtaposes them in a single moment
of narrative time. As Sydney Janet Kaplan has argued, “Prelude’ breaks the
form of the bildungsroman, but is a narrative of bildung nonetheless. The spatial
organization suggests simultaneity, but the typical linear pattern of individual
development is rather spread out among the female characters”* One effect of
this reconfiguration is to take the emphasis off of discrete narrative occurrences
in characters’ lives as being determinative to the process of formation, and
substituting in its stead an analytical dissection of class and gender norms. The

perfect example of this is Beryl’s reverie at the conclusion of “Prelude” As the
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young unmarried woman of the story, hers is the most potentially narratable
character, the one to whom one can imagine (and indeed Beryl does herself
imagine) all sorts of things happening. Mansfield playfully dangles one potential
moment in front of the reader: there is a man downstairs! Yet instead of focusing
on this sort of potentially life-changing plot development, we have instead
a much more important topic: Beryls psychic duality and its relationship to
patriarchal society. While a more conventional story might follow the encounter
between Beryl and the man, for Mansfield, the real narrative is over. Individual
women do not become their mature selves by way of the sort of conveniences
of plot that dominate conventional narratives, nor do the typical characteristics
of pluck and determination that can be found in the protagonists of traditional
bildungsromane always triumph.® Rather, Mansfield’s narrative reveals the way
in which they are shaped by patriarchal forces, and yet work toward a degree of
autonomy through their resistance to these forces.

More generally, the parallel bildungsroman form that Mansfield develops in
“Prelude” is thoroughly in keeping with the emerging aesthetic of her historical
moment. In his work, Reading the Modernist Bildungsroman, Gregory Castle
proposes that modernist writers sought to critique the formal and thematic
conventions of the classic bildungsroman, while at the same time “[enacting] that
resistance through those conventions” Mansfield’s simultaneous engagement
with and resistance to such conventions are at the heart of “Prelude” The work’s
presentation of a fractured bildungsroman is a quintessentially modernist
strategy, the literary narrative equivalent of Cubists reimagining the concept of
perspective. As such, it has not only proven to be an immensely influential work
on later modernist authors, it also still speaks powerfully to readers today, more
than a century after its initial publication.

Was this Mansfield’s initial vision with The Aloe? It’s difficult to say. In a May
12,1915, letter to Murry, when The Aloe was in its first stages of composition, she
told him that “[i]t will be a funny book” One presumes that she means funny
peculiar rather than funny ha-ha, but it's impossible to know precisely what
aspects of The Aloe she was anticipating as being unconventional. Mansfield’s
October 11, 1917, letter to Dorothy Brett, the one in which she confesses that it’s
difficult to say what form it is, perhaps gives a clearer indication of her awareness
of what the work, now titled “Prelude,” would be. She says that she “tried to lift
that mist from my people and let them be seen and then to hide them again”*
This metaphorical unveiling nicely describes the revelation of the innermost
thoughts of her principal female characters. That tortuous process of writing
and editing that Mansfield engaged in from 1915 to 1917 ultimately produced a
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work that stands sui generis. With its careful dissection of social mores, its radical

literary form, and its moments of incandescent beauty, “Prelude” continues to be

a text that is like nothing else in the English literary tradition.
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The New Zealand Stories

Jane Stafford

What does it mean to use the descriptor “Katherine Mansfield’s New Zealand
stories”? None of the dozen or so works that might be classified in this way were
written or published in New Zealand. There seems little common ground among
them: the early, “colonial” stories which appeared in the journal Rhythm in 1912
and 1913 are generically quite distinct from the later, covertly autobiographical
narratives of the Sheridan and Burnell families. The obvious answer is that all
have a New Zealand setting. But does the eponymous Millie inhabit the same
“New Zealand” as that of “The Garden Party’s” Laura Sheridan? Can the desolate
central North Island volcanic plateau of “The Woman at the Store” be aligned
with the Wellington “drill hall” of “Her First Ball,” its “gleaming golden floor,”
azaleas, lanterns, “red carpet and gilt chairs”?!

Ian Gordon describes Mansfield’s New Zealand works as being set, at least
partly, in a “landscape of the mind? It is a pertinent reminder of Mansfield’s
artifice, of the fact that her sources were self-consciously literary as much as
experiential. Indeed, for the young Mansfield, writing in Wellington between
1906 and 1908, the “landscape of the mind,” the imaginary world in which she
set her stories, was London. “In a Café” (1907) begins, “Each day they walked
down Bond-street together [...]”* In “the Education of Audrey” (1909), London
is “sparkling and golden, and enchanting, like champagne™ “The Tiredness
of Rosabel” (1908) traces the heroine’s route home from the corner of Oxford
Circus to Westbourne Grove and then to Richmond Road.’

This particularity of detail could be interpreted biographically as an expression
of her longing to return to “the wizard London”® where she had spent three years
at school. But it was also a deliberate choice of literary register, a professional
alertness, a claim to membership of a metropolitan literary club. Empire had its
own stories, but its peripheral audiences were also captivated by the stories of

the imperial center, and Mansfield was acutely aware of this.
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By the time she returned to London, Mansfield had outgrown these generic
forms. It was, paradoxically, her familiarity with colonial literature that became
the source of advantage, the earlier “New Zealand” stories a matter of professional
practice rather than autobiographical indulgence: as Angela Smith points out,
this was when “there is less nostalgia for New Zealand in her personal writing
[...] than at any other time”” And the journal Rhythm was, in Anna Snaith’s
judgment, “the venue where Mansfield could come out as a New Zealand writer
in England”®

Rhythm’s editor, later Mansfield’s partner, John Middleton Murry, had
rejected fairy stories she had sent him; the colonial stories she substituted were
more in keeping with Rhythm’s neo-barbarianism and its credo, “Art must be
brutal” Carey Snyder suggests that Mansfield “negotiated her relationship to
metropolitan discourses of primitivism within the pages of Rhythm” which she
describes as “self-consciously designed as a metropolitan publication [which] set
out from the start to traffic in ‘barbaric’ products—to package them, as it were,
for refined consumption.” But the primitivism of Mansfield’s Rhythm offerings
is by no means a celebration of the savage at the expense of the civilized. The
stories’ settings delineate painful attempts at civil and domestic order which
are either inadequate and unfinished, or bleakly restrictive. Savagery is thus
all the more disquieting, an undercurrent to pathetic attempts at decorum.
The primitive is here not admirable or even productive; in all cases, it denotes
failure.

These stories may have been in keeping with Rhythm’s primitivist enthusiasms,
but they were also sophisticated reworkings of the various forms of colonial
literature Mansfield had encountered in her early reading.'® Mark Williams
sees Mansfield as “exploring its limits, taking what she needs and rejecting that
which does not suit her purposes”'! The colonial yarn often features character
sketches delivered in an authentic though uncentered voice, melodramatic and
violent, with loose formal characteristics. The colonial short story, of necessity,
anticipates the fragmented mode of modernist writing: Terry Eagleton writes
that “on the colonial edges the world is less easy to totalise in classical realist
fashion, precisely because some of its central determinants lie elusively elsewhere,
in the metropolitan country”'? Snaith points to “the difficulty of telling, hence
the experimental and often uneven forms of colonial modernism”" In this
literature, human relationships are incomplete and unreliable, social structures
are scanty, and women are vulnerable—to snakes, to itinerants, and to husbands.
The general antagonism of the bush to the domestic and the female is one of the
central themes of this literature, enacted in the stories of such popular authors
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as Australians Henry Lawson and Barbara Baynton, both of whom Mansfield is
likely to have read, given the close Australasian literary and publication market.

In 1909, the Australian author Marcus Clarke wrote that in the Australian
bush “is to be found the Grotesque, the Weird, the strange scribblings of nature
learning how to write”'* “The Woman at the Store” begins with such an uncanny
and unsettling landscape, inhospitable to the Pakeha (European) settler and
devoid of Indigenous presence though—a convention of colonial literature—
they may be discerned as ghosts. “There is no twilight in our New Zealand
days,” explains the narrator, “but a curious half-hour when everything appears
grotesque—it frightens—as though the savage spirit of the country walked
abroad and sneered at what it saw’"

A group of three riders plan to break their journey at a store in the middle of
this bleak and empty landscape. There is no explanation of the group’s identity,
final destination, purpose, or relationships. The narration is characterized by
what Sydney Janet Kaplan describes as the “elimination of personal intrusion—
the cutting away of the author’s voice”'® Only late in the story does the reader
learn that the narrator is female; there is a suggestion on the concluding page that
she and one of the men, Jo, are sister and brother. The other man is called “Hin,”
suggestive of a Maori name (as in Hine or Hemi), which Murry “corrected” to
“lim” As they ride, Hin paints a picture of what lies ahead:

[...] a fine store, with a paddock for the horses an’ a creek runnin’ through it,
owned by a friend of mine who'll give yer a bottle of whiskey before ‘e shakes
hands wit yer [...] there’s a woman too [...] with blue eyes and yellow hair, who'll
promise you something else before she shakes hands with you."”

When they do reach the promised store, the friend is absent, the yellow-haired
woman is there but she is carrying a gun, and she mistakes the riders for hawks.
Instead of the promised beauty of Hin’s reminiscences (“as pretty as a wax doll,”
knows “one hundred and twenty-five different ways of kissing”),"® she is “a figure
of fun,” “sticks and wires™" and recounts a narrative of marital abuse and neglect.
But Jo is unwilling to give up his fantasy and its concomitant expectation of sex:
“she’ll look better by night light—at any rate [...] she’s female flesh,” he reasons.
This is a continuation of the way the woman has been treated by her husband
and, at the story’s conclusion, puts Jo in danger of a similar kind of retribution.
The woman’s small daughter reveals in a picture that he is not “away shearin™
but has been shot by his wife with a “rook rifle”: “I done the one she told me not
to,” the girl explains of her drawing, “I done the one she told me shed shoot me

it it did”*
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In what might be seen as a companion Rhythm story, “Millie,” the central
female figure is less isolated, the setting less menacing: there are farms,
neighbors, bosses, and workers, and Millie has a husband. Yet there is a similar
thread of arbitrary violence. The “new chum” (i.e., recent arrival from England)
on the neighboring farm has killed his boss. Millie is not a victim as is the store’s
woman. Yet her narration is as hectic and unbalanced, her decision to shelter
and hide the young fugitive is quixotic, her motherly care of him arbitrary, as is
her subsequent decision to join the hunt for him.

In both “The Woman at the Store” and “Millie,” the incoherence of the
characters’ reality is counterpointed by the irony of the walls of their houses
being plastered with pages from English magazines depicting subjects such as
Queen Victoria’s Jubilee and a “Garden Party at Windsor”* This was, in fact,
a common colonial practice, but at the same time it works as a metaphor of
belonging and estrangement, as an attempt at ownership of the visual imagery
of empire and connection as well as a bleak commentary on its failure. And yet
there is also a nascent sense of “New Zealand” as a form of national identity in
each house’s décor. The store displays a picture of Richard Seddon, the reforming
New Zealand prime minister of the 1890s*; Millie’s wedding photograph has a
background of “fern trees, and a waterfall, and Mount Cook” (New Zealand’s
highest mountain),” gesturing to the romanticized landscapes of late-colonial
visual culture, at odds with the actualities of settlement.

“Ole Underwood” is a companion piece to these two stories, at least in tone if
not in form. Short and fragmentary;, it evokes a fractured nightmare world which
is both in the disordered mind of the main character but also a reflection of the
landscape he moves through. Unlike “The Woman at the Store” and “Millie,”
the setting is urban, but barely so. Human structures are provisional: “ugly little
houses”; “alittle cinder path [...] threaded through a patch of rank fennel to some
stone drain pipes carrying the sewage into the sea.”*® The only solid structure is
the prison “perched like a red bird” above the town.?”” Other characters appear
as disconnected encounters as Ole Underwood lurches down the street raving
at the wind. There are jeering children, “men in big coats and top boots with
stock whips in their hands,” a bar-maid, “Chinamen sitting in little groups on
old barrels playing cards”* The world of the story is more peopled than its
companion pieces, but no more integrated. And the narrative is no less gnomic.
Whom has Ole Underwood murdered? Whose is the face at the window of the
house he passes? Whom is he about to murder at the conclusion, and why?

The Rhythm stories are generally seen as a group, but “How Pearl Button Was
Kidnapped” differs in style and literary genesis. Murry dated it 1910, although
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its first publication was in 1912. It is certainly in the style of Mansfields earlier,
more sentimental works for children. It employs the literary tropes of the late-
colonial “Maoriland” period of New Zealand literature, with its use of Maori
material of a romanticized cast. Indeed, the portrayal of Pearl’s kidnappers
derives less from Mansfield’s first-hand encounter with Maori society—in 1908
she had been on a camping trip to the Urewera, a remote and largely Maori
district—than from the conventions of local literary culture. It is clear that she
was familiar with both: in her Urewera notebook she observes the hybridized
modernity of the Maori settlements she encounters and at the same time, often
on the same page, tries out the stereotypical, romanticized conventions of
Maoriland writing.”

The Maori figures in “Pearl Button” are not identified as such, and
Indigenous markers are vague and, to a non-New Zealand reader, unspecific.
The women who kidnap Pearl carry a “big flax basket of ferns™’; one has
a “green ornament around her neck”; the men wear “rugs and feather mats
around their shoulders' Perhaps Mansfield did not wish to burden her English
audience with ethnographic detail, but the figures are also presented in terms of
Pearl’s limited perspective, as a child and as a stanchly Pakeha settler, ignorant
of any world but her own “House of Boxes” Characters from Maoriland, the
kidnappers represent a kind of generic “other” Like the stereotypical gypsy, they
stand for everything that is opposed to “the House of Boxes” where Pearl lives,
the conventional world of offices, clean pinafores, and mother “in the kitchen
ironing-because-it’s-Tuesday”** The kidnappers are relaxed, loving, humorous,
and sensual. They look at the House of Boxes “in a frightened way” and Pearl in
turn is puzzled: “Haven't you got any Houses of Boxes [...] Don't you all live in
a row? Don't the men go to offices? Aren’t there any nasty things?”** Nastiness
comes from the Pakeha world: the story ends as “little men in blue coats” come
“running towards her with shouts and whistlings™* to carry her back to the
Houses of Boxes.

“Pear] Button” is a schematic and reductive depiction of settler society, ordered
but bleak, in contrast to the other Rhythm stories which convey the incipient
violence and unpredictability of new settlement. If “Pear] Button” is about
opposing models of community, the Houses of Boxes versus the Maori world
(or, perhaps, the Maoriland world), in “The Woman at the Store” and “Millie,”
there are no attractive or romantic choices, no running away with the gypsies.
“Thank the Lord we're arriving somewhere,” says the narrator in “The Woman
at the Store”—but in fact they have arrived nowhere. At the conclusion, she
and Hin ride off and “[a] bend in the road, and the whole place disappeared.”*
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After 1913 Mansfield did not revisit this colonial style and subject matter,
and she did not allow these stories to be republished. (Murry ignored her wishes
and included them all in the posthumous 1924 collection Something Childish
but Very Natural.) Her work moves from the fractured external of the colonial
world to the dispersed and malleable interiorities of modernism. When she
returned to New Zealand—or rather to the Wellington of her childhood—as a
setting, it was not to adopt or adapt colonial forms for a metropolitan market,
but to pursue an explicit literary agenda of innovation, to pioneer a new mode
dependent on personal memory—and thus inevitably rooted in a particular
place and time. These are stories of the past—not a national past but a personal
one: “Do I ask anything more,” she wrote, “than to relate to remember to assure
myself”?” Her aim was to be “warm, vivid, intimate—not ‘made up’'—not self-
conscious.”*

As early as 1910 Mansfield had published a story, “Mary,” about schoolgirls
and classroom politics. The reference to “the Karori bus going home from town
full of business men”* indicates its setting to be that of the Wellington suburb her
family had moved to in 1893. It was one she returned to in “Prelude” Although
she began working on a form of this latter story in April 1915, the project became
more pressing and focused with the death of her brother, Leslie, in a military
accident in October that year. “Prelude” was completed in 1918. Its length—the
first version, The Aloe, was 26,000 words, later reduced to 17,000—quite apart
from subject or style, made it a daunting prospect for a mainstream publisher.
It was too long for a short story, too short for a novel, but it was accepted by the
nascent Hogarth Press of Virginia and Leonard Woolf.

Virginia Woolf felt that, despite her admiration of the story, it was at times “a
little vapourish” and dealt with “cheap realties”* It is a nice illustration of the two
writers’ differing approaches. Mansfield wrote to Ottoline Morrell that Woolf
“is not of her subject—she hovers over, dips, skims, makes exquisite flights—
sees the lovely reflections in the water that a bird must see—but not humanly”*!
“Prelude” is far more human than anything that Woolf had or would ever write,
due to its cheap realities, perhaps: Stanley’s fried chops; Pat’s gold earrings and
his smell of “nuts and new wooden boxes™ the “very dirty calico cat” with the
face-cream lid on its head that concludes the story.*

Mansfield was intent from the start that “Prelude” was to be a formal
experiment—that the literary qualities of the piece, as opposed to the subject
matter, were significant to her and marked an important stage in her career as a
writer. “Now, really, what is it that I want to write?” she had asked herself in her
notebook in early 1916, obviously a period of some sort of existential creative
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crisis. She felt unsure: “Am I less of a writer than I used to be?” She wondered,
was the need to write “less urgent”? But she answered herself: “at bottom never
has any desire been more ardent. Only the form that I would choose has changed
utterly” Character was no longer of interest, and “[t]he plots of my stories leave
me perfectly cold”**

Claire Tomalin writes of the setting of “Prelude” that it is “unstated, and
disquietingly English-seeming without being English”* There are enough local
markers to signal place, from tui (a native bird) to paua (a native shell), but
they are subtle and unforced. “English without being English” could be seen as a
neat way of characterizing colonial Wellington, and certainly the Wellington of

2 <«

Mansfield’s family. Antony Alpers suggests that “Prelude” “sets out to show what
all the members of a household think and feel, and how they behave, during their
adjustment to the new home—their whole Colonial life, of course, being exactly
that”* It is an attractive idea that the new home in the story is analogous to the
new home of Pakeha settlers in New Zealand. But the old house is not noticeably
English (no English magazines papered on the wall of this aspirant middle-class
home); the new Karori house is not especially or contrastingly Indigenous—the
aloe tree in the garden is an exotic, not native to New Zealand, after all. It is
rather a contrast between a familiar, secure, and conventionally structured space
versus something newer, looser, with more potential.

The house where the children have lived all their lives is emptied out and
made disconcertingly unfamiliar; the journey to the new house is done at night
so everything looks odd and unsettling, provoking Kezia’s question to Pat, “Do
stars ever blow about?”* Their destination is not yet ordered. There are piles of
boxes, unpacked furniture and unhung pictures, scratch meals, beds without
sheets. Protocols are inverted—Isabel has a chop rather than the children’s
normal bread and milk; Kezia drinks from Aunt Beryl’s cup.

Even the next day the house is in the process of still coming into being—a
task taken on by the grandmother. That is what she is doing throughout the
story, organizing “everything in pairs,’*® solving problems of placement and
furnishing such as where to, tactfully, place the two Chinese pictures Stanley
has acquired. In “Prelude” and in the later “At the Bay, the grandmother is
order, continuity, routine of the most satisfying kind but also, as the oldest, the
repository of memory and the harbinger of mortality.

The movement of “Prelude” is one of expansion, from small to larger, from
the familiar confines of the old house and garden to the unexplored wilderness
of the Karori garden. Expansion is a continuous theme of the story, enjoyed, even

reveled in by Stanley as upward mobility, a measure of his success, but feared by
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Linda and her small associate Kezia. For Stanley, the new house will herald a life
of increase and improvement, a fitting setting for his social and economic ascent
in the world. For Beryl it is, in her fantasy, a world of romantic possibilities,
a ball, a handsome stranger, a release from the dependent, emotionally blank
life in her sister’s household. And yet at the same time as she fantasizes, she
contemplates the reality of geography—that the new house will be too far for
people to come up from town to visit, too far for her to go anywhere, that the
“chaps” Stanley has promised to bring up for tennis at the weekends will all be
versions of his dull associate, Wally Bell.

The children are a significant part of this world. As in later works—“The
Doll's House” and “At the Bay”—connections between the adult world and that
of the children are few. Stanley does not have much to do with the children at
all; Beryl, the aunt, clashes and admonishes, and little else; Linda, the mother,
strenuously distances herself from the start, distinguishing Lottie and Kezia
from the “absolute necessities” of the house move and saying she cannot have “a
lump of a child” on her lap in the buggy.* The grandmother is a reliable source
of succor, support, and understanding—but busy.

Largely, the children form their own society. The stories offer not a
Romantic view of children as innocent and untouched by the world of the
social, but as a savage and slightly feral version of adult society with the same
hierarchies, factions, and rivalries. All their games are practice for adult life
of a not particularly pleasant kind. Kezia complains that playing mothers and
fathers with Isabel means all they do is go to church and come home and go to
bed—a judgment on the adults and their routines. The children’s interactions
pivot between imitating their parents and something potentially more
savage—encapsulated in the scene where Pat kills the chicken. The children
are upset and then fascinated and then highly excited: “When the children saw
the blood they were frightened no longer. They crowded round him and began
to scream.

“Prelude” is marked by a thread of fearfulness throughout. Stanley, for all his
ebullience, lives in a world that is still fraught with potential danger: “A sort of
panic overtook Burnell whenever he approached near home. Before he was well
inside the gate he would shout to anyone within sight: ‘Is everything alright?”*'
Even in his most satisfied moments he wobbles: “That’s where my boy ought to
sit,” thought Stanley. He tightened his arm round Lindas shoulder. By God, he
was a perfect fool to feel as happy as this!** Linda fears her entrapment in the
bonds of family and has fantasies of escape: “She saw herself driving away from

them all in a little buggy, driving away from everybody and not even waving”
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But less articulated is her fear of the swelling, rushing THEM, the birds on the
wall paper, the small but tumescent bird in her dream. This is similar to Kezia’s
fear of the presence in the empty house at the story’s beginning. Kezia lives in
an animate universe: the new house is “like a sleeping beast”; “[o]utside the
window hundreds of black cats with yellow eyes sat in the sky watching her”> But
she isn’t afraid; she manages her fears; she is not trapped like the married Linda.

If there is an epiphany in this story, a transcendence, it is momentary, linked
to the aloe’s one-hundred-year flowering, and the congress of women, as the

grandmother and the mother walk in the garden:

Bright moonlight hung upon the lifted oars like water, and on the green wave
glittered the dew.

“Do you feel it, too,” said Linda, and she spoke to her mother with the special
voice that women use at night to each other as though they spoke in their sleep
or from some hollow cave—“Don’t you feel that it is coming towards us?”>

It is, again, a dream of escape: “How much more real this dream was,” Linda
thinks, “than that they should go back to the house where the sleeping children
lay and where Stanley and Beryl played cribbage”’ But in the end cheap realities
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win: “What am I guarding myself for so preciously?” asks Linda. “I shall go on
having children and Stanley will go on making money and the children and the
gardens will grow bigger and bigger, with whole fleets of aloes in them for me to
choose from™>®

“Prelude” was published in 1918. A number of stories from this time onwards
are similarly located in the Wellington territory of Mansfields childhood. In
“The Wind Blows” (1920), a characteristic Wellington gale is “shaking the house,
rattling the windows, banging a piece of iron on the roof”* “The Voyage” (1921)
features an overnight trip on “the Picton boat,” the ferry from Wellington to the
South Island.*®® In “Her First Ball” (1921), shy Leila longs to be back “sitting on
the verandah of their forsaken up-country home, listening to baby owls crying
‘More porKk’ in the moonlight” (a morepork, or ruru, is the New Zealand native
owl).®! The description of her dancing teacher as “Miss Eccles (from London)”®
gently mocks colonial insecurity and deference.

“The Doll's House,” written in 1921, uses the same characters as “Prelude”
The setting is again that of the new suburb of Karori where the inchoate and fluid
nature of new place means that social distinctions are difficult to police. The
children attend the local school where “all the children in the neighbourhood,
the judge’s little girls, the doctor’s daughters, the store-keeper’s children, the

milkman’s, were forced to mix together”
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The children are given the gift of a doll's house—a replica family, manageable
and better behaved, perhaps, than an actual family. The front of the doll's house
opens, so it is instantly possible to see what is happening everywhere, unlike the
complicated and secret family of the real house. The house’s detail is perfect. But

the toy people do not quite fit:

The father and mother dolls, who sprawled very stiff as though they had fainted
in the drawing-room, and their two little children asleep upstairs, were really too
big for the doll’'s house. They didn’t look as though they belonged.®*

The doll's house may be delightful in its precision and perfection, but it is
a simulacrum, made and manufactured, artificial in a way that does not
accommodate the messy, imperfect, and unpredictable world of human beings.

This is a story about ventriloquism, about learning the appropriate collective
voice, so the narration is more shifting and unstable than that of simply the
author or any one character.

Just as the doll's house imitates the adult or “real” world, so much of the story
is about the children learning how to behave in that world. There are rules, even
for children, and those rules are of hierarchy and of permission. Access to the

doll’'s house is carefully controlled:

For it had been arranged that while the doll's house stood in the courtyard they
might ask the girls at school, two at a time, to come and look. Not to stay to tea,
of course, or to come traipsing through the house. But just to stand quietly in
the courtyard while Isabel pointed out the beauties, and Lottie and Kezia looked

pleased ...

Already the children—especially Isabel—have absorbed the structures and
strictures of adult life. Boundaries are significant: the doll's house is in the
courtyard not inside; only two children at a time are allowed; no tea or traipsing;
the visitors must stand quietly. Even though the reader has not been brought
face to face with the adult world—just their imperfect representation in the doll’s
house—they are beginning to recognize its rules.

The school and especially the playground are an even more explicit
demonstration of this. Social hierarchies are enforced, and the limit of social
acceptability stops short of the Kelvey girls whose mother is a washerwoman,
whose father may be in jail, and who are going to be servants when they grow
up. They are marked out as different; the children know it; the teachers know it;
and the Kelveys themselves know it.

Except Kezia does not know it. As the youngest child, she has not yet been
inculcated into the rules and norms of society. She does not parrot the adults or
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take part in the baiting of the Kelveys by the other children. She asks her mother
if she can show the Kelveys the doll’s house:

“Certainly not, Kezia”
“But why not?”

“Run away, Kezia; you know quite well why not”*

This is the only point in the story at which the mother appears—as a disembodied
voice, to say no and you know why not—that is, you know the rules. When Kezia
invites the Kelveys onto forbidden territory, she is interrupted by Aunt Beryl
whose function is the same as all the adults in the story: negative, rule-enforcing
prohibition. Simon During notes Mansfield’s “interplay between, and sudden
interruptions by, different points of view and moods, especially exchanges or
switches between adults and children”” This tendency, the shifting between
narrative positions, the quotation of one character by another, means that in this
scene the narrative focus shifts abruptly from the shame of Kezia to the fear of

the Kelveys to the more complex stance of Aunt Beryl:

The afternoon had been awful. A letter had come from Willie Brent, a terrifying,
threatening letter, saying if she did not meet him that evening in Pulman’s
Bush, hed come to the front door and ask the reason why! But now that she
had frightened those little rats of Kelveys and given Kezia a good scolding, her
heart felt lighter. That ghastly pressure was gone. She went back to the house
humming.®

To the children, and initially to the reader, Aunt Beryl’s fury is out of proportion.
But it is then shown to come from elsewhere. “The afternoon had been awful,”
“a terrifying, threatening letter” is from Beryl's perspective; “hed come to the
front door and ask the reason why!” is Beryl quoting Willie Brent. In the actual
house, rather than the controlled and perfect doll's house, unpleasant things
can threaten disaster. This introduces a new register associated with a set of
relations that the world of the doll’s house, and even the world of the school
and playground, cannot encompass or understand—that of reputational danger,
even sexual danger.

In contrast to “The Doll's House,” social markers are less insistent in “At the
Bay” (1922). Only Stanley, the father, is still connected to the world of watches
and exact measurement, of bus timetables, offices, and need for precision—and
he vainly tries to impress upon the relaxed holidaying family his own urgencies:
“There’s no time to lose. Look sharp!”™® His presence is a disruption in the
general atmosphere: as Linda reflects, living with him is “like living in a house
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that couldn’t be cured of the habit of catching on fire”” As he leaves, the house
relaxes: “Their very voices were changed as they called to one another, they
sounded warm and loving and as if they shared a secret””!

If “Prelude” is structured around movement, the journey from the old house
and the family’s settling into the new, “At the Bay” is shaped by time, cyclical
repetition rather than innovation. The action takes place over one day (as does
James Joyce’s 1920 Ulysses and Virginia Woolf’s 1925 Mrs. Dalloway) and as
the narrative progresses, its passage is signaled by natural markers: “Very early
morning’;”* “As the morning lengthened”;” “The tide was out”;”* “The sun was
still full on the garden”;” “The sun had set”;’® and, finally, “A cloud, small, serene,
floated across the moon.”’

“Prelude” is about the flux of reshaping and looking forward; “At the Bay”
is set in a “summer colony” in marked contrast to the ideal of order in “The
Doll's House,” the rigidities of “Pear] Button,” or even the social stratifications of
“The Garden Party” (1921). The tone is that of fluidity, a movement away from
social constraints and expectations—certainly no ironing-because-it's-Tuesday.
“Prelude” recounts the memorable first two days of the new place; “At the Bay”
follows the typical and unexceptional routine of any day of a summer holiday.
In contrast to the bustle of the new home in “Prelude;” or the sociality of “The
Doll's House” with its links to the world of work and school, Crescent Bay is
populated by women and children—and only the odd, holidaying man. There
are still necessarily routines: the shepherd at the opening section driving his
sheep through the mist; the children breakfasting, overseen by the all-competent
grandmother; the duties of Alice the servant girl; trips to the beach at communally
recognized and prescribed times; the return of the men from the city at the end
of the day. But the formal qualities of the story are shaped—or not shaped—
by the fluidity of the women’s time: affective, episodic, and loose. Gordon calls
the story “multi-cellular like living tissue””® Smith picks up the imagery of the
opening, early morning scene and suggests, “The narrative structure lifts the
mist on one person and then drops it, so that the reader glimpses a consciousness
and then loses sight of it”” This slipperiness is aided by the particular form
of its narration. Peter Mathews suggests: “The narrator’s voice is ghostly,
disembodied, a still small voice that remains anonymous, inaccessible, but also
oddly informal at various points”® Yet, as in “Prelude” and “The Doll’s House,”
there is continual movement between voices—musing, proclaiming, imitating,
satirizing, shifting from a collective voice to an individual, private one, from
the expression of commonly and communally held truths to the admission of
shameful secrets.
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The story—Mansfield referred to it as “my book™'—proceeds through
narratives of self-description, often of limitation and failure: Angela Smith
describes it as presenting “constructions of human experience” where characters
“are subjected to scrutiny and revealed as inadequate” Jonathan Trout dwells
on “The shortness of life! I've only got one night and one day, and there’s this
vast garden, waiting out there, undiscovered, unexplored”® Mrs. Fairfield, the
grandmother, thinks of her dead son while not entirely reassuring Kezia as to her
own mortality. Alice, the servant, rages against her lot. Linda thinks longingly of
her past, unmarried self. Beryl fantasizes of a future romantic attachment—and
plays the same risky game with the mysterious, dissolute Harry Kember as her
character does with Willy Brent in “The Doll’s House” As in “Prelude” and “The
Doll’s House,” the children in “At the Bay” constitute their own culture which
mimics and, through the narrator, satirizes that of their parents. The adults long
for impossible transformations; the children effect them, but temporarily and
with a characteristic amount of rough negotiation:

“You can't be a bee, Kezia. A bee’s not an animal. It’s a ninseck”

“Oh but I do want to be a bee frightfully;” wailed Kezia. ...

“I'm a bull, ’'m a bull!” cried Pip. And he gave such a tremendous bellow—how
did he make that noise?—that Lottie looked quite alarmed.®

On July 23, 1921, Mansfield commented in her notebook on a story she had
just written, “An Ideal Family”:

I didn't get the deepest truth out of the idea, even once. [...] I shall tackle
something different—a long story—At the Bay with more difficult relationships.
That’s the whole problem.®

But are the relationships in “At the Bay” “difficult”? Are they even “relationships,”
or are they glancing, almost non-existent passes? Linda reflects on her feeling of
utter separation from her baby (only to be wooed at the last moment); Stanley
spends the day in town under the misapprehension that he has offended his wife;
Alice’s attempts at sociality are painful and forced; the nature and intentions of
the Kembers are mysterious.

The setting of “The Garden Party,” in contrast to the “summer colony,” is an
established, urban location bearing strong similarities to Thorndon where the
Beauchamps had moved to in 1907. As in Karori, there is still a certain amount
of disconcerting social mixing: Mansfield recalls her mother complaining that
“it was a little trying to have ones own washerwoman living next door who

would persist in attempting to talk [...] over the fence”®
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The central character, a young girl, Laura, is attempting to mimic her
confident, stylish family, to perform the registers and attitudes of adults of a
certain class. Thomas Day describes her as “the principal selective assimilator
of others’ words” in a story that is “riddled with voices variously possessed
and dispossessed, aspiring to possess, and striving, sometimes silently, against
dispossession”® When news comes of a fatal accident in the cottages adjacent
to the party, she is dispatched to offer the bereaved working-class family the
party left-overs. Even this simple act is fraught with social intricacies and

dangers:

“And, Laura!”—her mother followed her out of the marquee—“don’t on any
account—"

“What mother?”

No, better not put such ideas into the child’s head! “Nothing! Run along”%

Lauras perspective is that of an outsider—as the mother’s stifled warning

89 of the bereaved

indicates. The garden party and the “mean little cottages
are both contiguous and separate. Working-class codes of bereavement and
mourning, where roles and rituals are known and accepted by all, are encountered
by Laura—coming directly from the “kisses, voices, tinkling spoons, laughter™®
of the garden party—as alien and disturbing. Smith suggests that “in this
unfamiliar territory [Laura] loses her middle-class control,®! although it is
arguable whether, even in the setting of her mother’s party, she is more than an
anxious ventriloquist of those around her. Urged into the carter’s house where
she has no place, where even her appearance is inappropriate and susceptible
to causing offense—“Forgive my hat” she mutters to the corpse®—Laura sees
in the dead man both beauty and a remoteness from garden parties: “What did
garden-parties and baskets and lace frocks matter to him? He was far from all
those things. He was wonderful, beautiful”**

The reader is part of Laura’s unformed consciousness. Her experience has not
yet given her words to frame and contain her feelings. At the conclusion, Laura’s
brother Laurie comes to collect her and take her back to the world of the garden

party and its codes:

“Was it awful?”

“No,” sobbed Laura. “It was simply marvellous. But Laurie—

»

she stopped, she
looked at her brother. “Isn’t life;” she stammered, “isn’t life—” But what life was
she couldn’t explain. No matter. He quite understood.

“Isn’t it, darling?” said Laurie.”*
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In this Mansfield could be seen to be returning to the disturbing inarticulacy of
her earlier stories. Smith notes that in “Ole Underwood,” “The Woman at the
Store,” and “Millie,” “the participants’ savagery takes the form of an inability to
articulate their feelings”* But the problem is, surely, more extreme than an issue
of emotional expression—they are unable to produce any kind of meaningful
linguistic response of any kind. Ole Underwood shouts “Ah—k [...] Ah—Kk” at
the wind;* the little girl in “The Woman at the Store” has to draw a picture of
what she cannot describe in words; Millie’s sudden decision to join the hunt for
the murderer she had protected is expressed in hysterical fracture of language:
“A—ah! Arter ’im, Sid! A—a—a—h! ketch ’im, Willie. Go it! Go it! A—ah, Sid!
Shoot ’im down. Shoot ’im!” In contrast, in “The Garden Party,” Laura may not
be able to articulate what “life” is, but she has a sympathetic listener who knows
instinctively what she means—“Isn’t it, darling?”

In Mansfield’s Rhythm stories, “New Zealand” is a literary mode—one
she later chose to move way from. From 1918 onwards, she worked with a
contrasting “landscape of the mind,” a “New Zealand” formed from personal
memory and family history. Here, the unformed and evolving nature of modern
colonial society provided an appropriate palette for experiment with the shifts
and breaks of literary modernism. “Prelude” and “The Doll’s House” are set in
the raw, socially confused, new suburb of Karori. The community in “At the
Bay” has codes of conduct, but they are loose, temporary, and largely female.
In “The Garden Party, distinct social worlds are contiguous and collide in
mutual misunderstanding. The critic V.S. Pritchett observed: “Who are these
people, who are their neighbours, what is the world they belong to? We can
scarcely guess”*® He compared her work unfavorably to that of Chekhov where,
he claimed, there is always a sense of “Mother Russia” in the background. But
that is the point—there is no “background” to this particular world, no freight of
culture and history or connection. The literary style might be modernist, but the
setting is modern. Maori ghosts, the “savage spirit” of “The Woman at the Store,
remnants of another, pre-existing history, are expunged. In “The Garden Party;,”

Laura directs the workmen who have come to set up the marquee:

“Look here, miss, that’s the place. Against those trees. Over there. That’ll do
fine”

Against the karakas. Then the karaka-trees would be hidden [...] Must they be
hidden by a marquee?

They must.”

In this “New Zealand” colonial sociality and aspiration trumps Indigeneity.
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Katherine Mansfield, Garsington, and
Bloomsbury

Jay Dickson

Katherine Mansfield often comes across on the written page as a woman alone.
Her best-selling posthumous Journal that her widower John Middleton Murry
brought forth in 1927 emphasizes from its first page what it means to live

» <«

alone,' with such subheadings throughout the text as “Travelling Alone,” “Being

» <«

Alone,” “Living Alone,” and “Dame Seule,” both praising and bewailing what it
meant for her to live much of her adult life in isolation.? So too do many of her
most famous stories pointedly address the fernme seule theme, including “The
Tiredness of Rosabel,” “The Little Governess,” “Miss Brill,” and “The Daughters
of the Late Colonel” It is a paradox of her life and career, then, that critics and
biographers alike have always known Mansfield in large part by the company
she kept. In her short life, she managed to meet, correspond with, and work
alongside many of the best-known writers of her era. None have been more
associated with Katherine Mansfield and her work, however, than the circuit of
famous friends and acquaintances she made during the years of the First World
War through the intersecting two bohemian salons gathered about Garsington
Manor, the rural Oxfordshire home of Lady Ottoline Morrell, and the residential
squares of Bloomsbury.?

Although her father, Sir Harold Beauchamp, was a wealthy banker and
businessman in New Zealand, in Europe (where she spent her mature years)
Mansfield usually found herself impoverished, and she knew her accent marked
her every time she spoke as “a little colonial”* Compared with the Cambridge-
educated milieu of many of the men from the Bloomsbury Group, and the
aristocratic background of Morrell (who was the half-sister of the Duke of
Portland), Mansfield frequently felt herself an interloper, and was indeed treated
as such by many in both circles. The Tudor-built Garsington Manor was offered
to its guests by its hostess as a bucolic retreat from the bustle of London, where
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they might meet and converse with other writers and artists, and Mansfield
often found that setting conducive for the pastoral ideal of otium, or leisure®; at
other times, however, she also found it a threatening space where she felt herself
often the subject of judgmental idle talk, particularly from those among the
Bloomsbury Group. Yet what became crucial for Mansfield’s development as a
writer were not simply the sustaining friendships she made at and through her
time at Garsington, but her transmutation of its gossip into the stuff of her short
stories.

The two overlapping sets of Garsington and the Bloomsbury Group are so
often confused that it is worth taking the time here to distinguish between them.
Lady Ottoline Morrell’s strong interest in the arts, which she shared with her
husband, the Liberal Member of Parliament Philip Morrell, distinguished her
from other prominent society hostesses of early twentieth-century London.
During the Edwardian period, Lady Ottoline would invite writers and artists
for a weekly salon held at her London townhouse at 44 Bedford Square. In 1914,
the Morrells purchased Garsington Manor, which they restored and decorated
according to her eccentric and spectacular tastes, and invited for weekends (up
until the Morrells sold the house in 1928) many of the most preeminent artistic
figures of her day, including the novelists D. H. Lawrence, Gilbert Cannan,
Aldous Huxley, and Edward Sackville-West; the philosopher and mathematician
Bertrand Russell; the poets T. S. Eliot and Siegfried Sassoon; the painters
Mark Gertler, Augustus John, Dorothy Brett, and Dora Carrington; and so on.
Because the Morrells were dedicated pacifists (Philip had argued on the floor
of Parliament against involvement in the First World War), they extended even
more permanent invitations for conscientious objectors to work during the week
on their estate, including figures from the Bloomsbury Group such as the art
critic Clive Bell and the painter Duncan Grant. It was through them, and through
a regular visitor to Garsington, her good friend the critic and biographer Lytton
Strachey, that Lady Ottoline began to cultivate friendships with other members
of the Bloomsbury Group.

This latter circle, already well established by the time the Morrells had bought
Garsington Manor, centered upon the Bloomsbury homes of the four youngest
children of the critic and editor Sir Leslie Stephen: Thoby, Vanessa, Virginia, and
Adrian. After the 1904 death of their father, the four moved from the Victorian
upper-middle-class pretensions of his home in Hyde Park Gate to seek out the
more airy and less rigidly class-stratified squares of Bloomsbury so that Vanessa
might pursue more easily her studies as a painter at the Slade School of Fine
Art. During their first year in the neighborhood, the Stephens established



Katherine Mansfield, Garsington, and Bloomsbury 111

weekly evening salons, inviting many of Thoby’s friends from Cambridge, most
of whom had been members of the Apostles, the college’s famous intellectual
society. These friends included Strachey, Bell, the economist John Maynard
Keynes, the music critic Sydney Saxon-West, the painter and art critic Roger
Fry, and the novelist E. M. Forster. After Thoby’s unexpected death in 1906 from
typhoid while traveling in Europe, the two adult Stephen sisters intensified their
relations with his beloved Cambridge circle and expanded it to include another
Cambridge friend, the novelist and critic, Leonard Woolf, as well as (in time)
the journalist Desmond MacCarthy and his wife Molly; the Scottish painter
Duncan Grant; his lover, the novelist David Garnett; and Strachey’s partners in
an ongoing ménage a trois, the painter Dora Carrington and the British Army
major Ralph Partridge. In time, Vanessa Stephen married Clive Bell, and Virginia
married Leonard Woolf, while most of the other members of the Group moved
to the neighborhood because of their fondness for one another’s intellectual
conversation. Although none of the Bloomsbury Group was initially famous
when it first coalesced, other than Forster (whose relationship with the Group
was somewhat tenuous), as they became better known during the Georgian era,
they became identified with one another in the British world of arts and letters
as “Bloomsberries”

Katherine Mansfield always felt herself to be an outsider with both Garsington
and Bloomsbury, despite her familiarity with both circles. She came to know
the people in them first through her acquaintance (through the novelist D. H.
Lawrence) with Lady Ottoline Morrell, who eventually hosted her regularly
at Garsington Manor, starting in 1916. By this means Mansfield better came
to know not only Lady Ottoline’s circle but also members of the Bloomsbury
Group, who themselves began to frequent Garsington during the war years.
Her full inclusion in either group, however, was something Mansfield never
felt. Although her friendly letters to Morrell were often replete with fulsome
praise for the beauty and graciousness of Garsington and its grounds, and she
forged vital friendships there, particularly with Lady Ottoline herself, and with
such regular visitors as Dorothy Brett and T. S. Eliot, Mansfield at times felt
its fishbowl atmosphere and intense conversations oppressive and alienating,
particularly when it came to the members of the Bloomsbury Group. Brett, for
example, remembers Mansfield during her weekends at Garsington as “afraid
of the Bloomsberries, cautious and withdrawn.”® Despite what were to become
enduring relationships with the Woolfs, Lytton Strachey, and Dora Carrington,
Mansfield believed herself—correctly—often the subject of the Bloomsberries’

sometimes ungenerous conversations. Even so, her immersion in both coteries
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(most often at Garsington Manor, but extending to the salons and rented
apartments of London) also stoked her own love of gossip about others and of
piercing conversation—the two things for which both these groups are often best
known, aside from the artistic breakthroughs they made in the early twentieth
century. Mansfield’s defining encounters with Bloomsbury and Garsington,
particularly in the years 1916 and 1917, sharpened her interest in the fictional
possibilities for both intellectual discussion and personal gossip in a way that
proved particularly beneficial to the series of experimental dialogues she wrote
at this time, just before she began the extended period of writing her most mature
stories. Mansfield transformed her ambivalent discursive encounters with these
artistic assemblages in a way that was to profit her own development as a writer
of modernist fiction.

D. H. Lawrence, who knew Mansfield and her husband John Middleton
Murry through their work together on the Blue Review (the second incarnation
of Murry’s “little magazine” Rhythm), had begun making regular visits to
Garsington Manor during that same year. Impressed by the aristocratic pedigree
of both the house and its hostess, Lawrence told Lady Ottoline he wanted her
house to serve as a kind of intellectual retreat from the ongoing war for her
and her guests akin to (in his words) “the Boccaccio place where they told
all the Decamerone” As he wrote to Morrell, “Garsington must be the retreat
where we come together and knit ourselves together;” and he particularly
insisted to her that Murry and Mansfield must be part of this new intellectual
community.” Flattered, Morrell invited first Murry to Garsington for Christmas
in 1915; and then Mansfield, who had already struck up a correspondence with
Morrell, invited herself to the estate in July of 1916. Guests at Garsington during
Mansfield’s first weekend there included Aldous Huxley, Dorothy Brett, and
several figures from the Bloomsbury Group: Lytton Strachey, a stalwart of that
set from its beginning, his friend (and later lover) Dora Carrington, and the
novelist David Garnett.

The former two of these three were to become genuine intimates for Mansfield
in coming months, although Strachey’s first encounter with Mansfield, as he
related in a letter soon after to Virginia Woolf, filled him with suspicion:

Among the rout was “Katherine Mansfield”—if that’s her real name—1I could
never quite make sure. Have you heard of her? Or read any of her productions?
[...] I may add that she has an ugly impassive mask of a face—cut in wood, with
brown hair and brown eyes very far apart; and a sharp and slightly vulgarly-
fanciful intellect sitting behind it.®
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Strachey’s description of Mansfield’s “mask of a face” was one to be repeated by
other habitués of Garsington whom Mansfield would meet in the weeks and
months to come, such as Leonard Woolf and Morrell herself.” Certainly this
guarded aspect was something many saw in Mansfield, but it was particularly
marked when she was at Garsington, most likely because of her feelings of being
such an outsider in terms of nationality, class, and even gender (in that Lady
Ottoline Morrell rarely invited other intellectual women to her home).

Thus Mansfield perpetually had her guard up, usually performing for Morrell’s
other guests: she would perform ragtime dances and impersonate cabaret
singers and Hollywood stars, and according to Dorothy Brett, Mansfield also
“fetched her guitar and sang quaint old folk songs, Negro spirituals, and ballads
of all kinds””'” She would regale Morrell and her other Garsington favorites with
elaborated stories of her racy past, including her unsuccessful marriage to the
music teacher, George Bowden, and her escapades with a traveling light opera
company. In her memoir of Mansfield written soon after the latter’s death in
1923, Morrell wrote of the writer’s time at Garsington, “It was easy for her with
her acute and precise observation and gay wit that peppered and salted her talk
to ‘take off” and to act scenes which she had seen and turn them into mockery.
No one could so impersonate her victims and catch the mannerisms, the talk and
the superficial absurdities in people as she could” The sense among Morrell
and her other Garsington habitués thus was that Mansfield was always acting a
part,'”? which may have been appropriate to the milieu given that Morrell herself
described her Oxfordshire manor home as “a romantic theatre where week after
week a new company would arrive, unpack, shake out their frills and improvise
a new scene in life’"

Morrell’s theatrical metaphor here is important in that, as Janet Lyon has
argued, modernist bohemian salons like that Lady Ottoline sustained at

Garsington were, importantly, inherently performative spaces. Lyon writes,

The [bohemian] salon, so central to the formulation and dissemination of
modernist aesthetics was, at least in its ideal, culturally reproduced form, a
living theater, a collaborative and palimpsestic space for the display of evolving
metropolitan style eccentric costuming and experimental performance, artistic
interior design, paratactic social exchange and other vague but unmistakable
signifying practices of cultural vanguardism, all of them features of a new set of

aesthetic practices."

Part of the point of Garsington was for those gathered to perform their freedom
from bourgeois domestic convention, which Morrell herself did through her
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habitual wear of what Lyon terms her “ornate Renaissance ensembles cheaply
sewn by her talented dressmaker”" In this way, modernity was to be enacted
not solely through one’s artistic production, but also through one’s behavior
enacted for others within this bohemian space. Mansfield suggested as much in
her gently satiric 1917 poem, “Night-Scented Stock,” which she sent to Morrell
and in which she characterized a skinny-dipping episode at a Garsington party

as such a theatricalized space:

“Wouldn't it be lovely to swim in the lake!”

Someone whispered to me.

“Oh, do—do—do!” cooed somebody else

And clasped her hands to her chin.

“I should so love to see the white bodies
All the white bodies jump in!”*¢

The commanding here of bodies to play for one’s pleasure, coupled with the
affectedness of the directive “Oh, do—do—do!” and of the verb “cooed,” indicates
Mansfield’s awareness that all visitors at Garsington Manor were ultimately
performing for one another. The awareness of Brett, Morrell, and others I have
indicated above who commented that Manstfield’s theatrical behavior was over-
the-top suggests to us her inability to feel fully at home in such an atmosphere:
that she could not lose herself to the demands of sociability, but remained
simultaneously all too aware of herself as both cynical observer and performer.

This was especially so for Mansfield given that a key (and troubling) feature
of what Morrell called the “romantic theatre” of Garsington was its dialogue.
Lawrence’s comparison of Morrell’s manor home to the one in Boccaccio was
in this way fitting; as Morrell herself wrote in her memoirs of her house guests
during her occupancy of Garsington, “They all used to rush in on a Friday
or Saturday [...] and then clamour for towels and bathing suits large and
small, and run down to bathe in the old fish pond, and afterwards sit or lie
on the lawn, endlessly talking, talking”'” The Bloomsbury Group, themselves
already renowned by this time for their great love of conversation and
gossip, had already become favored by Lady Ottoline, and so she frequently
invited its members to her manor home. By the time of Mansfield’s first visit,
Bloomsbury—and its conversations—had already firmly anchored its presence
within Garsington.

The constant talk was often of literature, art, and politics, of course; but
there was also much personal gossip among the Bloomsbury frequenters, as
well as among Morrell and her other guests, several of whom were involved
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or had been involved with one another romantically. As the poet Siegfried
Sassoon, another frequent guest, would write to Morrell in 1920, “From this
distance I look back on [my time visiting Garsington] with something like
despair—all those clever people saying ill-natured things about one another—
cackle, cackle ... '8 This cruel gossip was the aspect that made Mansfield most
anxious about her initial visits to Garsington, and it was to prove a genuine
obstacle for her in her relationships with both the Garsington and Bloomsbury
sets. A drunken public flirtation at the Morrells’ home with the artist Mark
Gertler, for example, quickly became fodder for D. H. Lawrence’s use in
Women in Love, and her intense and flirtatious interpersonal relationship
there with Bertrand Russell also elicited much salacious comment among both
circles. One of the worst gossips at Garsington was usually Clive Bell, who
loved to carry stories about Mansfield’s behavior back to Virginia Woolf and
other members of the Bloomsbury Group: “What wretched little bones has
Clive been stealing from grubby little plates & tossing to his friends now—I
wonder;” Mansfield wrote acidly to Morrell in May of 1917." Mansfield came
to loathe Bell in particular, and also his friends John Maynard Keynes and
Desmond MacCarthy for their tale-bearing about her to Virginia Woolf
(whom she had met through her connections to Garsington): “[D]on’t let
THEM ever persuade you that I spend any of my precious time swapping hats
or committing adultery—I'm far too arrogant and proud,” she wrote to Woolf
in August 1917.%° At nearly the same time, referring to Bell and his gossip with
his male cohort, Mansfield expostulated to Morrell, “To Hell with the Blooms
Berries,” suggesting yet again her frustration with the Group’s gossip and her
concomitant sense of social exclusion.”

For all that, however, it is also clear that Mansfield found important social
and artistic connections at Garsington with members of the Bloomsbury Group
and the estate’s other habitués. Her important writerly friendship with Virginia
Woolf has been much documented and analyzed, and her time spent talking
about her life’s experiences and collecting and cutting lavender with Lady
Ottoline was later cherished by both women, despite the rockiness of their
friendship over the years. Also meaningful to Mansfield were her friendships
forged at the Oxfordshire estate with Strachey, Carrington, Brett, and Gertler,
and with T. S. Eliot, whom she also came to know at the Morrells’ estate. Despite
her fears of keeping up with the intense conversation with the Garsington guests,
one of the primary advantages to her time spent there was listening to and
participating in the intellectual conversation and even the interpersonal gossip

that so characterized the place and its visitors.?
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This ultimately manifested itself in the extended series of experimental
dialogues Mansfield produced in 1917. Mansfield had dabbled with the strict
dialogue format in her fiction as early as 1911 with a piece for the satirical
journal the New Age called “The Festival of the Coronation” on the occasion
of the crowning of George V, about two working-class women trading gossip
at the event. This piece takes as its subtitle “with apologies to Theocritus,’*
and Antony Alpers has argued for the piece’s debt to that Hellenistic poet’s Idyll
XV, a dialogue between two gossiping Syracusan women at the Alexandrian
Adonis Festival (dating from around 250 BCE). Alpers and T. O. Beachcroft
have jointly reasoned that this Theocritus idyll clearly influenced Mansfield’s
later experiments with dialogue form in her fiction.?* They give no reason why,
however, after only just one other (especially bitter) dialogue piece called “Stay-
Laces,” written in 1915 soon after the horrific death in training exercises of her
brother, Mansfield suddenly came forth in late 1916 and then throughout 1917
with a series of fictional dialogues (and even at least two sizable dramatic pieces)
that precede her most successful period of writing short stories from late 1917
until her death in 1923. These seem to have begun with the only partially extant
playlet called The Laurels, performed at Garsington by Mansfield and the other
guests during Christmas 1916, which was itself followed up the next year with
another play called Toots, of which only a fragment survives and which seems
to be a depiction of Mansfield’s family members back in Wellington.® But the
most important of these dialogue pieces were written as a series of experimental
short stories entitled “Fragments,” which represent Mansfield’s return in 1917
to writing for the New Age: “Two Tuppenny Ones, Please,” “The Black Cap,” “In
Confidence,” “The Common Round,” and “A Pic-Nic.*

All of these pieces show Mansfield experimenting extensively in dialogic form
with both what is said and what is pointedly not said, and they anticipated her
later short stories where such ideas were explored even further. “The Common
Round,” for example, was substantially re-written in Mansfield’s more typical
short story form as the 1919 story “Pictures,” with a third-person narrator making
heavy use of style indirect libre. The contrast between them shows how Mansfield
originally left unsaid the central character Miss Ada Moss’s inner feelings about
working as a film extra in London. The heavy reliance on dialogue form during
this wartime period is not only something Mansfield learned from Theocritus
(or even from the Russian playwrights, such as Chekhov, who influenced the
composition of The Laurels), but was also importantly given impetus by her time
at Garsington and in London, particularly gossiping among the Bloomsberries

and Morrell’s other guests.
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Gossip, as the poems of Theocritus and Virgil make clear, is often a constituent
feature of the pastoral world because the withdrawal from the world of work
and activity enables the possibilities not just for idle hands but also for idle
talk. Although many of the Bloomsberries sequestered at Garsington Manor as
conscientious objectors during the weekdays helped work the farmlands on the
estate, even they, like the other guests Lady Ottoline wrote about coming from
the city, looked forward to the weekends as a time for leisure and conversation.
Given the closeness of their bohemian circles, they all would turn often to
bickering, spreading rumors, and telling personal stories in such a bucolic
setting, just as the shepherds and nymphs do in the works of the classical pastoral
poets. But if gossip is thus affiliated with the pastoral mode, as the cultural critic
Patricia Meyers Spacks argues,” so too is the former also akin to fiction because
of the possibilities for conversation it allows within such an intimate world, such
that private feelings and relationships can be brought forth into the public realm.

We see exactly this dynamic explored in Mansfield’s May 1917 piece for the
New Age, “In Confidence,” her story which as many critics have noted most openly
satirizes the Garsington set. While it may seem surprising that Mansfield could
have mocked Ottoline Morrell and her guests here so openly,® it is important to
remember that most of Garsington and Bloomsbury considered that magazine
the work of what the genteelly born Leonard Woolf (who belonged to both
circles) called Mansfield’s entanglement with “the literary underworld, what our
ancestors called Grub Street”” Thus he, Morrell, and the other members of the
two salons were unlikely ever to stoop to read it, and Mansfield could freely
hope both to experiment and to freely satirize her friends within the pages of the
New Age, just as many of her fellow Garsington guests were doing in their own
writings (as we shall see).

Mansfield’s “In Confidence” is in three parts. First, it depicts “[f]ive young
gentlemen ... having no end of an argument” over the merits of French and
British approaches to literary realism “in a big shadowy drawing room,” with
two women present but hardly speaking. The hostess, Marigold, “now and again
[...] murmurs ‘How true that is’ or ‘Do you really think so?” while another guest
at the house, Isobel, only sits while smiling “faintly”** In the second section, the
men have departed, and Marigold—dressed and made up as extravagantly as
Morrell habitually was—walks with Isobel out into the hall and then along a
road to a nearby village. During their ensuing encounter, the voluble Marigold
deprecates the silliness of the young men’s talk and constantly attempts to draw
out the enigmatically smiling Isobel, telling her, “I burn to know and sympathise
and understand. I feel so strangely that we are very alike in a way.?' Isobel
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never verbally responds, however, which Marigold, for all her yammering about
sympathy, does not even notice. In the final section, while Isabel changes her
shoes back at the hall, Marigold gossips about Isobel with the Fifth Gentleman,
and obtusely notes that she and Isabel “have had the most ‘intense’ talk you can
imagine** The story ends with Isobel re-entering as Marigold and the Fifth
Gentleman abruptly switch from their gossip about Isobel to flatter her as to the
beauty of her black scarf.

The story delineates between the pompous masculine discussion of
literature, which excludes the two women from meaningful involvement,
and the more personal, presumably “feminized” interaction Marigold tries to
have with Isobel. Isobel’s sphinx-like smiling silence throughout suggests that
Marigold’s prattling has little more effect on her than the men’s Bloomsbury-
like cultural conversation. In a similar “fragment” for the New Age from
another issue that same month, “Two Tuppenny Ones, Please,” Mansfield also
played with the idea of a silent female companion to a talkative “Lady,” but
there purely for comic effect.® Here, though, Isobel’s silence is much more
enigmatically freighted. Mansfield holds in abeyance what ultimately Isobel
is thinking, as if to suggest there were more to what we are reading than the
intellectual discourse of the gentlemen or the interpersonal gossip at the story’s
conclusion between the Fifth Gentleman and Marigold. Indeed, the story’s
initial male discussion of differing French and English literary approaches to
realism—which Chris Mourant has termed “the French question,” and which
he points out was an apparent obsession among the other writers at the New
Age during this period*—seems to suggest that Mansfield responds to this
question, specifically through Isobel’s quietness, with what the story pointedly
leaves out of the equation. Neither the French nor the English realist traditions
can fully account for what Isobel refuses to explain—that is, what she still keeps
“in confidence,” withholding even from Marigold: “Who will confide in me?”
the latter woman vainly asks Isobel during their roadside téte-a-téte.” Pointing
toward a departure from both realist traditions, this experimental dialogue
stresses not simply what has been said, but also what has been left fully unsaid.
As the Fifth Gentleman declares during the opening discussion about literary
realism, “There are things, say the English, which are not to be talked about.
Fermez la porte, il vous plait”*

This experiment actually opened doors for Mansfield, however, by pointing her
away from nineteenth-century European literary realism and toward modernist
experimentation. We see this through her new approaches in her short stories
published later that year involving characters engaged in the bohemian world
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(such as “Mr. Reginald Peacock’s Day” and “A Dill Pickle”) and what they both
say and what they cannot. We should be reminded of Virginia Woolf’s famous
statement of purpose by her writer character St. John Hirst in her novel The
Voyage Out, published just the year before (and which Mansfield had by that
time read),” that he wants to write “a novel about Silence [...] the things people
don't say”*® This became more and more the focus of Mansfield’s own fiction
from 1917 onwards, work that her experiments that year with dialogic form
made possible.

We should also note Mansfield was not the only visitor to Garsington at this
time who seems to have been prompted to experiment with dialogic literary
forms. For example, Gerri Kimber has already noted the similarity of “In
Confidence” to Huxley’s 1922 “novel of discussion,” Crome Yellow, which also
is set at a country manor much like the Morrells’ and features characters much
like Lady Ottoline and members of her set.” Lady Ottoline had been already
hurt by Lawrence’s 1916 depiction of herself and Garsington in Women in
Love, itself very much a novel of Bohemian conversations and ideas. T. S. Eliot’s
only fictional prose work, “Eeldrop and Appleplex,” published in two parts
in back-to-back 1917 issues of the Little Review, is a dialogue between two
male characters (apparently stand-ins for Eliot himself and Bertrand Russell)
that mostly concerns itself with an ungenerous analysis of a character which
at least two of Eliot’s biographers have agreed is based on Katherine Manstfield
herself, whom Eliot grew to dislike and criticize.*” With “Sennacherib and
Rupert Brooke” and “King Herod and the Rev. Mr Malthus,” both of which he
wrote during or shortly after the First World War, Lytton Strachey engaged in
at least two experiments with the popular French form of the “dialogue of the
dead,” which had been pioneered by the ancient Roman writer Lucian.*! As
for Virginia Woolf, as Alpers has argued, one of her own experimental pieces
written in 1917 that initiated her mature style, “Kew Gardens,” seems to have
stemmed from an epistolary interchange between Mansfield and Lady Ottoline
about the idea of “a conversation set to flowers” which they then apparently
shared with Woolf.*2

We should observe, too, that even at this time the use of literary pieces
ostensibly not meant for the stage written up as a dialogue was by no means
unusual in English letters. Indeed, the format goes all the way back to early
novelistic Menippean satires of the ancient Mediterranean world, such as
Petronius’s first-century CE Satyrica, and thus is very much a part of the
development of European prose fiction from its beginnings. During the Romantic
period in England, Thomas Love Peacock had famously established into English
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letters the satiric novel of discussion in such works as Nightmare Abbey (1818)
and Crotchet Castle (1831). The subgenre had gained particular popularity in
the UK during the late Victorian and Edwardian periods with the publication
of such works as William Hurrell Mallock’s The New Republic in 1873, and then
with such subsequent instances as Robert Hichens’s The Green Carnation (1894),
Goldsworthy Lowes Dickinson’s A Modern Symposium (1905), and H. G. Wells’s
Boon (1915). Manstield herself certainly knew something of the genre, given her
adolescent love for Oscar Wilde’s 1890-1 The Picture of Dorian Gray, wherein
several of the chapters take their shape from the novel of discussion.* Finally,
one of the most popular novels in Britain in 1917, the year of Mansfield’s “In
Confidence” and her other dialogic experiments, was yet another example of the
subgenre, Norman Douglas’s South Wind.

Yet unlike Mansfield’s “In Confidence” (and also unlike Woolf’s “Kew
Gardens”), typical novels of discussion depend more upon what is said
among bohemians, intellectuals, and aristocrats than what is left unsaid. The
achievement of Katherine Mansfield and Virginia Woolf alike was to bring
a focus in their fiction to what is left unspoken during such scenes of intense
intellectual conversation and idle gossip.* Such an experiment also led toward
the division between spoken public conversational and tacit private knowledge,
not just in later short stories of 1917 such as “Mr. Reginald Peacock’s Day” and
“A Dill Pickle,” but also, as Alex Moffett has shown,* in Mansfield’s well-known
later Bloomsbury and Garsington satires, such as “Bliss” (wherein the character
of Eddie, as Mansfield proudly wrote her husband, was intended to be “a fish out
of the Garsington pond”) and “Marriage a la Mode* In these stories, as Moffett
has shown, the narrative alternates dramatically between the specious chat of a
set of silly bohemian types and their internal conflicts and concerns.

Janet Lyon characterizes modernist bohemian salons such as at Garsington
Manor as spaces where modernist artists could free themselves from the
constraints of anonymous urban life and bourgeois convention by engaging
in playful sociability with one another. Although able to engage in such play,
Katherine Mansfield saw herself too much of an outsider ever to separate
fully from her observational criticism of such sociability and seemed to feel
threatened at losing her private autonomy when subjected to the gossip of
others, particularly that of the “Bloomsberries” in attendance there. Yet finally
Mansfield was able to transmute this dual consciousness of both the publ