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Yea, we had been one soul, and we divide.

She stands before me, and with hands clasped tight

Reads forth … As from a trumpet’s night

Blows the new song, and flowers are on its tide.

She stands alone, elected, glorified,

As we had never been one soul. O Height

I worship from my space of lower light,

O mountain crest that I am meek beside.

What of this glory that is kindled mine?

My Dear, the wonder—for I am not stirred

As by another’s rich, announcing word

Rife from the tomb, sounding how far away;

But veritably, of my blood, I lay

Such claim, I grip thy clenched hands, I am thine.

—MICHAEL FIELD (1905)
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A NOTE ON THE TEXT


THE DIARY OF MICHAEL FIELD, titled by its authors Works and Days, exists in twenty-nine handwritten volumes housed in the British Library. A related volume, a diary kept by the elder of the Michael Field poets at the age of twenty-one, is held in the Bodleian Library at Oxford University.

One Soul We Divided represents the first critical edition of Works and Days, following a collection of excerpts edited by its authors’ literary executor nearly a century ago, and aims to make accessible to modern readers for the first time the full scope of Michael Field’s grand experiment. This volume includes selections from each of the years its authors wrote (Katharine Bradley from 1867–69, Bradley along with Edith Cooper from 1888–1913, and Bradley alone in the final year of her life, 1914) and presents an engaged Michael Field: engaged with each other, with their friends and acquaintances, and with ideas—from ancient and modern folklore to myth, philosophy, poetry, literature, art, religion, politics, and personalities both human and canine. This text centers Michael Field’s voices. I have attempted to keep editorial interventions to a minimum while also offering important clarifying and contextual information wherever necessary.

My editorial method has included the following practices:


	Manuscript information: The British Library Western Manuscripts collection holds “The ‘Michael Field’ journals (1868–1914),” comprising twenty-nine volumes from 1868–1914, Add MS 46776–46804. These twenty-nine volumes are available in digital form at MichaelFieldDiary .dartmouth.edu. Creation of that resource was led by Marion Thain in cooperation with a community of scholars. The Bodleian Library at Oxford University holds Katharine Bradley’s single-volume diary from 1867–68, MS. Eng. Misc. e. 336, as well as extensive personal and literary papers and letters from Michael Field.

	Organization of this volume: One Soul We Divided reunites the 1867–68 diary held at the Bodleian with the related twenty-nine volumes held in the British Library as “The ‘Michael Field’ journals (1868–1914).” Both chronologically and as a matter of authorship, the earliest two volumes in this series differ dramatically from those that followed: they were written thirty years earlier than the rest, and they were written by Katharine Bradley alone. For these reasons, I have paired these two volumes in chapter 1, titled “Prehistory: The 1860s Diaries.” Within that section, I refer to the 1867–68 diary as the “Oxford diary” and to the 1868–69 diary as the “Paris diary.” The “double diary” kept by Bradley and Cooper together as Michael Field, under the formal title Works and Days, commenced in April 1888. As Michael Field, Bradley and Cooper wrote this text until their deaths in 1914 and 1913, respectively. One Soul We Divided presents selections from the diaries chronologically, beginning with the two “Prehistory” volumes (1867–69), followed by the Works and Days volumes (1888–1914). I refer to individual volumes of Works and Days by their year(s) rather than the volume number assigned by the British Library to avoid confusion introduced by the inclusion here of the Oxford volume.

	Pagination: Citations for the manuscript texts of Michael Field appear in running endnotes at the back of this volume. Endnotes mark page breaks in the original manuscripts.

	Textual transcription: Working from the copy-text manuscripts of Bradley’s early diary and Works and Days, I have transcribed quotations as closely as possible. I have exercised editorial discretion to standardize variant spellings, paragraph breaks, and elements such as variant punctuation in some instances. My editorial judgments have been guided at all times by the objective of readability for a modern audience. I have inserted “[illeg.]” to mark a word that I cannot decipher. Michael Field make frequent use of “+,” which I have silently changed to “and.” I note with square brackets ellipses that I have added to quotations, and I let Michael Field’s ellipses stand as written. I have standardized underlined titles and other underlined elements using italics. Only when it is helpful to the interpretation of the text have I retained and marked superscript additions or corrections of tense added by the authors.

	Authorship. On the manuscript pages of Works and Days, attribution of authorship is straightforward because the handwriting of Bradley and Cooper differs dramatically. Here I have noted the authorship of each passage at its head with the indication KB for passages written by Katharine Bradley and EC for passages written by Edith Cooper.

	Distinguishing between passages: When passages from Works and Days run continuously or close to continuously, I present them continuously. I insert space between passages to signal breaks in the original text.

	Editorial notes: In the main text of the diaries, editorial interpolations appear within square brackets in roman type. I have occasionally inserted notes in italics where clarifications of place or person are needed.

	Footnotes: Footnotes provide basic context for the reader’s convenience.

	Names and titles: I have provided information about Michael Field’s close family and friends in the front matter following. Bradley and Cooper’s published works are listed in the back matter of this edition.
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Introduction


A THIRTY-VOLUME DIARY recounting events public and private through the long demise of the Victorian era and the dawn of a thrilling yet frighteningly “modern” new century. A private diary written not by one person but by two. A diary documenting a passionate love story between two women—and their prospective infidelities and artistic ambitions, achievements, and disappointments. The story of the family from which both women came, and from which they never managed to depart. A text delivered in the handwriting of two Victorian women but in the persona of a male Victorian author.

This is the remarkable story of Works and Days, the “diary” of “Michael Field.” This text—monumental, elegant, humorous, and always movingly human—offers a rich experiment in late-Victorian and early modernist literature. One Soul We Divided, the diary’s first critical edition, presents Michael Field in their own words, handwritten across ten thousand pages over three decades. Michael Field’s magnum opus will be of interest to readers of Victorian literature and history, and to those curious to learn more about women writers, queer writers, the fin de siècle, and the histories of sexualities. But Works and Days will not yield its answers readily, nor in expected ways: just as “Michael Field” is not what nor who he seems to be, Michael Field’s private diary (private, though intended for publication) is not what it seems to be. Rather, the diary, like the author, unfolds in and as a series of brilliant experiments. From those experiments we can gain new insights into literary and historical ideas of the fin de siècle and also into the flexibility those ideas displayed when challenged or dismantled.i

    [image: Portrait photograph of two women wearing black robes. One woman is standing closely behind the other, with their shoulders and hair touching. They are lightly smiling and gazing out of frame.]
FIG 1. Michael Field (Katharine Bradley, left, and Edith Cooper, right). Mark Samuels Lasner Collection, University of Delaware Library, Museums and Press.



The Diary and Its Production

“Michael Field” was the name adopted by two British Victorian women, Katharine Harris Bradley and Edith Emma Cooper, as the nom de plume for more than thirty volumes of poetry and lyric drama they published between 1884 and 1914. Though the pseudonym served an important professional purpose, it was personally significant as well. For the women privately, “Michael Field” signified their joined identity, their intimacy, their marriage consecrated in service to poetic beauty.

I have included here selections from the two known diaries Katharine Bradley kept on her own as a young woman. However, the canonical Works and Days—the “double diary”—began in April 1888, when Bradley was forty-one and her niece, coauthor, and romantic partner, Edith Cooper, was twenty-six. From 1888, the diary marched forward in annual volumes until the poets died, Cooper in 1913 and Bradley nine months later, in 1914. Insofar as Works and Days stands as a “connected biography,” as Bradley described it in her will, its coverage is limited to the last third of Bradley’s life and the second half of Cooper’s.

Tantalizing questions remain about the biographical prehistory of each woman and of both women together, and about the questions on which the diary remains silent or elliptical. We know a bit about the women’s lives before the moment Bradley opened a new notebook and wrote (in red ink, no less) the title Works and Days. For instance, we know that Bradley was born on October 26, 1846, near Birmingham, the younger daughter of a manufacturing family with a history of religious nonconformity. In her teenage years, Bradley and her widowed mother joined the household of Bradley’s elder sister, Emma, and Emma’s husband, James Cooper. Bradley’s niece Edith was born on January 12, 1862, twelve weeks after Bradley’s fifteenth birthday. A younger niece, Amy Katharine Cooper, followed in 1865.

We know that Bradley showed an early interest in the intellectual world, and that she became a student at the Collège de France in 1868, shortly after her mother’s death. Bradley subsequently matriculated at Newnham College, Cambridge, where she studied Greek and eventually joined John Ruskin’s Guild of St. George. Ruskin was not encouraging toward Bradley as a fledgling poet—she had published The New Minnesinger and Other Poems under the name Arran Leigh in 1875—and her attachment to him soon waned.

Meantime, Bradley’s attachment to her elder niece waxed. Edith Cooper was a bright, intellectually inclined girl of seventeen when she and Bradley enrolled at University College Bristol, where Cooper eventually earned a first-class degree in philosophy. This was a heady and worldly period for Bradley and Cooper, full of the energies of feminist and anti-vivisectionist politics, of debates about ideas and art, and of the birth of new shared ambitions realized in 1881 when together, as Arran and Isla Leigh, they published the play Bellerophôn. In 1884, together as Michael Field, Bradley and Cooper published a pair of plays, Callirrhoë and Fair Rosamund, followed in 1888 by Long Ago, their first published volume of poetry, based on the lyric fragments of Sappho of Lesbos. Michael Field enjoyed notoriety and a bit of mystery in the late 1880s, until an indiscreet Robert Browning revealed that the exciting new poet was in fact a pair of bourgeois women approaching middle age.

We know that during the Bristol years, Bradley and Cooper became intensely close, intellectually, artistically, and eventually romantically. In her edition of their love letters, Sharon Bickle documents the extensive network of nicknames the women developed for each other, a lifelong practice realized vividly in Works and Days. It can read like a private language between the two: Bradley is by turns Michael, Mick, Sim, and, on at least one memorable occasion, Master. Cooper is Field, Henry, Hennie, Little Hennie, and Puss. Robert Browning is “the Old” and Bernard Berenson, “the Doctrine.” Edith Cooper’s mother is “Sissie” and also “the Beloved Mother-One.” Charles Ricketts is “Fairyman,” Whym Chow is “Chuckles,” and Father Gerald Fitzgibbon is “Goscannon.” The ordinary world comes alive in the romance and play of fantastical names; the power to bestow them is the women’s gift.

These facts about the lives of Katharine Harris Bradley and Edith Emma Cooper offer us basic coordinates of the women’s compelling existence. But they offer us very little in the way of insight about the women’s inner lives, neither as individuals nor within the terms of their complex relationship. Among the things we don’t know? How the women’s intense, passionate union first blossomed. How they resolved for themselves, if they did, what we perceive as an incestuous relationship. How the contours of the dynamic within the Cooper household regarding the connection between aunt and niece were managed (or not), what Bradley described in a letter from 1884 as the “relation torture.” How the Works and Days project fits within that psychosexual bond, and within the two authors’ artistic ambitions.

Victorian ideas about women’s sexuality—what does and does not count as incest, for example, or how a primary affective bond between women might be perceived or experienced—do not map neatly onto twenty-first-century sensibilities. Works and Days challenges today’s readers to distinguish between our beliefs about the historical past and how two late-Victorian women chose to represent themselves and their experiences. What Michael Field take for granted almost always surprises those who are new to this text. For example, readers will find little in the pages that follow suggesting that Bradley, Cooper, their family, and their friends found the poets’ same-sex union outrageous, scandalous, or wrong. Readers will find that the poets recognized other same-sex couples when they met them; that they experienced the homophobic humiliation, criminalization, and then death of Oscar Wilde as exquisitely painful; and that they took the deepest private pleasures in their love, marriage, and domestic idyll.

By neither calling out nor attempting to conceal the queer elements of their experience in the diary, Michael Field write a world of unremarkable, even normative, queerness. This is perhaps the remarkable point. Sharon Marcus has encouraged readers of Victorian women’s writing to practice “just reading,” to attend to what’s manifest on the page rather than to what we expect to find there.ii Marcus’s advice is helpful to keep in mind when reading Works and Days: the diary unlocks itself when we “just” read it; when we read what’s on the page itself rather than asking the narrative to validate our assumptions about, say, Victorian genders and sexualities and authorship. In the case of Works and Days, that page is a mirror revealing an encounter between the fin de siècle and the present. It shows us ourselves, and how our imaginations work when we look to the past.

For Michael Field intended Works and Days for us: they left the massive manuscript in the hands of their literary executor, Thomas Sturge Moore, to ensure its safe passage to future readers. Bradley and Cooper were convinced that those future readers—that we—would engage with Michael Field in ways that surpassed those available to their contemporaries. In her will, Bradley instructed Sturge Moore to publish the book under the name “Michael Field.” She left all further editorial matters to his discretion, including the complex question of how to portray two women who were one man, aunt and niece, and lovers. Sturge Moore met that challenge by turning the diary’s lens away from the women and toward the famous people they knew: his volume of excerpts, published in 1933, focuses on the poets’ encounters with literary celebrities of the moment. Fortunately, Sturge Moore was a conscientious literary steward. When he secured the deposit of Michael Field’s papers in the British and Bodleian Libraries, he ensured their safe passage to us today.

Katharine Bradley, the elder of the Michael Field poets, was at least a second-generation diarist: the Michael Field papers in the Bodleian Library at Oxford include a daybook kept by Bradley’s father as a young man, recording the occasion of his Nonconformist marriage ceremony among other events. The Bradley family’s income derived from ownership of a tobacco-product manufacturing company; Bradley herself was quite fond of the “weed.” We hear from Bradley first in a diary she kept during the eventful year of her majority, 1867–68. This slim volume, also archived in the Bodleian and included in selections here, recounts Bradley’s twenty-first birthday, and the decline of her beloved mother just at that time. Concluding the first volume on the edge of the unknown—“now we have to see what Newton will be without Grandma,” ventriloquizing her young nieces Edith and Amy—Bradley opened a new volume later in 1868, continuing into 1869. This text presents the aspiring poet in Paris, a student at the Collège de France. It features extensive passages written in French, on pages running upside down from the end of the book. The English-language 1868–69 volume is Bradley’s marriage plot: she recounts her infatuation with a young man, Alfred Gérente, who died tragically just after their first substantial encounter. This, young Bradley declared, was the great love story of her life. Its misfire was equal parts opportunity and tragedy.

Because one early diary landed in the Bodleian and the other in the British Library, it has been difficult for readers to see these two early texts as a linked and indeed continuous pair. When we do consider them a pair, however, and when we further consider the entirety of Works and Days as a unified text rather than a series of annual volumes, we quickly see the knowingness that Bradley and later Edith Cooper brought to this work: the literary tropes and formal experiments that situate the text firmly in the context of Victorian and early modernist literary practices.

In 1888, Bradley and Cooper clearly and in earnest commenced their shared work on what became a major, massive, multiplot prose narrative. Bradley wrote first. But only a few pages along, Cooper reveals herself as a silent reader by leaving a note on the back of a page on which Bradley has written. Days later, Cooper speaks again, clearly announcing an idea: “*This has waked my Muse. She is with me.” Her asterisk represents the double diary’s foundational moment.

Though the two solo-authored 1860s volumes appear anomalous in the context of the full achievement of Works and Days, they offer us cues for reading the double diary Bradley and Cooper initiated in 1888. In her early life writing, Bradley organized the narrative of her personal development through conventions familiar from Victorian novels. The focus of the first volume, for example, on her mother’s decline and death, establishes young Bradley on the dangerous precipice of womanhood bereft of her most important guide. Her mother’s death consigned Bradley to navigate courtship, marriage, babies, wedding linens, and layettes on her own. Bradley’s Paris diary also explored the implications of a tragic death, in this case that of Alfred Gérente, for whom Bradley conceived an infatuation on the evening of his sudden and unexpected death. Again, we see Bradley shaping her forward-going identity by means of her loss: if losing her mother has made her a woman, losing her would-be lover has made her something like a widow, having exhausted the excitements of the marriage plot by age twenty-three. There’s more than a hint of Gothic precarity in Bradley’s early writing.

The losses of her mother and her “lover” serve two seemingly contradictory ends: they frame Bradley within the terms of female convention (daughter, wife) and they exempt her from those very terms. This double maneuver is entirely characteristic of how Victorian novels explore the outer reaches of social identity for women—think Jane Eyre, Becky Sharp, Miss Havisham, Esther Summerson, Lady Audley, Marian Halcombe, Dorothea Brooke, Sibyl Vane—even while maintaining powerful conceits about women as daughters and mothers. From her very earliest experiments in narrative prose, Katharine Bradley writes herself into this tradition. And she does it not once but twice: Bradley repeats the trope in the foundational volume of the double diary. Here Bradley and Cooper frame the narrative through a focus on the decline and death of Edith Cooper’s mother, worshipped as “the Beloved Mother-One.” The Bodleian diary gives us the orphanage of Katharine Bradley; Works and Days the orphanage of Edith Cooper. These are the predicate conditions of Victorian literary womanhood and the framing conditions of narrative voice, first for Bradley, then for Cooper, in Works and Days.

Yet in the diary Bradley and Cooper speak in very different voices and, indeed, literary modes. Of the two, Bradley is the more gifted poet, and Cooper (who drafted most of Michael Field’s lyric plays) is a truly remarkable prose writer. The distinction between poetry and prose highlights another tension built within the Michael Field relationship. Michael Field, prose author, belongs to a different literary tradition than Michael Field, poet. Michael Field, poet, align themselves squarely within the late-Victorian aesthetic movement. Aestheticism represented a decisive departure from, and critique of, the mid-Victorian linkage of literature and social progress. Consider Bradley’s early mentor Ruskin, for example, who offered a vision of art that was both morally and socially attuned. Or Dickens, a writer committed to building empathy for the poor, and presumably empathy’s extension into good deeds and the relief of suffering.

Michael Field wanted nothing to do with such a politicization of art. “Dickens—that nightmare literature of a Humanitarian Age,” sniffed Cooper in Works and Days in 1909. This belies the fact that in their early years both Bradley and Cooper participated in radical causes familiar to educated women of the time, including suffrage and anti-vivisectionist movements. Notwithstanding their history, nor the many socialists of their acquaintance, Works and Days expresses no interest in such bread-and-butter Victorian social concerns as poverty or child abandonment, labor, or sexual slavery. Michael Field conspicuously decline models readily available to Victorian women writers. Elizabeth Gaskell, for example, used her gifts as a writer to draw attention to poverty and suffering, and to highlight good works. On the opposite end of the spectrum, New Woman writers shone a spotlight on the lively capacities of independent young women: stenographers and shopgirls on bicycles, loose in the public sphere.

In contrast, Michael Field’s literary project had to do with aesthetic beauty as an ideal sufficient unto itself; the aesthetic movement adopted the slogan “l’art pour l’art,” or “art for art’s sake,” from the French poet and novelist Théophile Gautier. Michael Field believed that poetry held the capacity to realize that ideal; thus, beauty itself, realized in poetry, was their guiding principle for art and life. As Richard Dellamora has demonstrated, British aestheticism was distinguished by its associations with male homosexuality, Oscar Wilde being its most famous voice.iii For a same-sex couple such as Michael Field, the aesthetic literary movement promised a space hospitable to queer identities and expressions, though as women in a men’s movement, Michael Field remained socially tangential.

The stringencies of aestheticism are important for understanding the experiment of Works and Days because they help make clear what the diary is not: it is not a lyric poem nor a lyric play, and though glorious in itself as a work of art, the diary is not a good example of aestheticism in action. Ideas of beauty suffuse its every page, but the diary is an extended prose narrative that remains relentlessly quotidian, tethered to the calendar and to the “real.” Perhaps Works and Days gives us a glimpse of aestheticism’s backstage, the space where the creaky machinery necessary to the production of poetic beauty grinds away. Perhaps the diary gives us the scullery where beautiful ideas can coexist with the mundane and the grubby, enabling the eventual elevation of a delectable feast. Perhaps the fact that Michael Field were female aesthetes put pressure on them to express the ordinary as well as the extraordinary, because there was no Sarianna (Browning) nor Hester (Pater) to act as helpmeet while the great man wrote. For years, Katharine Bradley enjoyed a pair of beautiful doves and kept them nearby while she wrote. In 1905, those doves died of leprosy, requiring Michael Field to burn the doves’ gilded cage. One version of this story is poetic; the other appears in Works and Days.

Bradley and Cooper produced Works and Days on the cadence of an annual calendar, a structure that supports the impression that the text works as an annual diary. The authors framed each volume by marking New Year’s Day and New Year’s Eve according to a formula of prospection and retrospection that they established very early in the run. In the context of this calendric frame, Bradley and Cooper scaffolded in additional markers, including their birthdays; the birth, marriage, and death days of various loved ones; Christian holidays, especially the Lenten season and Easter; and the cycles of nature: spring blossoms, midsummer verdancy, the dry cold of winter. Edith Cooper notes that after the women converted to Catholicism in 1907, they exchanged the secular calendar for a Catholic one. They did not, in fact: the difference amounted only to the layering on of Catholic occasions to Michael Field’s long-standing annual rituals.

Once they had established the diary’s superstructure, Bradley and Cooper seldom departed from the formula. Year after year they purchased the next year’s White Book in late autumn. When they traveled, they often left the cumbersome book at home, taking instead a tiny notebook (of which several are housed now in the Bodleian) to make notes and drafts of entries to be written fully in Works and Days when they returned. Judging from the neatness and polish of some entries, it seems probable that Michael Field wrote occasional drafts separately before copying them into the White Book. Its very craftedness is an element of the diary’s literary claim.

As a poet, Michael Field were concerned to uphold certain myths about how their coauthorship operated in real time. In a letter responding to Havelock Ellis’s curiosity about the “how” behind Michael Field’s writing practice, Bradley famously wrote: “The work is a perfect mosaic. We cross and interlace like a company of dancing summer flies; if one begins a character, his companion seizes and possesses it; if one conceives a scene or situation, the other corrects, completes, or murderously cuts away.… Let no man think he can put asunder what God has joined.” iv Bradley brandishes the twin authorities of the New Testament and the traditional marriage ceremony to certify the Michael Field poetic mosaic. But her brandishing is just that. Michael Field were in fact quite distinctive writers, though linked as thought partners and dedicated to the composite identity of “Michael Field” as the brand for their poetic career.

Bradley and Cooper posit Works and Days as a Michael Field creation, but the diary is of course different from the poetry. This is evident not least on its handwritten pages, which give the lie to the claim of “perfect mosaic”: two different writers produced this text, in two very different hands, and from two very different perspectives. Further, Michael Field’s coauthorship was not systematic: they did not write daily, except when they did. With the exception of a few entries, they did not write directly to each other nor as call and response. They did not take turns. Indeed, the unsystematic nature of their authorship becomes a formal point of the text: their literary discipline heeds the calendar but resists automation.

The women occasionally included newspaper clippings, programs, announcements, photos, postcards, and flowers in the pages of the diary, securing these items with thread or glue. They only occasionally tucked actual letters into the pages of the diary, but they often transcribed some or all of the letters they’d written or received. Periodically we will encounter entries that have been crosshatched in full or in part to make them illegible, or part of a page neatly scissored out. The paper surface of the text bears many traces of the women’s physical presence: tearstains and other blots, wrinkles, folds, and lightly penciled notes and corrections. When the emotional temperature rises in times of crisis, the physical presentation of narrative deteriorates; in 1888, for example, around the death of “the Beloved Mother-One,” the narrative jumps from voice to voice and date to date. Cooper narrates the death scene itself twice, with variations, first in her transcription of a letter she sent to Robert Browning and second directly. While Bradley and Cooper share the writing of various entries seemingly at random, they each clearly take on narrative ownership of certain events. For Cooper, this includes her mother’s death, for example, and the poets’ humiliation at the hands of Bernard Berenson in 1892; for Bradley, a first visit to the Paris Morgue and a first encounter with Oscar Wilde. In the final few volumes, Cooper takes over the narrative almost entirely, producing some of the most soaringly ambitious writing of the entire diary. By their lives’ ends, the intimacy between Bradley and Cooper had waned. Cooper’s more independent narrative voice mirrors this new reality. Bradley’s entries following Cooper’s death make her awareness of this shift painfully explicit.

Notwithstanding its many elements familiar from the diary mode, Works and Days challenges conventions of the diary or journal. Bradley and Cooper use the annual calendar just as Dickens used serial parts: as a platform to build—patiently—long, winding narrative threads. Read as continuous and episodic, Michael Field’s text is a bildungsroman, mapping the chronological and psychological development of its protagonists as they overcome adversity and triumph into something like stability. It is a künstlerroman, mapping the development of two talented poets in their relationship to their own craft. It is of course something of the biography Bradley described, and I have suggested elsewhere that the text is novelistic, and specifically vast, multiplot, Victorian-novelistic.v When we approach Works and Days as a unified literary work, rather than as an episodic index to the lives of its two authors, we gain access to the text’s longitudinal dimensions. This is where Bradley and Cooper realized their significant formal and thematic aspirations.

Just as Works and Days gives us a stubbornly unbiographical biography, the diary’s relationship to history is similarly, and rather spectacularly, unhinged. As a diary, Works and Days honors the pretense of a linear story and hews to conventions of the private history. Michael Field further situate this “reality” among recognizable landmarks: the Victorian fin de siècle, aestheticism, familiar historical events, activities, brands, scandals, deaths.

But when we turn to Works and Days to gain insight—or new information—into the historical moment that produced Michael Field, we find that the diary warps concepts of historical time. Take, for example, the deliberately posthumous status of a text that pretends to unroll in real time. Notwithstanding that pretense, our access marks the fact that its narrators are no longer living; they left it to the future in their wills. Consider also Michael Field’s intense poetic interest in the past: myths, legends, and events that might have seemed remote to more common imaginations appeal directly, even primarily, to theirs. Robert Browning dubbed them his “dear, Greek women,” and the theater critic William Archer accused Michael Field of being unable to write a sentence in a modern idiom. At the same time, Michael Field were fascinated with the looming presence of the “modern,” the twentieth century that seemed at first freeing to contemplate but that gave way to the disenchantments of noisy buses, cars, and trains, and literary and social worlds that perplexed them. Throughout Works and Days, Michael Field are acutely aware of time, at all times—but they are never entirely at home in the past, present, or future.

Then there are the histories for which Michael Field might be thought to stand, or to which they might be thought to contribute. What of women’s history, for example? We have not one but two women writing here, yet they insisted on “Michael Field” as the signature for their biography. Does this call attention to their gender/s or to the patriarchal conscription of the female voice? Or erase both women entirely from the field of vision? The project of situating Michael Field in relation to the concept of women’s history recalls how they introduced a female subject in their 1893 sonnet about Leonardo’s Mona Lisa: with “Historic, side-long, implicating eyes.” vi The eyes of Michael Field are just as historic, sidelong, and implicating as La Gioconda’s, suggesting much but revealing little.

When Michael Field were pigeonholed as women writers who were somehow “less than,” they expressed their frustration in the diary. Yet they often voiced distaste toward women, whom they typically found silly or irritating. On the other hand, they wrote dozens of plays about powerful women from the historical past—what my students would call “girl boss” women with sexual agency, bracing intelligence, and words at the ready. Their suffragist zeal of years past was long gone by the time the diary began; Cooper claims in its pages that if she had to choose between poetry and the vote for women, the choice (on behalf of poetry, not the vote) would be easy for her. Though female misogyny is certainly an element of women’s history, readers who turn to Works and Days to find feminist icons ready for expropriation may be disappointed.

The same is true for Michael Field’s relationship to lesbian, queer, and trans histories. These were two women who lived together as a married couple, and who wrote gorgeous love poetry for each other and about the female form. They adopted a male professional persona as a mark of their intimacy. They used male nicknames and pronouns to refer to each other. Their interlocutors—friends and also later critics—vacillate between pronoun types and numbers: he, him, she, her, they? Even so, Works and Days gives significant attention to its women authors’ supercharged longing for male attention. These dynamics are familial and erotic, to be sure, and they extended even as far as Michael Field’s canine Übermensch, their dog, Whym Chow. Bradley and Cooper looked on, shaken, as Oscar Wilde’s prosecution for “gross indecency” turned into his imprisonment and later his death. Discussions of their mutual devotion abound in the diary until midway through the first decade of the twentieth century, when “devotion” evolved into claustrophobia for Cooper, its hollow form maintained for the sake of poetry but drained of its erotic power. Throughout Works and Days, the Michael Field relationship, whatever that may be, however the diary constructs it, remains elusive.

Michael Field took great—and well-deserved—pride in their standing as a poet, with the short lyric poem and the lyric play at the heart of their artistic practice. Neither of these forms has much to do with the massive, unwieldy text of Works and Days, yet even within this massive, unwieldy text, we find the lyric in abundance. I mean this literally, in the sense that Bradley uses pages of the diary as a workspace for poems in progress. I mean it figuratively as well, in the sense that moments of intense meaning, what Wordsworth might have called “spots of time” and what Alex Murray and Sarah Parker have identified as “croquis,” or prose poems, pop off the page and command our emotional attention.vii Indeed, I would suggest that the encapsulation of the lyric within the linear prose narrative of a diary represents one of Michael Field’s more jarring—and thus most interesting—category collisions.

To read Works and Days as a unified text, then, as we see it here for the first time, is to notice the depth and range of Michael Field’s engagement with literary and philosophical ideas and forms, ancient and modern. As a poet, they are known—again, deservedly—for their serious, sustained engagement with classical myth and literature. The diary, too, is dense with allusions to the Bible; to Greek, Roman, Norse, and Middle Eastern legends; to Celtic and medieval English tales; and to the poetry and prose of the English early modern period. This degree of serious engagement remains true for their own century as well: Matthew Arnold’s death is mourned on the first page of the double diary and Robert Browning’s on the final pages of that same volume. Wordsworth, Shelley, and Keats emerge as poetic interlocutors, as does Walt Whitman. Ruskin, Pater, and Nietzsche frame Michael Field’s artistic horizons in terms both idealistic and pragmatic. Though not feminists politically, by the time they began to write Works and Days, Michael Field felt keenly the injustices meted out to women writers; they measured their own genius favorably against the achievements of Austen, the Brontës, George Eliot, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, and Christina Rossetti. Their literary frames of reference were European: their sense of the decadent was directly exported from France, from their reading of Flaubert, Baudelaire, Verlaine, and Huysmans. Tolstoy was extremely important to Cooper’s sense of what realist narrative made possible; in brief, “everything.” For some time, Michael Field shaped their worldview as a dialectic between Tolstoy and Ibsen.

And then there is the matter of their personal interlocutors, beginning with Ruskin for Katharine Bradley, and for Michael Field, Robert Browning, who died too early to give them the help they’d hoped for. Works and Days bristles with encounters with figures who populate the pages of today’s literary anthologies and history books: art historian Bernard Berenson; literary writers Oscar Wilde, W. B. Yeats, Walter Pater, George Meredith, Rudyard Kipling, George Moore, (the despised) Vernon Lee, Olive Schreiner, and John Gray; sexologist Havelock Ellis; philosopher George Santayana; and actresses Sarah Bernhardt, Eleonora Duse, and Elizabeth Robins. Later in life, Michael Field hobnobbed with members of the Bloomsbury Group, such as Roger Fry, without betraying in the diary any sense of the Bloomsbury Group’s existence.

All this literary and artistic sociality, and much more, saturates the pages of Works and Days. But Michael Field were no mere bystanders or onlookers. They lived it and breathed it: to read the diary is to understand Michael Field’s own immersion in the ideas, the habits of mind, of literary, aesthetic, and moral thinkers past, present, and even future. To read the diary is to understand that Michael Field were not dilettantes or casual or facile about their erudition. Rather, ideas were the very air Michael Field breathed, the lens that they used to interpret the world around them.

However, Michael Field’s saturation in the world of ideas did not equate to joy in life’s simpler pleasures, such as friendships. The women were lonely; they consistently felt isolated from a worldly world they very much wished to join. As an artist, Michael Field were confident in their literary contributions. Yet the world’s disregard for Michael Field was devastating, and it became worse when disregard gave way to disdain. “No wonder I regard publication as merely fire insurance,” wrote Cooper in 1900. Robert Browning had encouraged the women to “wait fifty years” to find their audience. They did not live for fifty years, nor for anything close to that. But they remained optimistic that their work would eventually find its readers—and here we are. But year after year, throughout their lives, Michael Field grieved their lack of friends and expressed the loneliness they experienced in their life together.

If this diary’s subject is Michael Field, it offers us a linear narrative tracking both “his” psychological development and his development as an artist. Of course, Michael Field being Michael Field, it is more complicated than that: the “subject” of the diary is not a male poet; it is two man-loving, often-misogynistic queer women speaking to each other and to us. In some very real sense, the diary’s subject is this densely networked world of ideas itself, past, present, and future—except that the world of ideas, as interpreted here, also has to do with lost bags, rugs and bowls, dogs and flowers, uncomfortable train seats, and all the stuff of everyday life. Works and Days is where Michael Field document the collision of material and aesthetic demands in their lived experience. This encounter is the most thrilling of all, as both the aesthetic and the material must be judged by how they fare in the tension between the two extremes.



This Edition and Its Production

The copy-texts for this edition of Michael Field’s Works and Days are the manuscripts of Michael Field’s diaries themselves: Katharine Bradley’s 1867–68 diary in the Bodleian Library at Oxford, her 1868–69 diary in the British Library, and the subsequent twenty-eight volumes of the double diary Bradley and Cooper titled Works and Days, also in the British Library. The digitized page images of Works and Days, available at MichaelFieldDiary.dart mouth.edu, are a useful source for cross-checking and validating transcriptions from the manuscripts themselves. They will provide an invaluable resource for readers interested in exploring around and beyond the selections I have provided here.

The established archive of editorial work on Michael Field has been instrumental to the production of this edition, especially Thomas Sturge Moore’s 1933 volume of excerpts from Works and Days, Mary Sturgeon’s 1922 biography Michael Field, and Ivor Treby’s bibliographical scholarship on Michael Field’s poetry and prose. Marion Thain and Ana Parejo Vadillo’s Michael Field: The Poet; Published and Manuscript Materials has been indispensable, as has Sharon Bickle’s The Fowl and the Pussycat: The Love Letters of Michael Field, 1876–1909, and the volume by Alex Murray and Sarah Parker, “For That Moment Only” and Other Prose Works by Michael Field. Emma Donoghue’s brief, excellent biography of the poets, We Are Michael Field, offers sharp insights into Works and Days as a literary text while also using the diary as source material for the poets’ life stories.

One Soul We Divided presents selections from each volume of Works and Days. To support its readability, I have divided the text into five chronological chapters. The first offers the prehistory of Works and Days, focusing on Bradley’s two 1860s diaries, seen here together for the first time. The second chapter, titled “Ambition and Desire,” treats volumes written between 1888 and 1893, a time of heady professional ambition for Michael Field, but also a period riddled with challenges, including romantic and professional humiliation. Chapter 3, “Domestic Negotiations,” maps discourses of marriage and domesticity for the women between 1894 and 1899. Chapter 4, “Crash,” 1900–1907, recounts the reversal of that domestic narrative, the gradual disenchantment of Cooper, the devastating loss of the women’s dog Whym Chow, and Michael Field’s Catholic conversion, first by Cooper and then by Bradley. Finally, chapter 5, “The Long Denouement,” presents tropes of separation and departure that characterize the final years of Michael Field’s lives, and of Works and Days. Each of these chapters opens with a headnote to map key events and their locations and actors.

This edition of Works and Days represents one of several approaches editors might choose to take with this work. My priorities here are clear, so let me make them explicit: I have selected from this massive text a version of Michael Field in relation—in relation to each other and also to others, including family members, mentors, would-be lovers, celebrities, and of course to the idea of “Michael Field” himself. I am fascinated by the personal and artistic networks Works and Days writes into being, and I value the new perspectives on literary, gendered, and queer narratives of the fin de siècle these new perspectives offer us. My selections also emphasize the formal experiments Michael Field undertake in Works and Days, and particularly those moments when it becomes clear that Bradley and Cooper knew exactly what they were doing in relation to Victorian and emergent modernist literary forms. These editorial choices claim a space for Works and Days as a major achievement in the history of women’s and queer authorship—even though, or perhaps because, Michael Field do not fit neatly into these categories. I have curated the selections here carefully to present a readable Works and Days, through selections comprising less than a fifth of the entire diary; the text has much more to offer. In that spirit, I imagine and hope that future editors will further explore the rich discourses of painting, sculpture, and travel in this text; Bradley’s use of the diary as a workspace for poems in progress; and Cooper’s careful working-through of her progress on Michael Field’s lyric plays. These are several among the many other towpaths here that we have not yet begun to map, nor perhaps to see.
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CHAPTER 1

Prehistory

The 1860s Diaries

KATHARINE BRADLEY’S two diaries from the 1860s write a prehistory to Works and Days. These early texts focus on Bradley’s experience of her mother’s decline and death in 1867–68, when Bradley was twenty-one, coupled with the flowering of first love and tragic loss in Paris later in 1868 and into 1869. Though these two diaries differ from the double diary Bradley and Edith Cooper initiated in 1888, Bradley establishes clear formal and thematic principles that Michael Field will follow in future work. Bradley’s self-fashioning in this early period partakes of tropes familiar from Victorian novels about how girls develop into women. This pattern offers us a clear example of how Bradley’s writing tests the literary tools of the moment.

Almost as soon as the 1867 diary begins, Bradley sets the stage in the most ceremonial and formal terms: the diary begins in the twin context of her own twenty-first birthday and news of her mother’s fatal illness. For the remainder of the volume, Bradley grapples with the implications of her mother’s death for her own development as a bourgeois woman: How will she establish a married home and have her babies, absent a mother’s guidance? The rituals of birthday celebrations mirror the rituals of mourning: both involve the assembly of gifts and tributes, and their detailed enumeration in the text itself offers a kind of love language. We see Bradley’s niece, Edith Cooper, in the background of this early diary; she emerges as a precocious five-year-old girl, her doting aunt’s clear favorite.

Bradley’s Paris diary opens with her arrival in Paris for time at the Collège de France, in the company of a French companion, Miss Gérente. At the center of this text is another death: her companion’s brother, Alfred Gérente, died within hours of his first substantive meeting with Bradley. The diary tracks Bradley’s sudden, tragically belated recognition that Gérente must have surely been the love of her life. His sudden death means that Bradley’s domestic dreams—already precarious given her orphanage—are necessarily dashed. Having checked the box of heterosexual domesticity with this all but imaginary lover, Bradley finds herself at liberty to explore other ways of being an adult woman. The conventionality of the Paris diary is upended, literally, by the fact that Bradley writes a counternarrative within the same book, upside down and backward, as a means of practicing her French.

Bradley’s sharply contemplative early diaries reveal the mid-Victorian origins of Michael Field’s later experiment in Works and Days. Bradley’s youthful puzzlement about gender and sexuality occurred at a time of restiveness around issues of gender, class, race, and empire in Great Britain. One approach was that of Queen Victoria herself: her own far more conventionally bourgeois diary, Leaves from the Journal of Our Life in the Highlands, from 1848 to 1861, was published in 1868, alongside Bradley’s own early authorship. Representing more radical perspectives of womanhood was John Stuart Mill, who published The Subjection of Women in 1869. Lydia Becker founded the National Society for Women’s Suffrage in 1868, and Josephine Baker and Elizabeth Wolstenholme the Ladies National Association for the Repeal of the Contagious Diseases Acts in 1869. Though votes for women were still a half century in the future, the 1867 Reform Bill expanded the franchise to double the previous number of eligible male voters, including male heads of household. Bradley would have been aware of the contemporary Fenian Rising in Ireland, but unaware that much later in life she would attend the deathbed of her niece Amy in Dublin, nor that the poet W. B. Yeats would appropriate the ideas of Michael Field’s play Deirdre on behalf of his own play of that title, staged at the Abbey Theatre in 1907.


The Oxford Diary, 1867–68

The extended Bradley-Cooper family were in the process of moving from Birmingham to Newton.

In medias res, 1867.

KB Newton, Sunday morning, July 7th.

[N]ow my first deep sorrow has fallen, a sorrow that will never wear away, but will scar me to my grave. And in this grief, it will comfort me to write down what happens, and what my Darling says and does in these days, that have become so peculiarly precious to us, that each one of them seems like a pearl of great price,i laid in our hands and given to us of God; though night comes that I lie down beside my Mother, and know that the sweet sleep will soon come to her, the pain and burden be put away; but I praise God from my heart for his mercy;—a mercy I had felt, and blessed him for before, but which is all the more keenly felt now that with the mercy there is something given to bear; just as balm and balsam may be sweet but when we need healing, we learn all its sweetness. She told me, when we first talked of our trouble together that it was very blessed, to feeling oneself in the hands of God; submitting to his1 will, and trusting in him, and in this blessedness one another lives day by day.

When we came to Newton, and gathered round the tea-table for the first time all together, Edith said, “Now we are all round the table; all of us”; we were, and oh how happy, I thought we should all have been, but for the one dark shadow that hung about her, who was the nearest to us of all; without whom there could be no being all together, no unbroken circle any more on earth. And the next morning at breakfast, she came and kissed us all, and last of all her little grandchild, who clung about her neck and then the tears would come, and we were all still, each knowing what was in our mother’s heart.2

KB Last night we had a great shock; she had a long talk with my sister; refusing to let her share her grief; yet confessing that the sight that meets her eyes night and morning is very terrible. I wonder we can ever smile or seem happy. I can never settle to anytime again. Everything is subordinate to the one thought; and I grudge the time spent in my music; it seems to be I ought to be always with her. I think she will consent to staying here; while we go to Birmingham and see to the removal. It will be a sore trial to her not to say farewell to all the old friends and places; but it is just this we dread, and for our own sakes, she will bear all. I must go home alone, must leave her but in the sweet country name, that will comfort me.

Her touch is enough to make anything sacred to us; a withered rose leaf even: the garments that she stitches, the books she reads, the trees3 she loves are all precious.4

KB Next Sunday I am 21, but not a woman, even after this great sorrow. I feel a girl all through yet, with unconquerable hope and power of rebound and an elasticity that is amazing to myself.5 […] I have not much time for birthday thoughts; I am astonished at myself: that I can have any anticipation of a day, round which so many sad thoughts will crowd, but it will be very precious to have her with me—“If I can only live to see both my children reared,” she said.—Oh to have had her with me all these years. So young so fair when I came to her, and now fair with the martyr radiance, fair with a saintly meekness, fair as those ever are over whom the Holy Ghost doth brood. It is all to have her with us: to wake her and to wait upon her the livelong day; to make myself look pretty for her sake; to comb out the curls she takes pride again; the curls that have been twined round her fingers and stroked by her loving hand. Now is a blessed time.6 […]

List of presents received on my 21st Birthday.

  1.  A brooch of emeralds and pearls, and emerald ring, from  my own dear Mother.

  2.  Gold watch and chain from Uncle.

  3.  Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress from Fanny and John.ii

  4.  Goethe’s Complete Works from Elsie.iii

  5.  Memorials of the Prince Consort from Charlie.iv

  6.  A maiden-hair fern, in very pretty pot from the Pop.

  7.  A jewel-case from Aunt Ann.

  8.  Poems by the author of John Halifax from Aunt Elmore.v

  9.  A purse from Uncle Bingham.

10.  A Locket from Lizzie and Mary.

11.  The first volume of Cowden Clarke’s Shakespeare from dear Sissie.vi

12.  A ring of garnets from James.

13.  A pincushion from Edith.

14.  An emery cushion from Amy.7

The Birthday is over and we are all thankful that it is over, and that it was so happily spent. When I went to kiss my Darling, she said, “I hope you may have many, many happy birthdays.” But it was very sad to hear the way in which she emphasised the you, as if the future birthdays must be spent alone, and how can they be happy without her. She lay quiet for some time; and then said bursting into tears, “Well, my earnest wish and prayer to live to see this day has been granted,” and we clung to one another, and dare not speak much. Sissie came in and said, “God bless you”; and I sadly missed though I knew what forbade the customary salutation on my birthday.

Mama then gave me a beautiful present—a lovely emerald brooch and ring. She put the ring on my finger. I said to her “Do you know what the emerald means, and why it was chosen?” She said no, and I said, “It means ‘Faithfulness’ ”: and she replied that it was emblematic on both sides.8

[…] My sorrow has come with my womanhood. I look back to the sunny childhood, and untroubled girlhood God has given to me, and feel that I can trust my future womanhood to him.9

KB I feel that selfishness is my ruling sin; self having been for the most part my chief consideration every day, until my great sorrow; which has, thank God, taught me to forget myself for one I love; but not for all these around me.10 […] Against selfishness, against pride, against evil thought and speech must strive and the graces I most lack are meekness, patience, and humility. I have also great need of the habit of order; the love of it I possess. I must also seek to realize that the things that are not seen are eternal; at present, do what I will, the things that are seen are the reality to me. I must learn to be a delightsome and pleasant presence to those around me like a sweet-smelling rose, or a goodly fruit.11

Sissie spoke at teatime of her carafe—the first thing she bought for housekeeping and how Mama laughed when she brought it home. I thought of how she had been with Sissie, throughout her engagement, aiding her in all the sewing for the new house, and being ever by her side, when she was choosing her wedding dresses and house linen. I cannot but cry: if ever I know the joys of human love; she will not be there to bless the love. I shall never bring my baby to her—there will be no grandmama for my little ones. And if I am to live all alone always—how shall I bear it—I have seen women bear life pretty cheerfully when they have had kindly12 loving mothers; but if they have been left all desolate—13

KB I love to have a little quiet time to myself. I cannot bear the children about always. I should like to spend several hours by myself every day. Under present circumstances with a heavy sorrow to bear, and all the outer avenues to joy and pleasure stopped, to think, reflect, and shape my thoughts is my sole recreation.14

KB Edith told me the other day she loved everyone in the world. I verily believe the child has no unkind or disagreeable feeling connected with any living soul.15

KB Wednesday night, December 10th. A sad trouble has come to us today. This morning James and I went down to Ashbourne to complete Christmas purchases. It was a wild morning, unfit for us to be out; on our return we found our Darling very comfortable. She had had a very sharp pain in the night. I laid out the bright wools, and pretty doll decorations I had bought, and she seemed pleased and cheerful. After dinner when Sissie was attending to her, I found traces of bleeding. I had just put on a new violet dress, and I felt chidden, as if the return of that dread symptom were a reminder that all these vanities must be put away. Tonight Sissie has read the Christmas number of All the Year Round, and we have been glad of the diversion.vii We are doing all we can to make the coming XMas a happy one, how sad how inexpressibly sad it will be, if we cannot wear even the outer semblance of cheerfulness on Xmas-day.16

KB I do not see how I can live without. No one in the world is anything in comparison with her. I see in love there cannot be such a thing as compensation. What can fill up the void in the heart of a desolated mother? Who can be a sacred parent to an orphan child? These relations cannot be filled up—and it is strange that the relation of man to woman which should be the closest and most binding of all, and considered of no account whatever, and the world sees a second bride take the dead wife’s place in a twelvemonth, and feels no horror at the faithlessness of man. […] [O]h that the beautiful world filial were sexless, love there can be no compensation; but I suppose in matrimonial love there is. How then has Christ chosen it for the image of his divine eternal love? There are so few people with fleshy hearts together. I suppose when two people do get together—both with real hearts, they never do or can forget each17 other, but having loved one another in the world, they love on to the end. To any human soul, there can be but one other truly kindred to it. So rarely do these meet, that the disappointed soul, having tried and failed, must still try again, seeking rest and finding none. So the endless misalliances and miseries that desolate married life.

When I was a very young girl, had I been in love, and loved again, I should have married blindly, with no forethought but in very love. Now I see how the wife has to mould her whole nature to her husband’s, I should seek an ennobling pattern, by which to remodel myself; and see too whether I had material in my own nature, adequate to, and suitable for the adaptation rather transformation. I should never have thought of sickness, and all the trial that must come before, but now I should ask myself again and again, Will he tend you in sickness? Will he bear with you in sorrow? Will he cherish you in poverty? Will he love you, when you grow old? Will he be faithful to you, if death should part you from him?18

On the day after Emma “Sissie” Bradley Cooper’s birthday.

KB It is sad to see [Mother] look out on the sunshine so longingly. It must have been terrible for her to look back yesterday, on her early motherhood, when she was so young and fair, and had a child so beautiful, when my father used to come and look at them both, till the tears came into his eyes. Now her husband has gone and she is stricken: and the terror of it is more than it is well for us to think of.19

KB I have been teaching the chicks. Edith is quiet and reverent. Amy tries to pick fun out of everything she hears. She asked me whether there will be boys in heaven. Yes. Would they have frocks on? I could not tell; I had not been there.20

KB I think the difference between me and a true poet is this: a true poet gives out his poetry, it is of him, as much as the fragrance is of the flower; I suck a bit of sweetness here and there, and make honey of it, bee-fashion.21

KB We have just been trying on our new dresses—the two loveliest we have ever had. My delicate fawn with the blue trimming is beautiful. We did not cry, but seemed occupied with these, while our Darling beamed at us with her warm mother eyes. If I cannot wear my dress for her, I will lay it reverently aside in a drawer, and should I ever be married I will wear it on my wedding day. Oh my Darling how thrice precious she is.22

KB She heard the children’s voices last night and had them called up. She was pleased to look on Amy, but the sight of Edith seemed to bring back all her old tone and look and manner. We bring her a passionflower and a lemon sprig and laid them on the bed.23

KB They have been moving her, and I have said passionate things for indeed it seemed to me like murder, and I almost feared she would die from the weariness of it. I cannot bear to see them hurting her; and I feel tonight such a yearning over her, as though I would gladly leave all the rest to be with her. It seems as though the parting would cut away my heartstrings. Sissie’s is quite a different nature from mine, higher and more unselfish than mine, but without that terrible intenseness that is almost a bane to me. I can scarcely bear to be out of the room for a moment, but Sis can; there is a doglike clinging tenacity about me that she has not. I do not say it is well to have it.

I shall not be the first with anyone on earth now. Sis will have her husband and the children before me, and with her I was the one great thought. She lived to me.

I will not forget how good they all are to me; how James is more than son and brother, how Sissie has been all that it was possible for her to be. But I see that I did unwisely in not24 quietly insisting in sharing her grief—I know if I had been left alone I could have done all for her and learnt all, though I am deeply grateful that the burden has been taken from me. As it is, as I have not done anything for her immediately, I am considered incapable, and my dearest naturally relies more on Sis. There, it has done me good to write my heart out, but I know I have done wrongfully and admitted Satan into my heart. I will try to get him out soon, though, and to keep my temper sweet and sound for my dear Lord.25

KB […] Sissie said, “Look!” I turned and looked and saw death’s finger—a faded look had passed across the face. We all knew in a moment what must be. Sissie called James, bidding him come in gently26 and Sissy, James, Mary viii and I gathered round the bed, Sissie with a touch of motherly tenderness signed to James who was coming to support her to take care of me. The breath came feeble slow and long, the half-opened eyes lowered, the head sunk, there was a little gurgle, one passing spasm, a tear fell from the eyelids, and all was over. James said, “She is gone,” but I answered “No, I do not believe you”; we waited but the breath did not come again. We kissed her forehead and Mary said, “you must come away directly.” We came and I cried that I was motherless, but my true sister folded me closely in her arms and promised to be a mother to me always. Then there was a pause, and bitter weeping, and warned by Sissie of the awful change there must be, I went upstairs. I looked towards that little bed, I saw that cold white face something that was not my mother, and with a wild shriek I tore from James’s arms and fled away. I did not know how to go far enough. Then we talked of her—Sissie took out the little sleeping necktie she wore and handled it with the passionate fondness and we praised her “soft and low.”

I went to the poor little children and found them in the garden with white blurred faces. I knew how she would have grieved to see them so; and I folded her precious grandchildren close to my heart. Poor Amy, I think felt sadly27 neglected, and when I reminded Edith that Grandma had been pleased to hear her sing, she said, “And I sang too.” I promised Edie to be (vain promise) what Grandma had been to her, and always to love her dearly, and Amy said, “And you will love me dearly too?”28

KB Last night my beloved brother and faithful Mary laid our Darling in her narrow bed. I gathered a heap of early roses, one of her own loved arums, two passionflowers, some fuchsias, and myrtle sprigs to put about her. I had thought through ignorance that the coffin was simply made of boards hard and pitiless, and when I looked on that soft-cushioned29 cradle-bed my heart was comforted. Sissie went first and laid her love-letters reverently in her right hand. I bought my flowers and put the fair blush roses round that pallid face, the arum for purity and that true woman’s heart, and the passionflowers for its love and suffering underneath, as consequence and transfixion in the white light of the lily-flower above. We laid the myrtle sprigs, our dear warm living love companion wise to that precious dead love the record of which touching her unclasping fingers, close to her left hand. I could not help saying “The myrtle, my Darling”—perhaps she heard me, perhaps she saw us all as we knelt by her coffered form, and I prayed that as I had the hope of beholding her in Christ, I might purify myself, even as he was pure. And the blessed truth of her Resurrection of the body comforted me. Then we rose and Sissie laid a fair white handkerchief over the dear face and over the right hand and we waited to see the lid close overall. I had not been terrified. I had no fear—I was able to say my heart is not troubled, nor afraid. A deep peace washed on my heart. I felt that that coffin lid did not shut away from me my mother. She was not there. And all that was30 there, though corruption for a time should lay cruel hands on it, should be restored, transfigured and glorified when Christ should come. So that neither in body or soul should our Darling perish. […]

In the afternoon her dear hair was brought to us, and we parted the locks, for those who loved her to treasure. I was very fearful that we should not find her love letters: but we at last discovered them in my big desk. We found many letters that we felt we might keep: but the precious little notes we gave to her whose right they were. A very noble letter of Papa’s signed jointly by them both Sissie read aloud to us. It was only about four days after his marriage a truly filial, reverent, grateful letter; and I thought how few young men, would look beyond this life and crown their heart’s wishes with the glorious hope of immortality.31

KB Thursday night, June 4th. Very early this morning we got up, and sat quietly in the bedroom, afar from the too cruel sound. Afterwards in the dark drawing room, we went down and looked at the dark oak coffin. I could not have thought it possible that any coffin could have had so little a ghastly fearful repulsive look. The polished wood, and brass plate with the dear name in Old English, and underneath the triumphant “Resurgam,” ix gave me a feeling of triumphant pride. I felt all that we could do was done. I shall never forget Sissie’s tall figure in her deep mourning dress, bent across that coffin.32

The coffin was borne out of sight after the funeral by “rough hands.”

KB We felt all of us that we were not parting with what we loved. I kept saying to myself that morning—“But thy spirit mother soars free among the fruitful blest, where the wicked cease from troubling and the weary are at rest.” x Mr. Lee was here and looked after us with kind fatherly eyes. We came home very quickly, back to the old threshold, and now we have to see what Newton will be without Grandma.33



The Paris Diary, 1868–69

KB Paris. Quai Voiture 21. October 16th.

The lights of the city showed themselves in the fast-deepening gloom. Two minutes after entering the station I was being kissed by my dear friend on both cheeks. The custom house passed, we drove through the dear bright streets, across the wide Place de Carousel, to our lodgings. From the casement I looked out on the glittering Seine bordered by high poplar-trees, and beyond to the far-stretching Louvre. Light and breadth and airiness such as I never beheld. My first French Amiens fowl and almond pudding and sweet green grapes. The salle à manger bare and comfortless, the chambre à coucher xi a complex apartment where we shall live by night and by day. There are two large windows in it, and three good-sized mirrors so that it has a cheery look, but the wind creeps through every crevice and it is bitterly cold.34

KB Friday. Madame le Pileur in the morning. In the afternoon I went to the Louvre quite alone, and Miss Gérente went to Quai d’Anjou. At night we went to Madame Bein. All the time I was there I was weighing the advantages and disadvantages. I felt after reflection that I could not be happy there. I love to be free as a bird; and I am too odd a creature to be criticized by a family; so we settled to stay at Quai Voltaire, and deep calm possessed me; when to this morning we are threatened by an invasion of young men, with whom we shall be expected to dine. Where to go, what to do we cannot tell. This afternoon we have been to see Mademoiselle Bau. Some years ago she saw a specimen of M. Gérente’s xii talent in Gothic letters, and was seized with frenzy. She could not sleep for the thought of it; and immediately reproduced it. Seeing such wonderful talent, he from time to time aided her, suggesting and giving counsel; now she can produce exact copies of ancient manuscripts, and compose admirably besides. She showed us some illuminated texts that a lady has ordered as an offering to the pope. Also a most elaborate subject, in which the virgin was the central figure, the faces were marvelously delicate, and the colours pure. It is easy to see who is the god of her35 idolatry; but it is delightful to see her devotion to her art, rising in the summer at half past four to work till night. She is getting old and looks so happy!!! If I am to be an old maid, I would fain, fain to have such a pursuit; but I have not talent for such devotion. I should like though to learn to do the letters.36

KB I sat on Alfred’s right hand. I told him how much kinder his brothers had been to me than he had, commencing at once to speak English to me: but with his sweet, amused smile he assured me, it was a virtue on his part to speak French. We had the bouillon and “classique” pot-au-feu, then some hare deliciously cooked, pastry and pears. I was quite touched by the delicate and watchful hospitality of my host. He was more like a37 hostess than a host.
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