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Katherine Mansfield—
Her life and work

She was a New Zealander by birth, born in Wellington
in 1888. Her father was a banker and comfortably off.
Her experience of the staid and provincial small-town
society of Victorian New Zealand was almost entirely a
childish one. Her father sent her to complete her
schooling in England and there she stayed for the rest
of her short life. The final stages of her education were,
in fact, at Queen’s College School in London.

She travelled on the Continent and began to write.
Indeed, her first volume of short stories, Iz @ German
Pension, published in 1911, is very directly based on
personal experience.

She married quite young in 1909 but the marriage
was not a success. She began to have some sketches and
short stories published — in the early days in a
periodical called The New Age — and started to move
in literary circles. She then met Middleton Murry, a
year younger than her and a journalist. His interests
were strongly in literature and he edited a small
literary review called Rhythm.
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They started to work together and he was certainly
already persuaded of her talent and her potential. She
and Middleton Murry were married in 1913 after she
had secured a divorce from her first husband — a
considerable ordeal in those days.

Her health was not good and in 1917 it was clear that
she was suffering from tuberculosis. The remainder of
her short life was dominated by the disease—a restless
wandering through Europe in the hope of cure or
respite. She died in 1923 at the age of 34.

The facts are plain and straightforward enough. But
they say nothing of the inner history of this remarkable
woman. I should perhaps first add three other dates. In
1920 she published a second collection of short
stories — Bliss and Other Stories. In 1922 The Garden
Party appeared and in 1923, a few months after her
death, The Dove’s Nest. All that remained—sketches,
unfinished stories, letters, her Journal—were published
by Middleton Murry. It is from these latter that we
learn something of the spiritual journey that she
undertook.

This volume contains examples of her work as a
short story writer from virtually all periods of her life.
There are, however, none of the early stories set in
New Zealand. Katherine Mansfield did not like them
herself; they are early works, before she had any certain
sense of the nature of her gift. The earliest here go
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back to 1910; ‘How Pearl Button was Kidnapped’ has
this date. The latest story in the collection is “The Fly’.
This was written in late February 1922, just before she
underwent a gruelling three-month treatment in Paris.
The work thus spans some twelve years of her young
maturity.

One necessary quality of her work we can see at the
end of ‘Miss Brill’. A young couple sit down on the
park bench which also contains Miss Brill. Up to this
point Miss Brill has been seeing the lovers through a
romantic haze:

‘No, not now,’ said the girl. ‘Not here, I can’t.’

‘But why? Because of that stupid old thing at the
end there?’ asked the boy. “Why does she come here at
all—who wants her? Why doesn’t she keep her silly old
mug at home?’

‘It’s her fu-fur which is so funny,” giggled the girl.
‘It’s exactly like a fried whiting.’

Katherine Mansfield has a sharp ear for talk. And
she has a sharp eye as well. In other words, she has that
first essential of the novelist’s trade which the novelist
shares with the good journalist—developed powers of
observation. Ally such powers to an overwhelming
interest in individual people and what lies behind the
surface of events and we have, at any rate, a competent
novelist. We have at least the basic material from
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which art can be forged.

Katherine Mansfield’s eatly experiences were quite
extensive. She had her New Zealand background; she
had her English secondary education; she knew France

s and Germany well from her travels; she knew London.

The trouble was that the London she knew became too

narrow for her. She was, of course, helped enormously

through her marriage with Middleton Murry. He

made her a figure in the metropolitan literary world.
10 She knew everyone that mattered and it was a talented

crcle indeed. She was, for example, in regular

correspondence with D.H.Lawrence. There is no doubt

that this contact with fellow professionals was of

importance to her. Any conscientious writer needs the
15 sympathetic criticism of his peers.

But such a world if lived in exclusively can be
narrow. A writer can begin to suffer from the kind of
disease that makes a TV comedian tell jokes about
other TV comedians. There are, I think, some slight
signs in The Garden Party that Katherine Mansfield
was beginning to suffer a little from the constriction of
her social circle. She speaks herself of ‘poverty of life’.
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Certainly it is interesting to see what was worrying

her as a writer in the last year of her life. She left a
25 number of brief outlines of stories she had in mind. Six
out of nine were to be set in New Zealand and only
three in London. And one of the London stories was to
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be a long one: ‘The men are important, especially the
lesser man. It wants a great deal of working... newspaper
office.’

One of the last stories she wrote for The Garden
Party was called ‘Mr and Mrs Dove’. A not very bright
middle-class young man, Reggie, about to venture into
fruit farming in Rhodesia, seeks a wife. Anne is an only
child and of a rich family. He is a day off sailing and
nervously ‘in love’ with Anne. At the dovecot the male
and female dove play out their game of courtship.
‘. . . and that’s their whole life,” says Anne. ‘They never
do anything else, you know.” And later, as she rejects
him: ‘I've never known anyone I like as much as I like
you. I've never felt so happy with anyone. But I'm sure
it's not what people and what books mean when they
talk about love. Do you understand? Oh, if only you
know how horrid I feel. But we’d be like. .. Mr and Mrs
Dove.” Yet in the end she is so sorry for poor Reggie
that she accepts his offer.

The points raised in this story are characteristic,
reaching well behind the superficialities of the garden
party milieu. The situation is, in a way, ordinary
enough. There are plenty of girls who have said no in
much this sort of way and for much the same motives.

The dialogue, again, is sharply observed. But so is the 2

implicit interplay of feeling between Reggie and Anne.
The tozal effect of this and other stories is one of poetic
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intensity. How was such a story written? Katherine
Mansfield wrote in her journal in July 1921:

I finished ‘Mr and Mrs Dove’ yesterday. I am not

altogether pleased with it. It’s a bit made up. It’s
s not inevitable. I meant to imply that those two may

not be happy together—that that is the kind of reason

for which a young girl marries. But havel done so? I

don’t think so. Besides it’s not stromg enough. I want

to be nearer—far nearer than that. I want to use all my
10 force even when I am taking a fine line.

Only a month later she was writing:

Finished ‘An Ideal Family’ yesterday. It seems to me
better than the Doves but still it’s not good enough. I
worked at it hard enough, God knows, and yet I didn’t
15 get the deepest truth out of the idea, even once. What
is this feeling? I feel again that this kind of knowledge
is too easy for me; it’s even a kind of trickery. I know
so much more. It looks and smells like a story, but I
wouldn’t buy it. I don’t want to possess it—to live
20 with it.

What can we conclude from these doubts?

She is certainly deeply concerned about her tech-
nique. For example, she is unhappy over her use of
the actual doves in the story of Reggie and Anne. She

25 appears to be torn between the need to drive towards
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the truth with all the force she can command and the
equal necessity to make in her writing the fine and
delicate distinctions which alone can give verisimilitude
to the moment she is capturing. She is worried by her
own facility in pinning down a moment—her journalistic s
skill, if you like. Is it, she wonders, preventing her
from being other than superficial?

Her readers since have, of course, given their
judgment on this issue. But this is not the main point.
What we are seeing in these journal extracts is, firstly,
the professional conscience of an artist dedicated to
discovering and delineating that which is true, and,
secondly, the signs of artistic growth. Growth is both
painful and necessary: it is not, of course, inevitable.
Clearly, Katherine Mansfield is at this stage afraid that
her growth is not keeping pace with the inner com-
pulsions of her writing. She feels her acquired skills
are not quite equal to the demands.

Like many writers, she did not like the work of her
past. Middleton Murry, for example, had some difficulty 20
in persuading her to keep in print her early volume
In @ German Pension. This is normal enough. Few of
us like things we did when we were younger; at best,
it is all right for when it was written. But to Katherine
Mansfield the early stories marked a kind of failure—a 25
failure of clarity:
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October 1921. I wonder why it should be so difficult to
be humble. I do not think that I am a good writer; I
realize my faults better than anyone else could realize
them. I know exactly when I fail. And yet, when I have
finished a story and before I have begun another, 1
catch myself preening my feathers. It is disheartening.
There seems to be some bad old pride in my heart; a
root of it that puts out a thick shoot on the slightest
provocation. ... This interferes very much with work.
One can’t be calm, clear, good as one must be, while it
goes on. I look at the mountains, I try to pray—and I
think of something clever. It’s a kind of excitement
within one which shouldn’t be there. Calm yourself,
clear yourself. And anything that I write in this mood
will be no good: it will be full of sediment.... 1can’t
tell the truth about Aunt Anne unless I am free to
enter into her life without self-consciousness.

The two extracts bear pondering as you read her
stories. Do they provide a clue as to the nature of the
quality we all see in them? For in any piece of literature
there is a collaboration between the writer and the
reader. If Katherine Mansfield wants to possess her
story, to live with it, then so, pethaps, can we. If she
can enter into the life of Aunt Anne without self-
consciousness, then so can we. But it is extraordinary
hard work for the writer involving all her powers—



critical as well as creative—both of feeling and of
intellect. If we can then respond, if only partly in kind,
then oxr hard work is likely to be rewarded.

Katherine Mansfield stopped writing in the last few
months of her life. Undoubtedly her iliness was much
to blame. But she did feel very strongly indeed that
she had to stop in order to take a fresh look at life. She
wrote to a friend in October 1922, a couple of months

before she died:

I have only written long or short scraps since ‘The Fly’.
If T had gone on with my old life I never would have
written again, for I was dying of poverty of life.

The previous October she had noted in her journal:

The last few days, what one notices more than anything
else is the blue. Blue sky, blue mountains—all is a
heavenly blueness! And clouds of all kinds—wings,
soft white clouds, almost hard little golden islands,
great mock-mountains. The gold deepens on the
slopes. In fact, in sober fact, it is perfection. But the
late evening is the time of times. Then, with that
unearthly beauty before one, it is hard to realize how
far one has to go. To write something that will be
worthy of that rising moon, that pale light. To be
‘simple’ enough as one would be simple before God.

The stories you have read were born out of that
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responsiveness to life, that struggle for the inner
clarity that does not obtrude self, that conscientious
concern to tell the truth. They are the difficult condi-
tions that genius imposes upon a writer. And, as so
many people have wondered about Keats and other
great writers who died in their youth, we wonder what
this remarkable young woman from New Zealand
might have done further if she had lived longer.

10



Her First Ball

EXACTLY when the ball began Leila would have found
it hard to say. Perhaps her first real partner was the
cab. It did not matter that she shared the cab with the
Sheridan girls and their brother. She sat back in her
own little corner of it, and the bolster on which her s
hand rested felt like the sleeve of an unknown young
man’s dress suit; and away they bowled, past waltzing
lamp-posts and houses and fences and trees.

‘Have you really never been to a ball before, Leila?
But, my child, how too weird—’ cried the Sheridan 1o
gitls.

‘Our nearest neighbour was fifteen miles,” said Leila
softly, gently opening and shutting her fan.

OH, dear, how hard it was to be different like
the others! She tried not to smile too much; she tried s
not to care. But every single thing was so new and
exciting. .. Meg’s tuberoses, Jose’s long loop of amber,
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Laura’s little dark head, pushing above her white fur
like a flower through snow. She would remember for
ever. It even gave her a pang to see her cousin Laurie
throw away the wisps of tissue paper he pulled from the

s fastenings of his new gloves. She would like to have
kept those wisps as a keepsake, as a remembrance.
Laurie leaned forward and put his hand on Laura’s knee.

‘Look here, datling,” he said. “The third and the
ninth as usual. Twig?’

10 Oh, howmarvellous to have a brother! In her ex-
citement Leila felt that if there had been time, if it
hadn’t been impossible, she couldn’t have helped crying
because she was an only child, and no brother had ever
said ‘Twig?’ to her; no sister would ever say, as Meg

15 said to Jose that moment, ‘I’ve never known your
hair go up more successfully than it has tonight!’

But, of course, there was no time. They were at the
drill hall already; there were cabs in front of them and
cabs behind. The road was bright on either side with

20 moving fan-like lights, and on the pavement gay couples
seemed to float through the air; little satin shoes chased
each other like birds.

‘Hold on to me, Leila; you'll get lost,” said Laura.

‘Come on, girls, let's make a dash for it,” said

25 Laurie.

Leila put two fingets on Laura’s pink velvet cloak,
and they were somehow lifted past the big golden
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lantern, carried along the passage, and pushed into the
little room marked ‘Ladies’. Here the crowd was so
great there was hardly space to take off their things; the
noise was deafening. Two benches on either side were
stacked high with wraps. Two old women in white s
aprons ran up and down tossing fresh armfuls. And
everybody was pressing forward ttying to get at the little
dressing-table and mirror at the far end.

A great quivering jet of gas lighted the ladies’ room.
It couldn’t wait; it was dancing already. When the door 10
opened again and there came a burst of tuning from
the drill hall, it leaped almost to the ceiling.

Dark girls, fair girls were patting their hair, tying
ribbons again, tucking handkerchiefs down the fronts
of their bodices, smoothing marble-white gloves. And 15
because they were all laughing it seemed to Leila that
they were all lovely.

‘Aren’t there any invisible hair-pins?’ cried a voice.
‘How most extraordinary! I can’t see a single invisible
hair-pin.’ 20

‘Powder my back, there’s a darling,” cried someone.

‘But I must have a needle and cotton. I've torn
simply miles and miles of the frill,” wailed a third.

Then, ‘Pass them along, pass them along!’ The
straw basket of programmes was tossed from arm to arm. 2
Darling little pink-and-silver programmes, with pink
pencils and fluffy tassels. Leila’s fingers shook as she

13



took one out of the basket. She wanted to ask someone,
‘Am I meant to have one t00?’ but she had just time to
read: ‘Waltz 3. Two, Two in @ Canoe. Polka 4. Making
the Feathers Fly,” when Meg cried, ‘Ready, Leila?’ and
they pressed their way through the crush in the passage
towards the big double doors of the drill hall.

Dancing had not begun yet, but the band had
stopped tuning, and the noise was so great it seemed
that when it did begin to play it would never be
10 heard. Leila, pressing close to Meg, looking over Meg’s

shoulder, felt that even the little quivering coloured

flags strung across the ceiling were talking. She quite
forgot to be shy; she forgot how in the middle of
dressing she had sat down on the bed with one shoe
15 off and one shoe on and begged her mother to ring
up her cousins and say she couldn’t go after all. And
the rush of longing she had had to be sitting on the
veranda of their forsaken up-country home, listening to
the baby owls crying ‘More pork’ in the moonlight, was
20 changed to a rush of joy so sweet that it was hard to
bear alone. She clutched her fan, and, gazing at the
gleaming, golden floor, the azaleas, the lanterns, the
stage at one end with its red carpet and gilt chairs and
the band in a corner, she thought breathlessly, ‘How
25 heavenly; how simply heavenly!’
All the girls stood grouped together at one side of
the doors, the men at the other, and the chaperones
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in dark dresses, smiling rather foolishly, walked with
little careful steps over the polished floor towards the
stage.

“This is my little country cousin, Leila. Be nice to
her. Find her partners; she’s under my wing,” said
Meg, going up to one girl after another.

Strange faces smiled at Leila—sweetly, vaguely.
Strange voices answered, ‘Of course, my dear.” But
Leila felt the girls didn’t really see her. They were look-
ing towards the men. Why didn’t the men begin? What
were they waiting for? There they stood, smoothing
their gloves, patting their glossy hair and smiling among
themselves. Then, quite suddenly, as if they had only
just made up their minds that that was what they had
to do, the men came gliding over the parquet. There
was a joyful flutter among the gitls. A tall, fair man flew
up to Meg, seized her programme, scribbled something:
Meg passed him on to Leila. ‘May I have the pleasure?
He ducked and smiled. There came a dark man wearing
an eyeglass, then cousin Laurie with a friend, and Laura
with a little freckled fellow whose tie was crooked.
Then quite an old man—fat, with a big bald patch
on his head—took her programme and murmured,
‘Let me see, let me see!” And he was a long time
comparing his programme, which looked black with
names, with hers. It seemed to give him so much
trouble that Leila was ashamed. ‘Oh, please don’t
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bother,” she said eagetly. But instead of replying the
fat man wrote something, glanced at her again. ‘Do I
remember this bright little face?’ he said softly. ‘Is
it known to me of yore?’ At that moment the band
began playing; the fat man disappeared. He was tossing
away on a great wave of music that came flying over
the gleaming floor, breaking the groups up into
couples, scattering them, sending them spinning....

Leila had learned to dance at boarding school. Every
Saturday afternoon the boarders were hurried off to a
little corrugated iron mission hall where Miss Eccles
(of London) held her ‘select’ classes. But the difference
between that dusty-smelling hall—with calico texts on
the walls, the poor terrified little woman in a brown
15 velvet toque with rabbit’s ears thumping the cold
piano, Miss Eccles poking the girls’ feet with her long
white wand—and this was so tremendous that Leila
was sure if her partner didn’t come and she had to
listen to that marvellous music and to watch the others
sliding, gliding over the golden floor, she would die at
least, or faint, or lift her arms and fly out of those
dark windows that showed the stars.

‘Ours, I think—’ Someone bowed, smiled, and
offered her his arm; she hadn’t to die after all. Some-
25 one’s hand pressed her waist, and she floated away like

a flower that is tossed into a pool.
‘Quite a good floor, isn’t it?’ drawled a faint
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Katherine Mansfield— Her life and work
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LAY DIBGD TAEL O Dy LESBIEAY
RN, MOBER~L 2P YKL > T, Mans-
field &, &3 69Tl LDLIIDBEEY I ED 47
O, BEILEECMT L, TEES, & TSRS
PLoltBRELTOUADTH S,

The Dove’s Nest Pl 8.y The Dove’s Nest and Other
Stories (1923) 121921410 B LI, %6 ¢ TIUIER I N
fEfh, LT DO 2, o Murryh s 71923
FUHBLIbDTH 2, ZOtitle 127 12 The Dove’s
Nest £ 0O TEREARIEASTETH 25, Riviera ¥ #HE 108
2 I EEEO A2 #ET 5 2 LT, Henry James 97 kiR &,
ZANTHME L CEMEPHOIEZI LL TV 20072 D8
BLLVAD, 3 TLUA2BEPRCLLLDONIES
720, b6 LT uicipaED Mansfield 0% L esidgm
PARLTOAERT LD 5,

a gruelling three-month treatment 35 HiZi L 25
Luvia#, 1921 0O 5 g Bl1EES) > & 192341 5
DIES L TOM, WEROEFHL I 2L bbb,
FUHMIKEEDIE I AD T, Mansfield 135 3 b g%
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Eh I H - 72, George Ivanovich Gurdjieff #5380 4 &,

Fontainebleau T O 7 £RBIEEC, B LA TR

BREZUCEMUL e RTY, Bk, BoHALL

TwR ot 5 rmw FDWEAGEHBE TP rE s 4

5, KEED L HEMHL REECEREL LS L T 544D

BHPI b sDTH5b,

haze = vagueness, obscurity

a figure in the metropolitan literary world Tk #i4

(ZZTlerFy) OUFEHERTOLL

in regular correspondence with D. H. Lawrence TD.

Hoeovr2t OFEMLFRKOPHE Y, Lawrence L

I, 19124 DEEN > WY 12, Lawrence »° Mans-

field £ Murry D8 & 5 Rhythm BB ko102
9% Y, 192042 BOWL~DEBEOFHIESL T

FTc. b 2 BB, HAiddedk, Lawrence 0 Tz o0 T

DEMPIBRICL T OBERE L L 512, 20404

Woolf, Galsworthy, de la Mare, Wells, Blunden & ¢ §

WEDDH - 12,

peers [pirz] [((REH 7% £ %% %O A, eg He has no

peer among contemporary writers. (BARD/ER T IL

B a2 Aldeien)

‘Mr and Mrs Dove’ ThED Il 192147 A, Swiss D

Montana TSR &N DT, Dove’ L5 GO

&, DI Bliss and Other Stories @ Prelude ’C“O)

‘Aloe’ OBCFHERILET, vz bR ML BT

A& CEFBORIIAEOEH YO LI LT A Mansfleld

DFFO— 2R L T b,

Reggie [rédzi] Reginald O E#HE,

Rhodesia [roudizie] Fi#k Africa o 3 5HHE,

He is a day off sailing "1 H 7o TIZ(88 B2 sl b

DANETLD

Anne [zn]
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reaching well behind the superficialities of the garden
party milien "Bl w72, 2095 b0 61004
ROBEHBCITRBIEL TV
implicit interplay of feeling "Izl TEEG L7 L L
THDRHE
‘An Ideal Family’ TEIMAYL FEE, 24 Swiss O
Montana T19214E - & i § DT, Wellington O § 45
DFREIMILFEO LD, BB AT ADREY
EADOLBEHME THCTV 525, Hifband sy
WHHY, RO L CERTLH 5D,
her own facility in pinning down a moment [ —E#
(Z D) SEFHSE AR DOBHT
delineating <delineate [dilinieit] = portray in words
at best, it is all right for when it was written ¥ _
e, FNHEPNICHEBE L TR EL L LD,
a failure of clarity T(HHD)#{LIzRIAZE Murry
& nid, Mansfield DRI, BRBELDEF &2 hE
mﬂx‘tﬁ L ARMOBEHEE L L CEREZNILLOT,
LICH s THERELZOMLOFERE L TEIR D LD
L, HLOMEDE L v I, LHRUCIEROES LS E
FoTwvbd, 2O E»6E 2, Mansfield DFHDR
Bl LU INE, BORETE AN BEEFOHK
HLDRBAERLILIIL THHEEY BTN, At
PO T, W GHIISLETABEL LT L DD,
In a German Pension Z 1%, WMMOERTEAELLE
, FEEERCL»BEINATCLEVEVI LS,
I catch myself pleenmg my feathers TE G2 EL (
Wi TwAI LRI, Cf catch a person doing { A
B LT0bED 6 %-h?_ %) preen=trim (feathers with
beak; ( fig.) show pride in oneself
a root of it that puts out a thick shoot on the slightest
provocation £ 330 It T, ¥RE(EEPHTD
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