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INTRODUCTION


 


 


The Disorderly Notions Of George Egerton


 


 


Far from the outside world lies the inside of a woman. But farther when this story was written – it is to be hoped – than now. For all of literature men have crawled inside the skins of women and then recounted what they saw. They have described and accused and untangled and forgiven what they created. They have claimed those bodies for their own and in turn endowed them with all themselves. They have battled them and fated them until – wrote George Egerton – ‘I realized that in literature, everything had been better done by man than woman could hope to emulate. There was only one small plot left to tell: the terra incognita of herself, as she knew herself to be, not as man had imagined her’.


And what must man have imagined of George Egerton – dragging from one end of the world to the other in all her obstinate Irishness (despite an itinerant up-bringing she identified herself as ‘Intensely Irish’), writing her ‘bitter’ stories which bridled and spat at that most holy and catastrophic of constructs ‘Female purity’, while shedding abusive husbands she did not want and acquiring clever lovers she did? Practising what she preached. Victorian man could not bear to imagine that, and a cartoon in Punch entitled ‘Donna Quixote’ was tilted her way. But on she rode, rejecting the title ‘New Woman’ and presuming – I am presuming – that Woman was already enough.


Much can be said about the style of ‘Wedlock’. Egerton is often described as a proto-modernist, and this is evident in the loose lock and release of perspective as the characters pass the baton back and forth throughout the tale. Taking hints from Ibsen (an acknowledged influence, and who’s A Doll’s House tramps around similar territory to ‘Wedlock’), they also flit between the physical and the psychological, providing a rich and alarming account of themselves. The Irish Gothic tradition gets a nod in the thickish, Stoker-ish poolings of blood and there’s an uneasy juxtaposition of near-Greek Drama unfolding in all its Medea-in-law horror beneath a nit-picking bourgeois eye. The story also contains the unedifying sight of an author pleading her case for liberty and equality through the mouths of those she clearly feels are beneath her. There’s the awful and awkward showcasing of her writer’s ear in the old-fashioned reproduction of working class speech; equally, her lazy generalisations about ‘the poor’ are fairly wearing. But then, there are the women. Drunk and raging. Drunk and despairing. Struggling in the cages of their clothes through the cages of their lives. Women beset by loneliness and poverty. Women stripped of their children and every autonomy. Kicked and judged and loathed and owned. Dreaded, maddened, cheated, and vengeful. But worse again; in their vengeance, peaceful. Here are the insides of women inching out into the world like no one could imagine at all.


It has been said Egerton did not fulfil her promise as an artist and it’s true that the last forty years of her life were lived far from the successes of her youth, but by daring in that time to write what could not then be imagined, George Egerton provided a sturdy pair of shoulders that many have hopped up on since.


 


Eimear McBride


5 March 2013
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About George Egerton


 


George Egerton was the pen name of Mary Chavelita Dunne (Bright), a late-nineteenth century short-story writer born in Melbourne, in 1859. She called herself George Egerton for the same reasons Mary Anne Evans called herself George Eliot: Victorian women like her weren’t expected to have books published – and certainly, not with such openly sexual themes.


Dunne was born in New Zealand and educated briefly in Germany. Initially training as a nurse, she worked in hospitals in London and New York before taking a job as a travelling companion to Charlotte White Melville and her husband, Henry Higginson. 


Showing typical scorn for the conventions of the day, Dunne embarked on affair with Higginson, and the pair eloped, first to Norway and then London – where Dunne took her first steps as a writer with contributions to The Yellow Book, and also met the Canadian novelist Egerton Clairmonte, whom she married in 1891.


In 1895, following numerous affairs (on Dunne’s part), the couple divorced. Dunne found herself single once more – and she also found that she was a celebrity. The publication of her first collection of short stories (Keynotes) in 1893 brought her fame and notoriety on both sides of the Atlantic. Written in response to what Dunne (by now ‘George Egerton’) saw as the sentimental, victimized portraits of women and femininity of the period, the short stories of Keynotes depicted a new type of woman: unapologetically ordinary, unapologetically angry; and – most importantly –unapologetically sensual. The stories were hugely successful, polarizing both critics and the reading public – and Egerton, who was soon unveiled as a woman, and who (strangely) saw herself as less a feminist than a proponent of female sexual freedom, was distressed to find herself both glorified and ridiculed as one of the brightest of the ‘New Women’ of the fin de siècle.


After Keynotes, Egerton went on to write several other collections of short stories, including Discords, which dealt with similar themes of sexuality and motherhood and cemented Egerton’s reputation as an outspoken critic of gender conventions (and as also a writer of a new, daring and self-reflective style that was almost as shocking as her choices of subject). She also wrote the first translation of Knut Hamsun’s dark classic Hunger – and had a brief affair with the notorious author.


Today it is Keynotes and Discords that she is best known for, and the stories of these collections – despite Egerton’s own reticence – mark a turning point in the depiction of women in nineteenth century fiction. 


 


 


 


About Eimear McBride


 


Eimear McBride was born in Liverpool but moved to Ireland when she was three. She grew up in Tubbercurry, Co. Sligo and Castlebar, Co. Mayo, before moving to London aged 17 to study at the Drama Centre London. Her first novel, A Girl Is A Half-formed Thing, will be published in June 2013 by Galley Beggar Press. She is currently working on her second novel, The Lesser Bohemians, and lives in Norfolk with her husband and daughter.
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WEDLOCK


 


George Egerton


 


 


Two bricklayers are building a yellow brick wall to the rear of one of a terrace of new jerry-built houses in a genteel suburb. At their back is the remains of a grand old garden. Only the unexpired lease saves it from the clutch of the speculator.


An apple-tree is in full blossom, and a fine elm is lying on the grass, sawn down, as it stood on the boundary of a ‘desirable lot’; many fair shrubs crop up in unexpected places, a daphne-mezereum struggles to redden berries amid a heap of refuse thrown out by the caretakers; a granite urn, portions of a deftly carven shield, a mailed hand and a knight’s casque, relics of some fine old house demolished to accommodate the ever-increasing number of the genteel, lie in the trampled grass.


The road in front is scarcely begun, and the smart butchers carts sink into the soft mud and red brick-dust, broken glass, and shavings; yet many of the houses are occupied, and the unconquerable London soot has already made some of the cheap art curtains look dingy. A brass plate of the ‘Prudential Assurance Company’ adorns the gate of Myrtle House; ‘Collegiate School for Young Ladies’ that of Evergreen Villa. Victoria, Albert, and Alexandra figure in ornamental letters over the stained-glass latticed square of three pretentious houses, facing Gladstone, Cleopatra, and Lobelia. The people move into 26 to the ring of carpenters’ hammers in 27, and ‘go carts’, perambulators, and half-bred fox terriers impede the movements of the men taking in the kitchen boiler to 28.


One of the men, a short, wiry-looking man of fifty, with grizzled sandy hair and a four days growth of foxy beard on his sharp chin, is whistling ‘Barbara Allen’ softly as he pats down a brick and scrapes the mortar neatly off the joinings. The other, tall and swarthy, a big man with a loose mouth and handsome wicked eyes and a musical voice, is looking down the lane-way leading to a side street.


‘Ere she comes, the lydy wot owns this ‘ere desirable abode. I want ‘er to lend me a jug. Wo-o-a hup, missis! Blind me tight if she ain’t as boozed as they makes ‘em! Look at ‘er, Seltzer; ain’t she a beauty, ain’t she a sample of a decent bloke’s wife! She’s a fair sickener, she iz. Hy, ‘old ‘ard! She dunno where she are!’ with a grin.


But the woman, reeling and stumbling up the lane, neither hears nor sees; she is beyond that.


She feels her way to the back-yard door of the next house, and, rocking on her feet, tries to find the pocket of her gown. She is much under thirty, with a finely-developed figure. Her gown is torn from the gathers at the back and trails down, showing her striped petticoat; her jacket is of good material, trimmed with silk, but it is dusty and lime-marked. Her face is flushed and dirty; her light golden-brown fringe stands out straight over her white forehead; her bonnet is awry on the back of her head; her watch dangles from the end of a heavy gold chain, and the buttons of her jersey bodice gape open where the guard is passed through; she has a basket on her left arm.


She clutches the wall and fumbles stupidly for the key, mumbling unintelligibly, and trying with all her might to keep her eyes open. The tall man watches her with ill-concealed disgust, and tosses a pretty coarse jest to her. The sandy man lays down his trowel and wipes his hands on his apron, and goes to her.


‘Lookin’ for yer key, missis? Let me ‘elp yer; two ‘eads is better nor one enny day!’


‘Ca’an fin’ it M’m a bad wom – a bad wom – um,’ she says, shaking her head solemnly at him, with heavy lids and distended pupils.


Meanwhile he has searched her pocket and opened the basket – nothing in it except a Family Novelette and a few gooseberries in a paper bag.


He shakes his head, saying to himself: ‘Dropped her marketing. It ain’t here, missis; sure you took it with ye?’


She nods stupidly and solemnly three times.


‘Got the larchkey o’ the fron’ door?’ queries the other.


She frowns, tries to pull up her skirt to get at her petticoat pocket, and lurches over.


‘Old ‘ard, missis, ‘old ‘ard. Throw them long legs o’ yourn acrost the wall, maite, an’ see if ye carn’t let ‘er in!’ says the little man, catching her deftly. The other agrees, and the key grates in the lock inside and he opens the door.


‘She took the key an’ lorst it, that’s wot she did. She’s a nice ole cup o’ tea; she’s a ‘ot member for a mile, she iz, an’ no mistaike!’ and he takes up his trowel and a brick, singing with a sweet tenor.


The little man helps her into the house through the hall into the parlour. He unties her bonnet-strings, pulls off her jacket, and puts her into an armchair.


‘Ye jist ‘ave a sleep, an’ ye’ll be all right!’


She clutches at his hand in a foolish sort of way, and her eyes fill with tears.


‘‘Ands orf, missis, ‘ands orf, ye jist go to sleep!’


He halts in the kitchen and looks about him. It is very well furnished; the table is littered with unwashed breakfast things on trays – handsome china, plate, and table-napkins, all in confusion.


He shakes his head, puts some coal in the range, closes the door carefully, and goes back to his work.


‘Well, did ye put beauty to bed?’ laughs the big man. ‘I’d rather Jones owned ‘er nor me. ‘E picked a noice mother fur iz kids ‘e did! Yes, them three little nippers wot come out a wile ago is iz.’


‘‘E must be pretty tidy orf,’ says the little man; ‘it looks very nice in there, an’ seemin’ly the ‘ole ‘ouse is fitted up alike – pianner an’ carpets an’ chiffoneers.’


‘Oh, Jones iz all right. ‘E’s a cute chap iz Jones. ‘E’s got a ‘ell of a temper, that’s all. ‘E’s bin barman at the Buckin’am for close twenty year; makes a book an’ keeps iz eyes peeled. Bless ye, I know Jones since I woz a lad; iz first wife woz a sort o’ cousin o’ my missis – a clever woman too. ‘E took this ‘un ‘cos ‘e thort e’d maike a bit out o’ gentlemen lorgers, she bein’ a prize cook an’ ‘e ‘avin’ the ‘ouse out of a buildin’ society, an’ be a mother to the kids as well. She’ll keep no lorgers she won’t, an’ she’s a fair beauty for the kids. If she woz mine’ – tapping a brick – ‘I’d bash ‘er ‘ed in!’


‘Maybe ye wouldn’t!’ says the little man; ‘thet iz if ye understood. Wot if it ain’t ‘er fault?’


‘Ain’t ‘er fault ! Ooze iz it then?’


‘That I ain’t prepared to say, not knowin’ circumstances; but it might be as it runs in ‘er family.’


‘Well, I ‘m blowed, I often ‘eerd’ (with a grin, showing all his white teeth) ‘o’ wooden legs runnin’ that way, but I never ‘eerd tell o’ gin!’


‘Ye ain’t a readin’ man I take it,’ says the little man, with a touch of superiority, ‘I thought that way onst meself. My ole woman drinks.’ (He says it as if stating a casual fact that calls for no comment.) ‘It woz then I came acrorst a book on “‘ereditty”, wot comes down from parents to children, ye know, an’ I set to findin’ all about ‘er family. I took a ‘eap o’ trouble about it, I did, I wanted to do fair by ‘er. An’ then sez I to meself: “Sam, she cam’t ‘elp it no more nor the colour of ‘er ‘air”, an’ that woz like a pine shavin’ in sunshine.’


‘Er grandfather ‘e drunk ‘isself dead, an’ then iz wife she reared my girl’s mother for service – she woz cook at an ‘otel in Aylesbury. Well, she married the boots; they ‘ad a tidy bit saved, an’ they took a country public with land an’ orchard an’ such like an’ they did well for a long time. Then ‘e took to liquor. I never could find out iz family ‘istory; maybe as ‘ow ‘e couldn’t ‘elp it neither. ‘E woz a Weller, an’ she jined ‘im arter a bit, which considerin’ ‘er father woz to be expected. My ole woman often told me ‘ow she an’ ‘er brother used to ‘ide out many a night in the orchard. Well they bust up an’ ‘e got notice to quit, an’ wot does ‘e do but goes an’ ‘angs ‘isself to a wilier next the well, an’ she goes out to git a pail o’ water an’ finds ‘im. That set ‘er orf wuss nor ever, an’ then she went orf sudden like with a parrylittic stroke. Some laidies took the children an’ put ‘em to school.’ (He works steadily as he speaks.) ‘Well, one bank ‘olliday twenty-eight year come Whitsun’ same date izzackly, I went down with a mate o’ mine to an uncle of ‘iz in Aylesbury; ‘e ‘ad a duck farm, an’ I seed ‘er. She woz as pretty as paint, an’ there woz as much difference atween ‘er an’ city girls, as new milk an’ chalk an’ water. I woz doin’ well, times woz better; I ‘ave three trades, when one iz slack I works at another. I got work down there an’ we kep’ company, an’ got our ‘ome together, an’ woz married, an’ woz az ‘appy az might be for six year. Then our eldest little lad ‘e set ‘isself afire one day she woz out, an’ they took ‘im to the infirmary, but ‘e died in a ‘our, a’ wen we went to fetch ‘im ‘ome ‘e woz rolled in wite bandages most like one o’ them mummies in the British Museum. It went to my girl’s ‘eart like, for she couldn’t seem to recognise ‘im nohow. An’ ‘twoz arter that I begin to notice she took a drop. At fust I woz real mad, I gave ‘er a black eye onst; but then I came acrorst that book – I woz alius a man for readin’ – an’ I found out about ‘er folk, an’ I see az ‘ow she couldn’t ‘elp it. It got worser an’ worser an’ arter two years we come up to town; I couldn’t stand the shame of it Then I went down to my ole mother; she woz livin’ with a widowed sister in Kent, an’ I up an’ told ‘er: I sez, “Mother, ye got to take the kids. I ain’t goin’ to ‘ave no more with the curse on ‘em, an’ I ain’t goin’ to ‘ave ‘em spoiled,” an’ I took ‘em down an’ sent ‘er money regular, bad times same az good. She went on dreadful at first; I gave ‘er a fair chance, I took ‘er down to see ‘em, and sez I: “Knock off the drink, ole girl, an’ ye ‘az ‘em back!” She tried it, I really believe she did, but bless ye she couldn’t, it woz in ‘er blood same az the colourin’ of ‘er skin. I gave up ‘ome then, wen she gets right mad she’d pawn everything in the show; I alius puts my own things in a Monday morning an’ takes ‘em out a Saturday night, it keeps ‘em safe. The landlady looks arter ‘er own, an’ so she ain’t got much to dispose on. I cam’t abide liquor meself, though I don’t ‘old with preachin’ about it; an’ that’s wy they call me Seltzer Sam, and wy I gets my dinner in a cookshop.’
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