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            Introduction

         

         Charlotte Mew spent her whole life, except for brief holidays, in London, living in and around the heart of Bloomsbury. She was (on the face of it, at least) surprisingly unrepressed, given the social class and age into which she was born. She went where she wanted, unchaperoned, and smoked her own hand-rolled cigarettes. Her writing reveals an abiding interest in the underdog, the injured, the outcast. Now and then, she played the role of flâneuse, exploring the streets of neighbouring slum districts, going wherever her instinct and curiosity led her. Yet her upbringing had been as strict as any other befitting someone of her social class and time. Born in 1869, Mew was the eldest daughter of an architect father and a mother who, though slight in build, was anything but diminutive in character. Known to the children as ‘Ma’, Mrs Mew was insistent on keeping up appearances at any cost. Ultimately, that cost – especially to her children – would be high.

         The experiences of Mew’s childhood and adolescence may throw some light on the cast of luckless creatures she later conjured in her poems and stories. The tragedies of her life began early; they may even be, to borrow Auden’s phrase, the very thing that hurt her into poetry in the first place. In any case her genesis as a poet is firmly rooted in her early years, and the upheavals she experienced then – particularly those involving her siblings – form the basis of much of her adult writing. The Mews already had one child, Henry, by the time Charlotte was born. Three more (Richard, Anne and Daniel) were soon to follow. Daniel arrived on Charlotte’s sixth birthday, but died the following year; later that same year, another brother, five-year-old Richard, succumbed to scarlet fever. Of all her siblings, Richard had been the nearest to Charlotte in age, and although she escaped being infected with the fever, the trauma of Richard’s death was to stay with her for life; it is likely to be the source for a late poem of hers, ‘To a Child in Death’ (1922), which describes the ultimate powerlessness of love in the face of death. Mew learned very young that the world was an unpredictable place.

         Unpredictable as it may have been, daily life continued; and it was not the domineering Ma but Elizabeth Goodman, the family’s loyal servant, who oversaw the strict rhythm of the children’s days. There was a cold bath on waking, breakfast at eight, dinner at noon, and tea at six. Elizabeth taught Charlotte and her siblings their first lessons in reading and writing, though she made clear her belief that writing should serve a purely functional purpose. She disapproved strongly of the writing of verse, and warned her young charges that it was a habit no better than that of smoking: both vices, she told them, were ‘injurious to the brain’.1 In spite of Elizabeth’s warning, Mew’s lifelong habit of finding solace in the world of words began in the nursery. It wasn’t so much the content of her early reading that comforted her as the sound of it. At night, she went to sleep with the rhythm of a verse in her head from the one book she and her siblings were instructed to read. The Believer’s Daily Remembrancer comprised a series of daily devotional readings, which generally emphasised the reader’s unworthiness and the necessity for humility and gratitude in all things.2 But the book had an unexpected compensation: beneath each day’s reflection was a short verse, nearly always in regular iambic tetrameter, occasionally in ballad metre, like the lines of a hymn. It wasn’t long before Charlotte was trying her own verses. At the age of eleven, she and her sister Anne co-wrote a poem about the newest (and very possibly unplanned) addition to the Mew family, Freda. ‘Xmas: 1880’ – written in a neat, child’s hand in a meticulously controlled, rhyming trimeter – was given as a Christmas present to Henry; it is the earliest example of Mew’s poetry that we have.

         Mew’s attraction to words was fanned into a full-blown passion at the small proprietary girls’ day school she attended in Gower Street. Under the tutelage of her headmistress and English teacher, Lucy Harrison, she was introduced to the works of Spenser (on whom Miss Harrison published a monograph for use in schools), Shakespeare, Dante, Dickens, George Eliot, Emily Brontë, Tennyson and Browning, as well as those of contemporary poets like Alice Meynell. Miss Harrison had a deep and lasting influence on the young Mew, who proved to be an able pupil: beside her obvious facility for words, she was a talented pianist and artist, and a highly skilled embroiderer. She was popular too. She liked to tell funny stories purely for the joy of making people laugh, and other girls were drawn to her natural exuberance and sense of fun. Mew herself, it seems, was looking for something more profound. She took her friendships seriously, and several of those begun at Gower Street survived into adulthood. One of the closest friends she made there, Ethel Oliver, described her – after some forty-seven years of friendship – as ‘marvellously gifted, deeply affectionate and oh – so charming’.3

         At home, meanwhile, her family sorrows continued to accrue; and not all of the losses she experienced were due to death. When she was twenty, her sole surviving brother, Henry, was admitted to an asylum, and remained in confinement for life. Eight years later, her youngest sister, the beautiful, flame-haired Freda, attempted suicide by jumping from a nursing home window. Freda’s physical injuries were minimal, but her odd behaviour and determination to ‘commit suicide sooner or later’ concerned the family so much that Freda, not quite yet out of her teens, became the second sibling to be institutionalised.4 Like Henry, she was to remain in the asylum for life. The outside world knew nothing of these traumas. In an age of eugenics, it was felt that any hint of hereditary insanity was best kept secret. Behind the scenes, Henry and Freda were nursed privately in their separate asylums – a heavy expense that became increasingly onerous as the years went by.

         As far as adult acquaintances were concerned, Mew had only one sister, Anne, with whom she lived. The bond between them was the most significant in each sister’s life. We know next to nothing of Mew’s romantic relationships – if, indeed, there were any. Mew’s ‘favourite’ cousin, Gertrude Mary, said there had been some sort of mutual attraction between the young Charlotte and Sam Chick, whose seven sisters were among Mew’s closest friends.5 But there is no hard evidence of any romances in Mew’s life, nor any record of her romantic feelings – let alone sexual encounters – and nothing that could be described as a love letter, either to or from her, has been found. And yet many commentators have concluded definitively that she was a lesbian. Some have pointed to Mew’s appearance as evidence of her masculine leanings, regardless of the fact that in two of the three photographs that exist of Mew as an adult, her clothing is distinctly feminine. In the third, more famous photograph, she is dressed in a mannish jacket, a black silk bow tied at her neck, over a white shirt. Mew may or may not have been physically attracted to her own sex, but her dress sense should not be taken as evidence either way.

         It is chastening to consider what Mew herself might have made of speculations about her sexual interests; to judge from her writings, she would have found it difficult to see how an insight into her sexuality could be relevant to her work. A comment she made in her mid-thirties about Emily Brontë, whom she greatly admired, is phrased with such heartfelt conviction that it sounds as if she is speaking at least partly for herself – and although she is talking here about her subject’s ‘genius’, the sentiment behind the words can easily be read in a wider sense: ‘It is said that her genius was masculine,’ Mew wrote of Emily, ‘but surely it was purely spiritual, strangely and exquisitely severed from embodiment and freed from any accident of sex.’6

         Mew was twenty-four when her first published piece, a short story called ‘Passed’, was printed in the illustrated quarterly, The Yellow Book. But it was not until four years later, when her father died, that she began writing stories in earnest for publication. There were other ways to earn a living, but it would not have done for a woman of her background to be seen to make money, and besides, Ma would never have allowed it; writing was one way of bypassing that humiliation. Queen Victoria’s death in 1901 led to the publication of Mew’s first poems, a pair of sonnets on the theme of the queen’s passing. They appeared anonymously in Temple Bar magazine, under the combined title of ‘V. R. I.’, and there is nothing in their archaic phrasing and patriotic tenor to hint at the poet Mew would become. The fact that no name was attached to them suggests that they had been written more out of financial need than artistic ambition. They are competent enough; and given their subject matter, Mew could be fairly certain of their publication.

         In the same year (1901), her older brother Henry died in Peckham House asylum, aged just thirty-six. Since only their closest friends knew of Henry’s existence, the Mew sisters’ mourning had to be done in private, but his burial place is the setting for what would become one of Mew’s most moving poems, ‘In Nunhead Cemetery’. After the publication of ‘V. R. I.’ the poems came in dribs and drabs, largely unnoticed until in February 1912 ‘The Farmer’s Bride’ appeared in The Nation and caused something of a stir, bringing Mew into contact with other London-based women writers, including novelists May Sinclair and Catherine Dawson Scott, co-founder of International PEN, who described Mew in her diary as ‘an imp with brains’ and ‘tiny, like a French Marquise’. When Mew read her poems at a small literary gathering in Mrs Dawson Scott’s house, it elicited a further diary entry that gives us a rare glimpse of Mew as performer:

         
            March 16th, 1914. I think this ought to be a marked day in our lives. Charlotte came, and my cousin Kathie Giles, who is painting a portrait of me, and Evelyn Underhill (the Imagist Poet). C. sat with the little table before her and on it were her papers and cigarettes, and she smoked all the time. In her wonderful way she gave us ‘The Quiet House’, ‘Nunhead Cemetery’, ‘Pécheresse’, ‘The Fête’. It was an enchanted hour … She was a little nervous at first, but then forgot herself.7

         

         On the morning that the auspicious February 1912 edition of The Nation went on sale, Mew’s poem was read by a young woman called Alida Klemantaski, who would go on to marry publisher Harold Monro. It was Alida’s obsession with the poem that secured for Mew her first book deal, in 1914, with Monro’s Poetry Bookshop imprint. Although recognition was slow in coming, over time this slim volume (containing just seventeen poems) won her the admiration of many leading literary figures of the day, and yet she was never taken up by a specific group or movement and remained, in that respect, forever an outsider. Her attachments tended to be personal rather than literary, and she abhorred the idea of networking for the sake of professional advancement. Even when the Hardys befriended her, the friendship proceeded along purely personal lines, and she never exploited the connection. Real friends were enormously important to her: throughout her life their houses served as refuges from her troubled home life. She was a regular visitor at the Chicks’ large family home in the tranquil seaside town of Branscombe, in Devon; and at Ethel and Winifred Oliver’s house in west London, where again she found much-needed peace, in spite of its central location.

         When her beloved sister, Anne, died at midnight in June 1927, not even Mew’s closest friends could offer the solace she needed. Anne had been the one constant in her sister’s inconstant life, and it’s easy to imagine how the death might have polarised all of Mew’s diffuse anxieties – chief among which, perhaps, was the pressure of being a clever and ambitious woman at a time when it wasn’t seemly for a woman of her background to be either. She never fully recovered from the shock of this final loss. The following year, in February, her family doctor persuaded her to move to a private nursing home in Beaumont Street, on account of her nerves.

         Soon after Mew had moved to the nursing home, Thomas Hardy died. A copy of Mew’s poem ‘Fin de Fête’, written out in his own hand, was found among Hardy’s personal papers and sent on to her in London. For the short remainder of her life, it became one of her most treasured possessions. After living at the nursing home for just over a month, she went out to buy a bottle of Lysol disinfectant, poured herself a glass, and drank it. She was fifty-eight years old. Two local papers reported on the suicide, both referring to Mew as ‘Charlotte New, 53’8 – the age, as well as the name, incorrect. One of the reports made no mention of Mew’s profession; the other noted simply that Mew’s cousin, Ethel, had ‘said the deceased was a writer of verse’.9 Over twenty years later, Alida Monro published a short memoir of her remarkable friend: ‘No pen portrait can convey the deep charm and rare wit that were the continual delight of Charlotte Mew’s intimates,’ she wrote; ‘nor can the passionate sincerity and truth with which she faced the onslaughts of life be portrayed except through her poems.’10

         When Mew’s obituary appeared in The Times, its author remarked that ‘Charlotte and Anne Mew had more than a little in them of what made another Charlotte and Anne, and their sister Emily, what they were.’11 The assessment would have pleased Charlotte Mew. In her 1904 essay on Emily Brontë’s poems, she had made a host of perspicacious comments on certain elements of Emily’s life and character that closely mirrored her own. Emily was, she said, ‘perhaps one of nature’s outcasts – a self-determined outlaw’, adding that ‘through the mist and sorrow of an ever-unsatisfied desire, she looked out upon the world, which the sad circumstances of her environment, together with the gloomy bias of her nature, showed so dark, with a curious indifference and mistrust’, and yet her nature was ‘more than human in its compassionate gentleness for the doomed and erring’. The great predicament of Emily’s life, Mew concluded, was that, ‘hardly born for earth, she seemed to peer beyond it – craving a clearer vision than it yielded’.12

         
            * * *

         

         Charlotte Mew’s total poetic output amounts to sixty-nine published poems: twenty-eight printed in the expanded edition of The Farmer’s Bride (1921), thirty-two in her posthumous collection The Rambling Sailor (1929), and a further nine in the few editions of her work that have been issued since that time. This volume includes an additional, previously uncollected poem, ‘Impossibility’, first published in The Pall Mall Gazette in 1912, bringing the total to seventy. Mew’s influences came more often from fiction than poetry. She was saturated in the work of Dickens, George Eliot, Hardy, Conrad and (perhaps above all else) the King James Bible. Besides Emily Brontë, her favourite poets included Donne, Hardy and Robert Browning, though there are clear echoes of other poets in her writing – most notably, perhaps, Christina Rossetti, whose practice of frequent allusions to communions between the living and the dead can also be found in the later poet’s work. But Mew was an original, and other writers were rarely her primary inspiration: she kept up with current events with such an interest that now and then they served as subjects for her poems – the monarch’s death, the war, debates over legislation (specifically on marriage and the segregation of the mentally ill), the sinking of the Titanic. Other times, the poems came from her own experiences, though often wildly altered – a gender changed here, a central detail modified there. Her poetry is startlingly different from the sentimental conservatism of many of her contemporaries. Her rhythms are as bold as they are varied, her syntax idiosyncratic at times, her line capricious (ranging in length from three words to twenty-two), and her search for meaning uncompromising. If there is an overarching theme, then it is the essential isolation of the human condition, whether occasioned by insanity, death or by the simple fact that each person exists within his own distinct body and mind.

         Despite her own protestations (‘in this form I am really only a beginner,’ she wrote to a friend in 1913),13 Mew was a proficient formalist. Several of her earliest poems are sonnets, and she was more than capable of writing rhymed iambic or dactylic lines in evenly measured pentameter or tetrameter, as poems like ‘Requiescat’ (1909), ‘Péri en Mer’ (1913) and ‘Saturday Market’ (1921) attest; but in general, as her writing style matured, so her adherence to traditional form loosened: her rhythms became freer, her lines longer, her stanza shapes less regular and her rhymes more subtle. Of her distinctly vernacular diction, Harold Monro commented:

         
            Need it be remarked that the language of the best poetry is the nearest to ordinary speech? We are not startled, but we cannot fail to be interested to find “The Quiet House” open with the lines:

            
               When we were children old Nurse used to say,

               The house was like an auction or a fair

               Until the lot of us were safe in bed.14

            

         

         In this respect, Mew’s work provides an early model for the modernist ideal of a poetry based on the rhythms of conversational speech. Mew’s achievement is all the more impressive given her fondness for rhyming. Her longest lines occur, as might be expected, at moments of heightened emotion – as if the enormity of the feeling could not possibly be contained by a shorter line:

         
                 His heart is a place with the lights gone out, forsaken by great winds and the heavenly rain, unclean and unswept

         

         (from ‘I Have Been Through the Gates’).

         Mew repeatedly declined to furnish editors with information about her life or working method. When Lewis Chase wrote from his American University in 1918, asking for all manner of information on, among other things, ‘your early environment’, ‘early literary loves and masters’, ‘circumstances which tend to induce in you the mood of composition’, and ‘your theory and method of revision’, Mew’s response was polite but firm: ‘I regret that I cannot send the information you ask for as I have never taken enough interest in my mental processes (such as they are) to analyse them.’ She went on:

         
            I think too that the chief, if not the only, value of any work of art is precisely that quality in it which is independent of influences or, as you say, ‘recuperations’ and that the critic or reader is more likely to discover this than the writer – since lookers-on are said to see most of the game.15

         

         She is quite right, and yet we can glean something of her process from the writing itself. A great many of the tropes in her first published story, ‘Passed’ (1894), reappear in her poems: the staircase, long loose hair, the colour red (standing in the story, as it would do in so many of the poems, for physical desire) and the figure of the fallen woman. This act of literary recycling gives us a valuable insight into the way Mew worked – endlessly turning a subject, examining it from this angle and that, each time trying to capture a different or truer note. Michael Schmidt has gone so far as to suggest that ‘the rhythms of [Mew’s] verse were present in her mature stories’.16 The link between her poetry and prose composition was perhaps not quite as explicit as it was in the work of her contemporary, Edward Thomas, who refigured some of his prose passages to form verse. Nonetheless, Mew’s early prose pieces provided a fertile breeding ground for her poems.

         Given what we now know of Mew’s life experience, it’s perhaps unsurprising that the motif of death crops up as persistently as it does – or, indeed, that she sometimes viewed death as an escape from the difficulty of living. In the chilling poem ‘Smile, Death’ (published in 1929), the experience is personified as a fellow skater, come to speed the poem’s speaker out of this world and into the next. The most unsettling moment in the poem comes when we learn that the expression on death’s face is not, as we might have expected, one of menace or unthinking evil but of kindness:

         
            Smile, Death, as you fasten the blades to my feet for me,

                 On, on let us skate past the sleeping willows dusted with snow;

                 Fast, fast down the frozen stream, with the moor and the road and the vision behind,

            (Show me your face, why the eyes are kind!)17

         

         Mew’s beliefs on what came after death – and her relationship with religion in general – are complex. Her nurse did her best to steer her towards evangelical Christianity; her school friends remember her wearing a silver crucifix in her teenage years; yet in her adult years she talked more often of gods than of God. In 1918, for instance, she explained to a friend that ‘I oughtn’t to make engagements. The gods have indicated a very quiet life for me in these days & as Conrad says it’s best to will what They will.’18 And by the end of her life, in response to a friend’s gift of a book of religious reflections, she wrote:

         
            I read through your little book19 yesterday – & the places you marked – & must think over them – I quite understand how it is you value it & that it has helped you. – I remember now an old Catholic priest – a good old man – once saying ‘You are always thinking of the Saviour, “If he was only here. If we could only see him.” – Oh ye of little faith!’ But faith is given us like every other good gift & if we haven’t got it we can but pray for it. One faith I have – & that is in the wonderful everlasting loving kindness of my friends who have borne so much & done so much for me.20

         

         Such comments would suggest that, like the narrator of her longest poem, ‘Madeleine in Church’, Mew longed for the comfort of religious faith, but was unable to relate to a God who struck her as remote and elusive. The problem seemed to lie as much in her own visibility to God as in what she could see of Him – an issue with which her Madeleine character confronts God directly, in a moving cri de coeur: ‘What can You know, what can You really see / Of this dark ditch, the soul of me!’ In the end, Mew was chiefly interested in ‘Here – not in heavenly hereafters’ (‘On the Road to the Sea’) and it’s notable that the God in her poems is almost always presented in human form. In an extraordinarily intimate description of the famous scene of Mary Magdalene washing Jesus’s feet, Madeleine visualises ‘the wet cheek lying there’ and how afterwards Mary’s ‘perfume clung to You from head to feet all through the day’. For Mew, and for the characters in her poems, God is a sentient being. Whatever her personal beliefs, the question of religion is something that often absorbed her, and the poetry is strewn with biblical allusions and quotations.

         Despite the preoccupation with death, and the note of unease that runs through many of the poems, Mew’s poetry is sensual, urgent and sense-filled – full of sea breezes, lamp-lit streets, blazing, insistent colour, and sudden stark contrasts between sound and silence. In common again with her character Madeleine, Mew appears to have been unusually receptive to sensory experience, but wary of indulging too freely. The impression we gain from the poems is that she believed sensory pleasure always comes at a cost to the soul. It was a common enough belief in Mew’s day, but for Mew, the emotions of pain and joy were dangerously intermingled. As one contemporary reviewer noted, ‘the poet seems unable to disentangle life, or beauty, from pain’.21 Mew’s figurative language could be viewed as narrow in range – obsessive, even – but the result is compelling. Recurrent images connect the poems across the pages with something more elemental than logic. The sea is present in sixteen of the fifty poems gathered here, while over half the poems include death either as a subject or an image. There is a consistency to the coding of these images. Her staircases, for instance, invariably lead to some remote place of peace and safety; often it is the afterlife. Individual words, too, hold particular meanings: ‘burn’ is used to denote the brilliant flaming out of some essential lifeforce. Flowers, colours, souls – all these things may ‘burn’ in Mew’s poems; but the brighter the blaze, the sooner the extinction: ‘When you are burned quite through you die,’ explains the speaker of ‘The Quiet House’.

         Sometimes Mew appears to be speaking, in her poems, for herself. But she also has an unsettling facility for inhabiting the minds and voices of others. She not only speaks out for but through the mouths of the disappointed, the deranged and the desolate – what one newspaper reviewer of the time referred to as ‘an eerie ability to get beneath the skin of her broken men and women’.22 Her publisher, Harold Monro, called it ‘a projection of herself outside herself, so that a kindred personality seems to alight with her through life, her own, yet not her own.’23 It is no mistake that she wrote so many dramatic monologues: the genre is the perfect vehicle for the lonely cast of souls she brought into being, in that the addressee never replies to the speaker (dramatic monologues being always addressed to a silent other). In Mew’s poems, that addressee is often properly absent in any case: a vanished sweetheart, a buried loved one, a distant, unreachable God. Some commentators have presumed that Mew’s purported desire for women lies behind the poems she wrote in the voice of a male persona (‘The Farmer’s Bride’, ‘The Fête’, ‘Old Shepherd’s Prayer’), but there is no evidence to support the theory, and there are many more monologues in female or neutral voices, several of them (‘Pécheresse’, ‘Sea Love’, ‘Madeleine in Church’) about male lovers.

         In her best-known poem, ‘The Farmer’s Bride’, we encounter Mew’s uncanny facility for viewing both sides of a difficult situation with equal compassion, and for presenting them to us in such a way that simplistic notions of right and wrong become meaningless. Mew wasn’t interested in apportioning blame, but in highlighting the impassable divide that can exist between individuals. Her skill – and it is a rare skill – lies in rendering her characters and their predicaments with such compassion that she elicits our sympathy for both parties in equal measure, allowing the sadness of the divide between them to speak for itself. Despite the personal anguish that pervades her poems, her message to us is a positive one: she believes that in the final reckoning equanimity can be restored by paying due attention to the stillness that lies just outside the chaos and noise of human life.

         
            * * *

         

         When The Farmer’s Bride was published, in the May of 1916, it was reviewed by Hilda Doolittle in The Egoist, and by Gerald Gould in The Herald. Both reviews were favourable, and Gould concluded his piece by urging readers to buy the book ‘if you care at all for the developments of originality in modern verse’; if they did, he continued, ‘I do not think you will fail to recognise the new and true note of genius’.24 Genius or not, the volume was relatively slow to find a readership. By July, 150 copies had sold. For a single-author volume by a previously unpublished poet, that was by no means a disgrace, but the figures were not enough to satisfy Mew’s publisher, Harold Monro. He cannot have hoped for much more – only 500 copies of the initial print run of 1,000 had been bound by that time – but he nonetheless communicated his disappointment to the author. Mew (who knew nothing about sales figures) was deeply apologetic: ‘I did think that one or two more or less influential people who have used all sorts of adjectives about the F.B. would have put some in print, but there it is – & I am so truly sorry if you are to be landed with 850 “remainders”.’25 It didn’t help that the book had been released right in the middle of the First World War. Although Mew would go on to write three poems on the subject, the 1916 edition of The Farmer’s Bride contained none at all. Even if it had done, the public’s appetite during these years was for verses written by serving soldiers. Rupert Brooke’s 1914 and Other Poems, published the previous summer, went through ten impressions in the first six months, and by 1920 it had sold almost 60,000 copies. Looking back on the scene in 1935, the critic Frank Swinnerton commented:

         
            the heightened emotion of those times led to a good deal of what was known as War verse. Most of this was of no value at all. Some of it was as eager and burning as young hearts could make it. All found a ready market, because parents and friends wished for some record of their endangered boys.26

         

         Mew herself was doubtful about just how much could be blamed on the war for the initially muted reception of her work: ‘When I see what & how other verses are noticed, I can’t think the War is wholly responsible for mine being left on the shelf,’ she wrote.27 Still, generally speaking, the poetry-reading public wanted either ‘War verse’ or something that offered an escape from the horrors of war. That escape was provided by the pastoral lyrics of the Georgians, whose work was a far cry from the uneasy, restlessly questing tenor of Mew’s poems. In fact, Mew’s poetry didn’t fit easily into any of the recognised categories – too contemplative to be counted among the spare work of the Imagists; too lacking in intellectual swagger to be classed as modernism; too sensual to stand beside the (mostly) emotionally unengaged verse of the Georgians. Mew had been left out of all five volumes of the influential Georgian Poetry anthologies, and when Harold Monro had tried to push for her inclusion, the series editor Edward Marsh repeatedly declined. The first three volumes included no female poets at all.

         Mew’s antipathy to self-promotion further hindered the advancement of her work. Alida Monro pointed out that her ‘dislike of publicity was extreme’,28 and she refused to be painted until, in the mid-1920s, her friend Dorothy Hawksley made the single portrait of her now in existence. She was genuinely uninterested in celebrity – a rare thing in the celebrity-seeking age in which she lived. Perhaps most problematic of all for her reputation was the fact that she refused to play the game of literary preferment: the influential Lady Ottoline Morrell felt the force of Mew’s rebuttal when she pestered the poet for a meeting while Mew was busy at the bedside of her dying sister. Mew had no interest either in making use of the few connections she did have: as she explained to her publisher, ‘I know only a few literary people, & not intimately. – They have the book & have written to say how well they think of it: & there it stops. Even if I knew them better I couldn’t ask them to get me notices, because I am simply not the person, though for your sake, I wish I were.’29 All these things stemmed from the fact that she was an inveterate outsider – unattached to literary groups like the Bloomsbury set (in spite of living for three years on the next street from Virginia Woolf and her siblings), and wary of new acquaintances, largely because of the burden of keeping secret the fact that a brother and a sister were locked away in asylums.

         Despite these obstacles, quite soon The Farmer’s Bride would win Mew some influential admirers – and bring her new friends. Most significant of these, in terms of her reputation, was Sydney Cockerell, director of the Fitzwilliam Museum, Cambridge, who in 1918 introduced the poems to one of Mew’s literary heroes, Thomas Hardy. Mew had long been a passionate reader of Hardy and was thrilled when she discovered that he had become an admirer of her own work. Five years later, Hardy, John Masefield and Walter de la Mare would write to Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin to recommend Mew for a Civil List pension, arguing that she was ‘the most distinguished of the living English women poets’, and that her work stood alone ‘in power, quality and suggestion’.30 Over the next few years, her poems began to attract the attention of other leading literary figures, including Siegfried Sassoon, Virginia Woolf and Walter de la Mare, who commented of Mew (upon finally meeting her, in 1923) that ‘She just knows humanity – one of the rarest things in the world.’31 

         Mew’s death, in 1928, produced a flurry of enthusiastic plaudits. ‘No English poet had less pretension, and few as genuine a claim to be in touch with the source of poetry,’ exclaimed Humbert Wolfe, in an Observer review of Mew’s posthumous collection The Rambling Sailor.32

         In the intervening years, there have been a number of fervent supporters of Mew’s poetry who have kept the work from fading into obscurity. Philip Larkin included Mew in his Oxford Book of Twentieth Century English Verse (1973); Val Warner’s Collected Poems and Prose (1982) helped reignite an enthusiasm for Mew’s work in literary circles; and two years later Penelope Fitzgerald’s affectionate portrait of Mew and her friends brought her to the attention of a more general readership. John Newton, editor of a more recent collection of Mew’s poems, has suggested that if her work had been better known throughout the twentieth century, it might have offered an alternative way forward for British poetry, providing a model that, in Newton’s words, is ‘powerfully direct, passionate, and charged in the simplest and purest English language’.33 Poets Ian Hamilton and Eavan Boland have both edited selections of her poetry, with Boland describing The Farmer’s Bride as ‘one of the most remarkable poetry publications of the first half of the twentieth century’.34 A hundred years after that ‘remarkable’ publishing event, on a crisp October day in 2016, I had the honour of standing beside Heather Greetham, a descendant of Mew’s, to unveil a blue plaque on Mew’s childhood home in Doughty Street – a project that had first been suggested by Nicholas Murray and brought to fruition by the combined efforts of Ricci de Freitas, Richard Ekins, Andrew Roberts, Michèle Roberts and others. As we tugged the black cloth away, there was a sense of collective excitement; a sense that something significant was being done to help bring Mew’s name and reputation back into the light after too many years of obscurity. Marianne Moore warned that ‘If we choose to leave the poems of Charlotte Mew out of our literary heritage, we are leaving out an original’;35 with several of her poems featuring on recent exam syllabuses, the work is currently being introduced to a new generation. Reflecting on Mew’s reputation in 1956, Siegfried Sassoon wrote, ‘I often wonder how wide her fame has spread and suspect that it is still absurdly limited. But time is the only agent, and many will be on the rubbish heap when Charlotte’s star is at the zenith, where it will remain.’36 That prediction seems more plausible now than at any point in recent history.
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