

[image: ]
















CHARLOTTE MEW


Selected Poems


Edited with an introduction by


EAVAN BOLAND









[image: ]

























FyfieldBooks aim to make available some of the great classics of British and European literature in clear, affordable formats, and to restore often neglected writers to their place in literary tradition.




 





FyfieldBooks take their name from the Fyfield elm in Matthew Arnold’s ‘Scholar Gypsy’ and ‘Thyrsis’. The tree stood not far from the village where the series was originally devised in 1971.






Roam on! The light we sought is shining still.


Dost thou ask proof? Our tree yet crowns the hill,


Our Scholar travels yet the loved hill-side








from ‘Thyrsis’
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Introduction





Charlotte Mew was born in London in 1869. Her family – middle-class, respectable, afflicted – lived at number 30 Doughty Street in the borough of Camden. I lived near there as a child in the 1950s, when the airy squares with their chestnut and plane trees, their white wedding cake houses, were still almost intact.


By that time however, London was pitted and humbled by two wars. To find Charlotte Mew’s city we have to peel back the erosion, the doubt, the fog-scars of a hundred years until we come to a place that glows with empire. Pepys’s London. The London of the novelists. A few houses down, nearer to Russell Square, Charles Dickens had written his early novels at number 48. What more could a child like Charlotte Mew want, you might ask, than to be born in the environs of a luminous gossip and a great novelist?


The census of 4 April 1881 suggests a normal Victorian family with their children: Henry H. Mew, aged fifteen, Scholar, Charlotte M. Mew, aged eleven, Scholar, Caroline F.A. Mew, aged seven and Freda K. Mew aged two, together with the live-in servants: Elizabeth Goodman, aged fifty-six, ‘Nurse Domestic’, and Lucy Best, aged eighteen, ‘Cook Domestic’.


But appearances, here as elsewhere, can be deceptive. A more vulnerable and struggling family would be hard to find. The terrible story begins early. One child died. Two more died when Charlotte was seven, one of fever, the other of convulsions. Her only brother, Henry, became schizophrenic early in life. And her youngest sister, Freda, notable in that homely family for being ‘beautiful as a flame’, became schizophrenic at sixteen. It must all have bewildered Frederick Mew, Charlotte’s father. He was an architect, but not a particularly enterprising one. His wife, the daughter of a more eminent architect, had social and financial expectations he failed to fulfil. Fred Mew’s income did not increase. But his family did. By 1879 there were seven children. The shadows were growing longer.


Death. Insanity. Class. Suddenly, in that apparent decorum of imperial England, a window opens into a savage time. The Mew family are the dark side of empire. Charlotte Mew lived the pain and contradiction: the shame of a genteel life lived without the money gentility requires; the pain of a sexuality gentility would reject.




 





Charlotte Mew’s childhood might have remained hidden but for one stray account. In 1913 she published an essay in the New Statesman called ‘The Old Servant’. It is a strange prose – staccato and choked with memory – but it reveals one of the formative relations of her life.


Mew’s grandmother, Mary Cobham Kendall, had not approved of her daughter’s marriage to the weak and unsuitable Fred Mew. Faced with the fact, however, she selected a servant from her own household to help her. Elizabeth Goodman, tall, spare, a blunt North countrywoman, came to that house to practise the arts of survival: cuff-mending and darning, the skilful turning of sheets. And the less visible arts of unseen friendship.


Of all the photographs of Charlotte Mew, this may be the most compelling: Two women, neatly dressed in dark clothes, sit in a Victorian conservatory. The younger, who has no hat or bonnet on as the older one does, leans forward slightly as if she could see or hear something. More likely, the photographer has told them both to look into the middle distance. The young woman has short, unstyled hair. Her face is a strange oval. It is neither pretty nor usual, but intense and already odd. The older woman – almost an old woman – wears the dark cloak and bonnet of a nineteenth-century domestic. She is sitting to the front of the picture. The young woman stands behind her shoulder like a dark spirit, a familiar. It is a stern portrait. But for all that, this is a photograph of one of the few friendships, the few unflawed empathies of Mew’s life. The ramrod straight woman brought a magic to her childhood, all the deeper because it addressed the Puritan nature of both. ‘Throughout the year her reading was limited to the Bible,’ Mew writes,




and a cheap weekly comic paper; but on Christmas eve she flung into the festooned disorder of the nursery a pile of Christmas numbers and thenceforth walked with us, for a week or two, in the world of pure romance. Red lights gleamed from Manor House windows; ostlers bandied jests in the courtyards of lonely inns; the crack of whips and the hoofs of post-horses drowned the wheels of the crawling cab and the bell of the muffin man ting-tinging down our long, dull street.





Despite these brief moments, it was an outsider’s childhood. In a piece she wrote called ‘An Open Door’, Mew recalls, ‘As a child, I remember looking down from our high nursery windows on the children, far below us under the railings of the park.’ Her way of being at the side of an action would last her whole life and painfully enrich her work. Now that life would begin in earnest: in 1879 she was entered as a pupil at the Gower Street School in London.


In 1888 the family moved to Gordon Street, to a larger, more expensive and far more unlucky house. There, within the space of four years, two of the children drifted into insanity. Henry, Charlotte’s only brother, was confined to hospital in his early twenties and never re-emerged. His death certificate of March 1901 lists the place of death as Peckham House Lunatic Asylum. He is said to be buried in Nunhead Cemetery. Freda, the beautiful youngest girl, followed him in her late teens. Alida Monro, a later friend of Mew, opened a small window into the events when she commented, ‘Their sad condition was a constant torment to Charlotte.’




* * *





The startling, off-kilter poems published when she was nearly fifty years of age in her first book, The Farmer’s Bride, gather and filter the tragedies of Charlotte Mew’s youth. They have an eerie verve, these poems. Their conversational staccato, played off the truncated cadences of Victorian lyric, gives a studio acoustic to the voice. The voice – and this is unusual in that era – signals from its margins and its music through tone. The combination of the two tells us something we can hardly ignore:






No year has been like this that has just gone by;


     It may be that what Father says is true,


If things are so it does not matter why:


     But everything is burned and not quite through.


     The colours of the world have turned


     To flame, to blue, the gold has burned


In what used to be such a leaden sky.


When you are burned quite through you die.








The reader has to look closely here so as not to miss the effect. Mew is not a lyric poet. At least, not a conventional one – and certainly not in that era of lyric poets. She is something different and far more unexpected in a time when there was still honey for tea: she is a pre-modernist narrator, gathering her world into lines which tumble off the edge of the page with the strain of holding it together. Cemeteries, asylums, sea roads and broken dolls clutter these lines. The cast of characters is strange and estranged. While the Georgian poets of that era were seeking out small pastorals, she marked a disharmony. She stands in the middle of her Edwardian landscape, not to be framed by it, but to signal its danger, like a fire-swallower at an otherwise sedate country fair.


These qualities did not guarantee a literary welcome. Mew received little recognition in her lifetime. The full chill of neglect can be felt in the lines in a local newspaper noticing her death. Even the name is wrong. She is described as ‘Charlotte New, said to be a writer’. The earlier years were no better. She was not included in Edward Marsh’s 1910 volume Georgian Poetry.


And then there is the issue of both gender and sexuality – neither overtly disclosed in the poems, but nevertheless the weather of many of them. Mew’s sexuality is at once secretive and hiding in plain sight. It discloses itself, not as actions or partnerships, but as subtle obsessions of light and view; transgressions of feeling, as in ‘On the Road to the Sea’ where she imagines the childhood of the person she fantasises about. The lines are not comfortable, but they are – as is so much in Mew – luminously arresting:






Now, if I look, I see you walking down the years,


Young, and through August fields – a face, a thought, a swinging dream perched on a stile –;


I would have liked (so vile we are!) to have taught you tears








In 1894 Mew’s short story ‘Passed’ was published in the second issue of The Yellow Book. It was her first publication; she was twenty-five. It is also one of the few available records of her youth. She wrote copious prose. Most of it is worthy; little is excellent. She wrote in a stiff essay-dialect entirely missing from her poems. And, in any case, none of it offers much information.


In fact, trying to pick up her trail as a young woman is frustrating. It would be almost impossible without some essays and introductions and information. Above all there is Penelope Fitzgerald’s splendid and affectionate book Charlotte Mew and Her Friends, with its fine preface by Brad Leithauser. And, of course, Val Warner’s essential, meticulous editing of Collected Poems and Prose. There is also the rich, detailed and fascinating Middlesex University website ‘Charlotte’s Web’ (www.mdx.ac.uk/WWW/STUDY/xmew.htm). Out of some of these accounts, a few details gleam.


Here, for instance, is Charlotte Mew asking Henry Harland, the editor of The Yellow Book to pay her all at once for ‘Passed’. Here she is falling in love with his secretary, Ella D’Arcy who leaves London to live in the Channel Islands. There she is, just out of reach of her friends, rolling her own cigarettes, swearing forcefully, and dressing in darker and more masculine clothes by the day. And here she is again – with the cold ring of truth – writing about Emily Brontë for the journal Temple Bar in 1904. It is a short essay. But there at the top of a page one sentence comes to life and turns its prophetic head. It turns and looks back at the fragile, desolate young woman who wrote it: ‘Her nature stood alone’, she writes of Brontë: ‘That was the awful fact – the tragedy of her life.’




 





We are coming to that part of Mew’s story which shows her at her most abandoned. Hers was a life of terrible loneliness. It was not simply that she was lesbian in a time of repression and restriction. There is also her social personality. She was a strange and volatile mix of attributes: she had a fierce, structured religious faith. It connected her to a visionary sense of order. It also dissociated her from the body. In the best of Mew’s poetry these contradictions play off each other: there is an off-kilter fervour about her eroticism, and an erotic yearning to her spiritual world. It is a beautiful, heart-rending blend.


Nevertheless, in a plain and poignant sense, she found little peace or renewal within her sexuality. She made a series of approaches and received a series of agonising rebuffs. She went from London to Paris in 1902 to join Ella D’Arcy, the former secretary to Henry Harland of The Yellow Book. She was excited, hopeful, tentative. But Ella D’Arcy was a heterosexual and Mew shrank back in humiliation. Years later, the same thing would happen in her relations with May Sinclair – an ardent affection would be turned back. In that case it was more public and still more humiliating. In fact, one of Sinclair’s friends noted with asperity in her diary ‘Charlotte is a pervert’. In Mew’s own poignant phrase she had ‘made herself dam ridiculous’.


It was obvious she was looking for freedom and experiment, as well as an intellectual acceptance of her own sexuality. But in that closed era it eluded her. The peace of the body was not to be found. There is a grim loneliness to the erotic undersong in many of the poems. It would make for bleak reading, if the music of tone and voice were not so unswerving. Nevertheless the story of Mew’s agonising, hidden life has to be imagined because it is so much the hinterland of her poems. We have to imagine the rented rooms and seaside hotels and friends’ houses in which she received the rejections which must have terrified her. But if she lost her sense of sexual dignity there she also found, in that ordeal, one of her most luminous poems:






I remember rooms that have had their part


     In the steady slowing down of the heart.


The room in Paris, the room at Geneva


The little damp room with the seaweed smell,


And that ceaseless, maddening sound of the tide


     Rooms where for good or ill things died.








And here the story is taken up by Alida Monro, who writes a biographical memoir to the beautiful, small 1953 edition of Mew’s Collected Poems. I own that book; it is a talisman of mine. I keep it near me, always knowing that within its rosy, tattered dustjacket and sturdy covers burns and lives the music of dissidence.


In 1915 Mew was invited to the Poetry Bookshop on the Strand, owned by Alida Monro’s husband. Through the door came a tiny, strange woman, not more than four foot ten inches. ‘Her face was a fine oval’, writes Monro ‘and she always wore a little, hard pork-pie hat put on very straight.’ On that first occasion, Monro asked her if she was Charlotte Mew. She replied with a smile, saying ‘I am sorry to say I am.’


Mew was nearly fifty when her first book, The Farmer’s Bride, was published by Harold Monro’s press. The year was 1916. It came out as a chapbook, in a coarse, gunmetal-coloured jacket. The cover shows a child’s drawing of a house. The roof slopes towards two small windows. A pair of fork-sharp trees are behind it. Next to the logo of ‘The Poetry Bookshop’ is the inky symbol of a shilling.


It remains one of the most remarkable poetry publications of the first half of the twentieth century. The edition of 1916 contains just seventeen poems. Some of them – ‘In Nunhead Cemetery’, ‘The Farmer’s Bride’, ‘Madeleine in Church’ – are signature Mew poems. Others are shorter. Most have her bleak strength. In 1921 the volume was re-issued with eleven new poems, keeping its name in Britain, but titled Saturday Market in the United States. Much later, not until 1953, the Collected Poems was published in both countries.


In fact, there are two stories folded into Mew’s book, one visible and the other hidden. The first is of a compelling, lapsed lyric poet, a writer of harsh lines and scalding images, who sought out – unusually in a time of Georgian sentiment – Hardy’s darkness and offered herself as its inheritrix. Mew wrote an odd line: long and wayward, and far more voice – driven than was common in that era:






Do you remember the two old people we passed on the road to Kérity,


Resting their sack on the stones, by the drenched wayside,








In the spirit of Hardy, her best poems show her ability to write a lurid pastoral. Not the quiet celebration of England from a Victorian instruction set, but poems furnished with madhouses, broken spirits, unrecoverable partings. And yet her poems can also have an ominous pre-Auden elegance of tone:









  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.


  It has been quiet as the country-side


  Since Ted and Janey and then Mother died


And Tom crossed Father and was sent away.








But it is together, rather than singly, that the poems in this book open out into the second story – the one which is less visible, the one which helps to make Mew such an essential figure.




* * *





The nineteenth century was a time of sinister enchantment for women poets. As if by sorcery, they ceased to be poets and became ‘poetesses’. One by one, Rossetti, Browning, and even Emily Brontë (at least in her poems) surrendered to a limiting sub-category: one designed by an anxious Empire to reconcile acts of imagination with the obedience normally required of daughters and wives. During their courtship, Elizabeth Barrett wrote to Robert Browning:




Thus you have an immense grasp in Art; and no one at all accustomed to consider the usual forms of it could help regarding with reverence and gladness the gradual expansion of your powers. Then you are ‘masculine’ to the height – and I, as a woman, have studied some of your gestures of language and intonation wistfully, as a thing beyond me far! and the more admirable for being beyond.





A sinister enchantment? The term is hardly too harsh. When Elizabeth Barrett wrote in one of her first letters to Robert Browning that her spirits drooped to the ground ‘like an untrained honeysuckle’, she provided the quintessential image of the poetess. But it was more than social expectation. The subtle, continuous, offset and interplay all through the nineteenth century of expectations of the poetess led directly to the lyric of religious yearning, of disappointed love, and sacred surrender: the four-stress, eight-beat line of an obedient music.


Then the break came. But how? By any logic, only a woman poet so estranged from the society which made the category could begin to dismantle its expectation of the poetess. Charlotte Mew fits that description. So dissident, so lost, so out on a margin of voice, craft and canon – ironically, she possessed, in all her powerlessness, the requisite power: she could prove the category deficient. And she did. The great unshackling of women’s voices in poetry has one of its beginnings right here. These sad, beautiful poems are full of rendings and breakings and burnings.


Charlotte Mew lived for twelve more years after The Farmer’s Bride. In the spring of 1928, after the death of her sister, she entered a nursing home in Beaumont Street. She stayed there, in a shuttered, plain room for weeks. In March, at the threshold of spring, she left the house on a Saturday morning to make a purchase. She bought a bottle of Lysol – a creosote mixture – and drank a small glass of it. She died, foaming at the mouth, a few hours later. There is no bleaker death in the history of poetry.




* * *





I have wanted this book to be an introduction. Just that. There is a sort of salt and spray about reading Mew for the first time: her poems are not like anything else. No reading of Victorian or Edwardian poetry prepares for them. If the big, wilful lines, the direct voice, seem like transgressions, it is because they are. They have enough force to unwrite the false pastorals of Georgian England and the dead sweetness of pre-modernist, post-Victorian poetry.
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