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Introduction







And then there is another thought. We are told now that we bear within us the seeds, not of one, but of two lives – the life of the race and the life of the individual. The life of the race makes for racial immortality; the life of the individual suffers l’attirance de la mort, the lure of death; and this from the outset. The unicellular animals are practically immortal; the complexity of the individual spells death. The unmarried and childless cut themselves loose from racial immortality, and are dedicated to individual life – a side track, a blind alley, yet surely a supreme end in itself.


Jane Ellen Harrison, Reminiscences of a Student’s Life (1925)





One might expect an introduction to the poetry of Hope Mirrlees to begin with the woman herself, to offer a catalogue of biographical facts, some historical gossip, anecdotes: a fine broderie of names, dates, and places. But in the case of Hope Mirrlees, what is known about her life offers few clues about the composition of her lately rediscovered modernist ‘lost masterpiece’, the long poem Paris.1 She rarely made reference to it in her correspondence and, soon after the Hogarth Press published Paris in 1920, it quickly disappeared, nearly taking with it its increasingly reclusive author. And when, reluctantly, Mirrlees returned to Paris fifty-two years later and excised ‘blasphemous’ passages before republication, the literary journal in which it appeared folded after just three issues. Rather unsettlingly, especially for scholars of modernism, Mirrlees’s brilliant poem seemed like a one-off. Decades after Mirrlees’s death in 1978, her poem began to re-emerge from the archives of modernist literature and has been hailed by some as an exemplary text of British modernist writing. This edition celebrates the dynamism of Mirrlees’s long poem, whilst placing it within the context of her wider oeuvre, her life, and her networks of influence.


So how do we connect the woman to the work that she neglected and eventually distanced herself from? How do we explain the dramatic change in her poetics from 1920 to 1960, by which time Mirrlees had plunged into highly formal, mannered verse? How, indeed, can we reconcile the style of Paris with that of her later poems? This shift, seen by many as the demise of Mirrlees’s literary career – she published three novels in addition to Paris in the 1920s and then didn’t publish again for over thirty years – was linked, quite plausibly, to the death of her companion, the classics scholar Jane Harrison, in 1928. Harrison (born in 1850, and Mirrlees’s elder by nearly forty years) was her tutor at Newnham College from 1910 to 1913. The two women bonded during those years and, by 1914, what Mirrlees described as a ‘close friendship’ with Harrison had evolved – they lived together from 1922 until the end of Jane’s life. We know far more about Jane Harrison than we do about Mirrlees. Harrison was, by some accounts, the first professional female academic in Britain – in 1898 she became the first woman to give university lectures at Cambridge – and her theories on the function of ritual in ancient societies were highly influential to early twentieth-century anthropology. There have been numerous studies of her work and her involvement with the Cambridge Ritualists, and several biographies of Harrison to date. But perhaps the best-known glimpse we have of Jane Harrison is in Virginia Woolf’s essay A Room of One’s Own, delivered as two lectures at Newnham and Girton colleges the year Harrison died.




[…] and then on the terrace, as if popping out to breathe the air, to glance at the garden, came a bent figure, formidable yet humble, with her great forehead and her shabby dress – could it be the famous scholar, could it be J— H— herself? All was dim, yet intense too, as if the scarf which the dusk had flung over the garden were torn asunder by star or sword – the flash of some terrible reality leaping, as its way is, out of the heart of the spring. For youth –2





Here Woolf is walking through the gardens of Fernham (a fictitious hybrid of Newnham and Girton) when she imagines herself back in the spring (it is actually October) and she spots Harrison’s ghostly figure. The spring gives way to the ‘terrible reality’ of death, perhaps partly a reference to Jane’s death in early April that year. Her vision of Jane, who was Woolf’s friend and whose scholarship she clearly admired, appears not so coincidentally in Woolf’s treatise on the lives of women writers. Famously the question of what women sacrifice, in the pursuit of intellectual life, runs throughout her essay. As Harrison wrote in her memoir:




By what miracle I escaped marriage I do not know, for all my life long I fell in love. But, on the whole, I am glad. I do not doubt that I lost much, but I am quite sure I gained more. Marriage, for a woman at least, hampers two things that made life to me glorious – friendship and learning. In man it was always the friend, not the husband, that I wanted. Family life has never attracted me. At its best it seems to me rather narrow and selfish; at its worst, a private hell. The role of wife and mother is no easy one; with my head full of other things I might have dismally failed. On the other hand, I have a natural gift for community life. It seems to me sane and civilised and economically right. I like to live spaciously, but rather plainly, in large halls with great spaces and quiet libraries. I like to wake in the morning with the sense of a great, silent garden around me.’3





Women must, as readers and authors, preserve the community; they must choose friendship and learning over the more mundane options of marriage and family; they must be prepared to see the ghosts of their literary mothers coming out for air on an imaginary spring evening. And this is where we turn again to Hope. When Jane died, Mirrlees’s life changed irrevocably. After Harrison’s funeral, Hope spent a few weeks in France to recover from the strain of nursing Jane during her final months. She dreaded returning to England to face her and Jane’s mutual friends.4 She held onto one line from a letter of condolence as the most consoling of all, one she would paraphrase many years later to T.S. Eliot’s widow, her dear friend Valerie: ‘Anyhow, what a comfort for you to have been all you were to her.’5 It was from Virginia Woolf.
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Helen Hope Mirrlees was born on 8 April 1887 in Chislehurst, Kent and died in 1978, at the age of ninety-one. She was educated at St Leonard’s School in St Andrews and, later, after a year-long stint studying at the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art, took up classics at Newnham from 1910 to 1913 (she did not sit the Tripos examinations). Mirrlees’s mother, Emily Lina Mirrlees, was descended from Scottish aristocracy, the Moncrieffs, and her father, William Julius Mirrlees, was an engineer in Glasgow. W.J. Mirrlees cofounded the Mirrlees-Tongaat (now Tongaat-Hulett) Company based in Natal, a lucrative South African sugar manufacturer. As an heiress to the Mirrlees-Tongaat fortunes, Hope spent much of her life in relative comfort as an exile from Britain, living in South Africa and France and making extended stays in southern Europe. The Mirrlees family – which also included Hope’s two younger siblings, William Henry Buchanan (Reay) and Margaret Rosalys (Margot) – was, it would seem, close, convivial and eccentric. Pet names pepper their correspondence to each other: ‘Sneezor’; ‘Bolo’; ‘Snowdrop’; ‘Skip’; ‘Mappie’; ‘Nursey’; ‘Hubbie’; ‘Wifey’; ‘Silly Sealie’; ‘Seal-Child Mirrlees’ and more. The letters from Hope to her mother Lina (referred to as either ‘Mappie’ or ‘The Seal’ by her children) keep track of the intimate details of Hope’s daily life whilst she was away intermittently in France between 1913 and 1926.6 Hope often consulted her parents about housing and travel, in part because she relied on their continuous financial support. But one also senses that Hope’s connection with her mother was, until Lina’s death in 1948, a crucial and substantial anchor to her own identity as a Moncrieff and as a member of an aristocratic set. This is not the least because Lina herself figures in the lives and memoirs of some of Hope’s most auspicious associations, including T.S. Eliot, the poet and critic Fredegond Shove, the Strachey family and, of course, Jane Harrison. In the Hope Mirrlees archive, a long, unpublished typescript, entitled ‘A Discursive and Selective Pedigree of Emily Lina Mirrlees, Née Moncrieff, By Her Daughter, Hope Mirrlees’, attempts to trace the Moncrieff lineage through her maternal ancestry.7 It is an intricate web extending back several centuries through baronets and Scottish royalty (including both the Lyons and the Lindsays). In it Hope claimed that Lina had ‘inherited her mother’s beauty, her father’s charm, and the high courage of her ancestors’. Lina was evidently very fond of poetry, and counted Wordsworth as her favourite, followed closely by Robert Browning and Dante Gabriel Rossetti (whose poems she could recite from memory). The Mirrlees family’s closeness – and Hope’s financial dependence – meant that she frequently returned to stay at the family home between 1913 and 1948; first at Cranmer Road in Cambridge and Mount Blow near Great Shelford and then later at Shamley Wood, or ‘The Shambles’, near Guildford, Surrey. Hope’s recollections conjure images of witty ‘table talk’, extravagance and good-natured teasing by all – the warmth of the Mirrlees family was not lost on its most famous boarder, Tom Eliot. Eliot, who lived with the Mirrleeses during World War II, wrote to Hope in 1951 that Shamley was the nearest thing to home he had had since his childhood and ‘it may be that I did there what will be regarded as my best work’, a reference to his Four Quartets. About his devotion to Hope’s mother, he wrote: ‘I think of Mappie for a moment every day – as you say, in eternity’.8 Eliot had been, for a time, part of the family circle.


Hope Mirrlees figures in the biographies of her contemporaries as a stunningly beautiful woman, a fierce intellectual and a peripheral Bloomsbury figure. In the 1920s she appears in the correspondence and memoirs of Virginia and Leonard Woolf, Lytton Strachey, Dora Carrington, Roger Fry and Mary MacCarthy, and she was chosen as one of the literary executors for the Bloomsbury hostess, Lady Ottoline Morrell. (However, Hope’s correspondence with another of Morrell’s executors, Robert Gathorne-Hardy, reveals that trustees of the estate, especially Morrell’s family, ultimately blocked her involvement.) Whilst at Newnham, Mirrlees’s studies were carefully supervised by Harrison, who wrote letters to Hope’s mother and also visited Cranmer Road on occasion. Harrison wrote to both Lina and Hope in the summer of 1910 expressing her relief that an engagement between Hope and an unnamed man had been broken off. Judging from the tenor of these letters, Harrison doubted that Hope had found a suitable match, feeling that her ‘hour has not struck’.9 Jane wrote that she was looking forward to Hope’s return to Cambridge the following term. As it turns out, the man to whom Harrison refers was almost certainly the illustrator and painter Henry Justice Ford (1860–1941). Three letters from Ford – two addressed to Hope and one to her parents – reveal that Ford was indeed courting Hope and had visited the Mirrlees family in 1910. Ford was born in London and won a scholarship to attend Clare College, Cambridge, where he gained a First degree in classics. He later studied art at the Slade under the tuition of Alphonse Legros and fought as part of the Artists Rifles regiment during World War I. His most famous illustrations were for Andrew Lang’s hugely popular series of twelve Fairy Books for children, which Hope would certainly have read during her youth. Hope and Ford shared some common acquaintances in London – Ford ran with the likes of J.M. Barrie and Arthur Conan Doyle – but, while it is impossible to say for certain, it is likely the two met through Mary MacCarthy, who wrote glowingly of meeting Ford in a letter to Hope. A lovesick Ford wrote to Mirrlees from London’s Saville Club in 1910, just before the funeral of King Edward:




I was so very sad and miserable all this afternoon that I had to come up here for human companionship. It is so horrid to be 60 miles away from you after being so close for two days. But I’ve cheered up a little playing billiards with some jolly fellows and so I can write a little letter and feel happy talking to you again darling thing. What a happy little time it was. Did you like it? I just look forward to next Sunday and in the meanwhile shall busily ply the drawings like till there are very few left to do. […] I think your dear father and mother are the sweetest kindest creatures in the world. They have been good to me, bless them. I think they must hate me coming and disturbing their peace so, and they are so nice about it. I don’t quite know how to thank them because there is nothing to say adequate. Dear pet are you happy? And tell me if you enjoyed seeing me. […]


Good night beloved. I send you a million kisses (and they ‘seem too few’ for me)


   Henry


It is delicious hot and stuffy but it makes me rather a sleepy dog – but it is one that is not so sleepy to want his cat very badly tonight.10





From what little is in these letters, one comes away feeling that Ford is a frivolous character who pours his childish affections into unwilling hands. Perhaps Hope’s letters to Ford (which haven’t surfaced) would prove otherwise. But it hardly seems possible that these letters were written by a man of fifty, and considering that Hope was only twenty-three years old at the time, one may be able to see why the engagement dissolved. As for Jane’s letters to Hope and Lina, some of Jane’s biographers have read in them the concerned voice of a tutor, others may wish to find in them evidence of Jane’s attraction to and possessiveness of Hope. All of this centres on the question of whether or not the two women had entered into a romantic relationship – either in 1910 or later – a question that many of Harrison’s biographers have attempted to answer and others have skilfully avoided. While it may not be relevant to Harrison’s work, I would contend that inquiries into Hope’s writing that take sexuality into account deepen our understanding of the texts – especially her fiction. Therefore the nature of Harrison and Mirrlees’s relationship is relevant to Hope’s writing, not merely because the two women exchanged ideas and worked very closely on collaborative projects after Mirrlees left Newnham, but because of the intimately coded (and hence necessarily evasive) private intellectual life they subsequently shared. In a way that was not unlike the Mirrlees custom of family names, Jane and Hope referred to each other as ‘Elder’ and ‘Younger’ Wife or Walrus (‘EW’ or ‘YW’) in their letters. During Jane’s early days teaching at Newnham, three female students gave her a toy stuffed bear, which Jane named ‘OO’, short for ‘The Old One’. The Bear dwelled in the ‘Cave’ (Jane’s room) and had a totemic significance for Hope and Jane – he negotiated meetings between his ‘younger’ and ‘elder’ wife, and in part embodied their not only unconventional but impossible union by providing the ‘male’ aspect of a secret, fantasy marriage. A previously unpublished poem written by Harrison for Hope in 1921, entitled ‘To Her. A twilight poem’, makes reference to the Bear’s place as both women’s husband: ‘My husband chose her out / To be his concubine / His morganatic wife / And last – O joy divine / We dwell together free from strife / His younger and his elder wife.’11


The poem ends with the elder wife’s anxiety over separation and mortality; its ‘twilight’ is Harrison’s own advanced age and she offers a suggestive, half-lit obscurity of personal detail (Jane suggests that Hope is part Jewish, makes mention of their study of Russian in Paris and also references Hope’s first novel Madeleine: One of Love’s Jansenists).12 ‘Morganatic’, used to describe a (often polygamous) marriage entered into with a woman of lower standing, characterises the Bear’s superiority to Hope. The sign of the Great Bear, the constellation Ursa Major, also appears in their correspondence and, most significantly, at the end of Mirrlees’s Paris. And although Jane’s ‘poem’ isn’t a serious attempt at the form (she also wrote some cringe-worthy limericks for Hope), the paradigm of their relationship is laid out and the power structure that underlies it is clear: Jane and the ‘OO’ watch over the younger ‘concubine’ Mirrlees and she is a source of ‘joy divine’, companionship and amusement for the Bear and the Elder Wife. The Bear also had a special, additional meaning for Jane dating back to a research visit she made to the Acropolis years before she met Hope. In her memoir, Reminiscences of a Student’s Life, Harrison writes:




The first time I went to Athens I had the luck to make a small archaeological discovery. I was turning over the fragments in the Acropolis Museum, then little more than a lumber-room. In a rubbish pile in the corner, to my great happiness, I lighted on a small stone figure of a bear. The furry hind paw was sticking out and caught my eye. I immediately had her – it was manifestly a she bear – brought out and honourably placed. She must have been set up originally in the precinct of Artemis Brauronia. Within this precinct, year by year, went on the arkteia or bear-service. No well-born Athenian would marry a girl unless she had accomplished her bear-service, unless she was in a word, confirmed to Artemis.13





Here the small stone figure of the ‘she bear’, essential to the maturation rites of Athenian women, takes on a symbolic importance: without her girls cannot become women nor can they be brought into the community through marriage. At the end of her life, Harrison wrote that she would have liked to have ‘founded a learned community for women, with vows of consecration and a beautiful rule and habit’. In some ways this was achieved through her life with Hope and certainly during her years at Newnham. These types of ‘vows’ or initiation rites in the Greek tradition were central to Harrison’s ideas about the essence of art, religion, and indeed drama:




I have elsewhere tried to show that Art is not the handmaid of Religion, but that Art in some sense springs out of Religion, and that between them is a connecting link, a bridge, and that bridge is Ritual. On that bridge, emotionally, I halt. It satisfies something within me that is appeased by neither Religion nor Art. A ritual dance, a ritual procession with vestments and lights and banners, move me as no sermon, no hymn, no picture, no poem has ever moved me; perhaps it is because a procession seems to me like life, like durée itself, caught and fixed before me.14





Ritual is the bridge extending into a forgotten past, and the space in which it can be experienced and re-experienced, an idea owing to Bergson’s concept of duration. The influence of Harrison’s ideas about ritual and religion on Hope’s novels has been the subject of scholarly enquiry, not the least because her most famous novel, Lud-in-the-Mist (1926) begins with an epigraph taken from Harrison’s Prolegomena to the Study of Greek Religion (1903). However, what is of greater interest, in this edition, is the presence of ritual in Mirrlees’s poetry, both before and after Jane’s death. Mirrlees herself reflected on the two women’s mutual influence whilst attempting to write Jane’s biography in the early 1930s:




Influence was hardly the word of [Jane’s] effect on me. It was, rather, re-creation. All the same, I know that I did have a great influence on her – she told me so. It was after we came back from Spain, she said to me that she had learned a great deal from me; from the way I attacked the whole of a civilisation, instead of just a part of it.15





It is clear that Hope believed in this ‘re-creation’, but how this might have been altered by Jane’s death is not as apparent. Did she carry on, as before, doing in her work what Jane supposedly admired her for, that is, attacking ‘the whole of a civilisation’? If Jane’s ‘attack’ was on religion or moralising theology, for instance, then how was Mirrlees’s revolutionary vision so total, so complete? It is hard to imagine. Mirrlees’s work, especially her novels, almost always entwines itself into the net of civilising forces: religion, cultural history, tradition, family. Her criticism is made from within, but in no way does it discredit these forces on a wider scale; generally speaking, her attack leaves intact some of the values one would expect Harrison to have railed against. More importantly, Mirrlees’s later poetry published in the 1960s is highly reverential of a cultural – particularly British, sometimes Catholic – past that only makes very light mockery of tradition (in one instance the hallowed halls of Oxbridge, where she imagines herself as an outsider). But before we consider Hope’s poetry in depth it is crucial to give an account of the years after she left Newnham and the time she spent living and studying in Paris.


It is almost possible to reconstruct loosely the years from 1913 to 1928 through surviving letters from Jane to Hope. In 1912 Jane wrote from Italy whilst she was en route to the Temple of Thermopylae to Hope, who was in Cambridge; in October 1913 Hope sojourned in Paris with Karin Costelloe (an early psychoanalyst who would later marry Virginia Woolf’s brother, Adrian) and the two women were introduced to Parisian literary society. We learn from a friend of Hope’s that she and Karin were invited to dine at the home of the poet Anna de Noailles, that they visited the English writer Mary Robinson (also known as Madame Duclaux) and that they lunched with Edith Wharton. (Wharton apparently snubbed them, and the two girls privately dubbed her ‘Old Warts’.) Jane visited her in April 1914 and then again in June. From 1915 onwards Hope wrote in her unfinished biography of Jane that ‘[Jane] gets a new lease of life from the joy of the discovery of Russian and Russia’, and we know that her study of Russian began in Paris that year. The two women spent 1918 almost entirely in Paris studying languages at the École des Langues Orientales. In the spring of 1919, Hope finished Paris: A Poem (1920) while presumably completing her first novel, Madeleine: One of Love’s Jansenists, which was the product of many years’ work. During the first months of 1920, on a visit to Seville, Hope became afflicted with (at least from Jane’s report) typhoid fever and Hope’s parents were summoned. Once Hope had recovered, they both motored through Spain. Jane threw herself into learning Spanish and discovered a passion for the paintings of El Greco through the writings of Maurice Barrès.


It wasn’t until 1922 that Jane, having left her career and community behind at Newnham, burned her personal papers and went to live with Hope in Paris on a more permanent basis. According to Hope, her family required her to have a chaperone if she wished to settle in Paris and Jane was happy to oblige. Although Jane was ageing, and her health was failing – whilst in Paris, Harrison was under the care of a physician named Moutier in whom she (perhaps unwisely) invested a great deal of faith – the two women were able to carry on their lives together in Paris, as foreign women travelling and studying, in a way that would have been more noticeable in London. Before Virginia Woolf (known for her occasionally savagely formed opinions of people) went to visit the two women in Paris she wrote in a letter to Mary MacCarthy they had a ‘Sapphic flat somewhere’16 and had earlier complained to Clive Bell that Hope’s novel Madeleine was ‘all Sapphism so far as I’ve got – Jane and herself’.17 But whether or not Harrison and Mirrlees’s relationship was sexual (and Mirrlees herself claimed, coyly, that she wasn’t a ‘Sapphist in the strictest sense’) Paris allowed the two women a certain degree of freedom in a more liberal environment. Initially, Hope and Jane travelled through the French countryside – they went to Nancy to attend sessions on ‘optimistic autosuggestion’ by the psychologist Émile Coué and explored Burgundy. Both women appear to have taken Coué’s practices seriously – especially Jane, who wrote to Hope (during a brief period apart) that she had ‘Coué’d’ for two hours in an attempt to ward off loneliness.18 The Hôtel de Londres on the rue Bonaparte (in the 6ème arrondissement) was their first home together in Paris, but they soon had to move on, finding it unsatisfactory, in part because they could not take meals in their rooms. Through Bertrand Russell’s first wife, Alys, Jane and Hope managed to find more spacious and comfortable lodgings in the American University Women’s Club on the rue de Chevreuse in Montparnasse, where they lived from 1922 to 1925. The Club, founded by the wealthy American philanthropist Elizabeth Mills Reid in the first decades of the twentieth century, was established as a residence in 1922 for American postgraduate women in Paris. All of the comforts of American life could be found there – ‘admirable cooking of the best French kind (touched by American)’ – and the company of American women was at once irritating and comforting for Hope. She wrote to her mother that the Club was so desperate to have Jane as a resident that they offered her a sitting room free of charge if she would agree to stay.19 An article Hope wrote in 1927 for Time & Tide (reproduced in this edition) entitled ‘An Earthly Paradise’ contrasts their life in the substandard Hôtel de Londres with their experience at the rue de Chevreuse:




Fortunately for the weak and helpless there are many substitutes for the ‘Friend behind phenomena’ – good servants, for instance, kind aunts, a large balance at the bank. So if one is to realise adequately the horrors of the atheist’s universe, it is necessary for a period to be cut off from these kindly sources of comfort … abroad, say, in a little unfriendly hotel, managed by people as impersonal as the chauffage central, and as cold; where everything even a daily bath, is made as difficult as human, or rather, as devilish ingenuity can compass, so that a few innocent cases of books make one feel as guilty and as helpless as a murderer seeking for a hiding-place for the remains of his victim; and whence one is driven daily, whatever the weather, to seek like Lear, as a witty friend most feelingly put it, one’s omelette in the storm.20





In August of 1923 and 1924, Jane and Hope left Paris for the Abbaye de Pontigny in Burgundy, where the philosopher Paul Desjardins (with the assistance of Charles Du Bos) hosted the yearly Décades de Pontigny, which ran regularly from 1910 to 1940 and halted only during World War I. These décades lasted for ten days, with entretiens, or symposia, set around a literary, philosophical or religious question during the afternoons. The attendees were intellectuals, mostly from Europe or Britain – André Gide, Jacques Rivière, André Maurois, Paul Valéry, Jean Tardieu, Heinrich Mann and Lytton Strachey were among those invited – and the meetings were held in a Cistercian abbey bought by Desjardins. Jane wrote a glowing letter to Gilbert Murray about the 1923 décades in which she described Pontigny as ‘an amazing place’ with ‘perfectly managed’ entretiens.21 But in an undated letter to her mother, Hope wrote that she was utterly bored at Pontigny, and she remarked during a group gathering (presumably with dismissive sarcasm) ‘Moi je n’ai pas de vie intérieure!’ which, according to one of Jane’s biographers Annabel Robinson, ‘staggered the French’.22 Lytton Strachey wrote to Dora Carrington the same year about being at Pontigny, to which Carrington replied that she was ‘delighted to be spared such tortures’ as the entretiens.




But WHAT FIENDS! Mania, is too mild a word for deliberate torture. How can you discuss translation for ten afternoons from half past two until half past four? It just shows what the Frogs are to choose the dullest and stoggiest, the most unsympathetic hours of the day to try and shine in intelligence. I should make a speech if I was you. But not on translation. I should make a speech on ‘Imbecility in the Lower Animals, the Frogs’ in the style of Swift, (or perhaps Strachey). I should give the habits of the toads and frogs who congregated in an Abbaye. Mercifully I am spared my speech!





In the same letter she also urges Strachey to get close to Hope and Jane: ‘I think the Jane-Hope liaison interests me most. Win their confidences. I am sure they are a fascinating couple. [Boris] Anrep once gave me such an interesting account of them.’23


Whether or not Hope enjoyed Pontigny is debatable. Years later, when recollecting these years for Jane’s biography, Hope wrote that she and Jane made ‘delightful friends’ there, but this may have been an intentional misremembering. What is more interesting is how the discussion about translation may have affected Hope’s own work and the course of the following years. In 1924, Hope and Jane jointly began two works of translation from Russian, to be completed over the next three years: The Life of the Archpriest Avvakum by Himself (1924) and, a further indulgence on the figure of the bear, The Book of the Bear (1926), twenty-one folk-tales. Robinson tells us that the theme of the décades of 1923 was ‘Y-at-il dans la poésie d’un people un trésor réservé, impenetrable aux étrangers?’ and that this topic broke down into more specific debates about the role of the poet and translator (who, therefore, begets a new audience for the poet) in different languages, cultures and nations. Jane’s affinity for all things Russian is well documented, most of all in Harrison’s own memoir. But the level at which Hope and Jane collaborated on these projects is difficult to decipher: there are no surviving manuscripts or notes for either book. We do know that during 1923 Hope completed her novel The Counterplot (1924) and that on 20 April 1924 she began writing what would become Lud-in-the-Mist (1926).24 In a letter to her mother she writes:




I began a new book on Sunday – the subtitle of which will possibly be A Story of Smuggling, Kidnapping and Adventures on the Borders of Fairyland (This is a secret!!!) It went swimmingly for three days and I wrote away at a great pace and then I stuck – as I knew nothing whatever about smugglers and hadn’t a background for the countryside. So I must get some books about smugglers and merchants and things.25





As for their collaborations in Russian – it seems unlikely that Hope was involved at any length in the translation of Avvakum. Jane didn’t receive the Russian manuscript until sometime after mid-May 1924 and by mid-June Hope was in London, staying with her mother near Hyde Park. But Jane and Hope had seen the manuscript – friends of theirs, the Russian émigré writer Alexei Remizov (1877-1957) and his wife Seraphima, owned a copy – and they had read it aloud at the Remizovs’ home.26 A July letter from Jane to D.S. Mirsky, the Russian critic and historian who had suggested translating Avvakum to Jane and procured the manuscript, suggests that while Hope was away, she and Mirsky would finish the book. The two met in Paris at the rue de Chevreuse to discuss the book and Mirsky wrote the preface. The speed at which Jane accomplished the translation of this seventeenth-century Old Russian text is remarkable – but modern translators have criticised her edition for its use of archaism (in effect, it appears that Jane pitched the language rather higher than the colloquial original). It is much more likely that Mirrlees and Harrison collaborated on The Book of the Bear, which Hope would have been translating whilst writing Lud-in-the-Mist. As the fantasy writer Michael Swanwick points out in his study of Mirrlees’s life and work, the influence of Alexei Remizov, a modernist writer of an almost Gothic sensibility, is visibile in her novel. Remizov, who was also a painter, was the subject of an article by Mirrlees published in a 1926 issue of Le Journal de Psychologie Normale et Pathologique (reproduced in this edition). Remizov was the only living contributor to The Book of the Bear and certainly Mirrlees and Harrison’s decision to place the living folklorist alongside older (often anonymous) ones actively brings folklore into the present. In their introduction, they argue that Remizov ‘has evolved his elaborate style and intensely individual fantasy from the simple rhythms of Russian folk-tales’ and Remizov himself is described as an almost fairy creature, hoarding mysterious painted toys in his Paris flat. Putting aside some of the homogenising cultural myth about Russians that shape the introduction – and indeed the whole book, Russians are ‘Bears’ after all – we can imagine that Remizov’s example of making-new older ‘simple rhythms’ inspired Hope to develop her own ‘intensely individual fantasy’ in Lud. Swanwick, a well-informed reader of Mirrlees’s fantasy novel, suggests that Remizov ‘freed [Hope] from the strictures of realism’ and that fantasy provided a more successful mode of writing for the kinds of social critique (in the form of highly staged roman à clef) that formed the basis of Mirrlees’s previous two novels.27 Both Madeleine and The Counterplot are thinly (albeit ornately) disguised projections of Hope’s own family drama. Lud-in-the-Mist breaks from Hope’s rewriting of her own life and her being what Virginia Woolf described as ‘her own heroine – capricious, exacting, exquisite, learned and beautifully dressed’.28 In 1927, Newnham College’s magazine, Thersites, printed a review of Lud:




Misled by the notice of a fraudulent bookseller, I positively bought ‘Lud in the Mist’, thinking it to be a novel about Newnham. I think it worth mentioning this, because, terrible as were my rage and mortification on finding that the book was really a fairy story with a profound moral and psychological significance, they were insensibly charmed away by paragraph after paragraph of Miss Mirrlees’s spell. Personally I can never understand allegories, but I do not think this one spoils the story any more than that of Gulliver or the Faery Queen; the creation of Lud in the Mist, the town that has the unearthly glow of 16th century Flemish pictures and the ageless enchantment of a fairy tale, is so powerful that fantastic, mannered, as it is, one accepts it as ‘quite true’. To say that such things really are, and to make us believe it is to perform a very astonishing feat.


In Miss Mirrlees’s last novel ‘The Counterplot’, one detected a curious individual flavour, more subtly and completely individual than that of any modern writer I remember to have read. It is not accounted for by her conception of character or her approach to realism, and yet it informs both these; its tangible expression is, I think, her style, which in its elaborate yet clear-cut and deeply coloured nature suggests a series of pictures in mosaic. The inward feeling it gives is of a bitter sweet taste left upon the tongue, or of one of those scents, harsh and infinitely strange which one sometimes smells in filigree bottles in a curiosity shop. In one sense, ‘Lud in the Mist’ is a more suitable ground for Miss Mirrlees than a modern story; to my mind the drawback to the ‘Counterplot’ was that all-embracing pedantry, extending to every walk of life from the mediaeval Spanish convent to the naval smoke-room. One wearied of being told so much and so often what one either knew, or, not knowing, did not wish to know. About fairies, however, she cannot tell us too much: she must in fact, tell us everything as we go on, and leave nothing out. And what intimate revelations she makes to us of the intangible, the lovely and the strange!29





Certainly, one can extend this estimation of Mirrlees’s hyper-real style, which ‘suggests a series of pictures in mosaic’, to that of her poem Paris. According to Jane Harrison, Hope felt that Paris was ‘the end of her soul’ and it is clear that the city fuelled her literary aspirations.30 One imagines that – by sheer proximity – she was lured towards the iconoclasm of French language poets like Mallarmé, Reverdy, Cendrars, Apollinaire and Cocteau. Their influence – the visual and sonic layering, the use of white space, caesurae and a unique typeface, the interest in psychological time and the pervasive concept of durée – is certainly evident when one reads Paris. Mirrlees was exposed to the rapidly changing aesthetics on the French art scene – she was friends with Gertrude Stein and the painter Marie Blanchard – and through a connection of Roger Fry’s she was admitted to Auguste Pellerin’s monomaniacal private collection of Cézannes in the wealthy Neuilly district of Paris.


Harrison and Mirrlees stayed in Paris until Harrison’s health declined more seriously.31 On 30 September 1925, the two women left the American Women’s Club and wintered in the Midi, after what Jane described as ‘three strenuous years of Paris life’.32 In the spring of 1926 they returned to London and stayed for a few weeks in a maisonette on Weymouth Street before taking a lease on 11 Mecklenburgh Street, on the edge of Bloomsbury near the Gray’s Inn Road. In her notes for Jane’s biography, Hope describes the elder woman’s rapid mental and physical decline. We get a glimpse of a woman much reduced not only by age and sickness but also by her inability to develop her years of scholarship further.33 With the proceeds of The Book of the Bear, Hope and Jane rented the house of the eccentric novelist and suffragist Alice Dew-Smith in Rye for the summer. Because of a thrombosis, Jane was rushed back to London in an ambulance where she died of leukaemia on 15 April 1928.


After Jane’s death, Hope’s life becomes much less documented in the letters and memoirs of her contemporaries. Her remaining correspondents trail off in the 1940s. We know that in May 1928, Hope stayed with the writer Margaret Behrens – a mutual friend of hers and Jane’s – at Behrens’s home in Menton, a resort town on the Franco-Italian border long renowned for its health benefits. In 1929 she converted to Catholicism and settled in Kensington. As with everything she undertook, Hope devoted hours of scholarship to understanding Catholic doctrine. Although she was baptised Catholic soon after birth – in accordance with the religion of her father’s family – Hope had always ‘kicked against’ it, much like her parents who explored various religions before settling on Christian Science in the 1920s. Mirrlees’s archive holds an embossed certificate of acceptance from the Vatican, dated 29 December 1933. She records conversations with her priests and sermons, often warnings against sin, in her notebooks.




Sanctity – [Father Thurston] assured me that by just living an ordinary life and even by just being moderately faithful one was quite safe to go to Heaven.


[…]


Good Resolutions – To accept my talent gratefully and to offer it to God. To pray that if it never gets recognition that I may accept it with resignation; and that if it does, I may accept it with humility.





A uniform picture emerges from Hope’s correspondence and notebooks in the 1930s. Hope’s religious devotion is coupled with a fear of condemnation, of death and, above all, of sin. She writes in 1935:




What [Father] Connor said to me:


It is just when things seem at their very worst, when the bottom seems knocked out of everything, it is just then, that something quite unforeseeable happens that puts the bottom back again. What our religion gives us is not the certainty of things coming right, but what is called in the world guts, to carry on – that is assured us.34





Undoubtedly, Hope’s conversion gave her a certain degree of solace or at least a sense of continuity that may have been lacking in the wake of Jane’s death. By 1929, Virginia Woolf points out to a mutual friend that Hope has lost her looks and grown fat, thereby implying that Jane’s death had, at least physically, changed her. In photographs, Hope appears at Ottoline Morrell’s Gower Street home alongside W.B. Yeats and Walter de la Mare. The figure of Mirrlees seated in Morrell’s garden in 1936 is staid and older; by this time she hadn’t published for ten years. Her considerable correspondence with Morrell tells us little of real substance; we know Hope took up photography at Ottoline’s encouragement in the 1930s and that in 1936 she moved out of London to Surrey and stayed with her mother during the war.


After a visit to Jessie Stewart’s home in May 1932, Jessie and Hope hatched a plan to write a biography of Jane. Any visitor to the Jane Harrison archive at Newnham soon becomes aware that these papers are the record of a frustrated and failed attempt. Animosity colours the letters between Jessie and Hope – Jessie was a favoured pupil and friend of Jane’s, but Hope held the supreme position and was a difficult and reluctant biographer. Stewart would, many years later, bring out a portrait of Jane’s life in letters written to Gilbert Murray, but it was far from the original vision of the project. Hope simply could not bring herself to write an account of Jane’s years following her departure from Cambridge. By 1943, she had soured on the idea and wrote in a letter to Jessie:




[T]he problem of what to say and what to leave out is a very difficult one. And my inability to solve it is one of my principal reasons for wishing to abdicate. Jane was extremely reserved about her own past. She had weathered a great many storms, and I think wanted them to be forgotten – in fact, I feel almost certain that she did. And yet if one omits them, the life loses what she would have called its ‘pattern’. And from her present vantage-ground, it must seem not to matter particularly whether or not they are recorded – however, is one justified in acting upon that assumption? I mean, should one not be governed by what one knows the person thought when they were alive?35





Here Hope echoes Harrison’s final words in her own memoir – in which Jane also refuses to discuss her life after Cambridge because her years in Paris were ‘too present’ and ‘too intimate’ – and so the prolonged effort to retell Jane’s life came to an end.


There is little evidence to suggest that Hope ever completed another novel after Lud-in-the-Mist. One entry in a notebook of the 1940s hints at what may have stood in the way of her publishing.




Showing MS to a priest


I want to know 1) whether there is anything in it contrary to Catholic faith or morals 2) Whether there is anything scandalising. But I do not wish for the criterion for the latter to be the prudery of the lower-middle classes.





All her work to date could conceivably have been seen as blasphemous – she tackled the Catholic Church and faith in one way or another in at least two of her novels as well as in Paris. But it is unclear what manuscript is under the priest’s scrutiny here. If it is a novel, then no record of it remains. During her dalliances with Jane’s biography, Hope had begun another project in the 1930s, A Fly in Amber: Being an Extravagant Biography of the RomanticAntiquary Sir Robert Bruce Cotton – and this erratic, fascinating book would occupy her for the next thirty years. But it is impossible that this should be the manuscript she showed to her priest in the 1940s, for her biography would take decades yet to complete. One other possibility emerges from within the Mirrlees archive: an incomplete typescript of what appears to be an extended, possibly book-length, essay on the Christian mysteries of Incarnation, Communion, and the Passion, among others. Mirrlees states in her preface to the text: ‘it is only by dint of a slow process of integration that the convert, from books, sermons and his own meditations, gains cognizance of these high matters. If this little book is able to hasten this process for some of its readers, it will not have been written in vain.’ Her intention was to help recent converts to the Catholic Church understand some of its most complex ideas as well as to follow the simplest rituals of Mass. Mirrlees may have been anxious about potentially interpreting the Scriptures where it was not her place to do so, hence her wish to know if there was anything in her book ‘contrary to Catholic faith or morals’. Whatever the reaction of her priest was, we do know that her book was never published. But her interest in making plain the ritual aspects of Catholic devotion is reminiscent of Harrison’s work on Greek ritual, especially its cult practices. Mirrlees even alludes to Jane in draft notes for her book – in a somewhat sacrilegious way – when trying to explain how a convert might conjure sympathy for Christ’s suffering:




When I first became a Catholic, I was worried at not being moved by the thought of our Lord’s sufferings, and I found that if I pictured Him with the face of a dear friend who had died not long before, I was instantly moved to an agony of tenderness. But I did not often do it because I felt a little doubtful as to whether or not it was permissible. Since then a priest whom I consulted on the difficult problem as to how much love of the creature interferes with the love of God, told me that one ought to make oneself realise, by meditation, that what one loves in the creature are found also in God. If one does this, inevitably, it seems to me, one comes to picture our Lord looking like the person one loves best – and in time, I believe and hope, one will come truly mystically to love the creature in Christ, to love Christ in the creature.36





In other words – if we take this face of a beloved friend to be Jane’s – Hope’s conversion after Harrison’s death might have transferred the mourning process into something more lasting: faith. The love of Christ and the love of the creature or mortal (which, in Hope’s notebooks, is sometimes tied up with desire or sin) find themselves problematically combined.


The death of Hope’s mother in 1948 may have been a contributing factor in her decision to leave England that year; she took up residence in South Africa, at Molenvliet in Stellenbosch, thirty miles from Cape Town, and lived there until the early 1960s. Drawn perhaps by her family’s connections, Hope’s intention was to settle in South Africa permanently – she shipped all her books, her Pekinese dog and her furniture and bought a house where she could enjoy the ‘Mediterranean climate’. She wrote to Mary MacCarthy in 1949 that she was leading an ‘Aunt-Sister-ish’ life full of ‘Rummy parties’ – no doubt Gin Rummy – while her ‘family’ consisted of two native African servants, her housekeeper and, for a few months, ‘a country lady from Midlothian’ named Honor Clerk.37 In 1950, with Honor present, Hope hosted travelling Bloomsbury connections Alix and James Strachey. Although Hope enjoyed the leisure of being on the outskirts of town, she did not retire from intellectual life – she made friends with the local academic community, among them Leo and Nellie Marquard. Leo Marquard was the Editorial Manager of Oxford University Press in Cape Town and Hope described his wife as a highly intelligent Lecturer in English at Stellenbosch University. Hope provided Nellie with a letter of introduction to the Newnham scholar Enid Welsford and she received a personalised copy of Hope’s privately printed poetry collection. Hope was also acquainted with Irma Stern, a major painter who had studied at the Weimar Academy in her youth and was linked with the German Expressionists, but who became a significant artistic presence during her life in South Africa. While it is unclear how well the two women knew each other, one can certainly sense the natural colour of the region’s landscape in both Stern’s paintings and Hope’s poems about South Africa. Another important friend during these years was the British novelist Mary Renault. Renault, with her long-time partner Julie Mullard, had moved to South Africa in 1948. Renault was a frequent visitor to Hope’s home and the two women corresponded after Hope’s return to Oxford.


The 1950s appear to have been full of travel – and much of this inspired the poems written in the three slim poetry volumes that appeared from the early 1960s to 1976 (Poems, Moods and Tensions and an expanded, revised edition of the latter). Hope made frequent research trips to England for her Cotton biography in the 1950s, staying in London or with her sister Margot at Bicester House, her home near Oxford. A Fly in Amber was published by Faber and Faber in 1962, after being nurtured for many years by T.S. Eliot’s constant support. Two oversized scrapbooks, filled with postcards and historical facts, offer a glimpse into her travels to Europe and America.38 With Margot, Hope went on a ‘heavenly’ motoring holiday through Italy in 1959. They hired a Fiat in Milan and drove from Ravenna to Florence, Pisa and finally ended up in Rome. The two women mined their tour books for sights (often religious) and Hope carefully documented her impressions and made notes on her reading about Italian architecture. Earlier that year, Hope had driven through New England, arriving first in New York and then heading off though Connecticut, Massachusetts and Maine. She was given a guided tour of the Yale University Library and taken into the basement (to see the Boswells) by the head librarian. New York City’s skyline stunned her as it had some of the early European modernists decades before: she called it a ‘giant primeval forest’ and a ‘splendid nightmare’, making a note of the best restaurants and the best bourbon.


Hope’s life at The Firs, a large stone house set upon a hill, in Headington, near Oxford, is remembered by the few that visited her there. Among them were Valerie Eliot, the Oxford scholar and poet Mary Lascelles, members of her family and the occasional academic in search of information about her literary past. One of these scholars, Suzanne Henig, then Professor of English at San Diego State University, went as far as to attempt Hope’s literary resurrection. Henig provided a long biographical introduction to a republished (and bowdlerised) version of Paris, which Hope had edited for potential blasphemy. Henig produced a recording of Hope reading Paris during her trip in the early 1970s and had hoped to write a biography of Hope, but these plans were quickly scuttled by Hope’s own unwillingness to be the object of scrutiny. Their correspondence, of which only Henig’s letters are available, is full of obvious infatuation.39 But it is clear that her (oft repeated) belief in Hope’s genius was not enough to secure the biography. It appears that Henig – who wrote an account of the Hogarth Press only to have it rejected by Woolf’s executors – was writing Hope into a larger, often scandalous, history of Bloomsbury, one that Hope no longer wished to be a part of. In a 1972 letter, Henig writes ‘By the way – yes, I think Jane H. loved you. How could she help it?’ Hope was reluctant to publish a biographical account of her years with Jane; therefore one can imagine that, so many years later, the prospect of having her own life laid bare was not to her liking. But Henig’s efforts are still among the first to bring Mirrlees’s work back into view. In Hope’s final years, Lud-in-the-Mist was rediscovered and republished (without Hope’s knowledge). It was read aloud on BBC radio: the producers had assumed the author was dead. In 1976, the Amate Press brought out a more comprehensive edition of Moods and Tensions, in 350 numbered copies, with an introduction by Raymond Mortimer. He writes:




Over fifty years ago Miss Hope Mirrlees bowled me over, first by the beauty of her bearing and cerulean eyes, a minute later by her dulcet voice and next by the charming acuteness of her talk: never previously had I met so seductive a bluestocking. […] Happy the poet who is also a scholar, who can turn from her Euripides and Horace to memories of many talks with T.S. Eliot and Virginia Woolf, then stroll in her garden with her idolised pug. Her imagination is at home in Mytilene and the Sabine hills, in Venice, in Heian Japan and in Muscovy, no less than in the Siena of St Catherine and the Avila of St Teresa.





Mortimer’s contrasting picture of Hope from her youth to the later life seems fitting; it accounts for her extensive learning and the vast imagination (spanning both pagan and orthodox theologies) that produced such drastically different works of literature. In one of her last notebooks, Hope jotted down a quotation from Virgil’s Eclogue 3 that comforted her when thinking of her own poetry and writing:




Muses, my song begins in praise of Jove.


He makes all flourish; my song is in his care.40





Nearer to her death and with her health failing – she had suffered bouts of pneumonia in 1975 – Hope spent her final weeks at the Thames Bank nursing home in Goring-on-Thames and died on 1 August 1978.




§





To return to an earlier question: what accounts for the difference between Paris and the poems from Moods and Tensions written forty years later? Of course, Paris is the product of a much younger poet and one cannot discredit the literary influences Hope would have met with during her intermittent visits to and eventual residence in the city where her poem is set.


The significance to Mirrlees of the urban landscape of Paris is best borne out by her long psychogeographic poem Paris, printed in 1920 as the Hogarth Press’s fifth publication, with a print run of only 175 copies. Recent scholarly interest in Paris, as a ‘lost modernist masterpiece’, has created a new generation of readers, appreciative of the poem’s fragmentary and stream-of-consciousness aesthetic and its relevance to twentieth-century British and American poetry.41 Paris was reprinted only once during Mirrlees’s lifetime, in 1973 by the Virginia Woolf Quarterly (edited by Henig). In 1946, Hope had rejected a request from Leonard Woolf to reissue the poem. Virginia Woolf, on publishing Paris, remarked that it was ‘obscure, indecent, and brilliant’.42 Woolf understood the primacy of Mirrlees’s experimental verse; indeed its only true predecessor – as Mirrlees herself acknowledged – was Jean Cocteau’s Le Cap deBonne-Espérance, published in 1919. The similarities between Mirrlees’s poem and Cocteau’s are significant, not the least of which is the mention of ‘BYRRH’ and ‘St. John at Patmos’. It is possible that Mirrlees was present during Cocteau’s reading of his poem at Adrienne Monnier’s Paris bookshop; Cocteau had slyly arranged for André Gide to be present and Gide brought his young lover Marc Allegret – both were friends of Mirrlees and Harrison. She might also have been influenced by Gertrude Stein, whom she met prior to writing Paris. In 1914 she invited Stein to lunch at Newnham College to meet (a rather uninterested) Harrison, and Stein also stayed at the Mirrlees family home in Cambridge. Whilst in Paris studying Russian it does appear that Hope and Jane read the poetry of the Russian Futurist Vladimir Mayakovsky (A Cloud in Trousers perhaps?) and that Hope may have benefited from the energy and scope of Mayakovsky’s work.


Paris is without a doubt a modernist poem and although we have fewer indications of definite avant-garde influences than we might like, we can at least guess at what types of (French) poets Mirrlees might have benefited from reading. As there is no hard evidence – there are no surviving complete manuscripts, drafts, or notes for Paris – we must rely on what little can be pieced together from her letters.43 Just prior to composing Paris, Mirrlees had finished work on her first novel, Madeleine. In part, Madeleine takes its subject from the life of the seventeenth-century literary hostess Madame de Scudéry (1607-1701) and her circle of précieuses. Mirrlees’s interest in Mme de Scudéry, her salons (referred to as samedi after their designated day), and the happenings at the Hôtel de Rambouillet (the first literary salon in France, which Mme de Scudéry attended and wrote society novels about) would seem at odds with the ‘modern’ spirit of her poem. On her visit to Paris in 1913, Hope read at the Bibliothèque Nationale (she was researching for Madeleine); she also dined with her friend Karin Costelloe’s mother and stepfather, the British art historian Bernard Berenson. The only other significant contact Mirrlees seems to have had was the ageing English poet and Pre-Raphaelite sympathiser Mary Robinson, or as she was better known in France, Madame Duclaux, at her residence on the fashionable rue de Rivoli. By the time Hope made the acquaintance of Duclaux and the poet Anna de Noailles, the two ageing salonnières were well past the height of their careers. (By 1913, Noailles’ health was so delicate that she held court propped up on pillows from her Louis XV bed.) Duclaux – whose coterie included some of the most celebrated thinkers of 1880s London, including Pater, Symons, Morris, the Rossetti siblings, and Ford Madox Brown – was herself a proponent of fin-de-siècle aestheticism, intended to fill the gap left by a steady wane of Pre-Raphaelitism and accelerated by the death of Dante Gabriel Rossetti in 1882. Duclaux’s poetry was widely admired by her contemporaries, especially the collections The New Arcadia (1884) and An Italian Garden (1886). ‘The Ideal’ (from An Italian Garden) is just one of Robinson’s poems from the perspective of a flâneuse walking on a moonlit night in ‘the streets where all the world may go.’


 








For in my Soul a temple I have made,


     Set on a height, divine and steep and far,


Nor often may I hope those floors to tread,


     Or reach the gates that glimmer like a star.











Here, the speaker’s ideal destination is more metaphysical than real and the flâneuse inverts the wandering to a spiritual inner world. The language of distances, of anxiety between public and private space, reappears throughout her work, as in the poem ‘Venetian Nocturne’.


 








Down the narrow Calle where the moonlight


    cannot enter


        The houses are so high;


Silent and alone we pierced the night’s dim


    core and centre –


        Only you and I.











The speaker’s destination is never a physical place – the ‘narrow dark’ leads to death; wandering is toil, is life. In terms of Victorian femininity, the appropriate place for this kind of metaphorical walking is indoors or in the mind, or at that artificial boundary that is the literary salon, that psychical gateway between the street and the inner privacy of home. As Ana Parejo Vadillo points out in her essay on Robinson’s ‘at homes’ in Bloomsbury and Kensington: ‘London salons were, because of their hybrid nature, spaces that linked the private and public, home and street, and the woman poet with the passenger and the flâneuse.’44 It is possible that Robinson, who appears to have been a friend to both Hope and Jane, introduced Hope in 1913 to Anna de Noailles, the Madame de Scudéry of her day. Robinson, who had emigrated to France and married a Frenchman, maintained close ties with French literati. Offering her opinion to her ex-countrymen in 1913, she wrote in The Times that Noailles was ‘the greatest poet that the twentieth century has produced in France – perhaps in Europe’.45 Noailles had the distinction afforded to many wealthy, aristocratic women of beauty, power and intellect: she was adored by the famous literary men who sought patronage, refuge or even simply the electricity of her presence. The Comtesse wrote several novels and produced over 1,900 pages of poetry; she received countless honours for her contributions to French literature and counted Proust, Cocteau, and Collette as her friends and admirers. In the years since her death, her poetry has been retrospectively seen as overly ‘feminine’, and indeed her work may appear (to those who gender effusive displays of emotion as ‘female’) too heightened, too dramatic, too much ‘of the body’. And yet she was certainly a poet of the senses, and a nationalist. Importantly, Mirrlees read Noailles before the two women met in 1913, and Hope appears to have translated one of her poems, ‘The Invocation’, into English at some point after it was published in Les Éblouissements (Dazzling Lights) in 1907. Mirrlees’s translation, which is in her archive, begins:


 








Heart’s city – listen while I sing to you – ’tis night,


    I come with heavy arms that all the world’s love hold


    And poets, long since dead, down in their graves so cold


    Pursue me with desires, and know that I now live.


I am Time’s sister; and the song that never dies;


    That shrill and burning cry, that makes the deep woods ring


    The adoration of the plants for Spring;


    Man’s god-like haughty longing for the skies.











The speaker and the lyric ‘I’ incorporate the many ancestral voices of the living and the dead in this ‘city’. And, much like Paris’s ‘I’, Noailles’ speaker tries to rid herself of the fractious multiplicities that threaten to overwhelm her:


 








Go! I can house you no longer within my heart,


    Spirits of hot regrets and dreams. Become again


    The spirits of the fire, the woods, the rain


    Depart from out my life – I bid you all depart.











On the whole, Hope’s version of Noailles’ poem is faithful to the original, bar one change that reinterprets the poem’s overall meaning. Mirrlees translates the first words of Noailles’ poem as ‘Heart’s city’, when the French is simply ‘Ma ville’ or ‘My city’. This change, which on the surface is so obviously different, could not have been made unwittingly. The city itself, if one wants to pin the Comtesse’s poem to an actual locale, is undoubtedly Paris. And, perhaps not coincidentally, Noailles’ first collection of poetry was Le Coeur innombrable (The Innumerable Heart), which Mirrlees would surely have known. For Noailles, the heart becomes the metaphoric seat of the individual ‘I’ and the plurality of Man, memory, even civilisation and nationhood. The penultimate stanza reads:


 








And then, set free of this my heart’s fierce burn,


Bearing no more the world attached to me,


At last, I may repose beneath a great, calm tree,


And with some pure fresh water fill my urn.











The seeking of higher ground that occurs at the end of Mirrlees’s Paris and the refusal to be overwhelmed by the rising waters of dreams, the dead and the city’s inhabitants is similar to these lines from Noailles’ poem. The key to Paris is this very corporeal multiplicity of one: ‘Paris is a huge home-sick peasant, / He carries a thousand villages in his heart.’ This ability to fracture the speaker’s consciousness (only to restore its wholeness later) was perhaps suggested by the act of translating Noailles’ poem.


The greatest difficulty in finding an alternative lineage of influence for Paris, one that does not merely assume that Mirrlees imbibed avant-garde poetic principles (Cubist or otherwise) and set about constructing a poem, is that the evidence of her actual milieu points to authors whose work is highly formal, even archaic. If Mirrlees’s taste in painting – she felt the true test of a picture’s worth was whether or not it would be at home in the Louvre – is anything to go by, it is likely that she was more individually minded than those who imagine her seated studying a copy of Nord-Sud might allow. Mirrlees never wrote anything like Paris again, and if it was an experiment with form, brought on by the artistic and political climate of 1919 Paris, then the poem’s genius is all the more extraordinary for it. It is possible that Paris benefits from Duclaux and Noailles’ figure of the flâneuse, and it is likely that the social, modern mode of femininity that increasingly became an acceptable urban presence was mediated and learnt in part from the model of the literary salon (Mirrlees was, by all accounts, an enchanting conversationalist). Mirrlees understood the importance of the public figure of the artist/poet/flâneuse, and in this sense Paris can be justifiably seen as the bridge between French models and T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, which was begun in 1921. Briggs has theorised that Eliot may have read Paris before writing his poem, and as a Hogarth author (his formal collection Poems immediately preceded Paris’s publication) he would surely have known of its existence. Given the chance many years later, in an interview, to align her experiment with Eliot’s famous poem, Mirrlees would not be drawn on conjectural similarities and simply said she did not know if he had read it, though the two were for many years intimate friends.


Paris is a daylong (though virtually impossible in ‘real-time’) psychogeographical flânerie through the streets and metro tunnels of post-World War I Paris. The poet records her surroundings in instances that are as ephemeral as her subjects; historical monuments share equal ground with advertisements for tobacco and coffee. The poem begins:


 








I want a holophrase







NORD-SUD







ZIG-ZAG     


LION NOIR


            CACAO BLOOKER







Black-figured vases in Etruscan tombs







     RUE DU BAC (DUBONNET)


   SOLFERINO (DUBONNET)


   CHAMBRES DES DEPUTES







Brekekekek coax coax we are passing under the Seine







DUBONNET







    The Scarlet Woman shouting BYRRH and deafening St. John at Patmos







Vous descendez Madame?







[…]


CONCORDE







I can’t


I must go slowly











The sounds and signs of the newly-opened Paris metro lead the reader above ground on a journey through the gardens, museums, and history of the city. The other side of Paris’s story, the poem’s inception, its inspiration as well as the symbolic function of the city, comes to us in fragments of correspondence, diaries and, indeed, silences. In Mirrlees’s archived correspondence very few mentions of Paris exist; besides those from Leonard and Virginia Woolf, the poem’s publishers, two other letters from literary friends make an oblique reference to its existence: one from the French poet Jean Tardieu, and another from the proto-fascist writer Pierre Drieu La Rochelle. Drieu La Rochelle’s letter simply states ‘Your poem both moved and amused me greatly.’46 Tardieu bemoans his inability to read Paris in English, but his admiration for Mirrlees’s abilities is nonetheless unshaken: ‘I am strongly drawn to and intrigued by ‘Paris’. […] But you, how I envy you, for you need never face the danger of being boring. In conversation you convey such gems of ideas, ingenious, gay and comical. Your very lyricism is, it is easy to deduce, of a precious quality. And yet you modestly disguise it with your humour.’47 Gauging from the overall tenor of these letters, both men were clearly charmed by her, and there is a pseudo-romantic tone that irks. Nowhere is the sense that her poem made a real impression on her fellow writers, that it was recognised for employing largely French experiments in language and typography in an English-language poem. On the whole, the reviews Paris received in the British press were negative. The most damning appeared in The Times Literary Supplement.




This little effusion looks at the first blush like an experiment in Dadaism; but there is method in the madness which peppers the pages with spluttering and incoherent statement displayed with various tricks of type. It seems meant by a sort of futurist trick to give an ensemble of the sensations offered to a pilgrim through Paris. But it is certainly not a ‘Poem,’ though we follow the author’s guidance in classing it as such. To print the words ‘there is no lily of the valley’ in a vertical column of single letters might be part of a nursery game. It does not belong to the art of poetry.48





While it’s no great surprise that the reviewer is resistant to ‘tricks of type’, or worse to that European anti-art bogey Dadaism, one senses that the gulf between Paris and the reviewer’s taste is couched in a formalist sense of (British) poetic tradition; even the curious terms employed here, which are so much of the body, especially the female body – ‘blush’, ‘spluttering’, ‘effusion’, ‘sensation’ – mean to diffuse any potential danger (‘trick’) to the established ‘art of poetry’.
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