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      For Marianne
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      Edith Sitwell in Her Own Words

      
      I am fundamentally kind, if you discount my conversation, which is very often not …
      

      
      On cats: They never say anything silly, you see, and that’s something.
      

      
      I have always been in bad taste – and glory in it. Good taste, I think, belongs to the world of advertisements – ‘Persil’
         etc, and fussing about what the neighbours think.
      

      
      On being asked if she was a handful for her parents: My parents were a handful for me. They weren’t parents I would recommend to anybody.
      

      
      Why is it that every man who possesses genius in his head and love in his heart, every man who can think and dares speak against
         abuses, everybody who pleads the cause of mercy and who champions the unfortunate, is called a crank by all the half-wits
         of his time?
      

      
      On hostile reviewers: All the Pipsqueakery are after me in full squeak.
      

      
      Yes. I believe. I believe in people – and I believe. Anyway, it’s better with all banners flying – isn’t it?

      
      On being asked, at seventy-five, how she was: Dying, but apart from that I’m all right.
      

      [image: image]

      
      A manuscript of ‘Still Falls the Rain’, Edith Sitwell’s most famous poem. It was inspired by the bombing of Sheffield in December
         1940
      

   
      
      WHY?

      
      On the night of 12 December 1940, three hundred aeroplanes operating under the light of a full moon struck Sheffield. They
         blasted factories, shops, and houses, and for those hours the city was turned into a hell of dust, flame, and flying glass.
         At 11.44 p.m. a high-explosive bomb demolished the seven-storey Marples Hotel in Fitzalan Square; seventy people inside, many
         of them sheltering in the cellars, were killed. The next day, a handful of survivors were pulled from the heap of bricks and
         girders. It is said that one man, though physically unharmed, was so shocked that he eventually hanged himself. In the years
         to come, the site of the hotel was treated with the fear and reverence that New Yorkers feel for the site of the World Trade
         Center. Sheffield was attacked again on 15 December, and between the two raids over six hundred people were killed. In the
         following week, there was yet more bombing.
      

      
      Renishaw Hall stands about eight miles from the heart of Sheffield. It was relatively safe, though stray bombs fell in the
         neighbourhood. Edith Sitwell heard the planes overhead and the repeated explosions. She wrote to her brother Sacheverell,
         ‘one thought every second or so would be our last’.1 A few days later, she wrote to the painter Pavel Tchelitchew: ‘How wonderful was the experience, when I went into the town;
         work-girls, shop-girls, men assistants whom I knew, – as we clasped each other by the hand, each said to the other, I to them
         and they to me: “Thank God you are safe.” They are utterly unmoved, and resolute.’2

      
      Although she had been one of Britain’s leading poets in the 1920s, Sitwell had spent most of the following decade grinding
         out prose works to pay other people’s bills. The coming of the war rekindled her poetry. In late 1939, she had written ‘Lullaby’ and its companion ‘Serenade: Any Man to Any Woman’ – two visionary poems that
         captured, as well as any of the time, the calamity of Europe’s return to slaughter. Sitwell herself, often flippant, often
         snobbish, was now unable to turn her eyes from the war and from the pity of war. The challenge for a poet, she thought, was
         to meet the sheer magnitude of events. At the time of Dunkirk, she wrote: ‘The last fortnight has been on such a gigantic
         scale, that everything in history since the Crucifixion seems dwarfed – only Shakespeare could do justice to it.’3 A year later she wrote: ‘after those two terrible raids [on Sheffield] in December one could not write about them straight
         away, and how, immediately after such an experience, could one write about anything else in one’s own life?’4 By then, she had written the quintessential poem of the Blitz:
      

      
      
         Still falls the Rain –

         
         Dark as the world of man, black as our loss –

         
         Blind as the nineteen hundred and forty nails

         
         Upon the Cross.

         
      

      
      
         Still falls the Rain

         
         With a sound like the pulse of the heart that is changed to the hammer-beat

         
         In the Potter’s Field, and the sound of the impious feet

         
      

      
      
         On the Tomb:

         
         Still falls the Rain

         
         In the Field of Blood where the small hopes breed and the human brain

         
         Nurtures its greed, that worm with the brow of Cain.

         
      

      
      
         Still falls the Rain

         
         At the feet of the Starved Man hung upon the Cross.

         
         Christ that each day, each night, nails there, have mercy on us –

         
         On Dives and on Lazarus:

         
         Under the Rain the sore and the gold are as one.

         
      

      
      
         Still falls the Rain –
         

         
         Still falls the Blood from the Starved Man’s wounded Side:

         
         He bears in His Heart all wounds, – those of the light that died,

         
         The last faint spark

         
      

      
      
         In the self-murdered heart, the wounds of the sad uncomprehending dark,

         
         The wounds of the baited bear, –

         
         The blind and weeping bear whom the keepers beat

         
         On his helpless flesh … the tears of the hunted hare.

         
      

      
      
         Still falls the Rain –

         
         Then – O Ile leape up to my God: who pulles me doune –

         
         See, see where Christ’s blood streames in the firmament:

         
         It flows from the Brow we nailed upon the tree

         
         Deep to the dying, to the thirsting heart

         
         That holds the fires of the world, – dark-smirched with pain

         
         As Caesar’s laurel crown.

         
      

      
      
         Then sounds the voice of One who like the heart of man

         
         Was once a child who among beasts has lain –

         
         ‘Still do I love, still shed my innocent light, my Blood, for thee.’

         
      

      
      Sitwell believed that much of the meaning of a poem is in the sound it makes. Twenty-five years earlier, she had told a cousin
         that she was experimenting with rhythms that were like a heartbeat.5 Here she goes much further, tying together the sounds of falling rain, the hammering of nails, a pulse, the sound of feet
         on a tomb, the dropping of blood, and (never explicit except in a headnote) the thudding of bombs. All this is performed in
         the poem’s rhythm, which changes death into a solemn music and offers at the level of form the hope of a greater change. At
         the end of the poem there are two voices, Marlowe’s Faustus pleading in his last hour before damnation, and Christ offering
         Blood, ‘my innocent light’. In Sitwell’s view, there is as much chance that hell will take us as that we will accept the grace
         that is offered.
      

      
      ‘Still Falls the Rain’ is an extraordinary poem. It is not necessarily her best, but it was here that a poet of incomparable
         skill spoke most directly to the agonies of her time. However, her time is no longer our time. She died in 1964, and her reputation crashed
         soon after. To some degree, she created the conditions for such a reaction. For five decades, she had been brawling with her
         critics, whom she dubbed the ‘pipsqueakery’. Once she was gone, they were free to savage her work, even as she had savaged
         them. But tit for tat is not the whole story.
      

      
      Edith Sitwell’s particular kind of modernism – her refusal to be trapped by ancestral memory and her desire to overturn conventional
         ideas of the self – was rooted in the desolation of her family life. Her search for vision and greatness in poetry was partly
         an attempt to move beyond what she saw as the blindness and the smallness of the existence she was born to. As a woman, she
         lacked confidence in her gifts, and took many years to pass through an apprenticeship, so she came to the party just as other
         guests were leaving. It is common, even for sympathetic critics, to dodge Sitwell’s later poems and say that she was at her
         best in the 1920s – in the years of Façade, her playful and ingenious collaboration with the composer William Walton. That evasion happens because we do not yet have
         the nerve to say that the generation of Philip Larkin imposed as orthodoxy a painfully narrow, indeed incoherent, account
         of where poetry comes from.
      

      
      It is commonly observed that the ‘Movement’ poets of the 1950s were influenced by logical positivism – a philosophical stance
         that held, among other things, that knowledge must be strictly empirical, and that metaphysics and theology are meaningless.
         That view still has its adherents, not least among them Richard Dawkins. But the position hardly bears a second glance. An
         empiricist’s trust in the data of the senses will always be a matter of faith. It is undoubtedly right to believe in facts,
         but there is no way to get to that belief empirically. These philosophers refused to admit that beyond what we see and beyond
         the structures of language, we assume (as they silently assumed) another metaphysical authority for knowing. Under the influence
         of logical positivism, many critics spoke of Sitwell’s expansive rhetoric and religious claims as ‘unearned’ – a notion that
         has dogged her reputation for sixty years. They insisted that good poetry lay in small gestures and close observation. A taste
         for empiricism can indeed produce some wonderful poetry, but it can also lead to an obtuseness among reviewers and critics
         – it promotes an impoverished conception of the real to which poetry may speak. And so our recent literary history still echoes with the donnish cry, ‘It just won’t do!’
      

      
      Of the great poets of her generation, Sitwell was the easiest to knock off the pedestal. She was a flamboyant, combative aristocrat
         and, better still, she was a woman; therefore, she served as a critical soft target. Attacking her was a way of attacking
         the influence of Yeats, Pound, and Eliot without taking on their more fortified reputations. She remarked at the end of her
         life: ‘I am resigned to the fact that people who don’t know me loathe me. Perhaps it is because I am a woman who dares to
         write poetry. It must be awfully annoying to a man who wants to write and can’t to see this horrid old lady who can write poetry.’6

      
      However, Edith Sitwell has continued to have some shrewd admirers. One of her earlier biographers, Victoria Glendinning, believed
         that Sitwell published more poems than she needed and that this has clouded her legacy, but she added, ‘I believe that if
         the world of literary criticism knew nothing but, say, her twelve finest poems, she would have an unquestioned, uncategorized
         place on anyone’s Parnassus.’7

      
      In the pages that follow, I have taken the view that Sitwell is a writer who matters – enormously. Although she was eccentric
         and savagely amusing, I do not want to settle for a portrait of quirks or a compilation of quips. I have dwelt not just on
         her odd family and childhood, but on her friends Helen Rootham, Siegfried Sassoon, and Pavel Tchelitchew as key influences.
         I have spent some time accounting for her reading – not least because she is often portrayed, even by friends like Stephen
         Spender, as amazingly talented with the sounds of language but devoid of ideas.8 Finally, I have tried to explain the evolution of her technique. For a poet such as Sitwell, the most important events in
         her life were the poems. This book would therefore be pointless if the reader came away without some understanding of how
         to read her work.
      

      
      Of course, Edith Sitwell is also keenly interesting on other fronts. Just as a personality, she was a strange combination
         of kindness and cruelty, courage and duplicity, simplicity and artifice. She could be funny and generous, as well as sometimes
         pompous and mean-spirited. She nurtured any number of rising talents, and slapped down others. She was by turns compassionate
         and cutting; she inspired devotion among most of those who knew her, but a few, legitimately, resented her.
      

      
      In the thirty years since a biography of Edith Sitwell last appeared, much new evidence has become available. Long gaps in
         her life can now be filled. There are many new documents pertaining to her early years. Her vast correspondence with Pavel
         Tchelitchew has been released from embargo, and many other collections of letters have come to light. New biographies of her
         brothers Osbert and Sacheverell have been written. It is time to look again at Edith Sitwell. Part of the challenge, of course,
         is how to do justice, both to the seriousness of her life and work, and to her playfulness. She wrote: ‘It is terrible to
         find oneself a solitary, highly unpopular electric eel in a pool peopled by worthy, slightly somnolent flat-fish.’9 Shame on the biographer who does no better for Edith Sitwell than the flatfish might. Her conversation and her letters ring
         with an anarchic laughter, which will be heard in the later chapters of this book.
      

      
      Any life worth writing about is strange. While we may observe blandly that her life and sensibility were only possible in
         a certain time, class, and culture, Edith Sitwell achieved a dazzling degree of originality in life and in art. There is a
         mystery about this individuality – how to explain a woman, who, at the last, will not submit to comparison? The idea of the
         definitive biography is often self-deceiving – the subject of such a book will keep many secrets, then vanish across a closed
         border. We would expect no less of Edith Sitwell. Her first escape was from the life that was expected of her as a young woman.
         Then, as the years passed, she put together a literary career unlike any other, repeatedly breaking from common paths into
         unexplored territory. Her themes were endurance, flight, compassion, courage. What follows is the story of that difference,
         that fugitive impulse towards greatness.
      

   

      

      1


      

      FACTS OF LIFE


      

      There is no more important fact in Edith Sitwell’s early life than that her mother did not want her. The Honourable Ida Denison’s

         marriage to Sir George Sitwell in November 1886 was arranged by their omnipotent mothers. The courtship consisted of two luncheons.

         Knowing practically nothing about sex, the beautiful seventeen-year-old found the experience shocking. She fled from her new

         husband, but her mother sent her straight back to him. She soon became pregnant, and gave birth to Edith Louisa Sitwell at

         Wood End, her mother-in-law’s house in Scarborough, on 7 September 1887. Ida’s second child, Osbert, born five years later,

         remembered his mother as affectionate to him, but given to ‘ungovernable, singularly terrifying rages’ with his sister.1 He believed she saw in Edith ‘a living embodiment of some past unhappiness of her own. These and other things made her cruel.’2


      

      In 1938, Edith Sitwell spoke of her childhood as ‘so unhappy that even now I can hardly bear to think about it’.3 She does not give many details about the troubles of her earliest years, so we have to work around the edges and try to reason

         out what happened between Edith Sitwell and her mother. In 1941, she told the novelist ‘Bryher’ (Winifred Ellerman) that her

         mother would unleash ‘rages so violent that they would lead to a sort of cataleptic state, – first a tornado of fury, and

         then an immobility which was terrifying. These happened, literally, every day, and I can’t think how she lived till she was

         well over sixty.’4


      

      She wrote in 1945 to Pavel Tchelitchew that all her life she had been ‘bound hand and foot. First by my frightful mother,

         and then afterwards by affection, pity, and duty.’5 The language of bondage, slavery and release often comes into her stories of childhood. Although she could not pardon her parents, she could see that their lives were never free. She wrote at the end of her own life: ‘I do

         not wish to be cruel about a poor dead woman. I have forgiven the unhappiness long ago, and now write of it only because otherwise,

         after my death, much in me will be misunderstood. I now feel only pity for my mother, a poor young creature, married against

         her will into a kind of slave-bondage to an equally unfortunate and pitiable young man.’6 This was for public consumption; in truth, she never forgave them, especially, ‘my admirable mother, – who, each day expressed

         herself, though without particular meaning, in prose that might have been called Elizabethan – to her daughter, and to her

         helpless servants’.7


      

      Ida Sitwell (1869–1937) came from a wealthy family. Her grandfather, Albert Denison Conyngham, created the first Baron Londesborough

         in 1850, inherited £2,300,000.8 Her father, William Henry Denison, second Lord Londesborough, did his very best to spend this fortune and failed. Liking

         musical theatre, he backed lavish productions, and slept with actresses and girls from the music halls. He kept up a good

         many houses that he occupied at different times of the year: Londesborough Lodge in Scarborough, an estate at Londesborough

         Park in Yorkshire’s East Riding, a house in the New Forest; others at Blankney and Grimston, and, for a time, the largest

         house in Berkeley Square, then another in Grosvenor Square. He was created first Earl of Londesborough in the Jubilee honours

         of June 1887. This meant new courtesy titles for his children, among them Lady Ida Sitwell.

      


      

      Lady Ida’s mother, Edith Sitwell’s grandmother, was born Lady Edith Somerset. Her father, the seventh Duke of Beaufort, traced

         his ancestry back to John of Gaunt. On her mother’s side, she was the niece of the Duke of Wellington and it is said that

         Napoleon III once wanted to marry her. She loved music, especially opera, and had grown up in a house where great singers

         and musicians performed, including Franz Liszt who played for her parents in 1840.9 She and Lord Londesborough had four daughters, Ida, Sybil, Mildred and Lilian, and one son, Francis.

      


      

      Edith Sitwell grew to hate her grandmother but knew that she was somewhat like her: ‘I had, I regret to say, inherited my

         grandmother Londesborough’s violent temper – but not her passion for making rows about trivial subjects.’10 Much of Sitwell’s personal style would be modelled on this countess and her distant forebears. Sitwell carved out an authoritative persona, donned medieval gowns and jewellery, and learnt to crush ‘impertinence’: ‘I inherit my appearance from

         the family of my maternal grandmother. And therefore that same appearance can be seen in the effigies of the Plantagenets

         in Westminster Abbey.’11 Although she made a stand against conventional standards of beauty, Sitwell lamented that she was ‘plain’. The one part of

         her body she thought beautiful were her much-photographed hands, an inheritance from her grandmother: ‘She had exceedingly

         beautiful hands, which remained like those of a young woman until she died; these beauties were nearly always hidden by black

         suede gloves to preserve their whiteness (which was like that of privet flowers).’12 The Countess required Lady Ida and her other children, including her son, to wear such gloves even indoors. Those gloves

         became, in Edith’s eyes, a symbol of their way of life – protected, pretty, and useless.

      


      

      Lady Ida’s upbringing was at once privileged and curiously disabling. Her youngest child, Sacheverell Sitwell (b. 1897), always

         known as ‘Sachie’, wrote: ‘Her character, when I first remember her, was [a] compound of natural high spirits and a sort of

         palace-bred or aristocratic helplessness.’13 She was taught deportment by the eighty-year-old Marie Taglioni, who in her youth had been one of the world’s leading ballerinas.14 She also learnt some French and music, but her education had no rigour. Sacheverell thought her ‘entirely uneducated, having,

         as I say, left the schoolroom and the nurses and governesses at the age of seventeen when her allowance of pocket money had

         been eighteen pence a week; she could not add up, could very decidedly not subtract, and I think had only the mistiest notion

         of who Julius Caesar was, or the meaning of the Napoleonic Wars’.15 As we will see, there were legal reasons to speak in later years of Lady Ida’s lack of brains and her ignorance.

      


      

      Although frivolous, Lady Ida was by no means stupid. She was a constant though not a wide reader, and possessed an actress’s

         gift of mimicry and an amusing, if hurtful, tongue. Osbert maintained that the Londesboroughs were devoted to ‘fun’.16 There were shooting parties at Londesborough Park, the cricket festival at Scarborough, coaching meets where the Earl drove

         his own team, receptions for politicians, gatherings of actors and actresses. In 1871, the Prince of Wales nearly died of

         typhus after visiting the Londesboroughs in Scarborough. Another guest, the Earl of Chesterfield, did die of it, along with his groom.17 However, the atmosphere soon revived, and Ida’s childhood passed as a succession of house parties.

      


      

      She absorbed her father’s attitude towards money and her mother’s attitude towards her inferiors. Edith remembered,


      

      

         My mother was slightly too insistent on her social position – (those were the days when an Earl was regarded as a being on

            the highest mountain peaks, to be venerated, but not approached, by ordinary mortals). She was in the habit of saying, (no

            doubt with my father in mind) ‘A Baronet is the lowest thing on God’s earth’ – lower, presumably, than a black beetle. And

            when she was in a rage with me – this being a constant state with her – she would say to me, ‘I am better-born than you are.’

            This puzzled me slightly.18


      


      

      Since Lady Ida became an alcoholic, it is possible that these comments fell from her lips after a few drinks, but Edith Sitwell

         was perfectly capable of merely inventing them or giving them a false context.

      


      

      One of Sitwell’s anecdotes demonstrates how unreliable her evidence is: ‘And I remember, too, driving every afternoon with

         my great grandmother, the very aged Dowager Duchess of Beaufort, the original of the Dowager Queen in my poem “The Sleeping

         Beauty” and of the old woman in “Colonel Fantock” … She never discovered – nodding into a sleep that would soon be eternal,

         that we drove on the same route every afternoon.’19 The Duchess died on 2 October 1889, when Edith was barely two. Her brother Osbert gives the story a more likely provenance:

         ‘my mother used to describe her, a formidable figure still, but rather vague mentally, taking her pet parrot out for a drive

         in the New Forest. She always wished to go for a new drive, but the coachman invariably took her the same way; she was too

         old to be aware of the deception. The parrot, too, had long been dead and stuffed so as to give an illusion of life.’20


      

      In old age, Edith Sitwell would scarcely admit to having received anything from her parents, not even an anecdote; nonetheless,

         she seems to have recycled a good many of Lady Ida’s stories. Around 1930, she remarked, ‘It has always been one of the pleasures

         of my life to hear my mother describe her childhood among these splendours.’21 Sitwell’s relationship with her mother was more complicated than she was willing to explain at the end of her life. She seems to have

         seen her early years through the lens of an appalling adolescence, and to have erased any warmth her mother ever displayed

         towards her. Indeed, we do not know what particular things Lady Ida did to her daughter in childhood, and it is hard to know

         when the suffering began. In 1922, Sitwell wrote under a persona:

      


      

      

         Alas, in what remote life of the spirit and the body, I had my home; and these are lost to me. Only sometimes in the heart

            of music and on the brink of sleep, can I find them now, and become a little child again. Then everything seems familiar to

            me, yet fresh and sweet and most infinitely beloved. – My mother saying goodnight … her pink gown and her perfume that reminds

            me of a tune by Mozart … Her fingers that are like honeysuckle. Ah, that was before I had grown wise.22


      


      

      Lady Ida was sometimes affectionate towards her daughter, which made her rages all the more bewildering. Sitwell concluded

         over time that these shows of affection were just a trick – and any sense of her mother’s love wishful thinking.

      


      

      As the years passed, Sitwell came to represent her early life in mythic terms. She portrayed herself as a child destined for

         greatness and a ‘changeling’:

      


      

      

         My parents were strangers to me from the moment of my birth. I do not forget that I must have been a most exasperating child,

            living with violence each moment of my day. I was rather a fat little girl: my moon-round face, which was surrounded by green-gold

            curls, had, strangely for so small a child – indeed for any child, the eyes of someone who had witnessed and foretold all

            the tragedy of the world. Perhaps I, at four years old, knew the incipient anguish of the poet I was to become.23


      


      

      She tells of being asked by a friend of her mother’s, ‘What are you going to be when you are grown up, little E?’, to which

         she replied, ‘A genius.’ She says she was then swept from the drawing room and put to bed. ‘But my disgrace was not forgotten, and was frequently referred to, in after years, in a disgusted whisper.’24 In an earlier version of this story deleted from Osbert’s memoir, Edith was six or seven, and she did not propose to be ‘a

         genius’ but ‘a Great Woman’.25


      

      The young Sitwells spent a good deal of time with Lady Ida’s relatives. Edith remembered with some pleasure her childhood

         visits to Londesborough Park. The 11 a.m. breakfasts with her otherwise difficult grandmother were ‘languid feasts’. They

         sat in a dining room ‘surrounded by green trees, in which the sun fluttered like a bird, and seemed to be singing’. The table

         was laid out with cutlets, partridges, peaches, and hot-house grapes. More pleasant still was the time she spent with her

         grandfather. A very tall man with a glass eye from a shooting accident, he was roguish and good-natured towards the children,

         and his oaths were clever. Edith wrote, ‘He was a singularly delightful grandfather and all the children adored him, for he

         made us seem important, and he turned everything into an adventure.’ They rode with him across the fields in a light carriage

         pulled by four horses, ‘our small faces just peering over the rugs and the leather apron, and with my grandfather, tall and

         dark and with a foreign look, talking to us and to the horses’.26 In the spring of 1900, the Earl visited a warehouse full of tropical birds, where he caught psittacosis, a form of pneumonia

         contracted from parrots.27 Lady Ida was devoted to her father. As she had already lost her sister Lilian in 1897, his death came as a hard blow.

      


      

      Lady Ida’s brother Francis Denison succeeded as the second Earl of Londesborough. For several years, the Sitwells came at

         Christmas to his house at Blankney in Lincolnshire. Edith claimed that although she disliked ‘Ye ancient Boar’s Head kind

         of jollity’, she enjoyed Christmas in a country house, ‘even if it means quarrelling with all my favourite relations’.28 Among her many cousins Edith found a close friend in Veronica Codrington, a girl close to her own age, the daughter of her

         mother’s sister Sybil. At much the same time, Edith was compared, disadvantageously, to her charming and beautiful cousin,

         Irene Denison. The daughter of the new earl, she became, later, Marchioness of Carisbrooke.

      


      

      The adults loved practical jokes such as placing a pail of water above a door, tethering a hen beneath a bed, or placing a

         live lobster between the sheets. Lady Ida’s relatives spent most of their days shooting at birds and animals. If targets ran short, the gamekeepers

         released rabbits from sacks to be shot or beaten with sticks. In extremis, they would go ‘ratting’ in the house. Sir George Sitwell was bored by these antics and Edith Sitwell actively repulsed.

         Lady Ida pressed her to join in or at least to watch the hunt. Instead, she came to hate blood sports and campaigned against

         them throughout her life.29


      

      If conflict with a charismatic but embittered mother was the key fact of Edith Sitwell’s childhood, another fact was nearly

         as important: she was ‘in disgrace for being a female’30 – her father would have preferred a boy. Sitwell wrote of her father with anger and contempt, but felt less injured by him:

         ‘It was my mother, and not my father, who made my childhood and youth a living hell.’31 Sir George Sitwell was of a background and temperament utterly unlike his wife’s. A shrewd businessman, he kept up to date

         with the latest developments in science, while another part of him lived, quite happily, in the Middle Ages.

      


      

      The village of Renishaw, just south of Sheffield, had been the home of the Sitwells, or ‘Cytewels’, since the beginning of

         the fourteenth century. Renishaw Hall was built by the first George Sitwell, who took up residence in 1625. This H-shaped

         manor house, with gables and battlements, provided the nucleus for a dwelling that would later be enlarged, especially in

         the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. The first George Sitwell also took the family into the iron business,

         and by the end of the seventeenth century the Sitwells were the world’s largest makers of iron nails. However, by the eighteenth

         century the family consisted mainly of uncles; the male line died out with the merchant and philanthropist William Sitwell

         in 1776. His nephew, Francis Hurt, inherited an estate valued at about half a million pounds, and decided the surname should

         be his as well. His son, christened Sitwell Hurt, thus became Sitwell Sitwell (1769–1811).32 In 1961, Evelyn Waugh wrote in his diary that the ‘hypersensitive’ Osbert should take back the old name and call himself

         ‘Sir Hurt Hurt’.33


      

      Sitwell Sitwell spent recklessly on the house, adding a private race-course and classical stables for his fighting cocks and

         for his hounds, which chased a tiger that had escaped from a Sheffield menagerie. He built a new dining room, a large drawing room, and a

         ballroom, where in 1806 he gave a rout for the Prince of Wales, who afterwards made him a baronet.34 The prodigal son of a prodigal father, Sir George Sitwell (1797–1853), succeeded as second Baronet in 1811 with an inheritance

         half what his father had received; the Napoleonic Wars then wiped out much of the value of his land by driving down farm rents.

         He lost yet more money in a bank failure and a fraud. In 1846, Renishaw was shut up and many of its contents sold.35 Sir George Sitwell did not return there except for two nights in the winter before he died.36


      

      Sir Reresby Sitwell (1820–62), third Baronet, having inherited the mess that his grandfather and father had made, also had

         to provide for many relatives while taking on his father’s debts. An amateur watercolourist and friend of Ruskin, Sir Reresby

         apparently had a sensitive nature. Once a cornet in the First Life Guards, he was ground down by fatigue and worry, dying

         at forty-one. He left behind a widow, Louisa Lucy, and two children, Florence (1858–1930) and George (1860–1943), who as a

         toddler became fourth Baronet. A central figure in Edith’s early life, Lady Sitwell, her paternal grandmother, was one of

         five daughters of Colonel Henry Hely-Hutchinson of Weston, Northamptonshire. She was careful with money, and the discovery

         of a large coal deposit at Renishaw allowed her to set things right by the mid-1870s.37


      

      Lady Sitwell made a home for herself and the children in Scarborough, which was cheaper than Renishaw. In Scarborough she

         had many friends and relatives, among them her husband’s unmarried sister Blanche, who lived there until about 1896, when

         she moved to London. A great favourite of the younger Sitwells and a friend of the reforming Rowntrees of Yorkshire, Blanche

         was an activist for almost any progressive cause. For years, she badgered her old friend and kinsman Archbishop Randall Davidson

         over penal reform and then the Boer War.38 Some of her political sympathies rubbed off on Edith Sitwell.

      


      

      Louisa Sitwell found Scarborough a good place for church work. As a young woman she had been swept up in the religious ferment

         that followed the Crimean War. Sacheverell would speak of her views as ‘nearly maniacal’,39 and Edith, who had actually been very close to her grandmother, would remark to a friend in the early 1940s: ‘I’ve also had

         a letter from obviously a very old gentleman enquiring the whereabouts of my grandmother (who died in 1910 [sic]). It is rather difficult to answer, as my idea and hers of her ultimate home didn’t tally!’40


      

      Louisa Sitwell supported low-church missionaries, and her house was said to be infested with curates. Her main project was

         a home for ‘Magdalens’ in Scarborough. She and a suffragan bishop would make evening ‘sorties together in her barouche, driven

         by her old coachman [George] Hill. Encircling the town they would capture any young woman who appeared to them to be unsuitably

         dressed and in a deplorable “state of joyosity” as John Knox called it.’ The matron, Sister Edith Woods, ‘a bursting woman

         like an advertisement for tomatoes on a railway station’, would bathe the girls, clothe them in navy-blue uniforms, and set

         them to work in a laundry. It is said that on one occasion a slim young man with a grudge against the bishop disguised himself

         as a prostitute, was captured, refused the bath, and then impregnated all the Magdalens.41


      

      This set-piece Sitwellian anecdote captures the domineering side of Louisa Sitwell’s religious work. However, when viewed

         from her daughter Florence’s perspective it all looks more sympathetic. Her mother’s collaborator, she remained unmarried,

         and seems always to have lived on the edge of other, more powerful lives. Osbert, who thought that in another age she would

         have been a saint, published selections from her journals.42 She describes a conversion experience when she was fifteen: ‘Sunday, May 3 [1874]. A year ago to-day, that Sunday evening on which Kate Swinton and I went to St Martin’s church to hear Mr. Parr

         preach, and he spoke so beautifully of God’s great love to us! I never knew before how very, very much Christ has loved us.

         And I remember the quiet time afterwards, when it was nearly dark in my room, and I knelt down and asked Christ to take me

         for His own.’43


      

      Florence was a considerable presence in Edith’s imagination, appearing under various guises in poems and autobiographical

         pieces, as in this scene from around 1905:

      


      

      

         Outside a stuffy bookshop, two maiden ladies were on the pavement lost in speculation. The elder of these wore a long dress

            which burst into a thousand leaves and waterfalls and branches and minor worries. She had hair of the costliest gold thread, bright as

            the gold in a fourteenth-century missal, and this, when undone, fell in a waterfall till it nearly reached her feet. But at

            this moment, it was crammed beneath a hat which seemed to have been decorated with all the exports of our colonies – ostrich

            feathers, fruits, furs, and heaven knows what besides. Her eyes were blue as a saint’s eyes, and were mild as a spring wind.44


      


      

      The hat, of course, is telling. Edith herself feared the life of the maiden aunt and believed that the spiritual potential

         of a woman like Florence was wasted in a modern age obsessed with buying and selling.

      


      

      Sir George Sitwell had a holy upbringing, driving him to become an atheist, at least until his later years, when he remarked:

         ‘no one who has reached the age of reason will be the worse for possessing a second line of defence.’45 His great-uncle Archbishop Tait became his guardian after the death of Sir Reresby. Although Sir George recoiled from his

         teaching, he remained fond of the Archbishop. Edith described Louisa and Florence as ‘Lambeth Palace lounge-lizards’. Sir

         George spent most of his holidays at Lambeth until Tait’s death in 1882.46 His son-in-law Randall Davidson, who became Archbishop in 1903, regarded Sir George as a tiresome eccentric, while Sir George

         regarded him as a meddler.

      


      

      After a grim school in Hertfordshire, Sir George went in 1873 to Eton, where he remained until 1878. Information about this

         portion of his life is surprisingly scant. He played the Field Game (one of Eton’s forms of football) for his house. However,

         he did not belong to any school teams and won no major prizes.47 Nevertheless, while at Eton he is supposed to have invented a toothbrush that played ‘Annie Laurie’ and a tiny revolver for

         killing wasps.48


      

      He went up to Christ Church, Oxford, in January 1879 and remained there until 1883. Despite extraordinary gifts, his performance

         was mediocre, and he left without a degree.49 Perhaps he was distracted by coming into his fortune and by some offbeat adventures. In his second year at Oxford, he and

         a friend attended a seance at the headquarters of the British National Association of Spiritualists.50 They took the precaution of tying up the medium with ropes, as a result of which there were no manifestations. Soon, they returned for another seance, but this time an official of the organisation

         tied the knots. The shade of a twelve-year-old girl called Marie appeared. Her face was veiled and she was dressed in white,

         but they saw that under her robes she was wearing stays, and concluded that real ghosts probably do not have underwear. On

         their third visit, accompanied by two more witnesses, they heard undressing behind a curtain during the seance. When Marie

         appeared, Sir George seized her wrist. The curtain was pulled back, to reveal the scattered garments the medium had been wearing.

         The lights were suddenly put out, and the meeting broke up in yelling and abuse. Sir George and his friends appeared in the

         press as having exposed a fraud.51


      

      Sir George Sitwell had his own way of contacting ghosts, perhaps trying to substitute many dead fathers for a single living

         one. As a boy, he had studied ancient documents in the muniment room at Renishaw and taught himself to read black-letter;

         in time, he became an expert on genealogy and local history. Seeking an outlet for his writings, he purchased the chairmanship

         of the board of directors of the Saturday Review, while Shaw and Wells were regular contributors, but he fell out with the editor Frank Harris.52 He purchased the Scarborough Post and, with it, the press that printed his first book in 1889. The full title requires at least three breaths: The Barons of Pulford In the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries and Their Descendants The Reresbys of Thrybegh and Ashover, the

            Ormesbys of South Ormesby, and the Pulfords of Pulford Castle, Being An Historical Account of the Lost Baronies of Pulford

            and Dodleston in Cheshire, of Seven Knights’ Fees in Lincolnshire Attached to them, and of Many Manors, Townships and Families

            in Both Counties. Oddly enough, Sir George thought this study of local governance after the Conquest had a modern relevance: ‘Home Rule’ caused

         these counties ‘to be divorced from national progress and popular reforms, and to be a perpetual danger and menace, first

         to the Crown, and then, after the Crown had absorbed it, to the liberties of England’.53


      

      Sir George Sitwell stood, unsuccessfully, for the riding of Scarborough at two by-elections in November and December 1884,

         and was elected in 1885, holding the seat until the general election of the following year, when he was defeated. He won the

         seat back in 1892, lost it again in 1895, and was defeated for the last time in 1900. A moderate Conservative and a good constituency man, he served a total of five years in Parliament, during which time he rose

         to speak on only four occasions.54 For all his gifts, Sir George was an unlikely politician, as he had no instinct for public relations. Towards the end of

         her life, Edith told Muriel Spark that her father had once received an anonymous letter accusing him of having an affair with

         a notorious woman in the village; he wanted to find out who had written the letter, so had it displayed in the window of the

         village post office with the promise of a five-pound reward. Sitwell claimed that she and her brothers delighted in going

         down to the post office in order to read ‘the salacious letter’ in the window.55


      

      In the mid-1880s, Sir George was an eligible young man, with a baronetcy, an estate, a large income, a seat in Parliament,

         and a family connection with Lambeth Palace. In a peculiar phrase, Edith Sitwell described her father in youth as ‘good-looking

         in an insipid way, the insipidity being largely the result of his blinking with pink eyelids’. She thought that in later years,

         when he had retired to an estate near Florence, he looked ‘very handsome and noble-looking; with his strange, pale, wild,

         lonely-looking eyes, and his red beard, he resembled a portrait of one of the Borgias, or some other early Italian tyrant’.56


      

      Most of what we know of Sir George Sitwell is from Osbert’s memoir Left Hand, Right Hand!, which, though truthful in matters of detail, presents only a sly caricature of a man whom many thought more intelligent

         than Osbert himself. While extremely funny, Osbert’s memoir is an act of revenge against the father with whom he had always

         quarrelled about money. Osbert’s problem was that, whereas he wanted a princely life, he was obliged by his father to settle

         for mere privilege.

      


      

      Edith had a much more authentic grievance against Sir George than Osbert ever had, even if what she wrote was incoherent and

         sometimes deceptive. Pursuing his own scholarly and aesthetic interests, Sir George left Edith to be abused by Lady Ida. He

         sentimentalised the situation and provided little of the protection to which she was entitled. As an old woman, she could

         point to few episodes where he had actively done her harm, so she attempted to read perversity or self-delusion into any act

         of his that she could remember:

      


      

      

         My father had only one comfort. In my earliest childhood, before he had retired into a Trappist seclusion within himself,

            he had seen himself always as the apex of one of those hierarchical family pyramids favoured by photographers. Then, when

            I was just able to walk, he saw this imaginary photograph labelled ‘Charming photograph of a young father with his child.’

            And under the spell of this fantasy, he would bowl me over with a cushion, pinning my forehead to the iron fender.57


      


      

      While this and other attempts to read her father’s inner life (also a favoured approach of Osbert’s) are absurd, the anecdote

         shows her father as both playful and interested in her. It should be remembered that this particular passage was written in

         her old age when years of physical pain, depression, and heavy drinking made her an unreliable witness to her own life.
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      A SENSE OF PLACE

      
      Scratch the surface of Edith Sitwell’s poetry and you will find Scarborough and its contradictions. Divided into North and
         South Bays, the harbour is overhung by a cliff that looks far out into the North Sea. That view could be a terrible one –
         at least in the days of sail. It is believed that, since 1500, about fifty thousand ships have been wrecked on the Yorkshire
         coast. Between 1855 and 1880, there are records of 51,841 shipwrecks around the shores of the United Kingdom, a great number
         of them occurring in the North Sea. In a single gale in late October 1880, there were nine wrecks just outside Scarborough,
         and many more ships were lost further out. The lifeboat made five forays in that storm, rescuing twenty-eight people, but
         still the coast was littered with ships and bodies.1 Nature’s menace was openly displayed in Scarborough, and yet this was a popular seaside resort. After the discovery of spa
         waters in the seventeenth century, people went there for their health as well as for their ease. The railways connected Scarborough
         to London in the late 1840s, bringing enough visitors to justify the construction of the twelve-storey, turreted Grand Hotel
         – one of the largest in the world when it opened in 1867. In this seaport, fashion and frivolity formed a thin façade beyond
         which lay grief and catastrophe.
      

      
      In summer, the seafront at Scarborough was filled with minstrels, bathing machines, contortionists, clowns, acrobats, and
         pierrots. Sitwell remembered having been fearful of Punch and Judy shows, the ‘unconscious cruelty’ in the puppet’s fate,
         being subject in every way to ‘the mechanical actions of that ragged hunger, the showman’.2 One of her earliest memories, she said, was of seeing ‘jockey carriages’ racing on the sand.
      

      
      
         The carriages were open and held two people; and instead of being driven in the ordinary way, the horses were ridden by persons
            dressed as jockeys. On they would rush, against the gold-freckled dancing summer seas, in airs that were like great rainbows,
            with their particoloured clothes, of chattering-white satin striped with all the colours of those rainbows. This was one of
            the first strange sights that I remember, and often, thinking of those carriages rushing past in the summer weather, I have
            seen them as a symbol of fleeting fashion, coming from nowhere and going nowhere.3

      

      
      These recollections are continually at play in her poetry of the 1910s and 1920s, where she often writes of elegant and empty-headed
         people at the seaside, a world where
      

      
      
         Daisy and Lily,

         
         Lazy and silly,

         
         Walk by the shore of the wan grassy sea.4

         
      

      
      This was one face of Scarborough. In autumn, the town resumed a traditional character, which brought with it a different set
         of impressions. On Martinmas (11 November), ploughmen and maidservants came in from the farms and walked about the market
         in search of work; it was also a favoured date for weddings among farm people, making processions a common sight. However,
         agriculture meant less to Scarborough than fishing. Each morning, the fleet returned under sail with holds full of fish to
         be smoked and dried. The harbour was a swaying thicket of masts and yards, the air thick with smells of fish, salt and tar,
         the paving stones slick with crushed herring. By December, great storms came in and the lifeboat would make foray after foray
         into the massive waves. The Sitwell children revered its heroic skipper John Owston, a white-bearded fisherman who taught
         Osbert to dance the hornpipe.5 There is doubtless a memory of him at the root of Edith Sitwell’s playful poem by that title.
      

      
      In the 1890s, the Sitwells occupied Belvoir House, a tall stone structure that backed on an alley frequented by tramps. The
         children watched them and listened to their conversations from the night nursery. There was Snowball, a black man who dragged
         his leg and sold flowers; Lousy Peter, mentally disabled and tortured by gangs of boys; and the Cat Man, who mewed to himself on the sands.
         There were hurdy-gurdy players with their monkeys, to whom the children threw down pennies wrapped in bits of paper. Osbert
         claimed that his own first words mimicked the cry of a man who pushed a barrow in the alley, ‘Rags and bones, rags and bones!’6

      
      Edith Sitwell saw poverty in Scarborough. She said she had a friend named Tommy, aged twelve. He sold rides on his donkey
         Jacko to earn some money for his mother, who sold poisonous lemonade from a booth. They lived in a street of sagging roofs
         and stinking drains, where drunks lurched from door to door. One day Tommy rushed past his mother, sheltered from her by the
         donkey. He explained to Edith, ‘The old woman’s been having one. I’ll get the stick.’ Edith asked why his mother was always
         angry with him, and he answered, ‘Because I’m a bastard, Miss Dish.’ Edith urged him to share her father, but this only made him more unhappy. Then, his mother, ‘breasts shaking in a kind of dreadful bacchic dance, advanced
         upon him … but seeing me, stopped’.7 Throughout her life, Edith Sitwell was sensitive to the desperation of the slums, but it is not certain whether this anecdote
         records an actual event, or, like others, serves as a parable to explain something in herself. The story grants to the child
         Edith, simply by virtue of rank, the opportunity to protect the defenceless. It was a notion of herself and her place in the
         world that she would cherish as an adult. The story also grants to the child Edith the ability to control a drunken and abusive
         mother.
      

      
      It was in Scarborough that the Sitwells had most contact with their extended family. Louisa Sitwell had closed up Wood End,
         where Edith had been born, and taken another house, Hay Brow, just outside town. She spent most of the year at Gosden in Surrey,
         but while in Scarborough she was close to her son and grandchildren, as well as to her sisters who congregated there. Each
         summer, the Londesboroughs and the Sitwells came together at Scarborough to ‘form a kind of Laocoon group on the shores of
         the sea, [with] my grandmothers as the serpent’. There were quiet conflicts, especially over religion. The Countess, Edith’s
         maternal grandmother, looked on heaven as her aristocratic birthright and so did not speak of it, whereas Lady Sitwell was
         conscious of having to work for salvation. The matriarchs found themselves a little at odds, ‘one lady complaining subtly of lack of breeding, the other lady complaining a little less subtly,
         of lack of piety’. When the Countess was cross, a common occurrence according to Edith, she would round up the household and
         head to church and there attempt to intimidate the Almighty with her ‘snarling prayers’. She also found ways to assert rank,
         and ‘by a kind of freemasonry of the fan’ indicated how little she thought of some of Louisa’s relatives.8

      
      Just after the turn of the century, Sir George took over the unoccupied Wood End, where Edith would now spend much of her
         adolescence. Lady Sitwell had bought the house in 1870. It was situated on the Crescent, overlooking on the east the gardens
         of Londesborough Lodge. She added a large conservatory, which gave to her house a tropical atmosphere, with exotic birds flying
         among creepers and flowering trees. As a boy, Sir George was enchanted by them: Peking nightingales, zebra finches and a Virginian
         nightingale: ‘The Whydah Birds are blue-black with silvery breasts and a touch of orange at the throat and have long sheaf-shaped
         tails. They are attracted by music, and when there was dancing would sometimes fly in and out of the arches to the further
         end of the drawing-room, passing over the heads of the dancers.’9 Renovated in 2006–8, this house has become the Woodend Creative Workspace, providing offices, conference rooms and artists’
         studios. Andrew Clay, the director, reports that the builders disturbed many ghosts, among them Lady Ida’s. It appears that
         the various spirits now make noises in the kitchens, set off sensor lights, and show up on CCTV.10 Sadly, none of the ghosts has consented to an interview.
      

      
      In the summer and early autumn the Sitwells stayed at Renishaw Hall, the other place that shaped Edith Sitwell’s poetry. Like
         her brothers, she was struck by the darkness of its shuttered rooms and by its antiquity. She described it as seen by a child:
      

      
      
         The house is dark and forgotten and a little precious, like an unopened seventeenth century first edition in a library. I
            must creep away silently, for the whole of existence in that dark house has the curious, sweet, musty smell and the remoteness
            of such a book; the great trees outside are motionless and dark and unliving as a library lined with dusty and uncared for
            meanings, and the sunrays lying upon the floor smile as dimly as the chapel’s smiling cherubim. Here we cease living and the house is filled with other and
            darker existences; we put on their lives and go clothed in them.11

      

      
      The child’s discovery of herself hardly matters among memories of the dead, and the growth of her perceptions counts for little
         where the very walls are marked with ‘uncared for meanings’. Each of the Sitwell children regarded the house with fascination
         and sadness. It was, as Sachie put it, ‘the house of tragic memories’.12

      
      Renishaw Hall was thought to harbour many ghosts – even more than Wood End. Although Sir George forbade such talk, the children
         soon learnt about them from their mother and from the servants. According to tradition, Sitwell Sitwell had twice been seen
         after his death, once in the streets of Sheffield, and once at the door of Renishaw while his body was lying in the library.13 He could still be heard, from time to time, calling for his wife. The ghost of a boy who had drowned in 1724 was said to
         wake sleepers with a cold kiss.14 This curious image made its way into Edith’s later poetry, where the kiss from the grave is an image she returns to almost
         obsessively. Sacheverell thought it ‘terrifying’ merely to walk through the enormous, unused drawing room and ballroom. In
         the dining room, the eyes of wigged ancestors followed him from their portraits and their heads seemed to be turned in his
         direction wherever he stood.15 Osbert remembered that when, as a child, he asked his mother how she had slept, she would often give the answer, ‘Oh, fairly
         well, but the ghosts were about again.’16 Lady Ida had an easygoing interest in the macabre and kept a piece of hangman’s rope knotted at the head of her bed: ‘Nothing’s
         so lucky! It cost eight pounds – they’re very difficult to get now.’17

      
      Although the weight of the past was oppressive, Edith and her brothers found much in the house that was inspiring – above
         all, the five great panels of Brussels tapestry, purchased by an ancestor from the Philippe Égalité collection in London.
         Despite being unable to discover who designed them, Sachie believed them ‘some of the most beautiful products of human genius’.18 The tapestries in their setting evoked a rhapsody from Edith in 1929:
      

      
      
         The ballroom at Renishaw is immensely long, and shines like the water of a kingfisher’s lake in the deep afternoon of a dream;
            the windows are tall as waterfalls. And the dark pomp and splendour of those tapestries which are, to my brothers and myself,
            more a part of our spiritual and imaginative life than anything else which is material, these hang upon the walls like some
            mournful and eternal music. Those processions of queens, – blackened with age, beneath their many-coloured plumaged helmets
            and turbans, those long and mournful red trains, those cascades of crackling pearls, echoed in the mirrors and in many pools,
            those elephants rearing their trunks in homage to a reed-crowned water-god sitting beside his forest-shadowed waterfalls –
            (the forest is deep as that in Hyperion) – these blackened nymphs, crowned with strange head-dresses of feathers, gazing at
            themselves in mirrors beside many fountains, (echoing the long windows of a far-off house that is like our house) – these
            imaginations, the unheard sound that haunts that silence, is a part of our life.19

      

      
      Renishaw had the air of a melancholy dream, but there was also a good deal of building, digging, and planting. About the time
         of Edith’s birth, Sir George began the landscaping project that became, according to Sachie, his ‘life work’, laying out the
         full plan in 1895. He was interested in lines and perspectives, and not at all in flowers. Sachie could not remember his ever
         admiring one and thought he rather resented them because they took attention away from garden design.20 Although Sir George’s attitude became a joke within the family, especially as Lady Ida surrounded herself with cut roses,
         it is interesting that in this quirky and expensive art form he was a formalist. Had he been a stranger, Edith might have
         applauded his sensibility. As it was, Osbert teased him by nurturing a rhododendron within sight of his study so that it produced
         fiery purple blossoms.21

      
      Sir George cut a strange figure as he created his views. Edith and her brothers had only to look up to see their father perched
         like a stylite on one of the wooden platforms he placed about the estate. Shaded from the sun by a floppy hat or an umbrella,
         with a lunch of cold roast chicken beside him, he sat on these platforms for hours, confronting his huge canvas through a
         telescope. Over many years, he planted hedges and lines of trees, created a garden, raised and lowered hills. He installed a pair of marble fountains and various statues,
         and he turned a ruined aviary into a Gothic temple. He placed a lake in the middle of the property and, nearer the house,
         two formal ponds.22

      
      The family’s annual journeys to the continent, usually in the spring, allowed him to study the gardens of France and, especially,
         of Italy, a project that bore fruit in a remarkable book, On the Making of Gardens (1909). In it he said that he had visited two hundred Italian gardens – this allows us a glimpse of how the Sitwell children
         spent some of their time abroad. Sir George at work on his landscape was Edith’s first experience of an artist consumed with
         his craft. His gardens were not companionable places: ‘The garden, in every language, speaks of seclusion … No sound of the
         outer world should break the enchantment; no turret-clock should toll the passing hours; nor, could one silence it, should
         there vibrate through the garden the menacing voice of the church bell, with its muttered curse on nature and on man, lest
         it beat down the petals of the pagan roses.’23 His taste was in some ways Pre-Raphaelite, but it was also the expression of an aloof personality. He created spaces for
         solitude; the grounds at Renishaw are marked with his sense of separateness.
      

      
      There were, nonetheless, simple pleasures to be had in the grounds of Renishaw and in the surrounding countryside. Edith Sitwell
         could remember picking mushrooms as a child, and Sacheverell described encounters with miners’ children on blackberrying expeditions.
         The three Sitwells, being very tall and thin, could reach the highest berries, while the miners’ children had to lift one
         another to grasp the same branches.24 Osbert recalled donkey rides with Edith to a disused canal. Some afternoons they sailed on the lake with their nurse, Eliza
         Davis, in a wide flat-bottomed boat, while Sir George took out a canoe. On the heels of a footman carrying a hamper, Lady
         Ida and her friends would, if they remembered, come down for a picnic.25

      
      One of the attractions of Renishaw was the animals. Sitwell’s early years fairly swarmed with pets, and rarely in her life
         was she without at least a cat. She said that when she was about five she became enraptured with a peacock at Renishaw. ‘Peaky’
         would greet her in the mornings with a shriek from the leads outside her mother’s bedroom (adjoining her own), and then fly
         down to the gardens: ‘We walked round these, with my arm round his lovely neck that shone like tears in a dark forest.’ Asked by her nurse why she loved Peaky
         so much, she gave the Blakean answer, ‘Because he is beautiful and wears a Heavenly Crown.’ When Sir George bought Peaky a
         mate, Edith found herself discarded. The bird now spent his time teaching his offspring to unfurl their tails. ‘I do not think
         it was the injury to my pride at being jilted by a peacock that I minded. It was the injury to my affection. It was my first
         experience of faithlessness.’26
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      SERVANTS AND SURGEONS


      

      ‘Most English gentlemen at this time believed that they had a particular aptitude for endearing themselves to the lower classes.’

         So wrote Evelyn Waugh in Men at Arms.1 The Sitwells fit the description even more closely than do the officers in the regiment of Halberdiers. Osbert wrote: ‘I

         have never experienced that sensation of being separate from the working classes, in the way in which the city-bred, middle-class

         poets of the proletarian movement continually proclaim themselves to feel cut off.’2 The Sitwells believed that, unlike the despised middle classes, labouring people had a bond with old aristocrats and at the

         level of instinct understood them; the permanently poor, in their view, had a soft spot for the permanently rich. Perhaps

         they weren’t entirely wrong – as the manorial connections were still strong enough in 1969 for one of the tenants at Renishaw

         to give a warm address at Osbert’s memorial service, praising him as a good landlord.3 The claims of being at home with the lower classes now seem naive, but the Sitwell children did have a bond with one group

         of working people – the servants.

      


      

      Most of these people are found only at the edge of the historical records – no more than a name in the census or a comment

         in Left Hand, Right Hand!4 Yet they were key figures in Edith Sitwell’s life. There was Jones, once Sir George’s scout, who became his butler. Under

         him, there was old Stephen Pare who went blind after being struck by lightning, and who lit the candles in the evening even

         though he could not see the flames. His niece, Rose, worked for the Sitwells as a maid around 1900 when she was in her late

         teens. As an old woman, she wrote to Edith Sitwell about how she had run afoul of her mistress: ‘Lady Ida asked me one day

         to take Master Sacheverell down the steps to shew him the lakes and coming to the small one at the top he put his foot in the water. Oh dear I did get

         a scolding from Lady Ida. But Sir George came to the rescue, but I never forgot it.’5 Rose left service when her aunt was sent to a mental hospital. Stephen Pare himself soon died of liver cancer. There were

         others: Eliza Knowles, the laundress Mrs Westerley, and the coachman, jolly James Broadbent, as well as an array of untraceable

         maids and footmen. These lives pass like shadows below the stairs.

      


      

      But then there was Henry Moat (1871–1940), whose quips and shenanigans Osbert made famous – he now has his own article in

         the ODNB. Moat worked for the Sitwells, with some long interruptions, over a period of forty-three years, beginning as a footman and

         succeeding Jones as the butler. Edith described Henry as ‘an enormous purple man like a benevolent hippopotamus’. Born into

         a family of whalers from Whitby, he had eighteen brothers and one sister, not to mention a tame seal.6 He and Sir George were inseparable, but often separated. Repeatedly, Henry walked out or was sacked and then taken, perhaps

         cajoled, back. Osbert recalls that his attitude towards his master was a mixture of profound disrespect and veneration. In

         time, Moat took to calling the red-bearded Sir George ‘Ginger’ behind his back. He had acquired this nickname in a dispute

         with a taxi driver about his fare: ‘After the war, Ginger, I’ll get even with you!’7 (It was a name that Edith would later use for him herself.) Sir George always referred to Moat as ‘The Great Man’. Pancho

         to Sir George’s Don Quixote, he exploded his master’s many scientific schemes for domestic improvement, or as Moat called

         them, ‘his fads’. Osbert writes, ‘“Henry,” he called one day to the great man, “I’ve a new idea! Knifehandles should always

         be made of condensed milk!” (I must explain that a substance derived from milk, a sort of paste in various colours, had lately

         made its appearance.) Henry looked particularly disgusted at the idea and very worried at its application. Then, with emphasis,

         and with an unusual air of correctitude, he countered, “Yes, Sir George … But what if the cat gets at them?”’8


      

      Edith Sitwell remembered Moat as a protector: ‘I think of him as if at any moment, his living being might come through a door,

         and say to me, “You’d better run, Miss Edith. Her ladyship is in one of her states and is looking for you.”’ On the night

         of Henry Moat’s death, Osbert thought he heard his ghost in the pantry at Renishaw. Edith commented, ‘I believe – I like to think – that he was looking

         for the three children, now two grown men and a grown woman, whom he had befriended through the sad years.’9 Perhaps, Moat’s real gift to the younger Sitwells was a no-nonsense kind of wisdom – a counter-weight to their imaginings.

         Once Edith found him contemplating the stars, but he remarked, ‘All the same, miss, let’s stick to the eggs and bacon.’10


      

      In the past, wealthy families usually delegated the love of small children to the servants. The figure of Nanny Hawkins in

         Brideshead Revisited stands for countless female servants who entered more deeply into the affections of their charges than did their parents.

         The care of the Sitwell children was entrusted to their nurse Eliza Davis and to the maids who worked under her. Born in 1852,11 she was the daughter of a cobbler from Newbury, Berkshire, and she had once been Lady Ida’s own nursery maid.12


      

      Osbert remembered Davis typically in a grey alpaca dress, with a look of puzzlement and patience on her face.13 In winter she wore black bonnets, and she could often be seen working at an already outdated sewing machine, attaching ribbons

         to white lace to make the high caps she wore indoors. A conservative woman, she deplored the changes she saw in the world

         around her.14 When the children bruised themselves, she applied, from its distinctive green box shaped like a metronome, Butler & Crisp’s

         Pomade Divine, a compound that had been passing for medicine since the time of Napoleon.15 She was in the habit of taking Edith and Osbert for long walks in Scarborough’s municipal cemetery. Had Sir George, the rationalist,

         known of this morbid recreation he would have been annoyed,16 but Davis’s taste for such places was shared by most Victorians. Osbert later described similar strolls in his novel Before the Bombardment (1926).17


      

      Osbert believed that although Davis loved Sachie and himself, the best part of her affection was reserved for Edith, who remembered

         her as ‘my dear old nurse’. Mysteriously, she saw in Davis an image from Gertrude Stein’s Geography and Plays: ‘a shadow, a white shadow, is a mountain’. However, there was nothing mysterious in the remark, ‘her real name was comfort.’18 Davis disapproved of Sir George’s cleverness as unbecoming a gentleman, and she did not mind criticising him in front of the children. In 1902, she argued ‘violently’ with Sir George, gave in her notice, and, to her surprise, he let her

         go.19 The children, horrified, kept in touch with her. Indeed, about a decade later Edith took her to see the Dowager Countess

         of Londesborough, who had been her first employer. By that time Davis was back in Newbury, working for a vicar, her existence

         made lonely as most of her family had emigrated.20


      

      One type of servant gets rough treatment at the hands of Edith and Osbert – governesses. Osbert describes how at family gatherings

         at Christmas, retired governesses would appear and exert their waspish authority over the young women who had succeeded them.

         This species of dictator is represented by a woman to whom Edith gives the names ‘Mademoiselle Blanchatte’ and ‘Mademoiselle

         Richarde’ and whom Osbert calls ‘Dickie’. In her prose memoir of the ‘Dukes of Troy’, Edith describes her as crushing Colonel

         Fantock over his claim to have advised Napoleon III.21 Colonel Fantock was based on Major A. B. Brockwell or ‘Brockie’, a sometime tutor to Osbert and Sacheverell, but essentially

         a defeated old man whom Sir George helped out. Edith’s poem ‘Colonel Fantock’ depicts him slipping into senility.

      


      

      When Edith Sitwell was about eleven years old, her education was handed over to a governess, Lydia King-Church (1868–1963),22 who stayed with the family for five years. Sitwell referred to her as ‘Maum’ and occasionally as ‘Kingie’. When Sachie was

         five, he offered her sixpence to allow him to use her Christian name and was gently refused.23 Davis waged a proxy war with King-Church, seeing her as the agent of Sir George. Nonetheless, Osbert recalled happy days

         with the governess, when she read Rider Haggard aloud in the schoolroom and helped them construct a house of twigs; he spoke

         of her as someone ‘whom we so much loved and revered’.24 Edith herself seems to have enjoyed her company and found her entertaining. She wrote to Sir George on 17 March 1903 (she

         was fifteen then): ‘Last night, Maum and I had several games of “draughts”; she is a splendid player, and usually sweeps me

         off the board in less than no time, but what was the matter with her yesterday, I can’t think, for I actually managed to beat

         her twice! But at the end we were quits, as I was forced to withdraw twice; we are going to play again this evening.’25


      

      In later years Sitwell recalled the schoolroom where Miss King-Church instructed them as resembling ‘a billiard-room, because

         of its system of backboards covered with green baize, of rods and poles used for pointing out flat places on a map in which

         Italy, Greece, China, India, and all the romance of the world was reduced to small pieces of inexpressive paper that you could

         hold in your hand’.26 She said she was once punished for refusing to memorise ‘The Boy Stood on the Burning Deck’; in her eyes, the boy was ‘the

         epitome of idiocy, because, as everybody else had left the Burning Deck, and he was doing no conceivable good by remaining

         there, why in heck didn’t he get off it!’27


      

      Sitwell believed that the education she received was ‘a devoted, loving, peering, inquisitive, interfering, stultifying, middle-class

         suffocation, on the chance that I would become “just like everybody else”’.28 Be that as it may, she became well read in English literature and history, functional in French, and had smatterings of German

         and Italian. She wrote to Sir George on 12 February 1903:

      


      

      

         I have been having some particularly interesting lessons lately; Auntie Floss has very kindly lent me some books, and I have

            been getting some ideas on Political Economy (which interests me very much) and also upon Greek Literature. While I rest in

            the afternoon Maum reads me Macauley’s essay on Frederick the Great, and I am studying a great deal of English Literature.

            Grannie has got some charming music for the Angelus, among which are Tchaikowsky’s ‘Symphonie Pathetique’, and the same composer’s

            ‘Chant sans Paroles’, one of the daintiest and most fascinating small pieces I have ever heard. The list also includes several

            of Mme Chaminade’s charming little dances, and various music by Chopin and Liszt. There are also some of Sousa’s Marches,

            which Sachie loves.29


      


      

      The curriculum for a girl at the turn of the century, even Sir George Sitwell’s daughter, had some gaps; she wrote to the

         poet Demetrios Capetanakis in 1943: ‘I cannot forgive the fact that I wasn’t taught Greek. I know one should start as a child. It is terrible what I have missed.’30 At one point, Sir George thought that she should acquire office skills and prepare for a career in business, but Edith was disinclined and her mother thought the plan too middle class.

      


      

      One door was definitely closed. Upon receiving an honorary degree from Leeds in 1948, Edith Sitwell said in her address:


      

      

         It was my strong ambition as a girl, to be sent to a University. But this was not allowed – and for the oddest reason … My

            father was under the sway of Lord Tennyson’s longer poems … Instead of seeing ‘The Princess’ as a farrago of condescending

            nonsense, interspersed by some of the most wonderful, the most heavenly, lyrics in the English language, he gained from that

            poem the impression that for a woman to become an undergraduate in a university would result in her becoming unwomanly. He

            did not seize the point that Tennyson made – that the segregation of women was a mistake – as indeed it most certainly is

            – rather, he concentrated on the false assumption that learning makes women unfeminine.31


      


      

      Miss King-Church kept a schoolroom diary of the children’s, especially Edith’s, activities, through 1901 and 1902.32 It indicates that while staying at Lancaster Gate in London, Miss King-Church took Edith to museums, galleries, and concerts.

         For example, in October 1901 they went to the Wallace Collection, the Royal School of Art Needlework, the National Gallery,

         the Donaldson Museum to see old musical instruments, the Royal College of Music, the British Museum, and the aquarium, also

         taking in a ‘symphony concert’ as well as two concerts of John Philip Sousa at the Albert Hall. As the family travelled on

         the continent, Sitwell learnt about European art; she wrote to Tchelitchew in the 1930s: ‘I know the Michael Angelo, da Vinci,

         Raphael, and Rembrandt drawings at the Uffizi by heart. When I was a girl I used to visit them every day.’33


      

      Edith Sitwell took art lessons from a Scarborough watercolourist named Ellen Edwards; this ‘tea-addicted elderly maiden’ noticed

         that the young Sitwells’ favourite game was composing limericks. Sometimes Edwards came to the schoolroom, and sometimes

         Edith went to her studio at nearby Westborough; a photograph survives of a group of girls at work there, among them Sitwell

         with her spaniel stretched out on a mat.34 For several years, Edith and Osbert took dancing lessons twice a week, laboriously acquiring the steps of quadrilles, minuets, gavottes, lancers, and waltzes.35


      

      Miss King-Church was Edith’s main piano teacher; they played duets together and performed Grieg’s ‘Morgenstemning’ from Peer Gynt at a concert in Scarborough on 24 April 1902 in support of the Primrose League, a large organisation that promoted Tory principles.

         Miss King-Church’s instruction was supplemented by lessons from leading musicians. Sheffield had a rich musical culture at

         the time, and at some point Edith received piano lessons at Renishaw from Frederick Dawson (1868–1940). A student of Anton

         Rubinstein and Edvard Grieg, and highly regarded as a concert pianist in Vienna and Berlin, he continued to live in Yorkshire

         where he had been born.36 At Sir George’s insistence, she also took lessons on the cello from the Spanish master Agustín Rubio (1856–1940). She made

         little of the instrument, and her refusal to practise – Sachie remembers her preferring to read and copy out poetry – led

         to trouble with Sir George.37 It seems she also worked at the harp.

      


      

      Part of Miss King-Church’s task was to make sure that Edith followed her doctor’s orders and carefully alternated periods

         of rest and exercise. The diaries note long walks and games of ping-pong. The governess played hockey on the sands at Scarborough,

         encouraging Edith and Osbert to take up the game. It did not come naturally to Edith, who wrote to Sir George on 2 February

         1903 from Louisa Sitwell’s house at Gosden in Surrey: ‘People round about here seem to be very fond of hockey, and spend as

         many afternoons in the week as possible hitting about in a field just outside Grannie’s garden, a lot of lovely ladies in

         mustard coloured blouses and black skirts (they look just like wasps) are playing there now!’

      


      

      Miss King-Church became engaged to Osbert’s tutor, Herbert Keigwin, who may be related to the Cornish family, noted, charmingly,

         in Burke’s Landed Gentry as Keigwin of Mousehole. He appears briefly in the diaries, but not after 6 August 1902, which Miss King-Church records with

         a hint of sadness: ‘very wet day – HSK left at 11:10 a.m.’ He went on to Rhodesia, with the governess to follow the next spring.

         Edith was caught up in the excitement of planning for the wedding, writing to Sir George on 2 February 1903: ‘Maum has just

         heard from Mr. Keigwin, he has changed from the Mines Office, to the Native Commissioner’s Office, which Maum says is a very good thing, and he hopes soon to write to you and tell you all about everything.

         I believe he is getting on splendidly.’38 In other letters, Edith described the wedding presents: cutlery, prints of famous paintings, and a sun umbrella with an owl

         dangling from the handle. Miss King-Church left the Sitwells and sailed for Rhodesia on 18 April 1903, where she and Keigwin

         were married the following month. It is impossible to believe that Edith did not admire and miss her.

      


      

      In later life, Sitwell wrote of Miss King-Church as a gaoler. It is necessary to quote at length Sitwell’s story of the ‘Bastille’

         as it became a standard anecdote, repeated countless times, and then formed part of the various versions of her autobiography:

      


      

      

         When I was between eleven and twelve years old, it was noticed that my thin body stooped slightly, in a deprecating and rather

            frightened way; and this was due to curvature of the spine. Also my ankles, because of the delicacy of their structure, were

            weak.

         


         My family, with their usual thoroughness, took the matter in hand. I was taken to a surgeon, who, in turn, placed me in the

            hands of an orthopaedic manufacturer, (I believe that is the correct term,) – an immensely fat gentleman, the colour of a

            November fog, his eyes, and all the expression they may have held, were shrouded behind black glasses … Mr. E. constructed

            for me a prison of iron, which reached from under my arms to below my hips; under my arms were thick pads of leather, rather

            reminiscent of saddlery, so that my arms could never hang to my side, and were constantly always numbed. My feet were incased

            in boots with steel linings, which pressed on my bones. And at night, when I went to bed, although the prison enclosing my

            body was removed, my legs and feet were immured in a contraption of steel, so that I could not move. The bones of my legs

            were tightly walled into a cage, which ran on either side of them, and my feet were strapped down onto a kind of sandal with

            a most complicated lock and key system of steel, about four inches deep under the soles, Miss H had charge of the key to this

            prison, and before she went down to dinner every night, she would lock up my feet. Sometimes she screwed them into a position

            pointing downwards, and the discomfort, amounting to pain, kept me awake all night. Sometimes they pointed heavenward, and then the same pain happened. It would have

            been impossible for me to leave my bed, even if the room was on fire.39


      


      

      In Taken Care Of, Edith dubs the surgeon Dr Stout and the manufacturer Mr Steinberg. The schoolroom diary indicates that these names stand

         for Mr Tubby40 and Mr Ernst. Alfred Herbert Tubby was one of Britain’s pioneering orthopaedic surgeons; F. Gustav Ernst constructed orthopaedic

         braces for an array of purposes and made important improvements in the designs of artificial limbs. Both men wrote textbooks

         on their specialities.

      


      

      Presumably, Lady Ida or one of her deportment-obsessed family noticed that Edith could not stand up straight. Sir George sent

         her to the most eminent specialist Britain had to offer, who would have confirmed, by flexibility and rotation tests and by

         measurement with a plumbline, that her spine was curved. Tubby held the orthodox view of the day: ‘Scoliosis is not a disease,

         but an alteration in the position, shape and texture of the spinal structures, dependent on long-continued pressure in an

         abnormal direction.’41 Although he made allowance for congenital curvatures and rickets, he generally looked for the causes in muscular weakness

         owing to general poor health and unsuitable occupations. Although modern research has disproved this idea,42 Tubby believed that posture was a great villain: ‘Certain attitudes are very likely to be followed by scoliosis, e.g. standing

         on one leg and sitting cross-legged. These cause twisting of the pelvis and rotation of the lumbar spine; so does excessive

         horse-exercise by girls without a reversible saddle. The exceedingly faulty arrangement of music-stools and school-desks is

         responsible for many cases of scoliosis.’43 Tubby goes on at length about desks and piano stools – and his opinions, which now seem silly, created nothing but trouble

         for a young woman who was both studious and devoted to the keyboard.

      


      

      Tubby believed that children suffering from adenoids should be placed under early treatment, as this could lead to general

         poor health, loss of muscle tone, and subsequent curvature.44 Sitwell says that her adenoids were removed in the spring of 1900;45 however, it was not uncommon for this to be done in stages. The schoolroom diaries indicate that she was cauterised, and underwent procedures involving bougies and cocaine (as an anaesthetic) as late as 1902.

         The problem with her adenoids would have singled her out in Tubby’s view as a patient likely to have trouble with her spine:

         the nose-bone, it seems, was connected to the backbone.

      


      [image: image]


      

      From Tubby’s Deformities


      

      On Tubby’s advice, Edith Sitwell embarked on a regime that would shape her daily life for several years. He recommended treatments

         to improve general health, as well as a combination of exercises and ‘recumbency’. Apart from strengthening the body, he thought

         it necessary for the patient to take some of the weight of the head, neck and upper extremities off the back by lying down

         for up to six hours per day, a restful practice that he judged ‘more efficient than suspending the head by means of a jury-mast’.46


      

      He recommended, as in some cases specialists still do, a back-brace, which she remembered as a ‘prison of iron’. Tubby sent

         her to the ‘orthopædic mechanician’ F. Gustav Ernst for two fittings in March 1901. On 13 April, the schoolroom diary notes:

         ‘E’s boots & spinal stays arrd. from Ernst’s.’ While it is difficult to know which therapeutic boot she was wearing, it is

         likely that her brace followed a design by the surgeon William Adams, favoured by both Tubby and Ernst. It was constructed

         mostly of fabric, some leather padding, thin steel supports and shoulder straps with elastic inserts. One of the advantages of this design was its weight, usually less

         than five pounds.47 The apparatus must have been wearisome and limiting. It apparently did not produce great pain, but, as she put it, ‘discomfort

         amounting to pain’. That remembered discomfort and constraint became for her in later years a symbol of how her parents tried

         to reshape her personality.
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      However grim the episode was for a girl of thirteen, the retrospective vilification of all those involved seems unfair. There

         can be no doubt that Sir George was trying to get the best care possible for his daughter. Tubby and Ernst, who spent their

         working lives restoring capacity to broken bodies, were hardly the monsters that she depicted. In October 1901, at Tubby’s

         behest, she began a programme of massage. She enjoyed this part of her treatment, but it is not mentioned in her accounts

         of ‘my Bastille’.

      


      

      There was more to the story of the boots and back-brace. She wrote of Lydia King-Church:


      

      

         Although she slept in my very large room, I was never released when she went to bed. My only happiness, at this time, was

            that at one moment or another during the day I was able to secrete a book of poems in the fastnesses of my bed, before I was

            locked up for the night – for some reason she never found these. By the time I was thirteen, I knew the whole of the Rape

            of the Lock by heart – learnt while she was at dinner, and by the time I was fourteen, I was enriched, further, by knowing

            nearly all Shelley’s poems, and, a little later, most of the greatest passages in Shakespeare’s plays, and all his Sonnets

            by heart. These were the only poets I knew, for I lived in a very solitary world. I learned these poems in a profound secrecy,

            hurriedly and guiltily, sometimes by the light of a single brightly-feathered candle, whilst outside, the seas of beauty,

            the wildness of the spring, broke upon a magical shore.48


      


      

      That her governess deprived her of books is nonsense, although she did require her charge to keep regular hours. Sitwell was

         encouraged to read widely, and her letters to her father are full of comments on what interested or impressed her. Sachie

         disputed her claim to have memorised The Rape of the Lock at fourteen, claiming that he introduced her to Pope’s works much later.49 Nonetheless, the reference to Alexander Pope is revealing. He suffered from extreme curvature of the spine as a consequence

         of Pott’s disease, and relied on heavy linen stays in order to move about. Sitwell’s biography of Pope, published in 1930

         (just before she wrote the passages above), presents him as a supreme craftsman and formalist. Moreover, the curvature of

         his spine, compared by Lady Mary Wortley Montagu and Lord Hervey to the mark of Cain, set him apart from ordinary society.

         In her account of the ‘Bastille’, Sitwell is not so much recounting facts as creating a myth of herself as a poet. Her genius

         and her suffering are comparable to those of Alexander Pope. As a celebrated woman who was rejected by the men she loved,

         Sitwell had other grounds for her sense of kinship with Pope: ‘Though he was deformed, people with beautiful shapes surrounded

         him, were proud of knowing him – if he did not make love to them.’50


      

      Undoubtedly, Edith Sitwell was an outsider in her family. Sir George preferred boys, as a general rule. Her mother, a great

         beauty, had little time for a plain daughter. Early on, Sitwell became conscious of her long body as awkward and inadequate. At the age of fifteen

         she wrote to her father about a cousin who had a parrot named ‘Wee Poll’: ‘the boys have insultingly named me Wee Poll, partly from my size and partly from the shape of my nose!’51 One element of her Bastille, she said later, was a brace worn on her nose while she was in the schoolroom: ‘a band of elastic

         surrounded my forehead, from which two pieces of steel (regulated by a lock and key system) descended on each side of the

         organ in question, with thick upholstered pads at the nostrils, turning my nose firmly to the opposite way which Nature had

         intended, and blocking one nostril, so that breathing was difficult.’52 Among Ernst’s designs were a number of strange devices, such as an ‘ear spring’ for fixing ears made prominent by sleeping

         on them or ‘the careless adjustment of the hat or bonnet’. He also made a ‘nose-truss’ intended for use when a broken nose

         healed badly. After an operation to rebreak it, the truss would ensure that the septum grew straight again. The device had

         no lock and key mechanism (indeed, none of his designs did). The removal of her adenoids indicates that Sitwell did have difficulty

         with her breathing passages and the truss may have been prescribed as part of her treatment, but Ernst believed that it could

         be used for cosmetic purposes: ‘There are, however, a large number of cartilaginous deformities which affect the personal

         appearance alone, and which by a perseverance in the use of an apparatus at night may easily be corrected.’53 Some of Lady Ida’s friends came to the schoolroom to peer at Sitwell in her nose-truss – an experience she never forgave

         or forgot.54
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      A nose-truss of the sort Edith Sitwell was forced to wear: ‘There are … cartilaginous deformities which affect the personal

         appearance alone, and which by a perserverance in the use of an apparatus at night might easily be corrected.’ (F. Gustav

         Ernst)

      


      

      When Lydia King-Church left the Sitwells in April 1903, she wrote Sir George a letter about Edith Sitwell and her brothers.

         About half of it was devoted to medical questions. At a recent examination, Mr Tubby had observed an improvement in Edith’s

         back, which had grown broader and taller. Her feet were ‘better, but far from well yet: & are scarcely strong enough to support

         her weight and height’. Miss King-Church’s own opinion was that Edith’s health was much improved, but that she must not overtire

         herself and must keep regular hours. She urged that ‘great care be taken by everyone about her that she sits, stands and walks

         straight: her tendency is to develop the right shoulder & side altogether to the detriment of the left’.55 Having thanked Sir George for his kindness through the five years of her employment, she left for Rhodesia, little knowing

         what seeds of anger had been planted in Edith.

      


      

      Louisa Sitwell took charge of finding a new governess, allowing Osbert to sit in on the interviews.56 Eventually she chose Helen Rootham, a musician who would become Sitwell’s close friend for the next thirty-five years. Her

         full name was Helene Edith Rootham, but for the first few years she worked for the Sitwells she went by the name Edith – making

         her the third by that name in the extended family, along with Edith Sitwell and the Dowager Countess of Londesborough. Born

         in 1875 in Bristol, she was the eighth of nine children. Her mother, Frances (née Ross), died when Helen was about ten. Her

         father was Samuel Rootham, a music teacher. Her uncle Daniel, who lived with his family in the house next door,57 was director of the Bristol Festival Chorus. He was also an extremely successful voice teacher, who included among his students

         the contralto Dame Clara Butt and the soprano Dame Eva Turner, leading singers in the first half of the twentieth century. One of Daniel’s children was Cyril Bradley Rootham, who, like Helen, was born in 1875 and died in 1938;

         he was the organist at St John’s College, Cambridge, and a prolific composer in the tradition of Sir Charles Stanford, under

         whom he studied. Cyril Rootham organised the first English performances of Kodály and Pizzetti.58 By the time Helen was fifteen, she was living in South Kensington with her eldest sister Kate,59 whose husband, Hartmann Just, rose in the civil service to become Assistant Under-Secretary of State for the Colonies from

         1907 to 1916 and was knighted in 1911.60 Sitwell came to know Kate Just fairly well and regarded her as one of the more sensible members of a difficult family. Another

         of Helen’s sisters, Ethel, was mentally ill and sometimes tried to kill people.61


      

      Osbert believed that Helen Rootham misunderstood her own talents; she thought of herself primarily as a singer, whereas he

         described her as the best female pianist he had ever heard.62 Sacheverell was less admiring: he felt that Edith was too influenced by Helen, with too much emphasis on Swinburne and Brahms,

         and he noted that Edith found Debussy on her own.63 However, his recollections of Helen’s earliest years with the family are not very reliable, as she was hired when he was

         only five years old. Certainly, her abilities spread in several directions. Apart from music she was a translator of Rimbaud,

         of Serbo-Croat ballads, and of the Russian mystic Vladimir Solovyev;64 she wrote some poetry and short stories of her own, as well as criticism of music and literature. By the 1930s, Edith sensed

         a kind of jealousy or competitiveness from Helen, which may have arisen from her failure to develop a single talent to the

         full. She remained an artistic jack of all trades.

      


      

      However, in 1903, Helen brought a fervour for the arts that would transform Sitwell’s life. Without Helen, Edith’s existence

         might have mirrored that of her Aunt Florence, dependent on her father and brothers for a roof over her head and for the meals

         she ate. She would not have gone beyond ‘talent’ to expertise in either poetry or music. This is an important point as the

         education of upper-class women sought to make them ‘accomplished’ – that is, capable of ordering in a Paris restaurant, painting

         a watercolour, discussing a recent book without sounding highbrow, or playing an instrument in company. The idea was not to

         give a young woman a profession but to make her marriageable. Sitwell’s parents would probably have sorted out a marriage for her, either to a young man of a family with whom they had

         connections or, conceivably, to some clergyman of Louisa Sitwell’s choosing. That she would become a successful professional

         writer was hardly to be imagined; that by the 1940s she would be thought one of the great poets of the age was beyond all

         possibility.

      


   

      

      4


      

      GROWING EYEBROWS


      

      ‘I can never equal that,’ said John Singer Sargent in August 1899.1 He was looking at Copley’s The Sitwell Children, a conversation-piece from 1787 hanging in the Great Drawing Room at Renishaw Hall. Commissioned by Francis Hurt Sitwell,

         it portrays his four children, Frank, Mary, Hurt, and Sitwell Sitwell.2 Sir George wanted a painting of his own family to hang as a companion. His cousin George Swinton and his wife Elsie (an important

         figure in Edith Sitwell’s youth) brought Sargent to Renishaw. An artist in demand, he was paid £1500 by Sir George and insisted

         that he do the work in his studio in London.

      


      

      The Sitwells took a house at 25 Chesham Place that belonged to Clarita Frewen (née Jerome), whose younger sister Jennie married

         Randolph Churchill. The children studied in Frewen’s boudoir, whose walls were lined with photographs of her nephew, Winston,

         who had recently effected his escape from Pretoria to Durban. His eyes seemed to fill the room; several times Edith screened

         them with newspapers and exercise books so that they could get on with their lessons.3


      

      Every second day for five or six weeks, beginning on 1 March 1900, the family gathered at the studio. Sargent tried to keep

         the two-year-old Sachie’s attention by reciting:

      


      

      

         There was a young lady of Spain


         

         Who always was sick in the train –


         

         Not once and again,


         

         Or again and again,


         

         But again and again and again.4


         

      


      

      Although Edith Sitwell respected Sargent as a craftsman, she could never think well of the painting he produced:

      


      

      

         My father was portrayed in riding-dress (he never rode), my mother in a white-spangled low evening gown and a hat with feathers,

            arranging, with one prettily shaped, flaccid, entirely useless hand, red anemones in a silver bowl (she never arranged flowers,

            and in any case it would have been a curious occupation for one wearing a ball-dress, even if, at the same time, she wore

            a hat). The colour of the anemones was repeated in my scarlet dress. I was white with fury and contempt, and indignant that

            my father held me in what he thought was a tender paternal embrace.5


      


      

      Osbert says that Sargent was incensed when Sir George ‘pointed out that my sister’s nose deviated slightly from the perpendicular,

         and hoped that he would emphasise this flaw’. In retaliation, Sargent made Edith’s nose straight and Sir George’s crooked,

         refusing to alter them however much he protested.6 Sir George’s exact words are not quoted, or else Osbert was an unusual seven-year-old who knew what it meant to deviate from

         the perpendicular. More likely, Edith told him of this putative exchange long afterwards and he included it in his account,

         but it is a very odd thing for Sir George to have said. If Edith would soon be wearing, at his instigation, a brace to straighten

         her nose, why would he want the artist to make the defect perpetual by adding it to a portrait? One accusation of cruelty

         is at odds with the other. In any event, Sir George nagged the painter with suggestions and instructions. Sargent growled

         to George Swinton, ‘Never again!’7


      

      The conversation-piece presented a family stable and at ease, but this was hardly the case. Worried about lawsuits over mining

         leases, Sir George decided it was time for austerity at home. Christmas and birthday presents for the children were to be

         useful things such as soap and hairbrushes. Nearing the end of her employment, Davis denounced this as ‘downright mean’ –

         not least because they were told of it by her enemy, Miss King-Church.8 More importantly, from about May 1901, Sir George was himself falling apart. He experienced extreme restlessness and irritability

         mixed with depression. His thoughts often racing, he could not sleep and felt unable even to stay consecutive nights in the same house. It was then that Louisa Sitwell gave the unoccupied Wood End to ‘the dear invalid’.9 Sir George put his illness down to ‘over-work’.10 It is just possible that he suffered from manic depression or bipolar illness, but great caution is necessary in making retrospective

         diagnoses. In old age, Sachie suggested to John Pearson that the problem arose from a disastrous marriage and that Sir George

         might have sorted himself out with a few affairs if he had not been such a prude11 – it is hard to believe that a bad marriage would have been improved by adultery.

      


      

      Sir George’s life changed abruptly in the first years of the century. Finished as a parliamentary candidate, he took very

         long journeys to France, Germany, and especially Italy, where, under the eye of Henry Moat, he sought peace of mind by visiting

         ancient gardens. The children might not see their father for many months at a time, and when they did see him he was unresponsive.

         Edith’s letters to him over several years typically open as on 28 December 1902: ‘I am so glad to hear you are so much better

         and hope you are enjoying yourself very much abroad. We do wish you could have been with us at Christmas.’12 How bad things were in 1902 is suggested from a letter to her Aunt Florence of 26 May 1903: ‘Dear Father seems so very much

         better and stronger, is able to walk, and is, I think, so different to last year.’13 It seems that there were phases when he could not sleep and others when he could not even get out of bed. Sir George was

         not that much better in May 1903, though his daughter wanted to believe otherwise. His mother noted in her diary the arrival

         of ‘George looking nervous & ill, having a return of disturbing symptoms, through eating (it is supposed) some tinned food

         in Paris’.14


      

      During his long illness, Lady Sitwell did her best to help out with the children and was especially watchful of Edith: ‘On

         the 11th August [1903], my dear granddaughter Edith Louisa Sitwell, was confirmed at Hackness Church [Whitby], by the Bishop of Hull,

         a sweet & peaceful service in the lovely little church.’ A week later, on 18 August, came a sign that things might be coming

         right: ‘by 8.35 a.m. train, George & the three children started for Renishaw, with their governess Miss Rootham, nurse, &

         4 other servants, the children so intensely happy, at going to their old home again, if only for a week.’ Sir George’s mental

         state was improving, but now Lady Ida was sick. She returned from a visit to Scotland on 21 September ‘overwrought & overtired & ill from internal catarrh. Dr. Salter attended & she had

         to keep to her bed for many days.’ By mid-January, she had broken a rib from coughing. Undeterred, she went to parties in

         London when she was supposed to be convalescing in Gosden. Lady Sitwell complained of her ‘callousness about her own health,

         & about the wishes of her husband & her Doctors’.15 Lady Ida was suffering from the tuberculosis prevalent among the Londesboroughs, and it cost her a lung.16


      

      In her adolescence, Edith learnt to play hide-and-seek in her relationships, as she tried not to upset the unstable Sir George

         or provoke the ill and bad-tempered Lady Ida. Her letters to her father are unfailingly polite, deferential, and warm-hearted,

         although her conversations about him with Helen and her brothers developed a very different tone. Indeed, throughout her life

         Edith treated friends, relatives, and even strangers, with a heroic kindness in person, but then, sometimes, with mockery

         or bitterness in their absence. I am reluctant to use the term ‘real’ feelings to describe the behind-the-back comments. Edith

         Sitwell developed an extraordinary ability to perceive suffering; its accompanying harshness was partly a way of pulling

         herself back from the abyss of other people’s troubles. She was defending herself against the things she had seen. This combination

         of kindness and cruelty is mysterious; her finest and worst qualities grew inseparable.

      


      

      Some letters to Sir George hint at her emerging skill as a writer. From Gosden House on 2 February 1903, she describes


      

      

         the village watch-maker – the quaintest old man, quite a Dickens character, very eccentric, and supposed to be unapproachable;

            at one time he refused to speak to anyone (he comes weekly to wind Grannie’s clocks,) however we were very amiable to him,

            and in return he showed us a very queer collection of old watches, mostly gold ones, and beautifully chased, some 200 years

            old or more, which he has picked up in various places. Other customers came in, but he was so interested in showing us his

            collection that he was quite oblivious to their needs. The musical watches and old repeaters were specially wonderful.17


      


      

      A sharp eye was matched by a sharp ear; she wrote on 26 November 1903: ‘I am learning an Etude of Chopin’s, my first thing

         of his, it is rather difficult and has to be played fast. I hope you will like it. Miss Rootham is playing now, a most beautiful

         thing of Rubinstein’s, she has also got Schubert-Liszt’s “Erl-King” which is quite ghastly, and she plays it so well.’18


      

      Edith Sitwell had come to a point where, in her class, a period of ‘finishing’ was usual, although in later years she spoke

         often of having been ‘finished off’. Sitwell’s cousin Veronica Gilliat (née Codrington) spoke in 1962 on This Is Your Life of how Sitwell ran away from home when she was seventeen.19 Sitwell may have felt as if she were making an escape, but it was all done with her parents’ encouragement. She and Helen

         Rootham spent the latter part of 1904 in Paris, staying in a pension run by a Mademoiselle de Vérey at 16 Quai de Passy, near a house once occupied by Jean-Jacques Rousseau. Sitwell was pleased

         with her room and decorated it with picture postcards. Then came a personal make-over: ‘I have got my hair done up now, and

         I should like you to see it; it looks much better done up than it did hanging down,’ she told her father on 6 October. ‘I

         am growing eyebrows. One can see them distinctly.’ In November, Helen sent a bill for 64 francs to cover hairdressing lessons,

         for which were required ‘pads which were especially made to match her hair’.20 Sitwell complained in later years that a fashionably frizzed look was forced on her, but at the time she liked it. She was

         also taking lessons from a French cook: ‘all sorts of strange foreign receipts, for dishes that one never gets in England; for instance, she is teaching me to make a grape tart, (it is a peculiarly delicious open tart, with white

         grapes, and some people put whipped cream.)’ She tried this one on Sir George at Christmas to good effect. There were a number

         of visits to the Louvre, where she was especially drawn to Corot’s The Matinée, L’Étang, and Paysage. She was reading about the history of the revolution, as well as Racine’s Andromaque and Rostand’s Cyrano de Bergerac. Still something of a little girl, she signed off: ‘With very best love, ever your loving “Dish” aged 17.’21


      

      In Paris, Edith Sitwell became friends with another of Helen’s sisters. Born in 1877, Ella Evelyn Rootham was two years younger

         than Helen and, like her, was known by different Christian names in different contexts. To her family, she was Ella, while

         to Sitwell she was, through a friendship of sixty years, always Evelyn. During the First World War, she served as a nurse and was decorated for

         remaining with liquid-fire victims in a hospital that was being bombed.22 She married Truels Wiel, the Norwegian vice-consul in Paris, and for a time enjoyed the glamour of the diplomatic service.

         However, the marriage failed, her husband left Paris, and she had to take secretarial jobs to make ends meet. Edith Sitwell

         and the ailing Helen came to live with her in the French capital in the 1930s, and she was very glad to have them there to

         share expenses. Indeed, Evelyn’s dependence on Sitwell when they were both old became a cause of exasperation, although in

         1905 Sitwell thought her ‘so charming … she is very amusing, and so very pretty’.23


      

      With the Rootham sisters, Sitwell was strictly chaperoned, but it was hardly needed. Though quirky, Edith was pious and straitlaced.

         Later, there were men in her life whom she would gladly have married, but there is no solid evidence that she ever had sex

         with a man – or a woman for that matter. Helen was prudish – Osbert called her ‘censorious’24 – and there is no sign, apart from friendship and shared lodgings, that she and Sitwell ever became lovers. However, Helen

         was possessive of her younger friend and over the years got in the way of Sitwell’s relations with men. Helen herself had

         a failed engagement in the 1920s, but beyond that it is impossible to judge whether she might also have entertained a passion

         for Sitwell. There is, by the same token, no evidence of a sexual relationship between Sitwell and Evelyn Rootham.

      


      

      The Sitwells came together for Christmas 1904 in San Remo, where Lady Ida could have easy access to the roulette tables at

         Monte Carlo. Osbert had not seen Edith for six months: ‘I found my sister a changed person … Still more, though, did I notice

         an alteration in her way of looking at things, for her absence from home – and, as a result, the discontinuance of the perpetual

         nagging to which for years she had been obliged to submit – had lifted the whole range of her spirits. She knew now, she would

         be going away again before long.’25


      

      Edith Sitwell met a number of people at San Remo, among them the Princess Salm-Salm.26 An American woman born Agnes Joy, she had married a Prussian nobleman, tended the wounded on the battlefields of the American

         Civil War, attempted to save the life of Emperor Maximilian, and tended the wounded again in the Franco-Prussian War. She wrote a memoir and became a figure almost of legend

         in the late nineteenth century.27


      

      Sitwell’s return to Paris was complicated by one of Sir George’s sudden outbreaks of cheapness. At the end of January he disputed

         the bill at the pension, and Helen had to pacify the landlady. Sir George wanted to make weekly rather than monthly payments, and threatened to take

         his daughter out of the house altogether. Lady Ida proposed that Helen remove Edith at once to rooms elsewhere, but that was

         impossible: ‘Naturally Mdlle de Vérey would keep our luggage until the bill is paid.’28 Helen refused to take up Sir George’s argument with de Vérey, writing to him: ‘She has not been disagreeable to us, on the

         contrary she has acted with much delicacy and showed real kindness to Edith. But our position was none the less most humiliating

         and painful. I should be much obliged if you would send some money for our trainfares and our tea.’

      


      

      By 12 February, things had settled down; Sir George accepted the existing arrangements. However, the episode offers a further,

         unexpected glimpse into the world of Edith Sitwell and the Roothams. Sir George backed off because of a letter written by

         Evelyn at the urging of a prominent surgeon named Henri Albert Hartmann, who was actually treating Edith. Evelyn pleaded with

         Sir George not to put Helen under any strain because of its likely medical consequences. Helen followed with a letter of her

         own, explaining the situation. While treating Edith, Hartmann had decided that Helen Rootham was in danger of a relapse of

         neurasthenia, for which she had received the Mitchell treatment some years earlier.29


      

      Neurasthenia was first described by doctors around 1870, after which it became a common diagnosis throughout Europe and North

         America; Sir George himself was sometimes referred to as a neurasthenic. According to the medical historian David Schuster,

         it was thought to be caused by the depletion of a nervous energy produced by the digestive system and distributed throughout

         the body by the nervous system.30 Symptoms included insomnia, depression, fatigue, indigestion, muscle pain, headaches, inability to concentrate, and general

         anxiety. A basket diagnosis, neurasthenia included what would now be seen as separate conditions – chronic fatigue syndrome,

         fibromyalgia, clinical depression, bipolar disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder, and post-partum depression. A neurologist

         and novelist, Dr Weir Mitchell contrived a treatment for the illness that became known as the ‘rest-cure’: six to eight weeks

         of complete bedrest, isolation from family and friends, a diet of fattening foods, massage, and sometimes electric shocks

         to prevent muscular atrophy.

      


      

      Helen Rootham may have suffered from a mental illness. On the other hand, Dr Weir Mitchell’s ideas were more pernicious and

         constraining than any back-brace, nose-truss, or ear-spring that Mr Ernst could come up with. Mitchell argued that women were

         by nature less intelligent than men and should not compete with them for fear of over-exertion; this meant that they should

         not think deeply, enter colleges, or join professions because of the danger of depleting their nervous energy. He botched

         the treatment of Charlotte Perkins Gilman, an American author best known for her short story ‘The Yellow Wallpaper’, for what

         would now be thought post-partum depression. His prescription to her is notorious: ‘live as domestic a life as possible. Have

         your child with you all the time … Lie down an hour after each meal. Have but two hours’ intellectual life a day. And never

         touch pen, brush or pencil as long as you live.’31 Rootham may have been the sane patient of mad doctors. For Edith Sitwell, fear of neurasthenia dovetailed with Tubby’s insistence

         that she spend a great portion of her day horizontal. She later interpreted the troubles of her youth as leading directly

         to neurasthenia. She wrote in 1944: ‘My nerves were completely broken, and my nervous system ruined for life before I was

         ten years old. This was perfectly well known to the doctors who attended me then, and to the doctors who have attended me

         since.’32


      

      Gradually taking over from Tubby, Hartmann would be involved in Sitwell’s and Rootham’s lives for many years. For the time

         being, Sitwell’s back was growing stronger and straighter. In January 1904, she reported to her father: ‘I have been to see

         Mr Tubby again, and he is delighted with my back and says it is nearly straight.’33 In late 1904 and 1905, Hartmann was similarly encouraging, at a time when she was drawing great benefit from a masseur named

         Arcier. Helen wrote on 2 March 1905: ‘The progress she has made since her return from San Remo is quite extraordinary, and

         her right shoulder is slowly but quite steadily getting on a level with the left. It’s a real happiness to watch the improvement.’ Echoing an appeal from Helen, Sitwell wrote two days later to ask Sir George ‘if I may have a month extra

         here so as to continue the massage, and have two months less in Germany, so as to pay the extra massage and pension’.34 Sir George sent money for another month in Paris, but pressed Helen to keep expenses down. In May, Edith reported her back

         ‘quite cured’;35 however, Hartmann continued the regime of braces, and a new set of ‘corsets’ was fitted in May.36 It is not known when Sitwell finally laid them aside, but if her back was so much better they cannot have been necessary

         for long.

      


      

      Despite the flap over the rent, these months in Paris were some of the happiest of her life. She wrote to Florence, ‘I am

         so busy nearly all day here practising and learning French, but I lie down a lot, too, and my back is most wonderfully better.’37 She attended many concerts, including one in April by the acclaimed Jan Kubelík, a twenty-four-year-old Czech ‘otherwise

         known as “the Violin-Cello Man”! he played very wonderfully, and did impossible feats on his violin.’38 Helen was stretching Sitwell’s own talent on the piano as far as it would go. On 6 February she asked Sir George to give

         permission for extra music-lessons. ‘If I were only giving her one or two lessons a week I should not think it necessary,

         but as I work with her every day at the piano I think it better for her that she should have another influence besides mine.

         I should like to choose a teacher of the German school.’39 Rootham believed Edith Sitwell had a considerable talent and could achieve a professional standard.

      


      

      On 18 May, Sitwell and Rootham joined Sir George and Lady Ida at Bad Nauheim, a spa town near Frankfurt. From there, Sitwell

         and Rootham went on to Berlin in June, where they took rooms from Fräulein von Versen (a name that serendipitously means ‘of

         verses’) in Altonaer Strasse 3, near the Tiergarten and the zoological gardens. Sitwell took lessons from a master pianist

         named Berkovitch, and set to work on the language, although it ultimately defeated her. The city itself fascinated her: she

         was charmed by designs traced above the doorways of old houses, especially one of Phoebus and his chariot, and she delighted

         in the balconies full of geraniums and hydrangeas. Berlin offered many galleries and museums; Sitwell especially admired an

         exhibit of landscapes and seascapes by the Symbolist painter Arnold Böcklin, who is now mainly remembered as an allegorist.

         Nonetheless some artwork was incomprehensible, as she told her father: ‘One afternoon we went to see an exhibition of Impressionist paintings;

         they were really funny, and at first we didn’t know that they weren’t intended to be.’40 The word ‘we’ indicates that Helen, too, was struggling to understand modern art.

      


      

      They returned to England to spend the last of the summer at Renishaw. Sitwell took long walks with her father each afternoon.

         She was enthusiastic about his most recent Italian purchases, three fountains and ‘some “new” “old” furniture’, remarking

         to Florence that they ‘do improve the place so’. Lady Ida was upbeat and busy: ‘Mother has been doing quite a lot of gardening,

         and takes such an interest in it. She gardens nearly every day.’41


      

      On 6 September 1905, the day before her eighteenth birthday, Sitwell and Rootham took the night train back to Berlin. They

         stayed there, with some breaks, through the following year and possibly into the first months of 1907. Edith wrote to Sir

         George on 4 November 1905 to report on her reading and her dancing lessons. She added whimsically: ‘How lovely it must be

         at Venice. Please don’t let your uncertainty as to the quantity that would be needed, prevent your sending us some figs. I

         think we could manage to consume as many as you could send through the post. You need not be afraid of sending too many.’42 She and Helen appear to have remained in Germany until the late spring of 1906, before returning, for a time, to England.

      


      

      In August 1906 at Renishaw, Sir George announced that Edith’s sojourns in Germany would have to end soon. Disappointed, Helen

         told him that she would be staying on in Germany to continue her own training as a singer and would support herself as a music

         teacher, effectively giving in her notice. However, once Edith returned to Germany, Sir George acquiesced and offered to keep

         paying their costs for at least another four months and perhaps beyond that, if Helen were able to cover more of her own expenses

         as a music teacher.
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