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For my mother and for Violet




MARRIAGE À LA MODE



“Dear Princess Bibesco, I am afraid you must stop writing these little love letters to my husband while he and I live together. It is one of the things which is not done in our world,” wrote Katherine Mansfield to her husband’s determined mistress in the first cool days of spring in 1921. Mansfield was groping her way toward a new etiquette, at a time when the couples she knew both were and weren’t married, and affairs both were and weren’t tolerated. That same month Dr. Marie Stopes opened London’s first birth control clinic on Marlborough Road; and the streets were filled with the new knee-length skirts.


I have borrowed the title of this introduction from Katherine Mansfield’s short story “Marriage à la Mode,” which is a brutal send-up of a fashionable marriage of the time, and she borrowed it from John Dryden’s restoration comedy of the same name. When I talk about a “marriage à la mode,” I mean a certain type of progressive marriage, occurring in literary circles in England, in the period from roughly 1910 to the beginning of the Second World War. This book offers a series of unconventional domestic portraits. The couples I have chosen were more than usually involved in questions of freedom and attraction. Their relationships were depraved or innovative, depending on one’s point of view, and they tried to solve the problem of intimate relations in more or less creative ways.


I admit that my interest in these lives is not purely the interest of a scholar. Rather, it is largely selfish: What can they tell me? What can they teach? In some sense, what I am after is the distilled wisdom of decades lived, of mistakes made, of love stirred by time. There is, after all, something majestic in witnessing the entire sweep of a marriage, in seeing a note sent in the mail, a hidden passage scrawled into a diary, a photograph of a couple drinking coffee in their garden. There were moments, in the course of my research, when I sat in the mahogany rooms of the library, immersed in letters and journals, pages so delicate now that pieces of them can crumble off in your hands if you are not careful, that I felt myself come close to something almost alive. I was watching misunderstandings bloom into bigger misunderstandings; I was watching friendship move inside of a marriage; I was watching early enchantments age. Granted, this is a way of reading that I learned in graduate school was unsophisticated, childish. This is a trick that we were taught to use on narcissistic young students to rope them in: to let them milk a text for what personal understanding they could, to ask greedily, What does it mean to me? And yet that is precisely what I wanted from the lives chronicled in this book. That is what I have always wanted from biographies. That is, no doubt, the real reason that I have read my favorite biographies three, four, even five times. And for this book, I wanted to go inside of a marriage, to look at the oily mechanism, to feel it in my hands, and see how it worked. When for instance I read Katherine Mansfield’s astonishing journal entries about her serious illness at the age of thirty-four, and how it taxed her ethereal, childlike relationship with John Middleton Murry, I felt myself approaching a piece of information that seemed important, a practical piece of knowledge I could use.


Out of a slew of possible “marriages à la mode,” I have chosen as my subjects writers and artists, and one hostess with artistic leanings—in other words, those inhabiting the fringe of respectable citizenry—in part because their marriages are interesting, and in part because they obsessively record and narrate their inner lives in ways that some people may find bizarre, and even distasteful. I have chosen some figures who are still quite well known, like the writer and social critic H. G. Wells, and the painter Vanessa Bell, who was Virginia Woolf’s sister, and others, like Vera Brittain and Elizabeth von Arnim, who are less well known now but were bestselling authors and influential figures of the time. In the end, many of the couples in this book raised their personal lives to the level of philosophy. They felt that their love affairs and marriages were themselves creative acts.


Some of the figures under consideration had radical theories about love, like H. G. Wells who saw himself “in revolt against the definite sexual codes of the day”; and others like Vanessa Bell, fell into strange arrangements out of emotional necessity. Some like the bestselling memoirist Vera Brittain wrote newspaper articles about what she labeled her “semi-detached marriage,” and others like the famous hostess Ottoline Morrell simply tried to do the best she could with a compromised situation. The figures I have chosen were all part of loosely overlapping social circles, reading each other’s work, attending each other’s parties, and shrewdly observing each other’s relationships.


Wherever possible, my research draws on the memoirs and letters and articles of the children of these marriages, as well as friends, acquaintances, and casual observers, in order to flesh out the accounts of the people involved. Certain observers, like Virginia Woolf for instance, appear throughout, with a dry running commentary on nearly everyone I have described. At times, the candid exchange of information and opinion which might be dismissed as sheer gossip under normal circumstances, contains small gems of insight for anyone with a biographical interest in a marriage. On occasion, it has been tempting to condemn these messy, often unorthodox attachments, but I have tried to approach them with as much fairness as possible: Do some of these unusual arrangements work? Can the pain of betrayal be channeled into something that strengthens the tie between two people? Is it possible that some of these extraordinary arrangements are admirable, and more enduring than many ordinary marriages? That they were, as the art critic Roger Fry said of Vanessa Bell’s unusual ménage, “a triumph of reasonableness over the conventions”? Or were their efforts to romanticize unconventionality simply a defense against the limits of love? Was all of their free thinking simply a highly articulated cover for consummate selfishness? Or could it be said that they were trying to bang out a new, fairer contract between the sexes? In a series on marriage published in the Daily Express in 1929, Warwick Deeping wrote: “I believe this period of ours is one of those seasons of questioning and of stress through which we shall come to a fairer conception of comradeship.”


I have not attempted to encompass and exhaustively narrate an entire marriage in any of the chapters that follow. In his own group biography, Eminent Victorians, which was published in 1918, Lytton Strachey argued against typically baggy biographies “with their slipshod style, their tone of tedious panegyric, their lamentable lack of selection, of detachment, of design,” and aspired instead to “a becoming brevity which excludes everything that is redundant and nothing that is significant.” For him the art of group portraits was the art of selection, and I have taken that as my model, along with Phyllis Rose’s brilliant tour de force of domestic archeology, Parallel Lives. Of course, condensing decades of marriage is challenging, making sense out of an enormous barrage of emotional information is finally an act of interpretation, as is sorting through conflicting accounts; it may be important to say that I am telling these stories as they appeared to me. Each chapter is structured around a crisis in a marriage and how it is resolved or not resolved. In some cases the crisis is as large as life-threatening illness, and in others it is as small as a slightly drunken conversation over dinner that threatens the balance of carefully submerged emotions.


Several of the marriages in this book were to one degree or another open marriages: or at least marriages in which affairs were quietly tolerated. Several of the writers harbored powerful private mythologies, like Vera Brittain, whose brief, adolescent love affair with a boy who was killed in the Great War haunted her and shadowed her marriage for decades. My interest is in exploring what these sorts of private mythologies do to a flesh-and-blood relationship, and how the imagination itself works on a living marriage, how the stories we tell ourselves impose themselves on our days. There were in many of these marriages romantic idées fixes, or idealized visions of other people, that complicated and distorted the relationship with a real husband or wife.


Many of the marriages I have written about were stretched and tested by triangles of various varieties and configurations. Both Katherine Mansfield and Vera Brittain had intimate female friends who shouldered some of the work of a marriage and complicated the conventional structure of two people alone in a relationship. And when the controversial lesbian writer Radclyffe Hall fell in love with another woman, she encompassed her into her household along with the woman she had thought of for nearly two decades as her wife. Hall solved the problem of waning sexual attraction by importing someone new into the relationship, and the three began to move through the world in what the Paris gossip columns called a “trio lesbienne.” H. G. Wells invented what he festively labeled a “modus vivendi” in which he was allowed to seek out affairs, and the only condition was that he would confide in his wife, Jane, and that he would never leave her entirely. And when her own marriage faltered, Vanessa Bell established an extraordinary constellation of intimate friends and lovers and ex-lovers to provide her with the family structure she needed. That so many of the couples I describe were willing to remain in a shell of a marriage, sometimes a marriage that existed in name only, says a great deal about the enduring power of the institution, even during a time when that power was actively being questioned.


Though these “marriages à la mode” are more extreme than most, in their dramatic betrayals and unexpected fidelities, they mirror in bits and pieces the strains embedded in every marriage, and the debates they embodied echo contemporary debates. The wilder solutions or more colorful arrangements lay bare the deeper issues at stake in all relationships: the fluctuations and shifts in attraction, the mysteries of lasting affection, the endurance and changes in love, and the role of friendship in marriage.


At times one feels the natural prurience of the subject matter—like a houseguest who has lingered in a hallway and overheard a quarrel between her hosts. But why should it be prurient to study other people’s marriages? We do it all the time in less explicit ways: we flip through magazine articles about celebrity breakups at the dentist’s office, or carefully deconstruct the tension between a couple at a dinner party. We sift through the minutiae of a domestic squabble with our friends on the phone, or read novels about adultery while half immersed in a bath. It is nearly impossible to see behind the lacquered surface of almost any marriage, and yet it seems valuable too. How does one manage the ordinary and extraordinary unhappiness that comes up in the course of a long life together? How does one accommodate the need for settled life with the eternal desire for freshness? Marriage is perpetually interesting; it is the novel that most of us are living in.


I was drawn to the period spanning the two world wars in part because it was as richly conflicted as our own. The lives of the writers and artists emerging from the Edwardian period bridged an enormous gap in attitude: their earliest education was infused with the exquisite restraint of the Victorians, and they came of age amidst the seductive freedoms and sexual frankness promised by the new century. Reading their own accounts, one almost feels that they carried lodged within them two complete worlds. They watched the streets fill with the first automobiles. They listened to the gossip about King Edward VII and his mistress, Mrs. Keppel. They visited the first Post-Impressionist Exhibition, which scandalized the art world with the paintings of Matisse, Gauguin, Cézanne, and Picasso. They read the first navy blue editions of Ulysses, which were printed in Paris. They watched as the novels Lady Chatterley’s Lover and The Well of Loneliness were banned for obscene content. They jettisoned the clutter and wallpaper and heavy drapes of the Victorian interior and created fashionably stark spaces in their homes. And the clash between the two very different sensibilities, the Victorian and the Modern, would be written into their most personal decisions, their marriages subject to the same tensions, the same electric contradictions. They were destined to construct their personal lives on that highly unstable spot, poised between an intense nostalgia for traditional ways of doing things and a great hunger for equality and progress. As the economist John Maynard Keynes put it, the peculiar quandary of their generation was that “we all want both to have and not to have husbands and wives.” They believed in improvising the old form, in creating relationships like art, in experimenting in love in all sorts of colorful and dubious ways, and yet they could not entirely elude the primal allure of the past. At least three of the women who appear in these pages lived with a rather large amount of sexual disorder, and maintained a secret passion for Jane Austen.


The period of romantic experimentation I am describing occurred against a very specific cultural backdrop. The devastation of World War I had transformed the social landscape: it had expanded the role of women while severely depleting an entire generation of men, shaking comfortable Edwardian England from some of its certainties. In the years after the war the liberation that had already begun—the shorter skirts, brighter lipsticks, franker talk, cigarettes—extended into a wider examination of equality, and a rapid rethinking of the institutions of the last century. The war, in its strange, disorienting way, had begun to put sexual mores into perspective. How, for instance, should the country view the proliferation of illegitimate war babies, born out of terrified reunions and desperate attempts at carpe diem? This was a dilemma that filled newspaper columns and preoccupied dinner party conversations. And then, some of the residual rituals of old-fashioned morality seemed, after the tremendous loss of life, oddly trivial: how could one force chaperones on soldiers who had dragged their dead friends through the trenches, or on nurses who had bathed the wounds of naked men? After everything that had happened, it would not be possible to go back.


For relations between the sexes, in particular, the 1920s was an intense, questioning time. “What ever happened to married pairs? They are almost extinct,” wrote Katherine Mansfield in 1921, with typical overstatement. But she was right in suggesting that a fierce examination of the institution of marriage was under way. Throughout the twenties, “The Marriage Question” had become particularly vexed: with newspaper series examining the state of modern marriage, a proliferation of debates about divorce law, and countless books on the rejuvenation of the institution. To many intellectuals, the whole conception of marriage as it existed seemed bankrupt—the repository of defunct, repressive ideas, about women in particular. The social critic Rebecca West complained about the “dinginess that has come between us and the reality of love” and the “gross, destructive, mutual raids on personality which often form marriages.” Many of the writers and thinkers of the day looked at the marriages of their parents and saw all of the petty oppressions that they were determined not to reproduce. In his essay on divorce, Theodore Dreiser included the following line: “Consider the farce that marriage practically the world over has become.”


An early and influential contribution to the popular discussion came from Dr. Marie Carmichael Stopes. In 1918 she published Married Love, a highbrow self-help book that approached marriage in the brisk, benevolent spirit of scientific improvement, to enormous popular success. “There is rottenness and danger at the foundations of the State if many of the marriages are unhappy,” she declaimed. “To-day, particularly, in the middle classes in this country, marriage is far less really happy than its surface appears.” In its distinctive, flowery way, the book preached the necessity and mechanics of sexual pleasure for both sexes. The isolation and ignorance of young couples were not, she argued, natural. She elaborated on the importance of having close friends outside of the marriage, and she chronicled the secret unhappiness and sexual disappointments of married couples. In fact, this was a subject that Dr. Stopes knew about firsthand. Her own life exemplified the famed obscurity and sexual mystification bequeathed by the late Victorian years: she had married a man who never consummated the marriage, and she was so innocent that she did not realize, at first, what was wrong. After leaving the relationship, and educating herself on sexual matters, she was committed to the absolute necessity of spreading sexual knowledge. Her impassioned, loopy book was ubiquitous, as were its sequels. And Dr. Stopes herself rose to prominence as a popular authority on the relatively new, frank subject of marital happiness.


There was a spate of books on marriage published over the next decade, like Bertrand Russell’s Marriage and Morals and Annie Keen’s Women and Marriage in Modern England, and many of them argued for trial marriage and a general relaxing of the absolute taboos against extramarital sexual relations. The novel idea of trial marriage was that people would live together and test out their relationships before committing themselves to legal marriage. The fairly revolutionary, and almost entirely theoretical, idea was that if people were more experienced there would be less divorce and less unhappiness. (I say that it was almost entirely theoretical because it must have seemed unlikely even to its proponents that trial marriages would gain widespread acceptability at any point in the near future.) But in imagining healthier, fairer unions, this new generation of writers and philosophers and journalists were using words that their parents’ generation had not: freedom, honesty, equality. They were determined to live differently, to import the ideas of political progress into their most personal relations.


Many of the writers and artists under consideration approached the most intimate facets of their personal lives in a pioneering spirit. Their loves were freighted with social importance. Their sexual liaisons were part of a grand social experiment that would end in greater equality and understanding between the sexes, and this belief imbued their most intimate relationships with a reforming energy, with the palpable excitement of a culture transforming itself in front of their eyes. They were confident that if they could do away with the mystification and obfuscation that clouded Victorian marriages, then future generations would be more contented and relationships would be more rational, would make more sense. They believed in progress even in the murkier realms of romantic happiness. To an impressive extent, they had intimations of some of the changes that the century would deliver—equality for women, for instance. But they imagined the institution of marriage radically transformed in ways that never came to pass. The fundamental assumptions of marriage—monogamy, proprietary feelings, and, often, economic dependence—are still with us, as are many of the conflicts and difficulties that the couples in this book thought belonged to the hypocrisies and inequities of the past. The perfect clarity, the revolutionary stirring they saw in relations between the sexes, never entirely materialized. The sexual freedom, the openness they had foreseen, brought with it its own complexities, which they could not have predicted; and at the same time those tattered, sentimental, Victorian images of marriage that they were so eager to cast off proved more stubbornly entrenched than they would have thought possible.


Their earliest educations, steeped as they were in Victorian values, seemed to many writers to have put them at a distinct disadvantage in their personal lives. “Is it prejudice, do you think, that makes us hate the Victorians,” wrote Lytton Strachey, “or is it the truth of the case?” Many of the women under consideration were married before they were prepared for marriage by experience. They were married before they knew themselves. The writer Vita Sackville-West, for instance, felt that she had been pressured by convention to marry too early, and too innocently. She wrote in a letter to her husband: “Women, like men, ought to have their youth so glutted with freedom that they hate the very idea of freedom.” Her intriguing implication was that if women had sexual adventures before they married, they would know their own minds and their marriages would be stronger. On the face of it, this seems extremely sensible. But now that so many of us do spend our youths glutted with freedom—and glutted does seem to be the right word—are our marriages any happier? It appears from the divorce rate, and from the robust business of marriage counselors and couples therapists everywhere, that they are not: some marriages are still happy, and some marriages still fail in similarly spectacular ways. The potent freedom Sackville-West envisioned has not delivered the greater wisdom and clarity she predicted; it did not transform our personal relations into any of the utopian constellations that were so fashionable to predict and ruminate on in the twenties. All of our experience seems to have led to its own peculiar forms of bewilderment, and the ostensible revolution in our personal lives may not have changed as much as it should have. Do we still marry because it is time to get married, in somewhat the same spirit as Sackville-West’s generation? Does the rush to settle down simply take a slightly different form, and occur at a slightly later age, than it did for her generation? For many women marrying at the turn of this new century, the impetus to marry has been influenced by the outer limits of their biological capacity to have children. The novelist Lorrie Moore once wrote that marrying seemed to her like a game of musical chairs that you played till the music stopped, and then married whomever you were with so as not to be the last one left standing.


Many of the couples in this book had perhaps too much faith in the honesty that had become so fashionable in the twenties. D. H. Lawrence articulated this philosophy in his own inimitable, mad way: “If [your wife] seems to you in any way false, in any circumstance, tell her so, angrily, furiously, and stop her. Never mind about being justified. If you hate anything she does, turn on her in a fury. Harry her, and make her life a hell, so long as the real hot rage is in you. Don’t silently hate her, or silently forbear. It is such a dirty trick, so mean and ungenerous. . . . With a wife or husband, you should never swallow your bile. It makes you go all wrong inside.” Few of the people I have written about were as expressive as D. H. Lawrence—almost no one was—and yet many of them took the idea of honesty, of a sort of rational consistency, very much to heart. Many of them believed that if they told the truth— often ugly, cutting truths—then nothing they actually did could be considered wrong. In this, they were reacting against what they saw as the hypocrisy fostered by their parents’ generation, and their parents’ parents’ generation, but they may have placed too much faith in the redemptive power of communication for its own sake. Over and over in the pages of this book, a husband or wife elaborates on the details of an attraction, or an affair. They feel the need to talk it through. But to narrate and reveal an affair or an attraction does not necessarily make it any more palatable to a spouse; and in the end some truths are perhaps best left unnarrated. John Updike would write decades later that most marriages are ruined by too much communication, and this certainly holds true in some of the marriages described here: they are ruined, at least, by the wrong type of communication.


To any contemporary reader, it is striking how absent children are from any consideration whatsoever in the forming and breaking of the unusual domestic arrangements in the chapters that follow. The children of these modish marriages are repeatedly shunted off to nurses, and even, in the case of one unlucky little boy described here, to boarding school before the age of four; and there seems to be remarkably little hand-wringing or guilt surrounding these minor abandonments. Is it difficult for a child to watch a parent vanish into a love affair for weeks at a time? Do complicated family constellations require a special sort of explanation, or a translation into the child’s world? The answer to these questions seems not to have interested the writers and artists of the milieu I have described. The delicate childish psyche is simply not considered in the conduct of one’s personal life. Nowhere does anyone stop to think “what will this arrangement do to the children?” This is perhaps a little surprising given the rise of popular Freudianism during the same period, but then, maybe it is not. Parents still believed that children would raise themselves, that they would, in a sense, grow like houseplants, with the considerable help of nannies, governesses, and nurses along with a slew of family friends who drifted in and out of the household. The idea of tailoring one’s personal life to suit the children was alien to them. In some cases, there did seem to be elements of true neglect, but in others, it simply had not occurred to otherwise loving parents to take their children’s development into consideration. There was certainly no sense that family life, or the parents’ pursuit of love, in particular, should in any way revolve around the child.


As many critics of the day pointed out, women’s emancipation itself put an unprecedented strain on marriage. In the nineteenth century, the idea of complete equality between spouses was extremely rarefied, confined only to a handful of intellectuals and bohemians; but by the 1920s it had created a more widespread stress on the institution. The modern marriage had a whole new power dynamic to contend with, as the wife was no longer necessarily subjugated to the husband’s will. The intimate script consequently remained unwritten: Who would be more powerful in the world outside of the home? Who would make decisions? Who would have the consummate authority? If the man was no longer the master of the home, the scene was set for an epic power struggle, one that we may, in fact, still be enacting. D. H. Lawrence once sent a drawing to his wife, Frieda, from Capri: it showed a little Jonah confronting the whale, with the handwritten caption, “Who will swallow whom?” This seems for many of the powerful personalities that I am writing about, an apt summation.


The other, murkier issue raised by equality in marriage is that even the most progressive men and women under discussion often seemed profoundly ambivalent about it. Though male writers like H. G. Wells were ideologically committed to equality, they could not in the privacy of their own homes entirely stomach it. While spouting a fashionable egalitarian language in their writing, or at cocktail parties, they were at the same time constantly reproducing traditional structures of female dependence. As much as they enjoyed the outspoken, independent New Woman whom they encountered everywhere, with her cigarettes and her cropped hair, they did not entirely trust her, and the old-fashioned wife devoting her entire life to her husband’s comfort and care somehow retained her eternal glamour. Perhaps more surprisingly, for many of the New Women under discussion the same deep conflict toward equality held true: the allure of the dominating male, the fantasy of surrendering themselves to a stronger male personality, had not entirely faded with their enlightened ideals. Instead, there was a deep, almost erotic appeal in the act of subjugation. Even formidable feminists like Rebecca West and Elizabeth von Arnim, who devoted a great deal of thought to the power relations between men and women, were enraptured and nearly defeated by traditional, almost brutal displays of male power. I have tried here and elsewhere to understand and not to judge: this is, after all, a phenomenon that is with us still.


In spite of the most progressive, forward-thinking intentions of the couples in this book, it is astonishing what a stubborn hold the most archaic ideas of marriage had on their imaginations. It was impossible, even for artists as cynical as Katherine Mansfield, as promiscuous as H. G. Wells, as fiercely critical as Rebecca West, or as determinedly bohemian as Ottoline Morrell, to evade the freighted values of their Victorian—or Victorian-influenced—childhoods. Their most progressive, most outrageous desires clash with the retrograde yearning for traditional roles, and in each case, the dissonance produced is interesting in its effect.


In the intimate process of immersing myself in other people’s marriages, I found that it is extremely tempting to see victims and aggressors, and sometimes, as in the case of Elizabeth von Arnim, it is impossible not to, but I have tried whenever possible to resist this scenario, as it is the least interesting prism for viewing any relationship. There is also no doubt, in each of these stories, that both members of the couple have colluded in the creation of a romantic dynamic. Where a man has been monstrous, the woman has almost always had some hand in creating her particular monster.


In certain instances, one wonders, as in the case of Ottoline Morrell or Jane Wells, why they didn’t simply pack their bags and walk away from their marriage. Divorce, in their circles, would not have been an insurmountable taboo. In fact, in the case of Jane Wells, in particular, the scandal centered around how calmly she seemed to tolerate the rather flamboyant humiliations of her marriage. But the supreme importance of habit, the inertia of accumulated life, the fidelity toward one’s former self, cannot be underestimated. “Marriage is time,” Joan Didion wrote recently, and this seems irrefutably true. To leave a marriage is to lose time: it is like voluntarily shaving years off one’s own life. And then, of course, there is the other maverick, inexplicable substance holding seemingly unhappy people together: love.


Our own dreary debates about marriage—see, for instance, The Bitch in the House—tend to take relentlessly trivial forms. They seem to be entirely summed up in the question of who has cleaned up the smattering of Legos scattered across the floor of the baby’s room. The New York Times recently saw fit to run a front-page article on marriage in the Style section entitled: “You Want It Clean? You Clean It!” In this petty bickering the larger questions of romance and power must lurk. One has to assume that while the kids were piling into the car, and the lunches and juice boxes and diaper bags were being packed, there has been a monumental disappointment; a painful shift in expectations that has left a residual, low-burning rage.


If it weren’t for the fact that so many women seem to connect with this anger, that these books resonate, in the words of their publishers, it would be tempting to dismiss them as whining from a few overly sensitive writer types with too much time on their hands. But there does seem to be some current of anger reflected in this prose, some widespread outrage: This is my life? From all of this bitterly articulated disappointment we must extrapolate: Are our expectations too high? Why should there be so much fury attached to the most insignificant drudgeries of domestic life? Instead, they should be part of the point, part of the pleasure, part of the chaos, part of what Winifred Holtby, a journalist in the twenties, called “the rich unrest of family life.” But it seems we are nonetheless mired in this unproductive resentment. Why when women have so many choices, are we still as angry as gloved suffragettes hurling bricks through windows? What unmitigated bliss, one does wonder, were we expecting?


Our disappointment in the progress we ourselves have sought out mirrors that of the 1920s. The “marriages à la mode” were torn as we are torn: between tradition and innovation, between freedom and settled life, between feminist equality and reassuring, old-fashioned roles. Elizabeth von Arnim once wrote that “a civilized husband is a creature who has ceased to be a man,” and she herself was torn between that civilized husband and the dominating, old-fashioned brute; just as we seem to be torn between the man who supports his wife and the man who carries the baby in the BabyBjörn. The conflict is so prevalent, so widespread, that it is almost hard to comment on the larger cultural ramifications: it is in the fertile ground of marriage that these elusive questions of masculinity and femininity, of who we are and what we want from each other, resolve themselves.


Absolutely central to many of these “marriages à la mode” is the question of affairs. If one ceases to believe in the sacredness of marriage, if one begins to think of it as a more humble, imperfect arrangement meant to further our happiness in the brief period allotted to us on earth, the idea of fidelity becomes more vexed. There was also, in the first decades of the twentieth century, a burgeoning interest in sexual happiness, forwarded in the work of sex theorists like Havelock Ellis and Edward Carpenter, taken up by novelists like D. H. Lawrence and H. G. Wells, refined by the new Freudians, and popularized in the mainstream press. For many of the writers under discussion, the highest value was to be faithful to their own feelings, to act transparently according to their own desires: it was hypocrisy that they were most afraid of; it was living according to conventions that did not reflect their true selves. Take the following description of an adulterous encounter. Rebecca West wrote a letter to her friend Violet Hunt confessing her affair with the married H. G. Wells: “I think it was the only honest thing I could do, and not to have done so would have been an evasion, a sham adherence to standards I don’t hold.” This was the language of the day. This was the logic many of the couples under consideration subscribed to: one had something resembling a responsibility to act on one’s feelings, whatever they might be. This was what it meant to live reasonably. This was what the “rational” behavior they often spoke of boiled down to. And yet, for most of them, a constant stream of affairs would not prove a practical, workable way to live.


And, of course, once one decides to have affairs the question quickly becomes, where does the affair lead? What is the ideal outcome? In one of H. G. Wells’s enormously popular novels, a woman says to her lover: “If I were to come away with you and marry you in just a little time I should cease to be your lover, I should be your squaw. I should have to share your worries, and make your coffee—and disappoint you.” This is, of course, the eternal quandary of Anna Karenina: if you run off with your lover, he or she is subject to the same household irritations and wearing routines as a spouse. The kind of perfect, condensed love that exists in an affair cannot, by its very definition, be sustained in a marriage over the long term.


As a culture we are preoccupied, still, with affairs, and with sexual boredom: it emerges in our novels and short stories (see books by Tom Perrotta, John Updike, Alice Munro, Iris Murdoch, Richard Ford, Claire Messud and Philip Roth, to name only a few), and it emerges in the pages of magazines like Redbook, read by vast swaths of the country (“So you’ve settled into a bedroom routine that’s comfy but—dare we say it—a bit dull?”). We are still haunted by the narrative of lost excitement in our relationships. We still face what Radclyffe Hall rather elegantly called “the infinite sadness of fulfilled desire.” In many ways, the anxiety about the natural evolutions of love is central to many of the marriages I have described. Can the person who makes your coffee remain an object of desire? Will the person of romantic temperament be forced to seek out affairs because the routines of marriage will not contain him or her? Dryden’s original play, Marriage à la Mode, included the lines: “Why should a foolish marriage vow/ which long ago was made/ Oblige us to each other now/ When passion is decayed?” This, crudely put, is one of the dilemmas that the modish marriages in this book sought to address: how should marriage itself, the structure of one’s most intimate relationship, encompass the changes in love? Many of the marriages I have written about sought to address these concerns, to create a more flexible form of union that would take these issues into consideration, that would allow for and adapt to the natural ebb and flow of affection; but in this, they met with varying degrees of success.


One of the more surprising themes of the lives chronicled in this book is how dangerous a romantic turn of mind can be, how destructive it can be in daily life. Many of them illustrate the principle that if we set up impossible expectations for ourselves, then we condemn ourselves to unhappiness in the more ordinary domestic arrangements that we usually find ourselves in. The romantic who is always searching, who is always yearning to exist on a heightened plane of emotion, is a profoundly unstable force in a marriage. Like the famous hostess Ottoline Morrell, they often fail to see the world clearly, amidst the illusions, the candlelit stories, that they create for themselves. And there is a search for intensity, as in the case of Vera Brittain, among others, that makes settled life with one person difficult to sustain. In Marriage and Morals, Bertrand Russell wrote: “In romantic love the beloved object is not seen accurately, but through a glamorous mist; undoubtedly it is possible for a certain type of woman to remain wrapped in this mist even after marriage provided she has a husband of a certain type, but this can only be achieved if she avoids all real intimacy with her husband.” Russell writes against the desire for romantic love; he goes so far as to argue that a good marriage should be based primarily on stronger stuff, that affection and friendship should be transcendent in a betrothal, which reads even now as a radical suggestion. We cannot live, he argues, in a state of constant passion. And yet, in the popular literature of marriage, at least, we continue to long for and mourn precisely that: the intensity of romance.


Some of the hand-wringing about marriage in the twenties remains eerily relevant to today’s marriages. Our increasing immersion in work, and longer hours for both men and women, refracts on relationships in ways that we have barely begun to explore. With work so ascendant in our lives, where does that leave our personal lives? In I Don’t Know How She Does It, the bestselling novel of exhausted working motherhood, the heroine thinks to herself: “So it’s come to this. Richard and I actually lay in bed last night discussing whether we were too tired to have sex.” In the same vein, three quarters of a century earlier, Bertrand Russell wrote in one of his tracts on marriage: “Consider the life of a typical business man of the present day: from the time when he is first grown up he devotes all his best thoughts and his best energies to financial success: everything else is merely unimportant recreation; presently he marries, but his interests are totally different from his wife’s, and he never becomes really intimate with her. He comes home late and tired from the office. His wife’s interests appear to him essentially feminine, and while he approves of them, he makes no attempt to share them. He has no time for illicit love, any more than for love in marriage.”


Many of the women in these pages thought extensively about the importance of economic equality in marriage, about how necessary it was to the emotional balance of a marriage for the wife to have her own economic power. Almost all of them concluded that it was crucial to their relationships, to their own romantic happiness, that they have their own source of income, that they achieve independence in the eyes of the world. But it is interesting to note that we are now approaching this same issue again from a new direction: What does it mean for all of the educated women who have “taken time off” to raise children within their marriage? Are there deeper reverberations to choosing not to be in the world? Is there a submerged price to be paid for economic dependence, for being the caretaker of the children, the cheerful provider of gourmet dinners, and shopper and arranger of flowers placed on a table? I recently overheard an ex-banker, who makes her husband an elaborate meal every night as part of the deal they struck, admit that she has to beg him for a pair of shoes or for a double stroller, and it made me wonder if writers like Vera Brittain, Rebecca West, and Elizabeth von Arnim were right, and one actually has to pay for equitable marriage. Or is it possible that this form of dependence is somehow romantic for some women, that it fills some deeper need? It seems that we are still negotiating this same intricate problem, the subtle emotional meaning of traditional economic dependence.


Many of the couples under discussion felt a certain pride in their uniqueness, in their failure to rely on accepted conventions. Vita Sackville-West once said of her open marriage, in which she and her husband, Harold Nicolson, pursued affairs with people of the same sex while maintaining their connection to each other: “I suppose that ninety-nine people out of a hundred, if they knew all about us, would call us wicked and degenerate. And yet I know with absolute certainty that there are not 99 people out of a hundred less wicked and degenerate than we are. I don’t want to boast, but we are alive, aren’t we? And our two lives, outside and inside, are rich lives—not little meagre repetitions of meagre cerebral habits.” And while their union may have been more complicated, and less purely happy than she reports, there is in the improvisation, in the sheer effort of inventing a form, something heroic. One cannot fall into “meagre repetitions,” one cannot live automatically, one cannot simply live the way everyone else is living: one has to have the constant energy, the constant imagination, the constant, refueling affection, because one is making up a life as one goes along.


In observing the whole sweep of a marriage, I was also struck by the million minor ways in which people fail to communicate, and the ways in which these minor moments of miscommunication, often startlingly trivial in themselves, can balloon into much bigger, irrevocable misunderstandings. On sifting through conflicting accounts of several relationships, I was fascinated by how much can be misinterpreted by two people who live together under the same roof and eat meals together. I was also struck by how differently a fairly innocuous situation can be read, how something as small as the set of a face over breakfast can determine an enormous emotional disappointment: a wife can wish desperately that her husband would come and talk to her, and her husband can desperately want to approach her but find her expression too cold and forbidding. The moment passes and is lost. And, then, I found that many of these sorts of misunderstandings are notable in how invisible, how stealthy, they are. Many of the couples in the pages of this book did not recognize the shifts, and slowly accumulating distances, until it was too late. One gets from these stories a definite sense that important things happen while one is in bed with a stomach virus, or while one is straightening up and placing a pile of letters into a drawer: much of what happens in a marriage occurs when you are not looking.


Finally, I emerged from these portraits with a new respect for the ferocious ability of the individual to get and seize what he or she needs. As a union falters or fails, these writers and artists create vivid alternatives for themselves: they imagine another form of family, including friends and lovers and siblings and ex-flames, and take from the outside world what emotional sustenance they need. Where the usual, nuclear family will not hold, they invent a structure—singular, new, innovative, often mad—that sometimes, in rare and magnificent moments, works.
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“Between the ages of thirty and forty I devoted a considerable amount of mental energy to the general problem of men and women . . .”


—H. G. WELLS







AUGUST 5, 1914. A few minutes after midnight as Britain was entering the war, an illegitimate baby was born in a conspicuously anonymous redbrick house on the northern coast. His mother, Rebecca West, whose real name, which nobody used, was Cicily Fairfield, held the sleeping bundle in her arms, while her sister and a friend perched on her bed. The baby’s father, H. G. Wells, was one hundred miles away, sitting up late in his llama-wool pajamas, in the second-floor study of his large comfortable house in Essex, putting the finishing touches on an essay for the Daily Chronicle, which he was planning to call “The War That Will End War.” He poured himself a cup of tea, which he had brewed himself on the small stove nestled in the fireplace, and nibbled a dry biscuit. His wife, Jane, was asleep in the bedroom, her dark blond hair fanned out against the pillow. He loved his wife, and he loved his young mistress. He loved his ivy-covered Georgian house, Easton Glebe, which was a gracious symbol of how far he had come from his hardscrabble origins. Unlike nearly everyone he knew, Wells was feeling optimistic about the war, exhilarated by the possibilities of the world in flux. Through his window he could see the familiar outline of a fig tree in the darkness.


Wells prided himself on the fact that there had been no deception. Jane knew all about the affair. This was not the first one, and it would not be the last. Jane was his anchor, his foundation, his sanity—there was no question of his living without Jane—but he suffered from a sexual restlessness that he had long ago ceased to resist. This particular manifestation of it had been set in motion in September of 1912, in the drawing room of Easton Glebe. Rebecca West was a rising nineteen-year-old journalist who wrote fierce, witty pieces for the suffragette paper The New Freewoman and the Clarion. H. G. Wells was already a world-famous author with influential friends, a classically pretty wife, and two small sons. At this point, Wells was best known for scientific romances like The Time Machine, but he had recently written a series of scandalous novels examining the relations between the sexes, several of which were banned from circulating libraries, denounced from pulpits, and attacked in newspaper editorials for poisoning the minds of young people with their promiscuous morals. In her role as professional provocateur, Rebecca had just written a taunting review of the latest: “Of course, he is the old maid among novelists; even the sex obsession that lay clotted on Ann Veronica and The New Machiavelli like cold white sauce was merely an old maid’s mania . . . ” Somehow this critique had amused or intrigued him—who was this young woman?—and he invited her to lunch.


As soon as she walked in, she was overwhelmed by his unlikely magnetism: a small, round, middle-aged man, with extraordinary light blue eyes, thickets of eyebrows, and a mustache, he emanated the energetic confidence of a man highly valued by the world. For his part, Wells admired her wide brow, dark expressive eyes, and “splendid disturbed brain.” As always, Rebecca arrived looking bright and disheveled, as if to broadcast that there were other, more pressing things on her mind than grooming; it was perhaps this tendency that inspired Virginia Woolf to write rather meanly: “Rebecca is a cross between a charwoman and gypsy, but as tenacious as a terrier, with flashing eyes, very shabby, rather dirty nails, immense vitality, bad taste, suspicion of intellectuals and great intelligence.” At a certain point in the afternoon, Wells’s wife, Jane, discreetly withdrew, leaving the two writers alone, and was, the young feminist noted, “charming, but a little bit effaced.” Their lunch lasted for more than five hours.


The next time Rebecca visited Wells at his London house they found themselves kissing in front of his bookshelves. With her usual boldness, Rebecca appears to have asked him to sleep with her and relieve her of her innocence. In this, she may or may not have been influenced by Wells’s infamous young heroine, Ann Veronica, who threw herself at a married man, proclaiming in what now seems like an absurd piece of dialogue: “I want you. I want you to be my lover. I want to give myself to you.” In any event, Wells wrote to her shortly afterward: “Dear Rebecca, You’re a very compelling person. I suppose I shall have to do what you want me to do.” But then, entangled with a long-term mistress, Elizabeth von Arnim, and fearful of the damage yet more scandal would do to his reputation, he changed his mind. He and Rebecca wrangled back and forth over his decision, until he disappeared on a trip abroad. He had told Rebecca that even friendship between them would be impossible. The abrupt break launched Rebecca into great storms of melodrama. She had a theatrical streak, had in fact trained to be an actress before turning to writing. “You’ve literally ruined me,” Rebecca wrote. “I am burned down to my foundations. I may build myself up again or I may not . . . I know you will derive immense satisfaction from thinking of me as an unbalanced young female who flopped about in your drawing room in an unnecessary heart attack.” Rebecca emerged from the attenuated flirtation so distraught that her mother whisked her off on a restorative tour through Spain and France.
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