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Elizabeth von Arnim

      Elizabeth von Arnim (1866-1941) was born in Sydney, Australia, and brought up in England. In 1894 she and her first husband,
         Count von Arnim, moved to Nassenheide, in Pomerania, which was wittily encapsulated in Elizabeth’s first and most famous novel,
         Elizabeth and Her German Garden (1898). The twenty-one books she then went on to write were signed ‘By the author of Elizabeth
         and Her German Garden’, and later simply ‘By Elizabeth’.
      

      In 1910 Elizabeth built the Chateau Soleil in Switzerland where she entertained such friends as H. G. Wells (with whom she
         had an affair) and Katherine Mansfield (her cousin). A greatly admired literary figure of her time, she was described by Alice
         Meynell as ‘one of the three finest wits of her day’.
      

   
      
      Also by Elizabeth von Arnim in Virago

      The Adventures of Elizabeth in Rügen
      

      Christopher and Columbus

      Elizabeth and Her German Garden

      Mr Skeffington

      The Pastor’s Wife

      Love

      Vera

      All the Dogs of My Life

      The Caravaners

      The Enchanted April

      Fraulein Schmidt and Mr Anstruther
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      TO

      THE MAN OF WRATH

      WITH

      SOME APOLOGIES

      AND

      MUCH LOVE

   
      
      INTRODUCTION

      On a late afternoon in May 1897, a young woman sat outside in the warm fresh air after a shower of rain and wrote: “I love
         my garden.” It was the first sentence of an anonymous work which became a best-seller, running into twenty-one reprints in
         its first twelve months, and thereafter regularly reprinting several times a year until 1914. When Macmillan accepted the
         manuscript, it was the most “purely happy moment” of the young author’s life, too happy to be described, so she simply noted
         in her journal: “Got answer re G. G. accepting it.” “G.G.” was shorthand for Elizabeth and Her German Garden, the inspired title of a book that was less about a garden than about its vivacious author’s responses to her life. No sooner
         had she corrected its proofs than she embarked on its sequel: The Solitary Summer. She began it in July 1898, finished seven months later, and Macmillan brought it out in 1899 to a chorus of critical acclaim:
         “In many respects a great advance” — Country Gentleman … “Herein is ripeness that was missing from the earlier book” — London Letter … “An author who can endow all she touches with life” — Manchester Guardian. It was again anonymous. The title page simply said: “By the author of Elizabeth and Her German Garden”.
      

      So who was she? Speculation as to her identity can only have added to the allure of the books. She presented herself as German,
         but her English was faultlessly idiomatic, though the noted man of letters, Arthur Quiller-Couch, pointed out (much to her
         chagrin) that she split the occasional infinitive. Was she really English? Was she a daughter of Queen Victoria? Was she a
         woman at all? Might she be the poet laureate, Alfred Austin, who had already written a book in discursive, journal form called
         The Garden that I Love? Or was she the young English wife of the Count von Arnim?
      

      The last guess was the right one. She was indeed the Countess von Arnim, and her “garden” was the park of a vast estate in
         Pomerania. But she was not German and her name was not “Elizabeth”. Her maiden name was Mary Annette Beauchamp; she was born
         in Australia in 1866. The first three years of her life were spent in a fine house overlooking Sydney Harbour, for her English
         father had emigrated to Australia, married a Tasmanian, and made a fortune as a shipping merchant. But the whole family —
         father, mother and six children — returned to London in 1870; she was educated by a governess, in London and Lausanne, then
         at Queen’s College, Acton, and finally at the Royal College of Music, where she studied piano and organ. Her legs were so
         short that she had a strenuous time reaching the pedals.
      

      She was barely five feet tail, slim, blue-eyed, square-jawed, with a little wrinkle on her nose when she smiled. Her voice
         was high and soft, a sort of coo; E. M. Forster described it as a “society drawl”. She had a very pretty elder sister under
         whose shadow her own prettiness seemed questionable. But she was stylish (her cousin Katherine Mansfield was to write, in
         1921: “I have gathered Elizabeth’s frocks to my bosom as if they were part of her flowers”). By that time everyone had adopted
         her alias and was calling her “Elizabeth”. In her youth, and to her family, she was simply “May”. Her first husband, Henning von Arnim, called her “Dolly”.
      

      He met her in Italy in 1889. She was twenty-three and on an extended tour with her father; he was thirty-eight, travelling
         alone, seeking to recover from the deaths of his first wife and infant child. He heard the young English woman playing Bach
         fugues in the American church in Rome and quickly decided that she should be his second wife. He was himself a brilliant pianist
         — a pupil of Liszt. He was also a highly intelligent man, terse and authoritarian, the product of a paternalistic, hoch geboren society. He proposed to her several times, ignoring her refusals; finally Elizabeth gave way. She learnt German, they were
         married and a few years later he became the model for her comic creation: “The Man of Wrath”.
      

      He wanted an heir. For the first three successive years of their marriage, living in Berlin, she bore him daughters. Characteristically
         disregarding the true months of their births, she called them the April, May and June babies. But she was full of resentment
         at the enforced childbearine, while he was relentless in his continuing demands tor a son. After prolonged hostility between
         them, Elizabeth produced a fourth daughter in 1899: she became pregnant while she was still writing The Solitary Summer.
      

      But by then her life had changed for the better. They had moved to Nassenheide, one of the von Arnim family estates: a huge
         sixteenth-century house set in an immense, flat landscape of forests and water and fields of waving rye and sandy black roads,
         where the cranes flew crying through the sky in winter and butterflies danced over the fields in summer, and her love affair
         with a place and a garden began.
      

      Like many love affairs, it involved a conflict. She wanted to be by herself there, she wanted to shed her clamouring domestic
         responsibilities and wander off with a book, to He down on the mown grass beneath the bird-cherry trees. She wanted to get
         into the open basketwork carriage with scarlet wheels, her Great Dane, Ingraban, beside her, and be whirled through the woods by the faithful old coachman, sometimes even as far as the Baltic Sea. She did
         not want to spend her time distributing sausages and entertaining a stream of visitors.
      

      Elizabeth was a prodigious reader. Temperamentally, she identified with die Romantic poets, particularly Wordsworth and Keats;
         but she knew her Spenser and Milton, her Goethe and Schiller. She read Tnoreau and regarded him as a close but solemn friend
         whom she could tease. She also read Crabbe, Pater, Stevenson, Pepys, Boswell, Carlisle; the May 15th entry on her reading
         in The Solitary Summer is an elegant tour de force.
      

      If you had encountered her in the garden when she hoped to be alone, she might have been icy. In Elizabeth and Her German Garden she had written witheringly of the unwanted persons who interrupted her private moments:
      

      
         I have been much afflicted again lately by visitors — not stray callers to be got rid of after due administration of tea and
            things you are sorry afterwards that you said, but people staying in the house and not to be got rid of at all… a garden where
            you meet the people you saw at breakfast, and will see again at lunch and dinner, is not a place to be happy in.
         

      

      She was clever and an incorrigible tease. If she thought you stupid, or hidebound, she would make you shrivel under her contempt
         and impatience. But if you amused her she would be, in return, like a glass of champagne: sparkling, dry, lifting the present
         moment until it blotted out all humdrum anxieties and fears for the past and future, and leaving a sense of flatness behind
         her when she went away. Her father found in his “darling May”, “a rare and fascinating combination of dove and serpent”. E.
         M. Forster, who was English tutor to her children in 1904, rapidly decided that she was “most pleasant and amusing and I think
         I shall like her very much. She is, as I rather expected, nicer than her books, and I don’t feel in awe of her.” In the evenings at Nassenheide he found himself reading Jane Austen aloud to her.
      

      One of his successors as English tutor to her children, Hugh Walpole, though terrified of her at first, became in later years
         her devoted fan: “I really like her better than any other woman alive,” he wrote in 1919. “She has everything — brain, heart,
         humour, pluck.” Two years later Katherine Mansfield wrote, in a letter to the painter, Brett: “the point about her is that
         one loves her and is proud of her.”
      

      Elizabeth did not love herself, and had a sharp line in self-ridicule. She presented herself as an ignorant and over-optimistic
         gardener, surrounded by mistakes and weeds. She was dismissive about her own writing and embarrassed if high claims were made
         for it. When she finished The Solitary Summer she recorded in her diary: “Read it through — mixed feelings — chiefly disgust. Futility that cannot be uttered.” She told
         John Middleton Murry, after Katherine Mansfield’s death — “I so longed for her not to mind me too much, not to find me out
         too completely.” She wore a defensive armour against adverse criticism. She allows one of her early heroines, Fraulein Schmidt,
         to confess:
      

      
         “I adore being praised. Dreadfully vain down in my heart, I go about pretending a fine aloofness from such weakness, so that
            when nobody sees anything in me — and nobody ever does — I may at least make a show of not having expected them to …”
         

      

      Her pride, her scorn of self-pity, was part of the front which so intimidated the young Hugh Walpole in 1907 when he sat down
         at the Nassenheide luncheon table along with the German tutor, the German governess, the French governess, the four litde
         girls, the little boy (for she had at last had a son), and the Count and Countess themselves. He distinguished three different
         modes in her behaviour:
      

      
      (1) Charming, like her books only more so (this does not appear often).

      (2) Ragging. Now she is unmerciful — attacks you on every side, goes at you until you are reduced to idiocy, and then drops
         you limp.
      

      (3) Silence. This is the most terrible of all. She sits absolutely mute and if one tries to speak one gets snubbed.



      The silent Elizabeth was, of course, the writer. She had come in from her Treibhaus — the high greenhouse where, behind long windows, she took to writing in the years after she scribbled The Solitary Summer in an upstairs room. Her mind was still full of her “stories”, as she called them, when she came indoors; she could not handle
         lunchtime chat. She was a compulsive writer. As soon as she finished one book she embarked upon another. She turned her life
         into fiction as she went along, both simplifying and exaggerating the things that happened to her. Wherever she lived (and
         she was to live in many different houses and several different countries) there was always a litde garden house where she
         worked, usually with a forbidding inscription over the door. Her children longed for her company but accepted her withdrawal
         from them; it had always been so. As one story succeeded another, she took to keeping regular, professional writing hours
         — hours which allowed her to emerge positively relaxed at lunchtime and able to join in her guests’ conversation before disappearing
         again in the afternoons.
      

      But in 1898, when Elizabeth was writing The Solitary Summer, there was no such luxury. The book was written patchily, and against the odds. The beautiful promise of summer weather in
         May that year was followed by ruinous screaming gales. She did not start writing until July, and in August she took the children
         away for a seaside holiday. In September her relations with her husband became so full of “wrath” that she took herself, alone,
         to England. When she returned to Nassenheide, she brought her sister and niece with her; she did not begin to write again
         until cold November; by December, she discovered her pregnancy with a heavy heart. But she finished the book in January, corrected
         the proofs in February, and The Solitary Summery, light hearted and ebullient, was in the bookshops by the following May.
      

      It is a series of essays — fluent and discursive, two for each month between May and October. So immediate is the sense of
         the present moment and of a speaking voice that it is hard to believe that these are not really entries from a journal. She
         moves into the present tense, a day is described; she walks through a ryefield with Thoreau under her arm, swishing a bunch
         of grass to and fro across her face to keep the flies away; she sits on the veranda, while the shadows of leaves dapple her
         page. The garden is never static, for the weather, the light, are always playing on it and she is moving through it. Most
         entries have die garden as their starting point — then evolve, seamlessly, into ironic discussion of human weaknesses, of
         unwanted social encounters, of sleep, or the weather, with satiric exchanges between herself and the ‘Man of Wrath’, and deadpan
         conversations about God, Heaven and Hell in which the April, May and June babies speak in baby broken English.
      

      Her wide reading in English literature shows in her style, and her mastery of the loose, associative essay form reflects her
         admiration of Charles Lamb. She floats an idea: she would rather be a goose-girl than a countess. She praises geese — “delightfully
         plump, placid … then-very waddle in its lazy deliberation soothing and salutary to a fretted spirit that has been too long
         on the stretch”. But she passes easily on to a consideration of roast goose, stuffed with apple, and suddenly her attention
         is fixed on the little white hands and glittering rings of a noblewoman eating more than her share of crackling. This leads
         easily to a mockery of the German interest in food, das Essen, which carries her to the end of the chapter.
      

      The finest passage in the book, however, is not discursive, but concentrated and intense. It describes the experience of walking
         alone through a dewy garden before dawn, and it is written in rhythmic prose that momentarily echoes the repetitive cadences
         of the seventeenth century. Very early one morning, between three o’clock and four, she unbolts the front door and drifts out in her dressing gown and slippers through “the greys and blues and faint
         pearly-whites” of the garden. The drawn blinds and closed shutters of the house are behind her:
      

      
         Here was the world wide-awake and yet only for me, all the fresh pure air only for me, all the fragrance breathed only by
            me, not a living soul hearing the nightingale but me, the sun in a few moments coming up to warm only me.
         

      

      It is a celebration of solitude in a garden that alone justifies the tide of the book. Elizabeth recreates a Wordsworthian
         sense of rapturous awe but, like Wordsworth, faithfully records the fact that she cannot hold onto it; unhappy thoughts assail
         her at the very moment when she had most expected ecstasy. She finds herself thinking instead of the awful isolation of each
         human soul: her longing for solitude metamorphosed into fear of black loneliness — a dichotomy that gave tension to the rest
         of Elizabeth’s life.
      

      The book is not really about solitude at all, but about the desire for solitude in someone who finds herself surrounded by
         people. There are servants demanding instructions, “the babies” with their cardboard boxes of snails, the army descending
         in force and requiring billets, and — always present in the background — me farm labourers, the poor. The whole entry for
         July 15th is devoted to the poor, and to Elizabeth’s vain efforts at educative philanthropy; it sits oddly amongst the flippant
         charms of the rest of the book, but was written in response to reviews of Elizabeth and Her German Garden which complained of the author’s selfishness. She was vulnerable to accusations like these. In the month of August she reports
         the fault-finding of a sanctimonious missionary, who chides her for being too happy:
      

      
         He pointed out that sorrow and sickness were sure to come — mat all around me lay misery, sin, and suffering, and that every
            person not absolutely blinded by selfishness must be aware of it.
         

      

      She was well aware of it. And sorrows did come to her in full measure as her life progressed: a miserable second marriage,
         the grievous deaths of a daughter, a brother. But she remained a steadfast hedonist, firmly suppressing sorrows. “Who wants
         to write, or think, of ancient griefs?” she asks in her comic autobiography, All the Dogs of my Life. Her journals and letters repeatedly record moments of happiness, usually associated with sunny days. “I’m so glad I didn’t
         die on the various occasions I have earnesdy wished I might,” she wrote to her friend, Maud Ritchie, in 1921, “for if I had
         I would have missed a lot of lovely weather.” In her last years she wrote to her beloved daughter Liebet (the May baby): “What
         I really am by nature is an escapist.”
      

      It was true. And all the heroines of her novels are escapists too. They escape from richness into the simple life, or from
         conventional home life into foreign travel; they escape from houses into caravans. Above all they escape, or need to escape,
         from husbands. Elizabeth saw marriage as a tyranny, husbands as tyrants, women as overdue for liberation.
      

      In her first two books, the escape is simply into a garden set in a wide landscape. And it was her capacity to present her
         joy in the place that made the books bestsellers. Her readers were escaping, with her, into happiness.
      

      Deborah Kellaway, London, 1992

   
      
      
May
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      MAY

      
      May 2nd.—Last night after dinner, when we were in the garden, I said, “I want to be alone for a whole summer, and get to the very
         dregs of life. I want to be as idle as I can, so that my soul may have time to grow. Nobody shall be invited to stay with
         me, and if any one calls they will be told that I am out, or away, or sick. I shall spend the months in the garden, and on
         the plain, and in the forests. I shall watch the things that happen in my garden, and see where I have made mistakes. On wet
         days I will go into the thickest parts of the forests, where the pine needles are everlastingly dry, and when the sun shines
         I’ll lie on the heath and see how the broom flares against the clouds. I shall be perpetually happy, because there will be
         no one to worry me. Out there on the plain there is silence, and where there is silence I have discovered there is peace.”
      

      
      “Mind you do not get your feet damp,” said the Man of Wrath, removing his cigar.

      
      It was the evening of May Day, and the spring had taken hold of me body and soul. The sky was full of stars, and the garden
         of scents, and the borders of wallflowers and sweet, sly pansies. All day there had been a breeze, and all day slow masses
         of white clouds had been sailing across the blue. Now it was so still, so motionless, so breathless, that it seemed as though
         a quiet hand had been laid on the garden, soothing and hushing it into silence.
      

      
      The Man of Wrath sat at the foot of the verandah steps in that placid after-dinner mood which suffers fools, if not gladly,
         at least indulgently, and I stood in front of him, leaning against the sun-dial.
      

      
      “Shall you take a book with you?” he asked.

      
      “Yes, I shall,” I replied, slightly nettled by his tone. “I am quite ready to admit that though the fields and flowers are
         always ready to teach, I am not always in the mood to learn, and sometimes my eyes are incapable of seeing things that at
         other times are quite plain.”
      

      
      “And then you read?”
      

      
      “And then I read. Well, dear Sage, what of that?”

      
      But he smoked in silence, and seemed suddenly absorbed by the stars.

      
      “See,” he said, after a pause, during which I stood looking at him and wishing he would use longer sentences, and he looked
         at the sky and did not think about me at all, “see how bright the stars are to-night. Almost as though it might freeze.”
      

      
      “It isn’t going to freeze, and I won’t look at anything until you have told me what you think of my idea. Wouldn’t a whole
         lovely summer, quite alone, be delightful? Wouldn’t it be perfect to get up every morning for weeks and feel that you belong
         to yourself and to nobody else?” And I went over to him and put a hand on each shoulder and gave him a little shake, for he
         persisted in gazing at the stars just as though I had not been there. “Please, Man of Wrath, say something long for once,”
         I entreated; “you haven’t said a good long sentence for a week.”
      

      
      He slowly brought his gaze from the stars down to me and smiled. Then he drew me on to his knee.

      
      “Don’t get affectionate,” I urged; “it is words, not deeds, that I want. But I’ll stay here if you’ll talk.”
      

      
      “Well then, I will talk. What am I to say? You know you do as you please, and I never interfere with you. If you do not want
         to have any one here this summer you will not have any one, but you will find it a very long summer.”
      

      
      “No, I won’t.”

      
      “And if you lie on the heath all day, people will think you are mad.”

      
      “What do I care what people think?”

      
      “No, that is true. But you will catch cold, and your little nose will swell.”

      
      “Let it swell.”

      
      “And when it is hot you will be sunburnt and your skin spoilt.”

      
      “I don’t mind my skin.”

      
      “And you will be dull.”

      
      “Dull?”

      
      It often amuses me to reflect how very little the Man of Wrath really knows me. Here we have been three years buried in the
         country, and I as happy as a bird the whole time. I say as a bird, because other people have used the simile to describe absolute
         cheerfulness, although I do not believe birds are any happier than any one else, and they quarrel disgracefully. I have been as happy then, we will say, as
         the best of birds, and have had seasons of solitude at intervals before now during which dull is the last word to describe
         my state of mind. Everybody, it is true, would not like it, and I had some visitors here a fortnight ago who left after staying
         about a week and clearly not enjoying themselves. They found it dull, I know, but that of course was their own fault; how
         can you make a person happy against his will? You can knock a great deal into him in the way of learning and what the schools
         call extras, but if you try for ever you will not knock any happiness into a being who has not got it in him to be happy.
         The only result probably would be that you knock your own out of yourself. Obviously happiness must come from within, and
         not from without; and judging from my past experience and my present sensations, I should say that I have a store just now
         within me more than sufficient to fill five quiet months.
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