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INTRODUCTION



IT BEGAN IN A QUIET sort of way, over hot cocoa and toasted marshmallows in a student room at Somerville College, Oxford. One evening in November 1912, some new friends, all first-year students, gathered “to read aloud our literary efforts and to receive and deliver criticism.” They brought stories, poems, essays, plays, and fables, and they received far more than merely criticism. In the firelight, over economical treats, they created a space in which they could grow beyond the limitations of Edwardian girlhood and become complex, creative adults with a radically capacious notion of what it might mean to be both human and female.1


The group was named by its best-known member, Dorothy L. Sayers, who would go on to be a famous detective novelist and popular theologian. Let’s call ourselves the Mutual Admiration Society, she suggested, because that’s what people will call us anyway. The name both captures the spirit of the group and misrepresents it. They supported each other boldly and emphatically: no false modesty or feminine shame here. They were willing to be relentless and did not insist on being liked, crucial qualities for taking advantage of the real but tenuous space they had to work within. But they were the exact opposite of the simple echo chamber of praise that the name could imply, in its pejorative sense. They were critical, and they were at odds. They fell apart and came together again, over the course of decades and remarkable careers that ranged from birth control advocacy to genre fiction, from classrooms to the stage.


Four members of the Mutual Admiration Society (MAS) are at the heart of this story. Dorothy L. Sayers was known to her friends by her initials, DLS. Serious and a little weird, DLS was absorbed in her study of French literature and fascinated by the Middle Ages and religion. She would gain fame in adulthood as the creator of Lord Peter Wimsey, the aristocratic detective who starred in her mystery novels. Later, she would be equally well known for the essays and plays she wrote to expound her particular understanding of Christianity and personal ethics.


Muriel St. Clare Byrne, who arrived at Somerville two years later than the others, would become DLS’s closest collaborator. Like DLS, she’d loved tales of knights and chivalry and derring-do as a youngster; as an adult, she paid court to the women who became her lovers and partners, immortalizing the experience in verse and drama. She, too, became a wide-ranging writer, bringing Tudor history and Elizabethan literature to life in popular histories crammed with vivid detail.


Charis Barnett, by contrast, was intensely social, enthusiastic, and empathetic, far more interested in people than in ideas. Her career would follow suit, as she raised four children while becoming a nationally known authority and advocate on child-rearing, birth control, maternal mortality, and juvenile delinquency.


Charis’s closest friend was Dorothy Rowe, or D. Rowe, the joking trickster of the group, who never missed an opportunity for a wisecrack or a limerick that would skewer the foibles and pretensions of those around her. D. Rowe became a beloved English teacher, as well as the founder of a prominent and progressive amateur theater club in Bournemouth.


They were joined by a few others at points along the way: the spiky, cynical Muriel “Jim” Jaeger; the otherworldly Amphilis T. Middlemore; and the quiet, serious Catherine “Tony” Godfrey, in particular.


Their words are preserved in libraries scattered across England and the United States, creating a composite archive that is at once deliberate and accidental. Even though they produced copious and vivid letters, stories, poems, and photographs, the members of the MAS resist any attempt by outsiders to know them completely. Jim would stipulate that her personal papers be burned after her death. DLS probably would have destroyed more of her papers if she hadn’t died suddenly and relatively young. The members of the MAS kept each other’s secrets, too. The question of who knew the truth about DLS’s illegitimate son, and when, has always exercised her biographers, but the members of the MAS are like a wall on this subject: the solidarity of their friendship will not be breached. On the other hand, they also preserved memories and documents. Muriel didn’t destroy some fairly frank love letters from another woman, though she had fifty years to do so. D. Rowe wrote on the backs of all sorts of scraps of paper, creating a double archive of her own life. She also contributed to the scrapbooks that lovingly document the Bournemouth Little Theatre Club. Charis preserved her family newsletters and donated her Somerville diaries to her alma mater, and she told her own life story in her memoir. Virginia Woolf famously suggested that “Anon, who wrote so many poems without signing them, was often a woman.” Despite their occasional reticence, the members of the MAS refused to be anonymous. Instead, their abundant archives testify to their insistence that their work and lives were worth recording.2


The women of this generation were well placed to take advantage of the victories won by the previous era of feminist activists. Whereas the women of the late nineteenth century had to fight to gain access to higher education, the members of the MAS enjoyed nearly all that Oxford had to offer, at least in intellectual terms. In their young adulthood, they saw a raft of legislation passed that transformed British women into citizens. Women over thirty, subject to certain property restrictions, would gain the right to vote in 1918; they were granted the vote on equal terms with men in 1928. Women were allowed to stand for Parliament, to sit on juries, and to become lawyers and magistrates. They had increasing access to birth control and well-paid jobs, as well as scope to smoke cigarettes, wear trousers, and socialize in ways that would have scandalized their grandparents.


All of this amounted to a revolution in gender relations. But what happens on the day after the revolution? The members of the MAS made the most of the small but significant opening afforded to them, while continuing to face unequal opportunities, double legal standards, and systematic discrimination. To be a girl or a woman in early-twentieth-century Britain meant facing pervasive limitations on one’s choices, both personal and professional, despite the recent waves of democratization that had knocked down barriers based on class and gender. Even as they sat debating poetry and politics in Somerville College, they were second-class citizens at Oxford University, where they were permitted to take classes and sit for examinations but could not receive degrees. That would change in 1920, five years after most of the group had finished their studies. That year, Oxford decided to grant full membership of the university to all the women who had completed the necessary examinations and coursework, after the passage of the Sex Disqualification (Removal) Act of 1919 cleared the way of legal objections. The degree ceremony, held one sunny October afternoon in the Sheldonian Theatre, was a brief moment of unalloyed triumph shared by the members of the MAS who received their degrees that day. But they returned home, mostly, to chronic inadequate employment, landlords who didn’t want to rent to single women, and relentless pressure to marry and have children.


The Mutual Admiration Society was an incubator. It provided a forum for collaboration, support, and critical feedback, as well as a model for forging other productive partnerships. Although the struggle to build independent lives pulled the members of the MAS apart from each other in the 1920s, the group, remarkably, came back together, in reunions and reconnections around the end of that decade, when its members were in their mid-to late thirties. These reunions led to a series of collaborations that would ultimately transform their careers and reconnect them with work as a life’s endeavor, rather than merely the means to financial independence. DLS’s much-loved mystery novel Gaudy Night, set in a fictionalized Somerville, grew directly out of these collaborations and underscores the importance of balancing the demands of head and heart in this way.


Meaningful, creative work was the birthright of both women and men, they believed. In a pair of essays published in the journal Christendom in response to a special issue on “the emancipated woman,” DLS and Muriel made that case forcefully. They spent a summer writing back and forth to each other and to the magazine’s editor, working out their ideas about why it was so damaging to limit any human being to a narrow set of gendered characteristics. Muriel’s partner, Marjorie “Bar” Barber, read their drafts on the beach during their holiday and offered her own opinions. Developed further under the title “Are Women Human?,” DLS’s response has become an enduring classic. Yes, she argued, women are human, with the same dazzling and bewildering array of talents and foibles as any other subset of humans. In an era when many feminists emphasized the special contributions women could make—to the arts of peace in international relations, say—the members of the MAS were, by contrast, strictly egalitarian. Women, they argued, mostly weren’t special: they were just human, and deserved to be allowed to live and work as people first, rather than having all their actions and efforts read through the lens of gender.


For DLS and her friends, the category of “human” was capacious. It could hold all sorts of expression and eccentricity and possibility. “Woman,” by contrast, was flattening. It turned half the population into a homogenous lump to be summarized and then controlled. The members of the MAS were profoundly shaped by the fact that they were women, within a changing but still highly restrictive gender order. They thought, consistently and deeply, about that order in all aspects of their work. In their lives, too, they challenged any narrow interpretation of what it meant to be a woman. Their self-expression ranged from the masculine to the feminine, with multiple variations in between, and they experienced romance, sex, marriage, and parenthood in a variety of ways, too. The reluctance around the homogenizing category of “woman,” in other words, was grounded in the very real diversity of their own experiences.


Nor were they interested only in expanding access to culture for women as such. Their work was usually aimed at “everyone,” or at least that subset of everyone who read English and was interested in art and ideas. The MAS intervened, in various ways, in what was arguably the core problem of the first half of the twentieth century: the democratization of culture and politics. This widening of access to cultural and political power brought opportunities and perils. Universal suffrage became the British norm for the first time, and literacy rates improved. Britons became famous for newspaper reading, as well as for being devotees of the new art form of cinema. Giving ordinary people unprecedented access to culture and mass democracy could look promising or dangerous, depending on your perspective. Was the new society a crowd of dupes, easily manipulated by advertisers or, worse, demagogues? Or was it a collective of citizens, able to be educated in improved, scientific ways of living and interacting? Was mass culture, in other words, a liberation or a trap?3


Facing these questions, the members of the MAS were simultaneously insiders and outsiders: members of an elite social class, but women. From that very particular position they were able to develop a distinctive set of ideas about the relationships between high art and popular culture, and between elite intellectual ideas and ordinary life. I suspect they would have been somewhat boring men. DLS and Muriel would surely have been fulltime academics, DLS a professor of medieval French, Muriel of Tudor history and paleography, perhaps. D. Rowe might have been a headmaster of a small boys’ school; Charis, a pater familias and competent administrator. (That is, if they hadn’t died serving in World War I, as at least some of them would have.) No doubt they would have done good, even excellent, work. But instead, their marginality within the gender politics of their era served a role like sand in an oyster. They struggled and were pushed out of the main lines of promotion and success, and instead of reproducing the world of their fathers or their mothers, they made something new.


All four worked at the intersections of elite and popular culture. DLS wrote detective novels, that most beloved of middlebrow genres, which merged modernist experimentation with the formulaic delights of thrillers and true-crime stories. Later, she brought religious and ethical ideas to a wide audience, notably through a BBC radio play-cycle on the life of Jesus and a translation of Dante’s Divine Comedy published by Penguin. Muriel St. Clare Byrne wrote the history of daily Tudor life, for the ordinary reader as well as for the scholar. D. Rowe brought Shakespeare to her students and moderately experimental theater to provincial amateur dramatics. And Charis Frankenburg sought to popularize the latest ideas about parenting, birth control, and healthy motherhood through clinics and advice books. Their diverse efforts were united by a shared conviction in the value of intellectual rigor and artistic integrity.4


They were linked, too, by the belief that those values should and could be shared beyond traditional circles and traditional modes. Through theater, novels, plays, clinics, cartoons, and more, they sought to bring the most serious of ideas to the largest number of people. DLS formulated the reason behind this goal most clearly: because serious, creative work is what gives meaning to our lives, and a meaningful life’s work is the right of every person. She framed this in religious terms. Creative work is what people share with God, the ultimate creator, and it is our solace in a world defined otherwise by our tendency toward destruction and sin. Charis would have put it differently but meant much the same thing. For her, access to the best science of health and living laid the foundation for a good life in which one could work seriously in respectful cooperation with one’s fellows. Underlying all four careers, though, was the core emphasis on the value of rigorous thought for everyone.


They were not naïve optimists. They were well aware, for instance, that mass advertising and pop psychology fooled people into making disastrous decisions, and that mass politics could produce mass destruction. The answer, they argued, was not a return to stifling hierarchies that limited power and learning to a few well-born men. It was rather to educate better, to turn the mechanisms of mass culture into conduits for enlightenment and imaginative work, instead of simple tools to generate higher profits or more votes. Their encounter with learning and scholarship had been liberating and joyful and ultimately profoundly humanizing. At Oxford, they were transformed from schoolgirls into creative adults by means of conversation with texts and each other. Their work spanned from midwifery to mystery novels, and from theology to theater, but it was united by the desire to share that transformative education more widely.


On one level, their story reveals the generative power of friendships, which create an intimate local space in which we can become something or someone quite different from our assigned social or familial categories. It also suggests the generative power of marginalization. This is not to argue that exclusion is a good thing, but to recognize that the experience of being marginalized can generate sharp insights, original approaches, and powerful solidarities alongside the toll of damage and loss. The members of the MAS lived at a very particular moment in the histories of both democracy and of women’s rights. They experienced radical shifts in inclusion—the ability to attend Oxford and then to receive degrees and the right to vote, most notably. They also experienced the effects of persistent structural exclusions, manifesting most obviously in their struggles to earn adequate salaries independently. As a result, they saw the widening of access to culture as a movement of immense promise and possibility.


They were no revolutionaries. If their position in the gender order rendered them marginal, then class, race, and political affiliation largely placed the members of the MAS in a very central, privileged position. Their party politics varied—DLS once referred to her “vaguely church-&-landed-gentry bias,” in contrast to Muriel’s “vaguely sympathy-for-labour-&-women bias.” But they agreed more than they disagreed. In keeping with the mood of interwar Britain as well as with their politics, they tended to support what has been called “conservative modernity” by historians of this era. The phrase suggests an embrace of new technologies and perspectives—mass communication, political rights for women—alongside a reverence for what was traditional, local, and even insular.5


For the members of the MAS, conservative modernity meant recognizing the many benefits to breaking down the walls that kept the ancient traditions of learning and scholarship separate from ordinary people. As DLS recognized early on, even illiterate audiences shaped the development of medieval drama; the grand traditions of European literature grew out of their cheers and boos. She and her friends applied that principle to modern life, believing that vibrant, organic culture only thrived in a society that thoroughly integrated its highest culture with the full range of its population. Through their diverse careers, they worked to make the best ideas, the most creative work, and a joyful encounter with learning accessible to a wide range of people. That, they believed, was one of the greatest achievements to which a democratic society could aspire.


In advance of its sixtieth birthday, Somerville College began, in 1938, to compile information about the careers of its graduates. The Observer pointed out the “exceptionally large number of good writers” included in that list, singling out DLS and Muriel St. Clare Byrne among others. But, the paper went on: “not less important are the diligent scholars who live out-of-the-way lives, the scientists, social workers, and school-mistresses who may not be known to the general public, but who continue to raise the level of women’s mental responsibility.” In their careers, the members of the MAS did more than that. As writers, but also as teachers and public figures, they sought to raise everyone’s level of mental responsibility, by insisting that women be heard, finally, as fully human members of society.6
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Oxford, 1912–1918
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ARRIVING AT OXFORD


ON OCTOBER 11, 1912, CHARIS Barnett and her mother took the train from London to Oxford. Her aunt met them at the station, and together the three women went to Somerville College, where Charis planned to spend the next several years living and studying. They spent the day readying her room, breaking only for lunch at the Cadena Café in Cornmarket, where, as the advertisement said, dinners, luncheons, and afternoon teas were “daintily served with dispatch.” Then Charis brought her mother back to the railway station. After tea, they parted: her mother went home, and Charis returned to Somerville to begin her university education.1


In its own simple way, the scene, which was repeated dozens of times around the ancient city that week, was remarkable. Charis came from a middle-class family. She was not part of the vast class of young women in Victorian and Edwardian Britain who were expected to work as a servant or in a factory. Had she been born earlier, or into a family that cared less about educating its daughters, she might have assumed she would remain at home until (and unless) she married. Instead, she left home to study, following in the footsteps of centuries of men but only a few short decades of women. Despite the poignancy of leaving her mother at the station, she was already ecstatic the next day, writing home: “I am very happy here—I don’t know of anything that I would alter if I could.”2


Somerville College, one of the first women’s societies, or colleges, at Oxford, was well designed to foster the transition between a sheltered girlhood and modern adulthood. The culture it created honored both the ideals of middle-class femininity and the traditions of the university. It gave the members of the MAS, as well as their classmates, the necessary support to enable them to master a challenging curriculum and develop their intellectual interests. The MAS took that a step further. Seeing one another without the limiting lens of Edwardian gender roles, they gave each other scope to develop. In their writing, in theatrical productions, in debating societies, and in their relationships, they tried on different styles and personalities and perspectives. They expected, mostly, to use their educations in order to gain paid employment later in life. But for the MAS, work was never only about passing examinations or securing future employment. Writing and thinking instead took on a transcendent importance, not least as the medium through which new friendships and new identities could be consolidated.


Somerville’s own position was still tenuous: not everyone at Oxford welcomed the increasing presence of women as nearly equal students at the ancient, masculine university. Even as they studied, the members of the MAS had to negotiate intense anxieties about gender and the place of women within the university.


Although Somerville College was only thirty-three years old, the cohort of 1912 entered “a ready-made inheritance” in an appropriately imposing edifice. Beyond the tiny entrance was a large quadrangle that housed one hundred students, as well as common rooms, dining facilities, and a library. In her first year, Muriel sent postcards home to her mother. One featured the library and another showed the Common Room, where, she explained, “one works after brekker.” When it was founded, Somerville had been in a manor house, but over the intervening years it became less and less like a Victorian home and more and more like any other Oxford college. The construction of Maitland Hall and a new entrance in the summer of 1913 would plunge the college into what DLS called “a most grisly turmoil,” with “dust & workmen everywhere.”3


The buildings were tangible evidence of the progress made toward including women in higher education at all levels. This had begun with the establishment of the Ladies’ Educational Associations in the mid-nineteenth century, which offered instruction for women as well as support in preparing for university examinations. The first university in Britain to offer degrees to women was the University of London, in 1878. By the beginning of the twentieth century, women could study and take degrees at numerous universities in Britain and elsewhere, but not yet at Oxford. Oxford resisted in no small part because its characteristic traditions—boat racing, formal debating societies, and so on—were designed, in the nineteenth century, to promote a professional, imperial, masculine elite. The MAS and their fellow students arrived only a few decades later, and they pushed the university to widen those traditions to include middle-class British women.4
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Muriel St. Clare Byrne, probably at Somerville (MSBC 9/3)








Female students living at Oxford were a curiosity, and the spectacle of young women living the kind of studious, single-sex college life that had for so long been exclusively male attracted attention and questions. Writing to her fellow student and future MAS member Tony Godfrey during Easter vacation in 1913, DLS complained at length about it:




I’m simply dead sick of telling people about Oxford, & how many there are of us at Somerville & how many dons there are, & why have I got to do an exam in German when my subject’s French, & do I see much of the Prince of Wales, & do we have lectures with the men, & is there a tennis-court at Somerville, & what is the name of our Head, & what times are lights put out at night, & how do we get milk when we make our own tea, & may we go to the theatre, & have I made any particular friends, & what sort of people live in my passage, & have I one room or two & will the new buildings be finished when we get back, & do the maids wear caps & aprons, & when was the college founded & are there more women students at Oxford or Cambridge?





But this was at home. Back within the walls of Somerville, students were sheltered from the limelight and assimilated into an ordinary college life.5


By 1912, Somerville’s leaders had successfully used “modest manners and watchful tact” to win its students most, though not all, of the trappings of university life. Female students attended lectures, took examinations, and had access to libraries and tutors, but they weren’t eligible for degrees or to become full members of the university. Somerville, unlike the all-male colleges, employed female scholars as tutors and in administrative roles. DLS studied French with a scholar named Mildred Pope, whose career highlights the opportunities and limitations experienced by women during this transitional moment. Women’s colleges at Oxford had pioneered the teaching of modern languages; a modern languages school was created for the university in general only in 1904. Pope was widely regarded as the leading expert on French philology at Oxford, consulted by students at all levels from across the university. Yet her position was, for many years, tenuous and wholly dependent on her work as a tutor within Somerville. Only later would Pope begin to receive more established university positions: a three-year stint as a Taylorian lecturer beginning in 1920, a term as deputy professor to cover an absence, and finally, in 1928, a readership in French philology.6


So the battle for educational equality was far from won. While Somerville students emerged fully Oxford-educated, they were not entitled to receive Oxford degrees. Somerville’s principal, Emily Penrose, kept her eye steadily on that ultimate prize. She demanded that Somerville students meet the requirements for an Oxford degree as a powerful demonstration of the fitness of young women for the academic work required by the university. Despite the smaller accommodations, bureaucratic distinctions, and innumerable minor slights, Penrose insisted that her students were as much a part of the university as the young men attending the older, wealthier colleges. And, while she waited for full recognition to come, she diplomatically navigated the social pitfalls of shepherding a hundred young women through their college years in a culture eager to seize upon any misstep as proof that they did not belong at Oxford at all.7


THE ROAD TO Somerville College was, for the future members of the MAS, lined with privilege but also strewn with obstacles. Like most university-educated women, especially those who went to Oxford or Cambridge, the members of the MAS were part of the well-off British middle classes. Their families lived comfortably and employed at least a servant or two to deal with the heavier aspects of cooking and cleaning. Their fathers held positions of local influence and respectability: clergymen or headmasters, bureaucrats or businessmen. Jim Jaeger’s father was an auctioneer and estate agent who was active with his South Yorkshire town’s grammar school and Masonic circles. Amphilis Middlemore was the daughter of a member of Parliament from the Birmingham area. DLS, an only child, was born in Oxford, where her father was headmaster of the Christchurch Cathedral Choir School, but she mostly grew up in the Cambridgeshire fens, where he was a clergyman. Her middle-aged parents doted on her as the center of an otherwise quiet household. Growing up in the seaside resort of Bournemouth, by contrast, D. Rowe was one of four children, and her mother was much younger than her father. Her father, who had been a headmaster of boys’ schools before her birth, died in 1905, and her elder brother, too, died, in 1907.8


Charis’s father was the principal of a teacher training college near London when she was born. He went on to serve in various bureaucratic posts, finally achieving the rank of chief inspector of training colleges. Charis and her family traveled to South Africa briefly when he was seconded to the post of superintendent of education in Natal and Transvaal. Her mother was a writer, the author of a novel and several anthologies of poems for children.9


Muriel St. Clare Byrne’s parents had married fairly young. Her father, Henry, was just twenty-four when he wed Artemisia Desdemona, a twenty-six-year-old schoolteacher from rural Iowa. Henry assisted his father, a naval architect, in his firm in Liverpool. Like DLS, Muriel was an only child, doted on by parents and grandparents alike. But whereas DLS learned Latin and literature from her bookish parents, Muriel trailed after her dandyish father like a spaniel. She adored every aspect of his hard-drinking masculine world, from the horse races and the jokes to the silk handkerchiefs and the loud suits. His death in 1905, when she was just ten years old, must have been an especially devastating blow. In retrospect, however, she preferred her grandfather’s more industrious approach. Whereas her grandfather had designed warships as well as yachts for the Vanderbilts, his sons “were awfully good at doing what they wanted to do,” which mainly meant playing golf and bridge. Muriel could not bear either game in adulthood.10


Despite the differences in their family lives, D. Rowe, DLS, Muriel, and Charis all remembered benefiting from instruction at home. Charis’s parents were strict and committed to education. Muriel’s grandfather provided her with tools and careful instruction in their use. D. Rowe’s father read John Milton’s Paradise Lost with her when she was not quite ten, and she savored lines like “Moloch, horrid king, besmeared with blood.” DLS’s father, likewise, taught her Latin from the age of six.11
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Muriel St. Clare Byrne with her father and grandfather (MSBC 9/1)








However, entering Somerville required passing a challenging series of examinations beyond the scope of parental teaching. D. Rowe had started at the Bournemouth Endowed High School for Girls as a young child. She remembered that when her brother left to attend kindergarten there, “I apparently cried out so to follow the boys that follow them I did,” and she attended the school from 1896. In fact, as its name suggests, the school was mainly for older girls, the daughters of well-off professional or trading families in the Bournemouth area who came to study English, history, geography, and mathematics and to receive extra lessons in refined accomplishments such as piano, painting, and needlework. After her brother died, D. Rowe left the school but went on to attend Cheltenham Ladies’ College in 1911, probably in order to prepare for the entrance exams to Oxford.12


Like D. Rowe, Charis attended school from a relatively young age, including the progressive Bedales School and then St. Paul’s Girls’ School in Hammersmith. DLS, on the other hand, began formal schooling only once her parents realized that they would be unable to tutor her up to examination standard. The transition wasn’t seamless. At the Godolphin School in Salisbury, she found sports were a nightmare and French class a rare opportunity to shine, according to her fictionalized memoir. Jim attended a high school for girls in Sheffield. Her letters home to her younger brother are full of action and derring-do: her role as a goblin in the school play and a fistfight with a fellow student that ended in a broken window.13


Muriel found salvation at the Belvedere School in Liverpool. As a young child, she had been overwhelmed by stories of her cousin’s boarding school, where the girls all wore slippers to avoid sullying the “pure white carpets.” In reality, Muriel found that school was not a place of sedate young ladies with “printless feet” but instead a refuge for her restless intellect, which she realized would never allow her to spend her adolescence socializing and waiting for marriage.14


In March 1912, Charis, who had graduated the previous year from St. Paul’s Girls’ School, took the grueling set of Somerville entrance examinations for a second time, hoping to secure a scholarship. Over two days, she spent fourteen hours writing examination answers and was interviewed twice, by English tutor Helen Darbishire and principal Emily Penrose. Two weeks later, she learned that she had been admitted but had just missed out on a scholarship, “as it was an exceptional year.” She decided to matriculate anyway, becoming part of that extraordinary cohort. DLS and Jim both won three-year scholarships, and D. Rowe and Tony earned scholarships covering shorter periods. Unsurprisingly, these intelligent young women soon fell in with one another.15


ONCE BAGS WERE unpacked and the dining hall had been located, the young women of Somerville embarked on the serious task of finding their place in the social sphere of the college. The older students alternately ignored the first-years and examined them with unsettling thoroughness. But it was among their own number that the class of 1912 found the strongest connections.16


New Somerville students often found that they already shared friends or acquaintances, a reflection of the close-knit social world of the Edwardian British middle classes. Muriel would tell her mother happily, “Am discovering so many people with mutual friends.” On her first full day at the college, Charis began by dutifully following up on a suggestion made by her parents: that she should go and meet Dorothy Rowe, whose family had a distant social connection with the Barnetts. That day, Charis reported, “I have been to Miss Rowe’s rooms several times, but haven’t discovered her yet—I left a card there last time.” D. Rowe likewise “dutifully deposited” her own card, with all the lack of interest that young people usually show toward potential friends suggested to them by their relations. But then they met while bidding on the same “two-penny pair of tongs” at an auction of “the discards of departed students.” The two-penny tongs succeeded where well-meaning parents had failed, and a lifelong friendship was born. The addition of Amphilis Middlemore made a tight trio. Charis soon regarded D. Rowe as “the most amusing person I have ever met!” One night in mid-October, she listened, rapt, to D. Rowe’s elaborate stories of her hijinks: the time she stuck her tongue out at a mummy and then apologized, and the time she and her sister “practised the Baton in the British Museum!” Before they knew it, it was quarter past eleven—time to flee back to their own rooms along darkened corridors.17


DLS told her family that she befriended D. Rowe when she stage-managed a play in which DLS was involved, though D. Rowe herself remembered meeting DLS before they took their scholarship examinations, bonding over an impromptu recitation of Cyrano de Bergerac. In any case, the two became fast friends and soon spent a lot of time together.18


Charis was far too practical to rely solely on such happy coincidences, however. She aimed to conquer systematically. On her first full day in Somerville, Charis had “four freshers to tea in my room,” and from that moment her diary becomes a dizzying record of more or less daily social engagements with her fellow students. By October 16, less than a week after her arrival, she estimated that she knew sixty people. This impressive feat was the result of a series of coffees that she and a fellow student held for nearly all the Somerville first-years during the first month of classes, a process she described to her parents as “wading through the freshers.” Over the course of October and November, D. Rowe, Tony, Jim, Amphilis, and DLS would all come to coffee with Charis.19


The friendships that deepened in this atmosphere were a mixture of formality and intense intimacy. As a rule, students at first called each other “Miss Sayers,” “Miss Jaeger,” and so on, rather than using first names. But as the friendship progressed, “one ‘proposed’ and Christian names were henceforth used. Etiquette decreed that this advance was made by a senior to a junior.” In early December 1912, Charis proposed to Jaeger. And in January 1913, D. Rowe proposed to Charis. Christian names often then gave way to nicknames: Muriel Jaeger became Jim, Amphilis Middlemore became Phil, Catherine Godfrey became Tony, and Margaret Chubb, another Somerville student in this circle of friends, became Cherub. D. Rowe was, briefly, Kiki. DLS began to be known by her initials. When Jim invented a fictional character based on DLS, she explained that she preferred initials to her given name, “which she hated, and would never allow her friends to use.”20


Cocoa parties and literary meetings unfolded in rooms carefully decorated to reflect the character of their inhabitants and to maximize the opportunities for socializing. Vera Brittain, a classmate who would go on to become a famous author herself, mocked the predominant look as only superficially distinctive: would it be “flowery chintz and pink cushions,” or “green chintz and orange cushions”? But Amphilis, D. Rowe, and another student went “into ecstacies” over Charis’s room, which featured “an armchair, a corner-cupboard, and a most useful wooden fender which provided extra seating” for parties of up to fourteen fellow students. The college servant who cleaned her room called it “the prettiest room in College,” while other people, perhaps less diplomatically, remarked that she must be “an only girl” to have her parents decorate her room so lavishly. Less extravagantly, Muriel had a chair, rug, and screen shipped to her room. DLS, for her part, obtained a large armchair, christened G. K. Chesterton after the popular and rotund author. One Sunday found her writing letters “lying on my back before the fire, my head supported on 3 cushions & my feet” in the chair, “far too hot & comfortable to get up & sit at a table.”21


Food was a source of enduring concern and interest at student gatherings. When Charis’s fire proved inadequate for the task, an entire party relocated to Amphilis’s room to roast chestnuts one November afternoon. The students schemed to provide the maximum hospitality on the minimum budget. Charis bought three pounds of apricot jam for a shilling, splurging only occasionally on “bottled raspberries.” D. Rowe “introduced toasted marshmallows, which floated deliciously on coffee and were much cheaper than cream.” In May 1913, Margaret Chubb and Tony Godfrey set up a tea shop, providing teas from 3:30 to 4:30 daily in return for a modest charge. The following autumn, Charis, D. Rowe, Jim, and some others formed “a sort of cooperative tea association,” bringing tea from the common room and contributing jam and other items in turn. In May 1914, it was time for altruism: D. Rowe and Charis issued a standing invitation to students facing the fearsome exams known as “Schools,” and served tea to two or three of them each day to ease their “closing efforts.” By 1914, in Brittain’s memory, DLS was often to be seen “with a kettle in her hand and a little checked apron fastened over her skirt.” The students’ hospitality did not stop at the college gates—Charis had fifty visits from guests, including her parents, during the 1914 summer term alone, and the amount of washing-up she generated was legendary among the college’s servants.22


All of this homey coziness bore a serious mission: providing a residential setting that was sufficiently respectable to allay concerns about the propriety of a young lady living without relatives and undertaking serious study. These concerns were physical as well as moral: mental overwork was popularly believed to be a frequent cause of illness for young women. Seeking to calm such fears, Muriel reassured her mother about her physical well-being at college, including the exercise she took, her large appetite, and her increasing weight. In her second term, Charis added her sleeping patterns to the personal details she recorded in her diary. The well-furnished rooms and the tea parties, then, were just two elements in a comprehensive effort to recreate a rather formal version of safe, middle-class family life. Students ate meals together in the college dining rooms, shaking hands with Penrose before breakfast. They were required to dress for dinner, and Penrose liked to have students sit at the high table. Sitting next to the principal was, in Charis’s opinion, “rather daunting,” not only because Penrose expected intelligent replies but because she ate so quickly. “She was, in fact, known to some of us as ‘The Pen that fills in a flash’—a reference to a much advertised fountain-pen.” Students were to be in their own rooms by 11 p.m., and the lights in the passages were out at 10, though the judicious use of flashlights enabled after-hours expeditions.23


But, ultimately, the young women of Somerville were not living as daughters in a family setting. They were students, in a context that naturally encouraged both intellectual and personal independence. They held college meetings, where they democratically set rules about such things as work hours and noise levels. Members of the MAS served in various roles in college governance, frequently sitting on the library committee, for instance. DLS was the senior bicycle secretary, and at a meeting in October 1914 she “reminded people that bicycles must be marked with the owner’s name and kept in bicycle sheds,” not left around the college, where they would be impounded and held until a fine was paid.24


Even parties in students’ rooms could be seen in a different light. Take Brittain’s sensationalized description of the atmosphere of an evening Somerville “cocoa-party.” The air, she wrote, “was heavy with the fumes of cocoa and cigarette smoke; crumbs of ‘College Creams’ and the remains of some over-boiled milk clung to the sticky hearth.” While sticky spilled milk conjures up spoiled children, the presence of cigarette smoke reveals that these girls were modern women, embracing freedoms, such as smoking, that were traditionally denied to middle-class women and even prohibited at other women’s colleges. The fact that smoking was permitted for Somerville students was a source of immediate joy to DLS, who became known, in Jim’s semi-fictionalized account, for her “exquisite smoke rings.” Somerville’s leaders were well aware that smoking was associated with looseness and modernity, but they declined to regulate their students. Their decision was not welcomed by everyone. When Charis ordered a cigarette box carved with the Somerville arms, she encountered “a disapproving shopman,” who said, “‘I’ll carve you a sweet-box with the Somerville arms.’ I replied that he could call it that if he liked, but that it would hold cigarettes.”25


Skeptical sales clerks were the least of the MAS’s barriers at Oxford. Once Somerville students left the college gates, they found themselves under the scrutinizing gaze of the wider university. Even before she spoke, a Somerville student was often judged on what she wore. Fashion trends became fodder for debate. In the autumn of 1912, for instance, there was a “craze for untidiness” among Somerville students and their contemporaries at other women’s colleges. DLS scathingly described a friend who was unbearably “self-conscious in her ungainliness.” But by the following spring, the pendulum had swung in the other direction, and everyone seemed to be wearing “fearfully smart” new clothes. DLS and a friend attended church one Sunday in skirts “so tight it took us about 10 minutes to kneel down.” Such experiments in fashion brought down official wrath. In 1914, the principal of the Oxford Home Students received “a very tiresome complaint that the men examinees are disturbed by the way our students sit in their tight skirts and show their legs.” Even within Somerville, DLS was gently encouraged to dress a bit more quietly when she arrived at breakfast one morning “wearing a three-inch wide scarlet riband round her head and in her ears a really remarkable pair of ear-rings; a scarlet and green parrot in a gilt cage pendant almost to each shoulder and visible right across the hall.”26


When Charis wore a particularly pretty shot-silk dress, a porter guarding a lecture hall briefly mistook her for an American tourist and nearly barred her from entering. Then a male undergraduate remarked appreciatively, “I suppose there are two kinds of girl at Somerville—freaks and girls like you!” Freak, here, meant someone eccentric in her devotion to learning or other esoteric pursuits and echoed the popular slogan “Somerville for freaks.” The incident suggests the pressures on Somerville students to be, simultaneously, sufficiently somber in their clothes to look like worthy students and yet fashionable enough to be seen as attractive rather than freakish by potential male partners.27


The members of the MAS were sensitive to the nuances of these stereotypes. D. Rowe proposed a party that would feature a prize for the most “woman-studentish” guest. The plan was ultimately abandoned as too dangerous. These women were students, but they were afraid that, inadvertently, they would appear too woman-studentish and join the ranks of women mocked for their intellectual pretensions. Charis even reassured her parents that she’d heard Somerville had a comparatively high marriage rate for a women’s college. In fact, the postwar generations of university women would marry more frequently than the first female university graduates, though educated women were still less likely to marry overall.28


Such skirmishes over appearances reveal a deeper truth: Somerville College stood at the margins of Oxford, its students not yet fully accepted as equal. At a dance, one man made himself obnoxious by comparing Somerville with “Oxford colleges,” highlighting the fact that it was still, technically, only an affiliated women’s society. In one logic course, men and women usually sat on opposite sides of the room, with the men sometimes spilling over into the front row on the women’s side. One day, Charis and D. Rowe were seated in the second row on the women’s side. When they collapsed with laughter before lecture started as the result of an in-joke about the porter, first one man and then two more transferred to the row in front of them. Charis didn’t explain exactly why, but evidently everyone found the whole thing hilarious, especially as the men began a bout of ridiculous fake coughing to spur their giggling on. Integration in the classroom was still novel enough to sustain this rather silly physical comedy.29


In her German classes, DLS was frequently the only woman in the room. Even in the literature class where she had a female companion, that student “never says a word & never lifts her eyes from her book.” When DLS was the only female student to take a language exam, she found herself seated “severely isolated like a leper” in one corner of the room. When she’d first arrived, “I wandered into the men’s part of the room,” and the doorkeeper “rushed at me with wildly-waving arms & a terrified expression, & shooed me away to my seclusion like an intrusive hen.” Yet even that could not suppress DLS’s intellectual self-confidence. It must have been disconcerting watching men of mediocre intelligence and attainments earn Oxford degrees while all women were still denied them, though DLS did not comment directly on the point. Instead, she emphasized her feminine advantages. During an oral examination, one examiner raised a potentially thorny point, saying that he was “very much surprised” to see that DLS “considered Schiller’s ‘Robbers’ a pleasing play.” DLS admitted that “my heart sank into my boots,” but she decided to try “an individual touch.” “Relying on the fact that I had put on my best coat & skirt & a becoming hat, I assumed my most womanly smile & said: ‘Oh! don’t you think it is?’—He smiled—I was encouraged to give my reasons—he smiled & agreed. At any rate he passed me.” The “intrusive hen” would find ways to fight back.30


At Somerville, students had to navigate a classic double bind. On the one hand, they didn’t want to seem too woman-studentish or too freakishly absorbed in learning. On the other hand, expressions of femininity brought a different sort of criticism and scrutiny down upon them, as porters, lecturers, sales clerks, male undergraduates, and others resisted the integration of women into Oxford. Somerville College tried to balance these imperatives, offering a combination of Oxford student life and the trappings of middle-class domesticity. Such efforts could only do so much. In the end, no one could remain both a sheltered daughter and a university-educated intellectual. DLS, D. Rowe, Charis, Muriel, and their compatriots would, inevitably, be transformed by their education. The MAS would help them make the transformation.
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MUTUAL ADMIRATION SOCIETY ON STAGE AND PAGE


THE MAS PROVIDED ITS MEMBERS with the space to do serious work and have fun without the highly gendered scrutiny that was so prevalent at Oxford. As a group, it was marked by exuberance and experimentation. No character was too outlandish, no form too ornate, no reference too arcane: it was all grist for the mill, even if meetings were just as likely to end in raucous laughter as in artistic epiphany. On one level, the meetings of the MAS were a variation on the theme of typical Somerville student parties. But the group had something more: a sense of purpose, leavened with a riotous sense of humor. While its members worked out their ideas about gender, religion, and politics through debating societies and theater and in their formal coursework, the MAS was always their intellectual home.


The first recorded meeting of the Mutual Admiration Society took place on November 6, 1912, and is noted laconically in Charis’s diary: “M.A.S. with Miss Middlemore at 8.0.” Amphilis provided the refreshments and DLS read two of her works, whose titles reveal her ongoing infatuation with medieval themes: “Earl Ulfric” and “Peredur.” On November 24, another meeting took place, this one over tea in Charis’s room, and she and Jim read their work. Charis’s selections were a poem, a fable, and a short story about women’s suffrage. DLS also baptized the club, saying that “if we didn’t give ourselves that title, the rest of College would.” She wasn’t wrong. The MAS earned “some little digs” in that year’s going-down play, a light-hearted, self-referential production put on by each year’s graduating class. Vera Brittain, who never joined the group’s ranks, remarked twenty years later that they “took themselves very seriously, and apparently still do.” DLS, Charis, and D. Rowe were joined by Jim Jaeger, Amphilis Middlemore, Margaret Petty, and Dimaris Barton to round out the membership of the first term’s iteration of the MAS.1


The MAS had serious literary range and ambition, but the account of the next term’s first meeting is a reminder that the group could be uproarious, too. Everyone had promised to write something during the Christmas vacation, but only Dimaris Barton and DLS actually followed through. Before the holiday, DLS had told the group that she was planning to write a piece from the perspective of the men inside the wooden horse at Troy. Instead, she wrote a miracle play about the three Magi. At the meeting, she launched into her “prose description of the three men—one watching a huge cauldron boil, one studying a horoscope, & the other sitting at a large table.” D. Rowe, affecting ignorance about the change of topic, inquired, “But was this happening inside the wooden horse?” Charis collapsed into laughter while DLS “explained solemnly that it wasn’t.” She tried to continue with her reading, but the mood was lost, and Charis was soon giggling at her pronunciation of “pipkin.” As Charis told her parents: “O I was ill! And so was Dorothy. Why, oh why, was I cursed with a sense of humour?” DLS might have been wondering something similar.2


They also enjoyed the macabre, the gruesome, and the eerie. One dull evening in mid-January, D. Rowe and Charis found themselves with time on their hands as they waited for Amphilis to return from London. They crept into her room and assembled a spooky figure on her bed: a “little round mottled work box on the pillow” for a head, with lids for eyes and “hairpins for nose & mouth & a stocking & a hearthbrush for hair.” Enhancing the realistic effect, D. Rowe “put cushions for its body, & stuck a pair of shoes straight up at the end of the bed.” The crowning touch was “a pair of leather gloves hanging out over the sheet, & holding a bottle with a label ‘Suicide by Poison.’” Luckily, Amphilis walked in during the preparations and was delighted.3


Perhaps inspired by the success of this practical joke, Jim staged an elaborate ghost party two days later. Somerville College, she had learned, had allegedly been built on the site of an old convent and was supposed to be haunted by the ghost of a nun—a legend that says much about the fear that too much education rendered a woman unmarriageable. Having sworn that she had seen this apparition herself one night on the stroke of eleven, Jim invited eight other first-year students to meet the ghost. She enlisted Amphilis, D. Rowe, and Charis in her aid, and told Margaret Chubb about the plans. Other guests, including DLS and Tony, came to the party in all innocence. DLS contributed her own esoteric elements, drawing a pentagram on the threshold and preparing Latin charms to use in case an exorcism was necessary.


Together, they sat and told tales of ghosts, working themselves into “a most frightfully creepy state with all sorts of grisly stories.” As the clock struck eleven, someone said, “I believe Jim has arranged a ghost for us,” but D. Rowe quickly began a new story to create a distraction until the cry went around: “there’s something white!” DLS saw outside the window “a shadowy figure in the black and white garb of a nun!!” Others noticed that the figure carried a baby in her arms. It was, in fact, Amphilis, dressed up in a white nightgown with a black lace dress as a hood and daubed with luminous paint. She let out an eerie howl. When she reached the window of the room where the party stood gathered, Jim asked her in to coffee, and the game was up. No one had been truly frightened. In Charis’s opinion, the “only person who was in the least annoyed, & she may not really have been, was Dorothy Sayers.” Amphilis was left to spend hours scrubbing off the paint.4


Amid the pranks and the jokes, the MAS continued its work in earnest. In early February 1913, new member F. S. Thomson “read a paper on Shakespeare’s fairies,” and Charis read two sonnets, one original and the other translated from French. As a forum for literary experiment, the MAS was unparalleled, pushing members to express their ideas through a dazzling variety of forms and styles. DLS captured this range in a suite of poems, “The Last Castle,” which she circulated to the MAS and later published in her first book of poetry. Dedicated to “all us vain, sentimental, honest fools of M.A.S., & for any other such that have loved Oxford,” the collection is a romp through different styles, each tagged with a name such as “Oxford-cult,” “Religious Ornament,” and “Metrical Experiment.”5


Outside of the formal meetings, members of the MAS continued their discussions of literature and ideas. These conversations deepened ties of affection and esteem. As Charis put it to her parents, “Dorothy Rowe is very clever: we discussed serious literature the other night—she knows a lot, & talks very well.” They began collaborating on articles for the journal for Oxford women students, the Fritillary, and, with Amphilis, started reading their favorite poems out loud to each other. But there was always an undercurrent of mirth. In a particularly funny moment, Charis discovered that her last wisdom tooth had come through after an evening of “deep ethical discussion” with D. Rowe.6


These meetings and conversations served more than an intellectual purpose. They created a space in which the members of the MAS could try on different selves and different ways of being in the world. They had all been putting on plays and wearing costumes since they were children. The young D. Rowe had been “very good at inventing delightful games” as well as “dressing up and acting.” Muriel’s youthful library featured classic adventure stories: The Scarlet Pimpernel, The Count of Monte Cristo, The Last of the Mohicans. She wrote stories and created handwritten and illustrated magazines with her friends. She adored acting, too, spending a stretch of time inhabiting the character of the Scarlet Pimpernel himself after seeing Fred Terry portray him. DLS, similarly, was wholly absorbed in the character of Athos from The Three Musketeers for a time, and she continued to sign letters using character names into adulthood. In her fictionalized memoir, she remembered the gravity of these games. “If a grown-up said, as most of them tactlessly did, ‘Are you going to dress up?,’ [she] would reply in a tone of rebuke, ‘I’m going to dress.’”7


Significantly, these costumes and alter egos were often masculine. Muriel, especially, had preferred the “entrancing society of men” as a child and prized the real tools and miniature sailing yachts given to her by her grandfather, who called her Toby. In one of the magazines she created with a childhood friend, there’s a story featuring a girl named Tommy who wishes she were a boy. Muriel studied the photographs of her father and his friends, memorizing their flashy clothing: “very high stiff collars, four-in-hand ties or natty bows, and what my mother called ‘loud’ check waistcoats—lovely waistcoats of pale canary yellow with red lines and flat gold buttons. Their tightly cut trousers are checks, even when their jackets are plain; and they have enormous coloured-silk handkerchiefs, with plain red or blue or green borders.” Frustrated with acting in plays at school, she felt “I would be all right if they would only give me a proper man’s part.” Instead, thwarted, she “took to specializing in drunks—the Porter in Macbeth, and Hercules in the Alcestis,” prompting one scandalized parent to comment that “I had no business, at my age, to know so much about it.”8


Outside of the rarified discourses of sexology, where cross-gender identification was discussed, named, and sometimes pathologized, there wasn’t much language available for the young Muriel to describe her complex experience of gender. Discussing the issue later in life, she would distance herself from “Tommy’s” direct wish to be a boy. The social world of Somerville and the MAS, however, provided abundant opportunities to explore and express masculine as well as feminine dimensions, particularly through theater and costume. At a costume party for D. Rowe in June 1913 (held directly after a meeting of the MAS), the guests “had to attend dressed as a character in a melodrama: Dorothy [Rowe] was an adventuress, Dorothy Sayers a racing-man, Miss Kirk the malapropos stage child, Tony the heroine, Jim the detective, Cherub a cow-boy, Phil an innocent country-lad, F.S. ‘Madame’ from Monte Carlo.” Charis, who came as an “innocent flower-girl,” was “dragged in shrieking” by Jim the detective, probably the high point in what she described as “the best party we have been to here.”9


In October 1913, DLS attended a costume dance in old-fashioned masculine attire, playing the violin, dancing until half-past eleven, and impressing everyone with her impersonation. “The Pen was completely puzzled. She stared at me for about five minutes and then had to be told who I was. It surprises everyone that I make up so well as a man. It surprises me rather.” Sometimes described by colleagues as masculine in her fearless leadership, Penrose herself also played “trousers roles” in amateur theatricals, appearing in one, for instance, “wearing whiskers and her nephew’s coat and trousers.” Somerville was an all-women space, but parties like this highlight the ways that it was nonetheless a place where gender diversity and gendered roles could be explored. In their games and their critical engagement, the members of the MAS practiced a wide range of self-expression, laying the groundwork for their understanding of themselves as humans first, women second.10


Members of the MAS were also involved in full-dress theatrical productions. In their first year, they put on a mock Hamlet that mixed bits of Shakespeare with modern language and turned the whole thing into a cheerful, rather heartwarming comedy. Charis played Horatio and served as stage manager, while Amphilis was Polonius. The star of the show, however, was D. Rowe, in the role of “Hamlet, the Pragger Dagger.” Pragger Dagger was Charis’s riff on the slangy nickname given to their fellow Oxford student, the Prince of Wales, or the Pragger-Wagger. In their version, Hamlet has been pawning Ophelia’s gifts, and the stress of the debt is making him delusional. Those around him try to interrupt his gloomy soliloquies. When Hamlet, pondering suicide, invokes the “dread of something after death,” the king interjects: “that’s true—post mortem & the coroner… and then the forfeited life policy—Exceedingly unpleasant!” They conspire to cure his troubles with an elaborate ruse involving a false dagger and ghost costumes. At the play’s end, the queen is happily looking forward to the wedding of Hamlet and Ophelia and their departure for a honeymoon. The audience, knowing the play well, enjoyed all the jokes and laughed in “one roar from beginning to end.” It was a potent demonstration of the MAS’s fearlessness in reappropriating revered high culture for their own purposes.11


The next year, members of the MAS were involved in mounting a double-bill production of Prunella: Or, Love in a Dutch Garden and Admiral Guinea. Amphilis was the driving spirit of Prunella: she painted the drop scene, served as stage manager, and starred as Pierrot, the leader of the players. Charis was the producer, and D. Rowe played Scaramel, Pierrot’s servant, while Jim Jaeger was the Boy. A large, enthusiastic audience filled Maitland Hall to see the production, and the Fritillary praised Amphilis, who “struck just the right note, and brought out the half poetic, half fantastic spirit of the play.”12


Student debating societies offered another public venue in which to explore ideas and perform. The Somerville Parliament was a debating society that followed the procedures of the House of Commons. There, the women of Somerville, including Charis and D. Rowe, rehearsed for a citizenship they were not yet entitled to hold. Strikingly, they used not only male titles but masculine pronouns. Charis made her maiden speech in dramatic fashion. In the midst of it, the chairman interrupted, “Order, order, I must ask the hon. gentleman, if his point has direct bearing on this clause.” Although others had meekly backed down when faced with this challenge, Charis refused, to laughter and cheers from her party: “I said ‘I think so, Sir!’ & went on to the end of my speech,” earning congratulations afterward.13


Somerville students also debated in the all-women Oxford Students Debating Society. In October 1912, they debated the merits of coeducation, and Tony was among those to speak in favor of the motion for it, which was carried 105 to 40. When DLS took part in a debate on impartiality, the Fritillary reported that she had “an arresting manner of speaking, and was evidently fully convinced of the rightness of her cause.” Somerville students also debated men, although women were not admitted to the main Oxford Union debating society. In 1914, DLS asked her parents to send her black evening frock for one such debate, so that she would “look respectable” when speaking at the debate with Balliol College on the motion that the “educated classes of the present day show a sad lack of enthusiasm.” DLS’s request was a version of the classic Somerville tactic: look respectable, while strategically pushing the boundaries of acceptable behavior.14


THESE FORAYS INTO university politics took place in a charged national context. The campaign for women’s suffrage was then at its height, with both militant and moderate groups grabbing headlines in their efforts to win women the right to vote at the national level. Somerville students had formed their own suffrage society and carried their banner in a procession to Albert Hall in 1908. Members of the MAS, too, generally believed that women should gain the right to vote. Charis was the most devoted to the cause; she had heard the famous suffragist leaders, the Pankhursts, speak in Hyde Park. She also wrote a short story, which she shared with the MAS, about a woman who is granted three wishes by a fairy and uses one of them to get her fiancé to support the vote for women. She entered the story twice into competitions run by the Westminster Gazette, only to be rejected both times, not on the grounds of quality but because, as she remembered, they would not publish suffrage propaganda. At Somerville, too, she attended suffrage meetings, hearing English tutor Helen Darbishire speak at one in October 1912, and she joined the suffrage society, which was affiliated with the moderate National Union of Women’s Suffrage Societies.15


On January 29, 1914, Charis took part in a debate in the Oxford Students Debating Society on the motion “that the reluctance of the modern woman to marry is of benefit to society.” She argued in favor of the motion, pointing out that reluctance did not mean refusal, and that the profusion of options for women was good for everyone. Indeed, she said, the competition from other professions would even improve marriage. The honorary visitor, Cicely Hamilton, a writer and suffragist, likewise argued that marriage could never be ideal “so long as it is compulsory.” Nevertheless, the motion lost by thirty-three votes. Despite this outcome, the event had its benefits. Their honorary visitor socialized afterward with Charis, D. Rowe, Margaret Chubb, DLS, and others, including Diana Whitwill, who opposed women’s suffrage. Hamilton drank coffee, ate biscuits, smoked, and “amused us very much, & Diana in particular, by always fixing her when she was going to tell a suffrage story. Di is our only Anti.”16


Women opposed women’s suffrage in surprisingly large numbers and for a variety of reasons, often to do with concerns that votes for women would lead to votes for everyone. In other words, it was better to go without a vote than to open the doors to mass democracy and an end to the dominance of a white, landed elite. Diana Whitwill might have believed that, or she might have opposed suffrage for another reason. More striking was the capacity of the MAS to include a diversity of views on this point—testimony to its plurality, but also to a certain lack of interest in formal politics. As Charis later recalled, the feminist movement was not a major focus at Somerville. It wasn’t that the women’s movement didn’t exist, she explained, “because we made funny speeches about it, and we had our Parliament,” but it was “very inactive, I should say. Passive. Sympathetic, but not doing anything about it.” In certain respects, she underestimates the work that members of the MAS put into carving out space for women as intellectuals at Oxford. Then and later, though, their focus was cultural and specific to their own areas of expertise, and they didn’t, broadly speaking, concentrate their energies on mainstream feminist campaigns or organizations.17


If the members of the MAS were largely in agreement on the question of votes for women, they were far more diverse when it came to issues of religion. DLS, in particular, was under considerable family pressure to participate in the religious societies on campus. In her first term, she was cornered by an aunt at a family friend’s house in Oxford and told to join the Oxford Christian Union. DLS “behaved as coldly as I could,” but still got a “tract” of a letter for her pains later. Unsurprisingly, she reacted strongly against the Christian Union, which she found to be obsessed with “misty theological discussion” and “unprofitable argument.” Nor did her aunts let up the pressure as time passed. In March 1914, DLS got a lecture from another aunt, who walked her back to college from tea and enquired “after my soul’s welfare.” In her preemptive letter to her parents, DLS insisted on her own right to religious exploration and, especially, intellectual development. “What you have been taught counts for nothing,” she argued, while “the only things worth having are the things you find out for yourself.” Citing G. K. Chesterton, she explained that many “theories of life” were being offered to her, many more than had probably been offered to her aunts:




It isn’t a case of “Here is the Christian religion, the one authoritative and respectable rule of life. Take it or leave it.” It’s “Here’s a muddling kind of affair called Life, and here are nineteen or twenty different explanations of it, all supported by people whose opinions are not to be sneezed at. Among them is the Christian religion in which you happen to have been brought up. Your friend so-and-so has been brought up in quite a different way of thinking; is a perfectly splendid person and thoroughly happy. What are you going to do about it?”





As she explained, “I’m worrying it out quietly, and whatever I get hold of will be valuable, because I’ve got it for myself.”18


Some of this worrying out happened through reading and writing. DLS was heavily influenced by Chesterton, a popular defender of Christianity. In one essay on Blaise Pascal, she made the great seventeenth-century French philosopher sound like an exceptionally breezy Chesterton. In another, she rejected the Enlightenment philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s account of a naturally good man who is corrupted by society. His ideas, she concluded, do not ultimately accord with the facts. Paraphrasing Chesterton, she described Rousseau as a man “whose philosophy is quite clear, quite coherent & quite wrong.” When she became a popular theologian in her own right, DLS would return to these ideas, insisting always that religion must stand up to the most thorough intellectual scrutiny.19


But what about that “friend so-and-so” who had been brought up differently? DLS’s “worrying it out” also happened in community. On one occasion, she brought an unlikely companion, Charis, to Sunday services. Charis was a bit taken aback by the High Church trappings: “my word! We had, among other things, the bell at the Elevation of the Host! But the music is glorious—Gregorian chants.” Her bemused surprise reflects her very different background. Charis’s father was an affectionate, obsessive, vegetarian Deist of Jewish descent. Her parents concealed his Jewish heritage from their two children until Charis was about fifteen and their openly Jewish uncle came to visit from Australia. She and her brother found the revelation “immensely funny,” she said later, though it’s clear that the question of being Jewish worried not only her parents but, at times, Charis as well. For his part, her father sincerely “believed that there were many roads, all leading to the same place.” Many roads, many theories of life: perhaps the elder Barnett’s beliefs found their way into the MAS and helped to create the space for members like DLS to grapple with their religious ideas more freely.20


IN BETWEEN DEBATES and meetings and rehearsals and costume parties, the members of the MAS also had their academic work: lectures to hear, “coachings” to attend, essays to write, and ultimately examinations to pass. D. Rowe arrived at Somerville intending to study Classics. But although she was “often ingenious & clever” in her first term, she was also out of her depth. She was, in this regard, like many women who arrived at university with significantly weaker backgrounds in Latin and Greek than their male counterparts. In the words of the tutor who taught her Thucydides, “She has no standard of work at present & no conception of what lies before her, though, on remonstrance, she has made a real effort to pull herself together.” Once she switched to English literature, however, the tide began to turn. English tutor Helen Darbishire found that she had “a power of thinking out a question systematically & thoroughly which is unusual in a student of her age.”21


Tony Godfrey’s reports suggest a stronger student, one who was capable of writing first-class essays, though she could be diffident. Jim Jaeger was, perhaps, Tony’s opposite. She was confident and independent, but her tutors worried about the lack of time she seemed to spend on her work. Charis was probably the MAS’s weakest student. In her diary, Charis recorded her hours of work carefully, perhaps proving to herself (and to her parents) that any academic failings were not due to lack of effort and focus. But she always balanced the social with the cerebral. As she explained in an early letter home, “Somebody says they are going to put in eight hours regularly. Isn’t that rather excessive?” After all, she’d been told that it “isn’t done” to work in the afternoon! She tended to react to people rather than subjects. In her first term she found her Tacitus coaching “rather trying,” because her coach “sniffs violently all the time, & sucks lozenges.”22


DLS was, without question, the most serious and successful student in her group of friends. At first, some of her tutors worried that she tended to opt for being superficially funny and clever—“smart” was their word—rather than serious. She always found it difficult to restrain her fascination with language. As one tutor noted, “At her worst she runs off with rhetoric or journalistic slang or a pulpit manner & spoils her style.” But in general her dedication and quality of thought produced original and well-received essays. Her main French tutor, Mildred Pope, expressed a growing appreciation for DLS. She praised her ability to make “deductions with acuteness & real insight.” By her second year, DLS had “laid the foundations of a scholarly knowledge” of Old French, having “shirked no difficulties” on the linguistic side.23


DLS’s work reveals a mind attuned to the nuances of language and already sensitive to questions of theology and gender. Under Pope’s guidance, DLS studied French literature and history from the Middle Ages through the nineteenth century, the English Romantic movement, and literary form. Her essays were written both in English and in French, often quite stylishly. In her fictional memoir, DLS evokes the sensation of falling in love with literature: realizing, for example, that Molière’s line “La pâle est aux jasmins en blancheur comparable” is a “symphony on the vowel ‘a.’” She loved the “slow mill of textual criticism” and was always a wordsmith and a puzzler. A notebook from her undergraduate days contains a doodle working out the variations to be derived from the word manes: manse, maens, maesn, and so on.24


Training in translation sharpened her skills. In another notebook, she filled eight pages recording the variations of the strophes employed by poet François de Malherbe, counting the appearance of each type with meticulous attention. She scrutinized the changes in language over time. Her translation notes include discussions about the nature, origin, and development of specific words and verb forms. Yet she was apparently reluctant to embrace too fully the identity of translator, at least to her family. When her father asked her to translate a poem for him in June 1914, she put him off, describing it as “practically untranslatable” but offering to pass the task on to a “girl who is very good at translations”—a description that Reverend Sayers no doubt would have thought applied to his own daughter.25


Although the MAS was, broadly speaking, a serious-minded group, DLS risked standing out in her innocent, intense investment in her objects of study. In February 1913, she hosted a special supper in recognition of the anniversary of Molière’s death. Charis and Jim were there, as well as other students and Mildred Pope, who proposed a toast to Molière’s memory. DLS offered the formal reply, and then the second-year students, dressed in deep mourning, recited an original poem honoring the seventeenth-century French poet. It must have been a triumph for DLS, but it also marked her out from her contemporaries—according to Charis, at least, “Nobody took it seriously but Miss Sayers.”26


Perhaps in reaction, DLS cultivated a studied disdain for academic work. Leave counting hours of work to Charis: DLS claimed to be inveterately lazy. During the Easter vacation in 1913, she wrote an essay about characterization in the “Chanson de Roland,” but claimed, in a letter to Tony: “working? No, not half as hard as I should be.” And that summer, again, she indulged in “a perfect orgie [sic] of laziness—simply lounging through the day—doing no work, taking no exercise, writing no letters, & spending my whole time puffing cigarette smoke into library novels.” The result was that, in late July, she realized an overdue assignment “was still not done.” Did such protestations fool anyone? Perhaps, at least, they gave DLS a sense that she could cultivate an identity based on something beyond being a dutiful student.27


As their first year wound to a close, the members of the MAS faced their first sets of examinations. Amphilis had found the work taxing and was allowed to drop one examination in Classics in February. She was “fearfully pleased” about it, which led to some teasing. D. Rowe and Charis would ask her how she was getting on in her preparations for the exam, “and she begins again every time to explain to us perfectly solemnly that she isn’t taking it.”28


But Charis’s course through examinations would not be smooth either. Her work in the spring had not been strong—“far below what she can do if she tries,” in the words of a tutor. On March 3, she stayed in bed, achieving an impressive seven hours of work while suffering from what seemed to be mumps or flu. The doctor ordered rest and then, as the illness persisted, forbade Charis to take the looming Classics examination. Instead, her mother and her aunt brought her home to convalesce. Ultimately, she had to take two sets of exams, on Classics and on theology, at the same time in June, earning the remark from her examiners, “Well, Miss Barnett, it wasn’t very good, but we think you’ve just done it.” She immediately sent a telegram to her parents with the joyful news that she’d passed.29


DESPITE THE EXAMS, the end of their first year at Somerville was ringed in glory for the inaugural members of the MAS. They were proud of what they’d achieved as a group, planning a “Golden Book” to commemorate five of their literary productions. But they were also ready to enjoy the easier pace of summer. The weather in June 1913 was warm and unusually dry. Jim, Tony, and Charis slept outdoors, in the garden, dragging chairs and mattresses out to arrange a makeshift camp under the stars. Charis wrote home ecstatically, “It is perfectly glorious, & I slept quite well.”30


DLS took advantage of the start of her first summer holidays by staying in Oxford with local family friends, the Dixeys, for a while after the official end of the term. The visit was a delight. For one thing, the Dixeys slept in and didn’t worry about the housekeeping, and DLS relished the contrast with her own orderly background. She stayed in the room usually occupied by the elder brother, Giles, who was around her age, and “desecrated his masculine furniture with face-powder & glycerine & cucumber & hairpins.” The family patriarch was Dr. Frederick Augustus Dixey, an entomologist who was then a fellow and bursar of Wadham College. He was an ideal surrogate father figure for DLS. Then in his late fifties, Dr. Dixey had spent most of his adult life in Oxford, and he was a keen amateur musician who sang in his church choir and delighted DLS with his “killing manner” of recounting humorous college stories.31


The highlight of the stay with the Dixeys was attending the Oxford Encaenia, the ceremony at which honorary degrees were conferred and other prizes awarded. At first DLS had accepted an invitation to attend with an aunt and cousin, but she abandoned her boring relations when Dr. Dixey gave her two tickets of her own. She immediately went to Somerville to ask Charis to come with her, whereupon Charis “(quite literally) fell upon my neck & said she would love it.” The next day, DLS was late getting her hat on. She “tore over to the college as if the fiend was after me, only to find Charis cheerfully guzzling lemonade with Jim & Dorothy Rowe”! Nevertheless the two friends got themselves to the theater only fifteen minutes late, walking through straw-covered Broad Street amid crowds of people.


DLS’s account of the event brims over with her enthusiasm for Oxford life. She and Charis contrived to escape a plainly dressed acquaintance who tried to join them in the queue, dubbing her “the enemy in cotton gloves.” And they “fell head over ears in love” with the winner of the Newdigate poetry prize, a handsome blond young man from Balliol named Maurice Roy Ridley—“isn’t it a killing name, like the hero of a sixpenny novelette?” The Oxford Professor of Poetry gave a speech that, in Charis’s estimation, “simply bristled with the Prince of Wales,” then studying at Oxford. DLS was captivated, too, by the Oxford pageantry on display. Although she couldn’t follow all of the Latin speeches, she understood enough to be highly amused at the very imperfect efforts of the dons to use the new Latin pronunciation when addressing the one foreigner present. She recorded that the vice-chancellor “addressed all the assembled doctors in a sing-song little speech, beginning something about ‘Does it please you doctors of the University that so-&-so should be admitted to such & such a degree—Placetne?’ & then he took off his cap; then said ‘Placet’ without leaving time for anyone to make an objection if he wanted to, & put it on again.” Placetne (does it please you?), placet (it pleases me): the call-and-response would remain with DLS, reappearing in a pivotal scene in one of her most famous novels, Gaudy Night.32


Back with her own family in Bluntisham in July 1913, DLS was immediately “home-sick for Oxford—not for college—but for that curve in the High & Radcliffe Square by moonlight, & for the people in the street & the stories about Varsity life.” In letters, DLS recreated the atmosphere of the MAS meetings, giddy with the play of ideas and language. “I cannot get any ideas for prose. Prose is a thing (now is it? is it a thing? it’s not a person at any rate. Well, thing will have to do)—a thing I only write upon compulsion, & then badly,” she wrote gaily to Jim, going on to mock herself for her own mixed metaphors as well as the bad habits that poetry-writing enabled. In another letter, she discussed the importance of plot and offered a critical assessment of a draft of one of her poems: “I am not pleased with all of it, but I thought the twisty trees & Satan & the Head of the Crucified came out better than I expected.”33


Such correspondence was a lifeline. At home at the rural rectory, DLS’s only near contemporary merely giggled when DLS agreed to show her the same draft poem, to her great irritation: “I’m glad the M.A.S. never got the giggles.” This conveniently omitted the memory of Charis and D. Rowe dissolving into laughter at DLS’s miracle play in January, but it accurately reflected the value that DLS placed on taking things seriously, which the MAS supported in spite of its bursts of hilarity.34


DLS’s exasperation reached even greater heights with another visiting friend, the “vacuous” Violet. When Violet resisted DLS’s efforts to insist upon a “sensible argument” over dinner, DLS “laid down my ideas in an offensively dogmatic manner, purposely exaggerated, in order to promote contradiction. You know that offensive manner of mine?” But Violet parried with exaggerated modesty and bowed to DLS’s “superior knowledge!” Could anything, DLS asked Jim, make “a fellow feel a sillier ass”? Within the MAS, this false modesty and circumlocution could never happen. “Oh! Jimmy—I miss our loud-voiced arguments, everybody certain of being quite right. Hang it all! What were tongues made for unless to argue with?” Somerville was a place not just of cocoa parties and cigarettes, but of vigorous debate, where DLS’s “offensively dogmatic manner” and “loud-voiced arguments” were seen as merely part of playing the game. Undoubtedly tactless and even sophomoric, such arguments nonetheless provided intellectually curious students with a proving ground for their minds.35


THE MAS SOON had to consider the serious issue of admitting prospective members. After just one term, it was already the object of desire: “all the first year & some of the seniors are busting themselves with wanting to join the M.A.S. but we are very select.” Naturally, members came and went. Margaret Petty resigned from the group because she lost interest, for instance, and DLS urged Tony Godfrey to join by writing “something that I or Jim can produce at the next meeting.” In 1913, however, the MAS decided to try a formal procedure of inviting samples of work submitted under pseudonyms, which would then be judged impersonally and used to decide whether to admit the author. It was a plan destined to lead to trouble.36


The second year of MAS’s existence began in October 1913 with a meeting held in DLS’s room. Charis read a chapter from a novel called Patricia, and Jim “read an awfully good verse ‘soliloquy of Nero.’” The group considered applications from new members, including Agnes Murray, the daughter of Professor Gilbert Murray, a longtime supporter of Somerville College and of women’s education. Agnes was admitted, but the process of accepting new members soon led to minor mayhem. An anonymous application, submitted under the pseudonym Scribbler, included three samples of work, one from her school magazine, under the cover of a “very cheeky note.” The samples were very bad: Charis cited, as an example, the reference to “The strong right arm / To shield from harm / The sweetness of a feigned alarm!” D. Rowe stuffed a cushion into her mouth, apparently overcome by how terrible the verses were. The group composed a note of rejection, based both on the standard of the work and the anonymity of the submission. Charis hoped the response “will do her good—it was her own opportunity of hearing unbiased & frank criticism! She heard it!” But the plot soon thinned: the MAS was again summoned, and D. Rowe admitted that she and another student, Diana Whitwill, were in fact Scribbler. Charis wrote home: “D. R. has naturally been having the time of her life!!!”37


The MAS soon returned to its core strengths: wildly ambitious writing and cozy socializing. Charis hosted Agnes Murray’s first meeting, at which DLS read a fragment of her writing, Jim read “a psychic story,” and Charis read “two French translations that I did ages ago…& have since repolished.” In February 1914, DLS and Dimaris Barton read; Dimaris told Charis that her “M.A.S. style was ‘Gravely amorous!’” Muriel St. Clare Byrne began at Somerville in January 1914 and soon joined the MAS: “an awfully nice child who writes quite good stuff.” The members also turned their attentions more emphatically outward in their second year at Oxford, becoming leaders in the other literary groups. D. Rowe, for instance, was the Somerville representative to the Oxford women’s magazine, the Fritillary.38


The MAS attracted the interest of outsiders and the devotion of its members because it offered a uniquely free space. Its members could try on a vast array of perspectives and ways of being, unfettered by the social shame that was otherwise so pervasive. Such experimentation was enormously helpful when it came to working out ideas on the broader stages that Oxford offered—whether in theatrical productions and student debates or on the subjects of religion or gender politics. It would prove helpful, too, in navigating the more treacherous shoals of personal relationships and youthful romance.
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