




















































































































































































































Carousing in the Carcase of Katherine Mansfield 

acceptance into the Ii terary canon precluded her from becoming just 
fashionable, and thus from becoming unfashionable in her turn. Her 
writing has been regarded as 'influential' -credited with extending the 
parameters of modern prose (along with Stein, Woolf and Joyce); her 
work is also seen as the maturation of the short story as a serious genre. 

Yet the woman writer who saw herself 'unfashionably' deriving en-
joyment from ' ... sitting on doorsteps, and talking to the old woman who 
brings quinces ... and ... to captains of shabby little steamers ... ' (Letters 
1928:156-7) has become in 1988 more than just a fit subject for MA and 
PhD theses in English departments world-wide, and the inspiration for 
Wellington City Council scenic bus tours. She has become an industry. 

The centennial is not a celebration but a business, one primarily inter­
ested in its providential profit margins - and with an agenda resting 
upon the country's need for a healthy tourist industry, a burgeoning 
book trade and a place by proxy in the western literary tradition. 
Mansfield's life, and, particularly, her work, have fallen victim to the 
exigencies of broad-based market appeal. A successful product needs to 
be reproducible - it must thus undergo at least a level of standardisa­
tion. Therefore those who celebrate the centenary have defined a range 
of new but standard products- marketable Mansfields. 

There is something unsettling about the photographs of famous 
people, now dead; a familiarity about them. Their eyes, even from 
amongst a crowd, or fixed upon someone with whom they are deep in 
conversation, peer out from the picture - knowing, almost afraid. 
Somethingmakesthatface,evenaverted,standout. Inherphotographs 
Mansfield seems aware of the curious and critical gaze under which she 
has so mutely rested, unable to resist the changes it has wreaked upon 
her. But the appearance resides within the mind of the viewer. The over­
exposure of an image can alter what seems to be fixed-the meaning of 
the image changes with its repetition. Thus John F. Kennedy' s last wave 
from the Dallas motorcade - his death replayed before us - has 
detached from an ordinary, transient life, an extraordinary- and now 
not transitory - death. 

Thus the recorded image of Katherine Mansfield becomes an icon, 
rather than a simple graphic. 

As a twentieth century woman writer, Mansfield, more than Virginia 
Woolf or even Sylvia Plath, has suffered the reductive reading of her 
work through continual reference to her life. Thus, the lines from 
Shakespeare she recorded in her journal: 

When you have spoken it, 'tis dead 
and I am the grave of it 

(Journal 1984:273) 
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quite aptly lament the dimunition of her work. Biography became the 
mire in which the words she so carefully crafted submerged and 
drowned. 

Biography attempts to describe the individual in the context of their 
environment and society. It fixes them in a certain space and time. Thus, 
when a writer's work is read through the sometimes distorting lens of 
biography, its power, its fluidity, can be severely reduced. A life 
proceeds from birth to death, not necessarily orderly, but conforming to 
the laws of simple chronology - befores and afters and then agains. 
Literature, however, is not .so bound. Literature and language are 
kinetic. Reductive or mechanistic reading can render the question into 
rhetoric, depowering it. 

Susan Gubar, in her article Toe.blank page' (Gubar, 1981) refers to 
the idea of the woman writer as text-object rather than speaking sub­
ject. She becomes the vacant space upon which is projected the chimera 
of myth - the discourses of dominant, phallocentric culture. This 
concept gains new layers of meaning in the case of Katherine Mansfield. 
Her work, brought down to fit the limits of a described life (not to be 
confused with a life actually lived), is then further conscribed by the 
reader's preoccupation with the writer's physical state- the cell of a 
body made abject by illness and mis-use. 

Mansfield's death at age 34 from tuberculosis has become, rather 
simplistically, the prime signifier for her life and work. Tuberculosis, in 
the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, was seen to be an honour­
able and somehow intellectually respectable way to die. In later times 
the myth of escape which consumption represented was replaced by 
that of mental illness (Sontag, 1983). The romanticisation of the disease 
had extra dimensions for the woman consumptive: it was a disease with 
distinct physical manifestations that imparted to the woman a fatal 
attractiveness. The combination of pallor, high fever, weight loss and 
long bursts of what Sontag terms 'paroxysmic enlightenment' affirmed 
already potent feminine and artistic archetypes. 

Indicative of the objectification of the woman artist are those photo­
graphs of Mansfield most frequently seen. They are the ones taken in her 
years of severe physical decline - after 1919. She lost weight steadily 
over these years. The child whose mother had remarked, displeased, 
upon her return to New Zealand that she looked as fat as ever, had 
wasted into a petite and child-like figure. It is this 'delicate, intense 
gazed woman' that a succession of biographers, mainly men, have 
iconified. 

The Cult of Saint Katherine is well described by the story of her 
disinterment in 1929. It had come to Harold Beauchamp' s attention that 
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his son-in-law, in a moment of vagueness, had forgotten to pay for 
Katherine' s burial. Thus her body had been shifted just after the service 
- once the omission had come to light- to a pauper's grave. Six years 
later, when Beauchamp provided for her reinterment, the sexton, 
Madam Boutemps, not being able to resist a glance at the famous face, 
opened the coffin and reported that 'death had preserved herin the state 
that it had carried her off', prosaically adding 'raise the lid so that 
Katherine may breathe'. 

The myth assiduously cultivated by John Middleton Murry of Kath­
erine's spirituality (Moore, 1980:2-6) had found a fertile ground in the 
French imagination-well trained as it was by a Catholic patriarchy's 
habit of translating heroine into martyr, and woman into icon, in order 
to divest her of any suggestion of temporal power. 

The cult of Katherine Mansfield flourishing in France in 1929 still 
retains its influence today, with surprisingly little alteration to its tenets 
(Mortelier, 1969). Neither does the obverse of the cult provide it with 
any criticism, conforming instead to dualistic notions of woman as saint 
or whore. The Saint figure of Katherine Mansfield is spiritual-romantic, 
woman-child personified. The obverse casts her as manipulative 
femme-fatale. The first infantilises her and the second makes her 
corruptly passive, her life and work a lie; the extension of an act; the will 
of a woman out to charm the world. Both views are prescriptive; by 
determining the figure of the woman they also dictate the terms by 
which her writing must be read. 

Importantly, it must be acknowledged that both stereotypes are 
strongly heterosexist- placing the emphasis on Mansfield' s attention 
to her relationships with men. The 'saint' figure portrays the cultivation 
of a passion by proxy, through the letters which provided her the dis­
tance in which to purify her love for Middleton Murry- extracting the 
carnal whilst leaving the romance intact. This further implied in Mans­
field a child-like tenacity that enabled her to return, loyally, to the idea 
of love, no matter what difficulties it presented in fact. There is little 
room within this mythic characterisation for a second, female-centred 
relationship; Ida Baker, LM, takes up her place in it simply as old friend 
and nursemaid. The oppositional stereotype of the 'Pandora's box' 
femme-fatale assigns different roles again to Murry and LM- as loyal 
unfortunates who, along with others, were continually played off 
against one another by a calculating and selfish Mansfield. 

Neither of these assigned stereotypes fairly fits the woman to whom 
Mansfield wrote in 1922 that she thought it her duty to spend 6 months 
of every years with ijack]' and the next six 'ought to be fearfully 
nice ... foreign months together .. you and I...' She then attempted both to 
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admit and to disclaim selfish motives, saying 'I'm only talking in the 
dark- trying to keep you -yes, I will own to that, and trying to make 
things easy, happy, good, delightful. For we must be happy. No fail­
ures. No makeshifts. Blissful happiness. Anything else is somehow 
disgusting' (unpublished letter, KM to LM, 15 March 1922, Alexander 
Turnbull Library MS Papers 3991 :2). Certainly Mansfield had no short­
age of cruel things to say about LM (or Middleton Murry, forthat matter) 
but that is more or less irrelevant when weighing the intensity of their 
relationship. Howmanyofusdonotgrowtoloathewhatweintimately 
know and rely upon, despising vulnerability? 

However, caution against a heterosexistreadingofMansfield' s work 
is quite a separate thing from trying to 'reclaim' her as a lesbian writer. 
Certainly proof of her passionate attachment to women (whether im­
plicitly or explicitly sexual) can be produced-particularly prior to 1909 
- and her relationship with LM was inarguably significant. However, 
Mansfield' s writing also clearly exhibits an attraction to men. To attach 
the description 1esbian' to Mansfield would be both ahistorical and, 
beyond functioning as a challenge to the conservative literary canon, 
hardly useful. It is important to bear in mind that Mansfield lived in a 
world where the western cultural crisis of the first world war and the 
impact of Freudian psychoanalytic thought had not yet eroded the 
nineteenth century social code in which intimate relationships between 
women were commonplace. These relationships were quite ordinarily 
sustained from adolescence, irrespective of marriage, up to death. 'Les­
bianism' certainly existed then (as it has throughout human history, in 
a diversity of cultures) but the 'female world ofloveand ritual' ,as Caroll 
Smith-Rosenberg (1985:53ff) calls it, consisted of a quite different com­
plexity of feeling and convention from that suggested by the modem 
meaning of 1esbian'. 

Attention to the controversial elements of the Mansfield debate is, 
however, of definite relevance-particularly in the years of her centen­
nial, with its conservatism crucial to the success of the venture as 'good 
business'. Under these conditions it is of particular importance that a 
feministcritiquebemadebothofMansfield'sworkandtheindustrythat 
~~~~ . 

At the beginning of this paper I mentioned that the centennial pro­
vided certain necessities for the maintenance of the dominant culture's 
tenuous pride-a boost to tourism (the feeling that there is someone out 
therewatching)and,crucially,arepresentativeintheprestigiousannals 
ofEnglish literary history. The will to preserve prevails, in the search for 
a sense of culture and for material profit. 

For this we preserve or signpost the houses in which she lived (one 
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which she left at age four, a damp house in the shadow of the hills), tag 
the photographs, and record the oral histories of those who knew her 
well but refuse to talk, growing tired of the same questions; and those 
who knew her less but say more, wanting to be remembered themselves. 
An actor's voice repeating in my head places the emphasis upon 
another's words to disclose a facile sentimentality, an edge of hysteria, 
the numb feminine particular in a world of encompassing male gener­
ality. 

Mansfield's voice is lost but her words return unsatisfied, their 
meaning increasingly difficult to discern beneath the detritus of a 
greedy and insecure culture's hoarding of all these houses, memories, 
photographs ... 

The centennial, whether commemorating the achievement of an in­
dividual or an event, functions- like all forms of memory- selectively. 
It is the expression of a 'cultural theory' - one that dictates what is 
retained in the cultural consciousness - providing the protocol for its 
progress into the future. The cultural theory of which the centennial is 
expressive constructs both past and present. It is the imposition upon a 
diverse society of those values and aspects of history held dear by that 
society's ruling classes. It disguises conflict within a nation's history by 
positing a falsely linear progress from one period to another, no matter 
what tears in the social fabric time, dissent and radical change may have 
made. What is more, this means of inventing tradition carries an inher­
ent facility to forget its own genesis. Thus it should not be surprising that 
the French, who so loudly proclaim the sanctity of their revolutionary 
tradition with Bastille Day, have been doing so only since 1880 (Ter­
diman, 1985). 

Centennials celebrate only what is useful to a regime and its identity 
in progress. Theysuggestthemonolithic-thatwhichdeniesdiversity; 
that which will brook no variant interpretation of the events commemo­
rated. These ideas also apply to the centennial of individuals - the 
social function remains the same, the only difference being that it is the 
cultural myths they or their work embody that the centennial honours. 

The Katherine Mansfield centennial, then, offers a unique means by 
which to affirm potent myths and loyalties in a culture still fondly 
clinging to the breast of Mother England. Is it of such great significance 
that this woman writer was born in New Zealand? There are more 
appropriate concepts with which we, in a changing world, might 
identify ourselves. The re-reading of Katherine Mansfield should 
concentrate upon revealing the work beneath the shroud of biography 
that obscures it. Such a re-evaluation implies a consciousness of the 
tyrannies a woman writer undergoes in a world intent on retaining her 
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in controllable flesh (even after death). 
Angela Carter, in her review of Anthony Alpers' biography The Life 

of Katherine Mansfield (1980)concluded that 
... one of the great traps for the woman writer is the desire 
to be loved for oneself as well as admired for one's work, to 
be a beautiful Person as well as a Great Artist ... (Carter 
1982:156). 

And, indeed, Katherine Mansfield was expected to be that Beautiful 
Person in a variety of ways to a variety of people. This pressure, 
internalised, resulted in a splitting of identity into discrete versions, 
each of which could meet the expectant and powerful gaze of the 
watching other on equitable tenns. The further result of this was a sense 
of 'inauthenticity'. Mansfield wrote in 1922: 

You see, if I were allowed one single cry to God, that cry 
would be: I want to be REAL. Until I am I don't see why 
I shouldn't be at the mercy of old Eve in her various 
manifestations for ever ... At this present moment all I 
know really, really, is that though one thing after another 
has been taken from me, I am not annihilated, and that I 
hope - more than hope - believe .... (Letters 1928:156-
157). 

She defines herself through subtractions, absence - an absence she 
seeks to redeem by finding a 'real' self, a new self, one not victim to Eve 
'in her various manifestations'. But how can she find this self in a world 
that imposes the parameters of selfhood, relegating woman to the 
margin of identity, passive object rather than active subject: 
L'Etrangere? 

These are important points to bear in mind when weighing the 
contradictory tones of Mansfield's writing. Sentimentality was as much 
a defence or diversionary tactic as it was a weakness for Edwardian 
convention. Revolutionary writing, or writing that is critical of society 
and gender, has often been disguised, couched within conventional 
forms. Thus Emily Dickinson' sad vice 'Tell all the truth buttell it slant' 
finds an appropriate echo in Mansfield's ' ... the plain truth, as only a liar 
can tell it' (Journal 1984:481). 

For what is the truth in a world that determines truth by dictating the 
terms by which that very truth must be measured? 'Truth' in this context 
becomes the world as those who own it describe it - a phallocentric 
construct named as reality, of which the obverse, the negative, Eve 
embodying the lie, is woman. 
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Note: 
1. Adrienne Rich, A Wild Patience Has Taken Me This Far Norton, 1981, p.42. 
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