
























































DOROTHY M. RICHARDSON

reason that Miss Richardson’s most eloquent
champions, as far as her own country is concerned,
have been writers like Edward Garnett and J. D.
Beresford, who belong to an older, calmer and
more self-possessed generation. Splendid examples
of the stupidity of smart cleverness in the under-
standing of our author are constantly appearing;
and one is secretly not altogether sorry that it
should be so! One derives a certain malicious
pleasure from this spectacle of critical smartness
behaving as it always has behaved in the presence
of the quiet, unpredictable growth of organisms
that have the sap of genius in them. Itis naturall
the ““ Smart Alick ” type of critic who will find
the mental adventures of Miriam Henderson
insufficiently documented by modern catchwords,
and altogether too grave, too serious, too mystical,
too obscure, As a matter of fact nowhere in
modern literature, including France and Germany
and America, is there a writer with more of that
particular stuff of genius in her, which, of all
things, is so irritating to the cheap satirist and so
totally obscure to the social comedian. ‘The
obscurity of Miss Richardson is indced, like the
irony of Jane Austen, an integral part of her style
and it is obscure, as I have already hinted, in the
way wind-shadows on water are, or trec-creepers
on trees, or caddis-worms on beautiful river-mud.
It is in other words organically, not grammatically
or philologically obscure. ' o
‘This Montaignesque ** Lx‘fc-Cult,” with its
evasive and magical ramifications, as our author
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hid in the sour turnip-fields of Time. What
Dorothy Richardson’s heroine is looking for is
in fact the divine object of the ecstatic contem-
plative life, nothing less than the Beatific Vision;
and not merely for this alone; for she is looking
for this as it manifests itsclf, in diffused glory,
throughout the whole inflowing and outflowing
tide of phenomena.

And for the very reason that our author’s
protagonist is beating up such recondite game . . .
the very Deus Absconditus of what most of us
crudely call the “ Inanimate ™ . . . it is clear that
*style ” in her work becomes like the holy lan-
guage of a very complicated ritual, the only
effective invocation of the shy Numen whose
Presence she is summoning.

How should not the smart, fashionable critics
fight shy, and the Hoi Polloi steer clear, of a
work that appeals so definitely to posterity by its
contempt for every single one of the chords and
strings of the modern orchestral devil’s dance?
Naturally it is not easy to ““skim ” these books.
Not one of your confounded quick-time readers
could say to another, “ I've just been glancing
through the last volume of Dorothy Richardson,
and it scems to me awfully swell stuff.” No
wonder that like Walter Pater and Flaubert Miss
Richardson writes slowly, treating every para-
graph as if it werc as unique and exq}xlsite a
problem as a Pindaric Ode; or better still, as if
it were some carefully translated oracle, stolen
in the gusty wind from the tops of Dodona’s oak-
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men blunder on, in their particular egoisms,
oblivious of the impression they are making; and
the way women are so over-sensitive as to whether
people ** like ™ them or not and follow their ideas
or not?! Oh, it is a complete continent, a sub-
merged Lost Atlantis of feminine susceptibility,
this world that Dorothy Richardson brings to
light. ‘The peculiar egoism of Miriam; how
different it is from the usual passionate, sentimen-
tal, humorous egoism of women-writers’ heroines !
And yet what an enormous tract of feminine
consciousness and subconsciousness is revealed
here that all women must confess to if they are
honest! What, in fact, is this terrific, this
insatiable, this implacable life-urge secking? Itis
seeking a certain set of very intimate, half-physical
half-psychic, sensations of well-being. The whole
drama of these nine astonishing * book-chapters ”
turns upon this pivot. How is Miriam getting
on? Not in regard to love—though that enters
characteristically enough—; not in regard to
**success ” or money; although these things,
especially negatively, play their part; but in
regard to her mysterious pursuit of a certain
Vision, which does not apparently arrive, as in
Proust (and the present reviewer thoroughly
agrees with her in this), by the pure chance of
little 1solated incidents, but by the premeditated
plans she makes in advance, escaping from this
or that intolerable situation—North London for
example I—and deliberately conspiring with fate
to obtain “work * or * holidays ” under very
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along Ais own lincs, of reconciling the artist’s
and poct’s craving for shape, for form, for a
definite issue, for a desired consummation, with
the philosopher’s mania for slurring over no
aspect, however paradoxical, however trivial,
however disgusting, however recalcitrant of the
truth about the way things drift and flutter and
peter out.

It has become a silly trick among superficial
reviewers to use such expressions as * Epic”
and *“ Saga ™ for any long prose work. Whatever
thesc nine volumes are, for heaven’s sake, let us
not be tempted into the meaningless banality of
calling them a Saga. Let us keep these ridiculous
appellations for the works of authors whose
lengthy books, and their own names too, will be
completely swallowed up in the real epic of time’s
oblivious Lethe, As Coleridge so profoundly
remarked, ** every original writcr must create the
taste by which he is appreciated.”  Dorothy
Richardson had probably not the remotest con-
ception as to where, as to how far, her Daimon
was going to drive her, when she began the now
famous first chapters of Pointed Roofs. "This book
was her “ Almayer’s Folly ”; and itisan interest-
ing piece of critical history that both these sur-
prising inaugurations of completely new * genres ”
in literature should have been ushered into the
light under the “imprimatur” of Edward
Garnett. Lovers of Dorothy Richardson have
good reason, too, to feel gratitude to the distin-
guished writer, J. D. Beresford, who, at the very
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significant or that possesses an ideal meaning.
They have no ideal meaning. They are simply
there; purposclessly, wantonly, hopelessty there!
The deeper one goes in the attempt to fathom
the method of Dorothy Richardson the more
mysterious it all becomes. She is absolutely unique
in this method of hers. Joyce could not imitate
her if he tried. No one could imitate her. No
one can. Her extraordinary style is not a ration-
ally invented thing. It is oracular. It is a kind
of poetry. I tell you this woman is a Pythian
soothsayer. One can only surmise that what she
does is to cast a deep-sea net, weighted down with
heavy leaden weights, into her memory and then
make a blind, almost prophetic, use of all she
finds in that occult scoop. Not into her normal
rational memory. It is a far more exciting and
mysterious plunge than that, It is into her
profoundest subconscious nature that this deep-
sca net descends, It is for this reason that there
is a doom upon her to guard and protect with a
kind of maternal fury a// she brings up to the
surface? Does she feel that to exercise rational
or ideal or purposcful selection upon what this
net brings up would be a betrayal of the very
secret of creation? Think for a minute of the
emotional purpose of Hardy, of the romantic
purpose of Conrad, of the psycho-zsthetic purpose
of Henry James. All these diffused underlying
* purposes ™ give unity, glamour, interest to their
books. Proust himself, with his grand cult of the
creative and destructive processes of time, has his
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alone can understand to the full, is that passage
about the veil, in fact the two veils, which the
youthful Miriam kept in a drawer in that uncon-
secrated shared bedroom. But even in the book
called  Backwater, where this heart-breaking
imbrog]io at the very threshold of her life occurs,
she has her moments of ecstasy.

“ Gathering up the newspaper she folded it
neatly, put it on the hall table and went slowly
upstairs, watching the faint reflection of the half-
lowered hall gas upon the polished balustrade.
The staircase was cold and airy. Cold rooms and
landings stretched up away above her into the
darkness. She became aware of a curious buoyancy
rising within her. It was so strange that she stood
still for a moment on the stair. Fora second, life
seemed to cease in her, and the staircase to be
swept from under her feet . . . * I'm alive ' . . .
It was as ifsomething had struck her, struck right
through her impalpable body, sweeping it away,
leaving her there shouting silently without 1t.
I'malive . . . Pm alive . . . She tried once or
twice dclibcrately to bring back the breathless
moment standing still on a stair. FEach time
something of it returned. ‘It’s me, me;
thls‘ 18 me being alive,’ she murmured with a
]fg‘fctllllg under her like the sudden drop of a
ift.”

The chapter containing this passage ends with
the words, “ What's the use of feeling like that
if it doesn’t stay? It doesn’t change anything.
Next time I'l] ‘make it stay. It might whisk
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contemplation of a non-human magic in
natural scenery. But our Miriam-Fausta makes
of such non-human contemplations the very
“entelechy ” of her life. She began doing
this when she was six years old; but it was
down on a lonely strip of beach at Brighton, out
of reach of the crowds, that she first realized all
its full implications. I quote again from Back-
water.

‘““She must keep the secret to herself . . . In
Germany she had found it again and again; and
at Banbury Park, though it could never come out
and surround her, it was never far off. . . . It
lay now (at Brighton) all along the deserted
promenade and roadway as you went home to
lunch and at night it spoke in the plump, plump
of the invisible sea—against the lower woodwork
of the pier pavilion.”

This secret cult of hers, this furtive pursuit of
a non-human Holy Graal, is what Miriam is
thinking about when she describes herself as
‘“profane” and her happiness a * profane ”
thing. She means that it is an egoist’s happiness
(as indecd it is) and she means that it is a happiness
that would be seriously imperilled (as indeed it
would be) by any too-close, too-devoted, too-
exacting a human love.

The most powerful passages in all the nine
volumes are, in my opinion, those in which
she pursues this furtive cult; and perhaps
the most powerful of all she has written is
the passage describing her strange, cold, heathen
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in feminine charm would be constantly shocked
and horrified. One might be even tempted to
think, as one notes the difference, that most
famous feminine writers always write with half
an eye upon the sex-interest of their male readers.
Certainly one of the most beguiling and (from
a “best-seller ” point of view) one of the most
popular of feminine devices in writing, when a
woman ceases from just being * clever ” or play-
ing *“ copy-cat ”* to the men-writers they especially
admire, is a sort of deliberate literary ““ narcissism.”
This is a most seductive trick and lends itself,
better than anything else to the kind of “ fine
writing * that the crowd can follow. But Dorothy
Richardson’s Miriam is so entirely free from this
that she does not even betray a conscious sup-
pression of it by erring on the other side.
Her attitude to herself is neither mock-modest
nor erotically sentimental. It is a fascina
ting compound of the most mystical sensation-
alism and the most natural, honest, realistic
analysis,

One deeply rooted trait in Miriam stems back-
wards, it is hard not to feel, directly to her author.
I refer to her abnormal ear for musical euphonies
and dissonances, Like Joyce, Miss Richardson
is a born philologist; but, unlike Joyce, she uses
her talent for word-coining not as an end in
itself, full of metaphysical and scholastic revela-
tions as to the cosmic constitution of things, but
asa short-cut to the understanding and the exposi-
tion of human character, She is more than a
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ness she will ramble off, at any tangent, into all
manner of whimsical, irresponsible jeux d’esprit,
and where they—even the most sentimental—
display levity “she will display a profound,
eager and disconcerting earnestness.  Deeply
English is her steady, persistent, undeviating
preference for the sensation of life at all costs over
the sentiment, or the passion, of the appropriate
gesture,

It is a queer and significant thing that you
either love Dorothy Richardson’s writings deeply,
quietly, intimately—like a large and yet minutely-
detailed landscape by Hobbema—or you just find
them * dull.” Strange to think that there are so
many people in the world who would find them
to be just that of all things! These must be the
** too-human ” gregarious people—not precisely,
not necessarily, stupid, but obtuse in one direction,
people not exactly philistine but going about with
that one window, that one door, of their soul,
always shut—the people who have so much pre-
ferred the human to the non-human that the
non-human has almost, in its secret pride, taken
itself off, out of their consciousness, altogether!
‘This is, as has been hinted above, the one,
great, diffused, triumphant secret, emerging from
this unfinished Pilgrimage, that there is something
waiting, for cvery lonely spirit, in the quietn_ess
of the non-human, of the inanimate, waiting
always there and ready to do much more than
soothe and reassure; ready, in fact, to summon
you forth, like Alice or like Jack, through the
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Mandrake that grows in the Cimmerian land
beyond sun and moon. After all it is possible
that the astonishing * verisimilitude ”” she evokes
is far less based upon real remembered actuality
than seems to appear. It may easily be her
realistic artfulness that makes everything seem,
like Rosemary, * for remembrance.” Certainly
if they were only nice, refined, selected trans-
cripts of life that come up—Ilike the little green
growths adhering to a sod of earth above a
gleaming shade—when she sinks into her sub-
conscious being, there would not be half this
convincingness. That is the answer to the fastidious
ones and the vicious ones who are so often shocked
as they turn her pages. It is just these unweeded,
unraked-over lumps of raw sod, that give to her
magical wild-flowerstheiroverpowering fragrance.
Certainly she is one of the master-realists of our
tongue; and if there were not so many passages
that the frivolous could call ““ dull” this realism
would not work its gradual, its insidious, its
saturating spell upon our minds.

One grand advantage does the peculiar proud-
humbleness of this writer give her above her
sophisticated ~ contemporaries—above ~ Virginia
Woolf, above the Sitwells, above Aldous Huxley.
It enables her to retain her strong, fresh, exu-
berant, child-like zest for the old simple great
things in philosophy and literature. She has not
any need, as so many of us seem to have in these
jaded days, to stir up her response to life by all
manner of tricky ‘ originalities.” “There is a
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