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Reviewed by Susan Reid 

 

D. H. Lawrence and Elizabeth von Arnim never met, despite 

sharing many friends, including Katherine Mansfield (von Arnim’s 

cousin) and her husband John Middleton Murry, E. M. Forster 

(tutor to von Arnim’s children in the summer of 1905), Bertrand 

Russell (von Arnim’s brother-in-law from 1916–1931, when she 

was Countess Russell) and H. G. Wells (von Arnim’s long-term 

“suitor” and friend). There is also no evidence that Lawrence read 

any of her twenty novels, though he was certainly aware of her 

formidable command of the literary marketplace. In his only 

mention of von Arnim, in a letter to his agent J. B. Pinker, 

Lawrence lamented: “I really grieve when I send you still another 

unmarketable wretch of fiction. But bear with me. I will write sweet 

simple tales yet. If only Guy Thorne would lend me his mantle for a 

week or two, or Lady Russell her muff!” (2L 669). His notion of 

writing a “pot-boiler” has been much discussed, of course, with 

Mark Kinkead-Weekes concluding that what spoilt Lawrence’s 

chances of commercial success was “his serious concern with 

sexual relationship” (D. H. Lawrence: Triumph to Exile 1912–1922 

[Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1996], 69). Yet the best-selling novels 

of “Elizabeth” also confronted marital and extra-marital 

relationships, a theme which Isobel Maddison develops in a study 

that delivers on its promise to take us beyond von Arnim’s first, 

most celebrated book, Elizabeth and her German Garden (1898).  
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Maddison opens with an assessment of the critical climate that 

consigned von Arnim’s work to the “middle-brow” then builds a 

case for her literary reputation, while taking care not to overstate 

her claims. Murry’s comparison of “Elizabeth” to Jane Austen is 

taken up and, accordingly, it is von Arnim’s use of irony and 

“charm” that is seen to have masked the more serious content of her 

work (106–9). Along the way, claims are made for von Arnim’s 

influence on Mansfield and Aldous Huxley, though opportunities to 

draw parallels with other modernist writers like Lawrence and 

Woolf are, curiously, neglected. And there are striking parallels that 

may repay critical inquiry. Like Lawrence, von Arnim was (first) 

married to a German aristocrat, with military connections, and 

suffered many difficulties because of this during the war; and they 

also shared passions for flowers, Switzerland, Italy, and hiking in 

the Alps. Like Woolf, von Arnim was obsessed with a room of 

one’s own in which to write (she had one built next to her Swiss 

chalet) and both put dogs to work biographically, von Arnim in All 

the Dogs of My Life (1936) and Woolf in Flush (1933).  

At times an awkward mix of biography and criticism, 

Maddison’s study proceeds chronologically with each chapter 

considering a novel or two in the context of von Arnim’s life at the 

time. Vera (1921), for instance, is read as an account of her failed 

marriage to Francis Russell. The novel questions “what” the 

fictional husband “is”, while strongly hinting he may be a murderer 

(116–7), while, likewise, Maddison does not disclose Russell’s 

secret that von Arnim told her daughter was “incompatible with 

marriage” (121). Nonetheless, this is an engaging study, which, 

with its appendix of archival and other materials, will inspire and 

facilitate further research. (Not least, Maddison hints, tantalisingly, 

at material in the archives in which von Arnim refers to Lawrence.)  

Jennifer Walker also makes a substantial contribution to von 

Arnim scholarship with a comprehensive biography that tackles the 

gaps in her daughter Liebet’s account (published in 1959 under the 

name of Leslie de Charms). In 500 pages (beautifully presented in 

hardback and a bargain at £20), Walker deals with all of Elizabeth’s 
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novels, since as its subtitle implies, the book like its subject’s life is 

“A Literary Journey”. Happily, however, she dismisses the theory 

that von Arnim’s books are mere biography, arguing that: “These 

are works of fiction which are close to her life, but do not reveal it” 

(398). 

The back cover boldly states an ambition to “Let the name 

‘Elizabeth’ be re-established”, though, like Maddison, Walker 

treads carefully with the risk of overstatement. There are further 

claims of von Arnim’s influence here, over E. M. Forster (79) and 

Hugh Walpole (92–8), and the book is particularly interesting on 

the role of music in von Arnim’s life, from the phallic pipes of her 

chosen instrument the organ (19) to the use of Wagner’s operas to 

structure the plot of The Jasmine Farm (375). Walker recognises 

von Arnim’s modernist credentials, in the “innovative form” of her 

first book (52) and “a direct association of thought, word, image 

and sound” throughout her writing (219). But she also cites von 

Arnim’s suspicions of madness underlying the modernist novels of 

Lawrence (Kangaroo, 292) and Woolf (To the Lighthouse, 325), 

positioning her instead as a “kindred spirit” of Wells (287).  

Walker’s biography is warm, readable and scholarly, though it 

lacks the detailed references and notes of the Cambridge 

biographies of Lawrence. It is therefore unclear at times what her 

sources are: for example when asserting Francis Russell’s 

“addiction to cocaine” (192) or that the relationship with Wells was 

unconsummated. Indeed, the author seems unnecessarily defensive 

about her subject’s sexuality, introducing a moralistic tone which is 

inconsistent with Elizabeth’s own coy reflections on her many 

“suitors” (throughout All the Dogs of My Life) or her admission that 

“so ends 1933 – the first whole year since I was 16 without a lover 

of some sort in it” (367). Elizabeth von Arnim believed in marriage 

– though not forever. She was not averse to adultery – and often 

wrote about it. At times, then, von Arnim resembles a cross 

between Lawrence and his wife Frieda – a pioneering writer and a 

liberated woman – but, ultimately, she emerges as a literary force in 

her own time, who merits reappraisal in ours. 


