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Reviewed by Andrew Harrison 

 

The first two volumes of the four-volume Edinburgh Edition of the 

Collected Works of Katherine Mansfield brought together all of her 

fiction. The fourth will contain Mansfield’s diaries. This third 

volume contains everything else. It is a very substantial and eclectic 

compendium of her poetry, translations, parodies and pastiches and 

aphorisms, reviews and essays. 

 In their editorial introduction, Gerri Kimber and Angela Smith 

“make no claims for KM as a poet” (xxi). Her poetic influences 

included Blake, Emily Dickinson, Tennyson, Oscar Wilde, Ernest 

Dowson and Hardy. There are 179 poems (plus two songs) 

collected here, ranging from Edwardian period poems about 

children to nostalgic poems about Mansfield’s own childhood, 

poems about friendship, love poems and simple mood pieces. 

Perhaps the most striking poem is the one Mansfield wrote to her 

only brother, Leslie Heron Beauchamp, following his death in 

active service on 6 October 1915 near Armentières (in French 

Flanders). Two states of the text are provided, both taken from 

Mansfield’s notebooks. In both versions the speaker recalls 

dreaming about her brother for the first time since his death. They 

walk together beside the stream at their home, and the speaker 

warns her brother against touching poisonous berries on the “tall 

berry bushes”. He reminds her that they used to call them “Dead 

Man’s Bread” (96). The later version of the poem ends with the 

brother waiting for the speaker with berries in his hands: “holding 

out his hands / Full of the berries that I did not eat” (97). The final 

line of the earlier version contains a more troubling play on Christ’s 

words at the Last Supper: the brother says “These are my body, 
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Sister, take and eat” (96). Like Christ, the brother has given his 

body for her and asks her to eat the berries as a token of 

remembrance, but where Christ’s self-sacrifice gave life to the 

world, the brother’s death only brings more deathliness. 

 Among the translations, there is one from French – ‘M. Seguin’s 

Goat’, a story by Alphonse Daudet first published in Lettres de mon 

moulin (1869) – that Mansfield produced by herself and published 

in the New Age in September 1917. The others from Polish and 

Russian were collaborative and entailed her working with native 

speakers to improve their English. Mansfield joined her sometime 

lover Floryan Sobieniowski in translating Stanisław Wyspiański’s 

one-act play The Judges (1907). She teamed up with S. S. 

Koteliansky to produce several translations from Russian: the short 

story ‘Captain Ribnikov’ by Alexander Kuprin (incorporated in 

Kuprin’s The River of Life and Other Stories, translated by Kot and 

J. Middleton Murry, published by Maunsel in 1916); the letters of 

Anton Chekhov (published in instalments in the Athenaeum during 

1919); the diary of Anton Chekhov (published in the Athenaeum in 

April 1920, and in 1921 as Note-Book of Anton Chekhov, translated 

by Kot and Leonard Woolf); ‘Reminiscences of Leonid Andreyev’ 

by Maxim Gorki (serialised in the Adelphi and then the Dial in 

1924); Leo Tolstoy’s prose poem ‘The Dream’ (unpublished); 

Dostoyevsky’s notes towards the creation of his novel The Devils 

(also unpublished); and a short selection of Dostoyevsky’s letters to 

his wife from May and June 1880 (incorporated in Dostoevsky’s 

Letters and Reminiscences, translated by Kot and Murry and 

published by Chatto & Windus in 1923). The translations are 

provided in their entirety and occupy some 220 pages of the book. 

 The majority of the parodies and pastiches were written by 

Mansfield for the New Age. The journal invited open and vigorous 

debate on a range of topical political and literary issues; if letters 

from readers were not forthcoming, then it encouraged its authors 

to stir up disagreement and controversy by writing combative 

responses to published articles and printing them under 

pseudonyms. In one letter to the editor of the journal (published 
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under the pen name “Vidi”) Mansfield takes issue with her own 

representation of German domestic habits in ‘Bavarian Babies’ (an 

early sketch reworking Chekhov, later published as ‘The Child-

Who-Was-Tired’ in In a German Pension [1911]). In another 

contribution, she and Beatrice Hastings present short imitations of 

seven popular writers, including G. K. Chesterton, Arnold Bennett 

and H. G. Wells. The parody of Bennett is particularly sharp and 

amusing. It includes the following sentence: “The neatness of 

enforced non-conformity ruled her collars and shoes, but a bright 

blue petticoat, frilled with dyed lace, betokened a side of its 

owner’s nature, perhaps unsuspected by Pottinghame, perhaps 

never to be suspected by Pottinghame, perhaps better never to be 

suspected by Pottinghame” (391). A collection of fifty unpublished 

aphorisms entitled ‘Bites from the Apple’ was probably written for 

the New Age too. Their modishness points to Mansfield’s early love 

of Oscar Wilde, but the Nietzscheanism of the journal’s editor (A. 

R. Orage) can also be detected in the tone and register: “8. Before 

confessing be perfectly certain that you do not wish to be forgiven”; 

“41. Love is the Wine of Life – Marriage the non-alcoholic 

beverage” (417, 420). 

 The reviews section is quite extensive. Two of the pieces will be 

of particular interest to readers of the JDHLS. Firstly, Mansfield’s 

critical notes on The Lost Girl – in which she claims that 

“Lawrence denies his humanity” (706) – are transcribed on pages 

706–8 (and the first page of the autograph manuscript is reproduced 

on page 707). The editors print a note by Sydney Janet Kaplan 

suggesting that the subsequent review in the Athenaeum – usually 

attributed to Murry – “would have been influenced by KM’s 

outburst about the book” (711). The review is included in this 

volume on the grounds that Mansfield contributed to its argument if 

not to the text itself. Murry’s negative review of Women in Love 

and positive notice of Aaron’s Rod (both in the Nation and 

Athenaeum) are also provided because they “might well have 

included some phrases and observations that came from 

conversations with KM” (719, 726). The second item of interest is a 
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short note written by Mansfield in her copy of Aaron’s Rod. The 

final sentence expresses her appreciation of the novel: “All the time 

I read this book I felt it was feeding me” (727).  

 Sampling the various sections of this volume one senses not 

only how thoroughly immersed Mansfield was in the literary 

culture of her day, but also how enmeshed her own voice was in the 

voices of predecessors, friends and collaborators. In the 

introduction to the translations section, Claire Davison suggests that 

the omission of Mansfield’s name in favour of Murry’s on Kot’s 

books from the Russian “reflects dismally on gender politics and 

assumptions of professional visibility in the early twentieth 

century” (142–3), but Mansfield often draws strength from 

anonymity, secrecy and subterfuge in both her fictional and non-

fictional writing. The editors are right to emphasise the humour, 

intelligence and “coruscating wit” of Mansfield’s critical writing 

(xxvi), but her elusiveness is also important. Any attempt to isolate 

her critical style or aesthetic values is fraught with difficulty 

because she is always so restlessly self-reflexive and reclusive, 

immersing herself in the work of Polish or Russian writers, poking 

fun at successful commercial authors by inhabiting their styles, 

adding her voice to Murry’s, attacking her own work in the New 

Age, or framing aphorisms which allow her to express insights 

while simultaneously distancing herself from them. Her voice 

seems strongest and most distinctive in this volume when she 

avoids the earnest, plaintive quality of some of her earlier poetry 

and embraces inscrutability. 


