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ABSTRACT 

Major scholars of the literary production of Rebecca West (1892-1983), English 

journalist, critic, biographer, historian, and novelist, universally cite the generic range of 

her writing as the primary impediment to a unified critical view of her work. For 

seventy-one years, from 1911 to 1982, her career as journalist, political analyst, theater 

critic, and literary reviewer was the stable matrix from which emerged her fiction, literary 

criticism, biography, and history. A growing body of scholarship is working toward the 

construction of a unified view of West's vast body of work, which includes eight books 

of fiction, twelve books of nonfiction, numerous lectures printed as monographs, perhaps 

one thousand newspaper articles and review-essays, and more than 10,000 letters. By far 

the greater portion of her work is her nonfiction prose, yet extended critiques of her 

nonfiction are surprisingly few. 

The present study considers the contexts to which West's major works of 

nonfiction respond, their central propositions, their formal organization, the metaphors 

and images that characterize her accounts of ideas incarnate in the experience of 

individuals, classes, and nations, the critical reception of these works at the time of their 

publication, and, where possible, more recent critical views. Comprehensive survey of 

West's nonfiction uncovers not a single unifying theme but rather a circuit of secular 

ideas indebted to the scientific-rational social thought of Herbert Spencer, which was 

enormously persuasive among the educated classes of late Victorian and Edwardian 

England. According to Spencer, who is credited with having constructed the materialist 

body of thought known as Social Darwinism, the slow working of evolution finds a 
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parallel in the evolution of social organization in human society. This broad view of the 

social organism, which was an article of faith with West's intellectual predecessors and 

mentors—^her father, Charles Fairfield; her sister, Letitia Fairfield; her lover and 

colleague H. G. Wells—confirmed in West a hardy empiricism, a consciously scientific 

perspective on history, an uncompromising and lifelong feminism, and a progressive 

politics which inform her examination of complex social and political relationships 

among individuals, classes, and nations and which are everywhere evident in her literary 

criticism, political analysis, biography, and cultural history. 



8 

INTRODUCTION 

In A Physician Looks at Literature (1923), physician and critic Joseph Collins 

announced that "for the first time in history women prose writers preponderate, and it is a 

good augury for a country which has been so quickly and successfully purged of anti-

feminism" (151). The first ten years of Rebecca West's career in writing, he reported, 

had convinced "many amateur and professional critics [that she was] the most promising 

young writer to enter the field of literature in the reign of King George" (169). A quarter 

century later, in its cover story (December 8, 1947) on West, Time magazine called her 

"indisputably the world's number one woman writer" and "one of the greatest living 

journalists" (108, 116). In 1953, comparing West's accomplishment in Black Lamb and 

Grey Falcon to the "obstreperous beauty" of a symphony and a concerto by Sir William 

Walton, Kenneth Tynan called her "the best journalist alive, the only one who can record 

both the facts and their flavour without loss of grace or vigour, and almost the only one 

who is ennobled, not disgraced, when reprinted" (95). Over a seventy-year career, her 

editorial essays, review essays, novels, and social and political histories earned her a wide 

readership, international acclaim, and a handsome living. However, her work has 

suffered noticeable neglect in the critical literature, and until the mid-1990s, criticism of 

her literary production was scattered in reviews, introductions to her work, and 

biographies of her contemporaries. Now, over eighty years after Collins pronounced her 

the most promising young writer of her time, a growing body of scholarship considers her 

literary repertoire, and her literary and intellectual achievement has earned her new 

popular audiences as well. 
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In fall, 2003, Bernard Schweizer founded the International Rebecca West Society; 

the keynote address at the Society's first general meeting, which was held at the 

Mercantile Library in Manhattan, was delivered by Jane Marcus, feminist scholar and 

editor of The Young Rebecca (1982). On the program of the initial meeting was the first 

performance of Carl Rollyson's play, Rebecca West: A Saga of the Century. The first 

issue (Fall 2003) of the online newsletter of the Society, West Words, presents a 

reminiscence by Norman Macleod, West's nephew and literary executor, of the day in 

August 1939 when he was sent, in expectation of the aerial bombing of London, to the 

safety of his aunt's home in rural Sussex—just at the time she was finishing Black Lamb 

and Grey Falcon, which armounced the imminence of the coming European war. Also in 

Fall, 2003, the manhattantheatreresource brought to the stage That Woman: Rebecca 

West Remembers, a one-woman show in which actress Anne Bobby speaks as West. The 

text of the play was assembled from excerpts from West's essays and books by Bobby 

herself, by Helen Macleod, West's great niece, and by Rollyson, president of the Rebecca 

West Society and author of the foundational intellectual and critical biography (1995) of 

West. The script dramatizes imagined encounters with the personae of West's sister 

Lettie, her lover H. G. Wells, and her son, Anthony and scenes from her early career as 

socialist feminist writer during the campaign for women's suffrage; its central sequence 

is a recitation, with musical accompaniment, of the famous passage from Black Lamb 

and Grey Falcon on the slaughter of the black lamb of the book's title (Wright "That 

Woman: Rebecca West Remembers"). And finally, The Fountain Overflows. West's 

most highly acclaimed novel, was mentioned in a recent issue of the Oprah magazine as 
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the one novel recommended by the wife of Jay Leno, lobbyist for women's rights in 

developing nations and opponent of the Taliban's suppression of women in Afghanistan 

(Schweizer and Norton "International Rebecca West Society Conference"). 

"If we think of West as having created a body of literature in the essay form, 

much of which first appeared in newspapers," Rollyson writes, "we will begin not only to 

redefine her importance to twentieth-century writing: we will also [...] challenge what a 

literary oeuvre should look like" ("Redefining West's Importance"). West published 

eight books of fiction, twelve books of nonfiction, numerous lectures printed as 

monographs, and perhaps one thousand newspaper articles and literary reviews. By far 

the greater portion of her work is her nonfiction prose, which includes critical 

monographs on Henry James and D. H. Lawrence, a biography of St. Augustine, a 

sociobiological account of the function of art, a political and cultural history of the 

Balkans, lengthy accounts of the postwar British treason trials and the trial of the German 

High Command at Nuremberg, a critique of the relationship between literature and social 

history in Europe fi-om the sixteenth to nineteenth centuries, and scores of review essays 

published in The New Republic. The New Yorker. The Atlantic Monthly. Times Literary 

Supplement. The New Statesman, and many other British and American literary journals. 

Most dedicated readers of West believe that her fiction is eclipsed by her nonfiction, yet 

extended critiques of her nonfiction are surprisingly few. Almost without exception, 

critics have admired her command of "masculine journalism," and readers of her treatise 

on aesthetics and her cultural history of Yugoslavia have remarked her "intellectual 
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compass" (Norton xii-xiii). Yet the range and scope of her nonfiction seem to many 

scholars to defy the construction of a coherent view of this body of work. 

In Black Lamb and Grey Falcon (1941), West recognized this difficulty. 

Speaking in Zagreb to a "golden-haired girl," a university student who had chosen West's 

works as the subject of her thesis. West explained 

that I was a writer wholly unsuitable for her purpose: that the bulk of my 

writing was scattered through American and English periodicals; that I had 

never used my writing to make a continuous disclosure of my own 

personality to others, but to discover for my own edification what I knew 

about various subjects which I found to be important to me; and that in 

consequence I had written a novel about London to find out why I loved it, 

a life of St. Augustine to find out why every phrase I read of his sounds in 

my ears like the sentence of my doom and the doom of my age, and a 

novel about rich people to find out why they seemed to me as dangerous 

as wild boars and pythons, and that consideration of these might severally 

play a part in theses on London or St. Augustine or the rich, but could not 

fuse to make a picture of a writer, since the interstices were too wide. 

(1084) 

Taking her at her word, critics of her nonfiction have looked not for wholeness 

but typically have splintered her body of work into themes and genres. Only Peter 

Wolfe's singular humanist study, Rebecca West: Artist and Thinker (1971), and Bernard 

Schweizer's ambitious formalist study, Rebecca West: Heroism, Rebellion, and the 
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Female Epic (2001), work toward the identification of unified themes within which 

West's political, social, and literary interests might be understood. Both find in her work 

the imprint of her absorption in European secular and religious history; moreover, 

Schweizer argues, her treatment of historical dynamics of various sorts and her 

representation of the operations of power systems in European life show West to have 

been working steadily in the direction of epic. Concerning the possible existence of 

master paradigms in her body of work, he notes that she "has failed to receive much 

credit for her engagement with and contribution to the history of ideas" (Heroism 64). 

With Wolfe, he notes the sense—^pervasive in her nonfiction—^that a law of necessity 

operates in the social realm as in the natural world. 

This insight—^that a law of necessity operates in the social realm as in the natural 

world—is the foundational proposition of the Social Darwinism of the nineteenth 

century, an account of social organization which was enormously influential in late 

nineteenth-century British intellectual life. For Herbert Spencer and his followers, social 

organization might be understood as a living organism that is subject to adaptation and 

modification in response to changing environmental conditions. Indeed, Spencer taught 

generations of Victorian and Edwardian political thinkers, social theorists, and educated 

laymen that crucial institutions and formations—industrial organization, political 

systems, class structure, a certain average national character—had genealogies that, like 

the origins and development of organisms, might be traced, traits that might be classified, 

and analogues in the life of the mind. 
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It cannot said that Spencer's description of social organization was egalitarian: 

He rationalized the continued social subordination of some elements in a community on 

the grounds that social existence depends upon the subordination of the less able to the 

more able. Although West decisively rejected political doctrines that rationalize an 

institutionalized social inequality, the sense that individuals, societies, and nations 

develop as organisms develop, and, like them, might be known and studied in their 

geographic place and historical circumstances, was compelling to her. In this study, I 

suggest that West's early understanding of the broad import of Spencerian thought helped 

to form the principal texture of her outlook, conditioning her to a broad view of human 

experience in which the general laws of "the entire and living existence"—race, 

enviroimient, epoch—form the conditions of "genuine history" and literature (nonfiction 

as well as fiction, drama, poetry) becomes the "transcript of the historical experience" 

(Adams 608). Thus, this study explores how, in literary criticism, biography, political 

journalism, and cultural history. West explores the operation of necessity in the lives of 

individuals, communities, and nations. 

Chapter One offers an account of West's public life as a writer—her 

apprenticeship in feminist and socialist journalism, her early literary criticism, her 

political reporting at mid-career, and the cultural history of her maturity—and situates it 

in conditions of her early family life, her ten years with H. G. Wells, her marriage, her 

wide acquaintance in intellectual, political, and literary circles in Britain and America, 

and her response to two catastrophic world wars. 
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Chapter Two reviews the scholarship on West's literary production. For the first 

sixty years of her career in writing, criticism of her fiction and nonfiction was confined in 

the main to brief reviews and the odd preface or introductory essay to her work. From 

1971 to the present, however, major critical studies of the historiographic, feminist, 

political, and artistic principles that inform her vast oeuvre have done away with the 

conventional view that the range and scope of her writing are impediments to serious 

critical treatment. Steadily, the criticism is moving from a narrow preoccupation with 

West's political loyalties to focused assessment of the literary value of her work. 

Chapter Three offers an account of the intellectual outlook and public roles of 

Charles Fairfield, West's father; Letitia Fairfield, her eldest sister; and H. G. Wells, her 

lover, father of her only child, and intellectual comrade—mentors and exemplars of 

West's early life—and explores their contribution to the formation of her sense of the 

world. 

Chapter Four analyzes the central ideas of West's early literary criticism in 

monographs entitled Henry James (1916) and D. H. Lawrence (1928); a retrospection of 

Galsworthy, Shaw, Wells, and Beimett, the great realist writers of the preceding 

generation, in "Uncle Bennett" (1928); and a lengthy essay, The Strange Necessity 

(1928), which begins as a close reading of Ulysses (1922), develops into an extended 

consideration of Pavlov's Conditioned Reflexes (1927), and generalizes the product of 

this reading to several arguments concerning the evolutionary need that art may fulfill. 

In this sociobiological consideration of the utility of aesthetics. West is persuaded that art 

is an adaptive mechanism which confers evolutionary advantage upon the species. 
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Chapter Five concerns St. Augustine (1933), a brief biography of the African 

bishop and intellectual whose doctrines have inhabited Western thought for fifteen 

centuries, and A Letter to a Grandfather (1933), an allegory of English history from the 

Middle Ages to the twentieth century. In St. Augustine, West uncovers certain 

assumptions upon which the Augustinian system rests and its internal contradictions. 

Characterizing him as a cruel and barbaric monk, she finds in Augustine's doctrine of 

original sin a disgust for human experience and an adoration of abstract thought. In A 

Letter to a Grandfather, against the background of the historical progression of the 

English to civilized political and social standards, she personifies the fascist drive to 

power, the terrible canker of "the appalling century" (Orel 88). 

Chapter Six explores West's ideas concerning empire, state-sanctioned violence, 

and the newly emerged locus of power in the mass mind in Black Lamb and Grey Falcon 

(1941), her cultural and political history of the Balkans which begins and ends with the 

death of kings. In this work, West organizes scores of narratives into speculations on the 

direction of history, "shap[ing] her material to the pattern of fiction" (Wolfe 191). 

Outside literary studies, West is known to many readers primarily through this work, 

which is required reading for foreign service officers and legates to Eastern Europe. 

Chapter Seven examines West's ideas concerning the relationship of the 

individual to the state as represented in The Meaning of Treason (1947) and its later 

version. The New Meaning of Treason (1964), A Train of Powder (1955), and The 

Vassall Affair (1963). In these works, West is deeply concerned with the threat to the 

rule of law and the continuance of the state posed by a new class of the disaffected, "an 
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abrasive, vulgarizing phenomenon that appeared in the public halls and streets before the 

war" (Orel 111). In The Meaning of Treason and The New Meaning of Treason, she is 

concerned to understand the distress that would lead William Joyce (Lord Haw Haw) and 

Philby, Burgess, and McLean to fanaticism and treason. A Train of Powder offers a 

"politically simple" and "characteristically British view" of the war criminal as one who 

breaks the basic social bonds that unite a stable community (110). The Vassall Affair, 

which presents accounts of Soviet espionage within the British defense community, 

demonstrates the "urmianageability of overwhelming numbers [and] the incongruity of 

secret agencies in an open society (125). 

Chapter Eight takes up West's last major work of nonfiction, The Court and the 

Castle (1957), subtitled A Recurrent Theme in Shakespeare, the English Novelists. 

Proust, and Kafka. In selected English drama and fiction, she argues in this work, the 

artist's primary concern is to locate the source of power in his time. She follows the trail 

of power from a consideration of Shakespeare, who assumed that the establishment of 

monarchy was the dominating political process of English history; to a consideration of 

Fielding, Emily Bronte, Thackeray, and Trollope, who wrote in a time when the power of 

kings had become vestigial; to a lengthy deliberation on Proust, who conveyed the tenor 

of life in a bourgeois democracy; to a concluding note on Kafka's stories of the 

dissemination of power by bureaucracies of technocrats. 

To close this introduction on a personal note: I first encountered West in a 

graduate seminar on the British novel. In The Fountain Overflows. I came upon a 

remarkably knowing twentieth-century narrative voice in a richly allusive nineteenth-
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century realist novel and thought, Here are the range and depth of another George Eliot. 

Who else has thought so profoundly about the development of the female within family 

life and cultivated such a fine practical understanding of the historical processes and 

individuals that have made the public life what it is? The gifted novelist of The Fountain 

Overflows. I discovered, is renowned as a writer of nonfiction, and to read her works is to 

share her absorption in the conditions that history imposes upon the individual. It has 

been immensely gratifying to me to read West's oeuvre in its entirety and to pursue 

research into her nonfiction—her political journalism, literary criticism, biography, and 

cultural history. I share her inclination toward a cultural critique of history and the sense 

that economic, political, and social issues we take to be remote are not, after all, remote 

but, to great degree, of the moment. Much of what I have learned from her accounts of 

the suffrage movement in England, the ideals of Fabian socialism, the drift toward 

fascism in Europe, the incalculable political and social costs of two world wars, and the 

precariousness of global stability continues to be broadly explanatory of the relationship 

of the state to the individual and of current dispositions in international domestic affairs. 
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CHAPTER 1 PERSONAL HISTORY AND PUBLIC LIFE 

Although Rebecca West (1892-1983) worked in biography, literary criticism, 

fiction, history, and investigative journalism, she neglected to write an autobiography. 

Indeed, until late in life, she decisively obstructed the publication of biographies, fearing 

that biographers might misrepresent her relationship with H. G. Wells or blame her for 

the discontent of her troubled son, Anthony West. Drafts, documents, and research notes 

from her seventy-one-year career in writing remain uncatalogued; as a result, it has been 

impossible for scholars to consider the whole body of textual evidence that might confirm 

or disconfirm accounts of her life. The texts that accompany a career in writing—^the 

letters, the extensive research notes, the drafts—^have been released piecemeal as 

restrictions on access to them lapses. 

From among her more than ten thousand uncatalogued letters in the West archive 

at Yale University, two hundred letters published in Bonnie Kime Scott's graceful 

Selected Letters of Rebecca West (2000) record the annoyances, discoveries, and queries 

arising in the daily life of a practicing writer. It is in the letters, Scott argues, that West 

"deliberately fashions her own biography": constructing versions of her parents' lives; 

pondering her lifelong rivalry with her authoritarian eldest sister; and taking issue with 

writers of the older generation—Wells, George Bernard Shaw, John Galsworthy, Arnold 

Bennett—and with her contemporaries (xv). Her correspondents were at the center of 

British literary, political, and intellectual life of her time. Scott maintains that the letters 

are the life, and there is truth in her supposition. In them, as Scott notes. West displays 

concern for her family, for literary movements of her time, for the work of other 
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writers—^particularly that of women writers—and offers original critiques of "Fabian 

socialism, the suffrage movement, [...] women's entry into the scientific and literary 

professions, [and] the emergence of literary modernism out of Edwardian realism" (xvii). 

However, the letters are the artifacts of topical exigencies and preoccupations, and 

because they cannot be fully intelligible without elaborate chronological and contextual 

annotation, they do not constitute the matter for an authoritative biography. Moreover, 

West destroyed scores of letters, annotated others, and denied access to all but designated 

persons until after her death and her son's. A further complication is that access 

obligated the designated researcher to comply with certain terms of use. For example. 

West approved access to the letters for Gordon Ray, biographer of Wells and of West's 

relationship with Wells, but instructed him to remove references in the documents that 

might be injurious to survivors (xxiii). 

Until the Yale archives were opened in 1987, only West's Familv Memories: An 

Autobiographical Journey (1987), West's Paris Review interview (1981) with Marina 

Warner, and Victoria Glendinning's Rebecca West: A Life (1987), which draws on 

hundreds of hours of interviews during West's last ten years, presented biographical and 

autobiographical material. At her death. West left instructions that two biographies of 

her should be written—a short one by Glendiiming and a ftall one by Stanley Olson, an 

American expatriate who interviewed her in 1974 in coimection with his biography-in-

progress of Elinor Wylie. Glendinning's biography emphasizes West's early years and 

curtails an account of the later years. In 1987, the death of West's son Anthony allowed 

Yale to make the archive accessible to scholars, but Olson died before begirming work on 
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the longer biography. Carl Rollyson's Rebecca West: A Life (1996) is the first 

biography to benefit from access to the archive, which he describes as a massive 

collection of diaries, manuscript notebooks, and more than ten thousand letters. In 

addition to immersing himself in the archive, Rollyson made nine trips to London, 

consulted with national and university libraries in Britain, America, and Italy, and 

gathered information from interviews with scores of respondents: West's grandchildren 

and her sister's children; former wives of her son, Anthony West; descendants of H. G. 

Wells; former editors and colleagues; literary agents; West scholars; and biographers of 

West's contemporaries. Rollyson's is the standard biography. 

In the absence of a conventional autobiography. Family Memories must serve as a 

foundational text. It derives from stories that West heard in her childhood, from family 

documents, and from remembered conversations. In this work. West records not the facts 

of her own life but of her parents' lives and their parents': "To tell the whole story, I 

must start far earlier than my own life and spend some time describing the rich textures of 

my mother's ancestry as manufactured by the Scottish tradition" ("Familv Memories 17). 

As she looks back, it is the continuum of family life, not the particle of individual 

experience, that West considers. Only one late chapter, entitled "Cissie," fits her own 

experience into the whole. Emulating West's approach to her intellectual life, I shall here 

locate the origin of West's lifelong pursuit of ideas in an attentiveness to historical 

conditions affecting her ancestors and evident close at hand in her extraordinary parents. 

Isabella Mackenzie (1856-1921), West's mother, was bom in Edinburgh, the fifth 

child of Janet Campbell Mackenzie and Alexander Mackenzie, violinist and conductor of 
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the Theatre Royal Orchestra of Edinburgh. Upon his death in 1857, Janet Campbell 

Mackenzie set about the business of supporting her six children, ages one to ten. In the 

late eighteenth century, the Campbell family's textile mills in the border counties had 

lifted them out of crofters' cottages into industry (25). She understood the textile 

business, and, acquiring capital from the family lawyer, she began to manufacture copies 

of fine Belgian laces for ladies. Once she had secured a dependable means of support for 

her family, her main concern was to secure for them the best general education that could 

be had in Edinburgh. An extensive correspondence records her determined efforts to 

keep in touch with former associates of her husband and specialists in musical training. 

Her eldest son, Alexander, was sent for a Wanderjahre in Germany, actually an eight-year 

stay during which he met astounding success in violin performance and conducting; two 

younger sons were sent to the Edinburgh Academy for classical studies; in due time, 

Isabella and her sister were sent to Germany—Isabella to Dusseldorf, her sister to 

Hamburg—^where they were to study piano and the German language. At Isabella's 

death in 1921, West felt gratitude and reverence at the discovery in her mother's papers 

of her grandmother's careful arrangements for her daughters' education. It seemed 

wonderful to her that her grandmother had devotedly tended the minds of her girls, rather 

as one tends orchids, "in order that the splendor of their species should continue to be 

splendid" (32). 

The cynosure of the Campbell family was Alick (Alexander). In 1874, ten years 

into his profession as violinist and conductor, he quarreled with his mother over his 

decision to marry a housemaid and left the family home, never to return. In a household 
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in which everyone painted, sang, played musical instruments, and studied languages, his 

defection was a catastrophic loss to the family's place in the musical and educational 

circles of Edinburgh, particularly Isabella's. The estrangement damaged her professional 

prospects, for, although she was a brilliant pianist, her brother's defection would exclude 

her from the private venues which her brother's company had made possible—^the 

evening parties of chamber music and conversation so essential to a professional career in 

music. Further, because "the Victorian community refused to contemplate with any glow 

of warmth a family not headed by a man," his desertion meant a loss of status for the 

"headless, uninfluential family" and for the suddenly less marriageable young woman 

(69). 

Consequently, Isabella became a governess in a London household where she 

"had the misfortune to attract and to be attracted by a man of superior station in life to her 

own. His family would not hear of the match" (113). Humiliated by the disorder of her 

life, Isabella left her position and returned to her mother in Edinburgh. Her several years' 

stay with an upper-class German family in London had developed her social poise and 

conversational skills, and in her position as governess, she had read widely and continued 

her piano playing. But, upon her return to Edinburgh, she found no work, few invitations 

for musical evenings. In West's account, her resourceful grandmother "unfolded a plan 

which I find it shocking to contemplate: a quite reckless disposition of a young woman's 

life" (121). She sent Isabella on an ocean voyage, in part to put a healing distance 

between her and the scene of her heartbreak, in part to check on the welfare of an elder 
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brother in AustraUa. On the ship, Isabella played for small audiences, sang in a choir, 

and met her prospective husband, Charles Fairfield. 

It was from her father, Charles Fairfield (1841-1906), that West acquired her 

readiness for intellectual conflict and her relish of political invective as well as "her 

passion for abstract ideas and her enquiring view of the world" (Evans 2). Charles 

Fairfield was born in Ireland to impoverished Anglo-Irish gentlefolk, the descendants of 

small landowners who had emigrated from Scotland in the seventeenth century. The 

financial deterioration of his family had begun with his father, Charles George Fairfield, 

who, after military service had declined to prepare himself for employment and had 

gambled away two inherited fortunes. Originally, he had repaired his situation by an 

advantageous marriage to a woman whose lineage united the interests of prosperous 

Anglo-Irish families. When she died, he remarried, and, drawing upon the marriage 

settlement made to his first wife, lived comfortably for a time on an estate in Kerry and in 

a home in Dublin. After a life of great financial irregularity, he died in middle age, 

leaving his widow Arabella in near ruin with four sons to educate, among whom Charles 

was the third. 

Arabella Fairfield had her own imperatives to which she gave full rein. Her 

husband's predilections had been for reckless improvidence; hers were for fanaticism and 

class hatred (Rollyson, Rebecca West: A Life 18). After his death, she joined the 

Plymouth Brotherhood, a lateral shoot of Protestant dissent, and forced upon her children 

a life of extreme self-denial. Wishing a rigorous—^though not notably liberal—education 

for them, she engaged a French tutor under the confused assumption that since he was an 
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exile, he must be a Protestant fleeing persecution by Catholics. Instead, he was the 

anarchist and atheist Elie Reclus (1827-1904), who had been involved in the French 

revolutionary movement of 1848; after his tenure as tutor to the Fairfield family in the 

mid-1850s, he would return to France, later to affiliate with the radicals of the 1871 

Commune (West, Family Memories 250nl75). In magnificent disregard of her intent, he 

gave the boys a classical education in political economy, geography, history, and 

languages with an Enlightenment emphasis on principles of inquiry and proof 

When he came of age, Charles obtained a commission in the army. He had been 

brought up "to regard himself as a member of the Protestant Irish governing class" and 

trained to loathe underlings (Rollyson, A Life 18). His aptitude for the strategic aspects 

of a military career was apparently strong, but his sense of superior rank had unfitted him 

for conformity to the conventions of military hierarchy and the regimentation of a 

military career, and his elevated, irreverent conversation, while diverting, was unsuited to 

the disciplined demeanor valued in the society of officers. West supposes that "[I]t must 

have been as if George Bernard Shaw had been dropped among them" (Family Memories 

176). His social entitlement and education had fitted him for a life of leisurely 

commentary and scholarship: "He could write. He was always writing" (176). 

In his assignment as musketry instructor in the Prince Consort's Own Rifle 

Brigade, the twenty-two-year old Charles was posted abroad, first to Vienna and later to 

St. Petersburg, where the British army maintained a presence. Some time thereafter, 

upon rejoining his regiment at its new posting in Canada, he was sent as an observer of 

the Civil War in America, where he was present at the Battle of Vicksburg (May to June, 
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1863) and for a time served as stretcher bearer for the Confederacy. In 1867, he sold his 

commission and returned not to his childhood home in Ireland but to England, for 

through inattention or fraud his mother had lost the Kerry estate, and, during his absence, 

she had moved the family home to London. Upon her resettlement of the family in 

England, their isolation was complete, for her absorption in sectarian Protestantism 

outside Church of England orthodoxy had created a social segregation for her sons that 

could not be overcome by the advantages of a gentleman's private education, and it 

proved disastrous to their prospects. Fatherless, lacking a university education, 

unconnected to the power structures of the established church, the Fairfield sons were 

wholly without access to the "company of lawyers and ministers and diplomats and 

senior officials" in England and Ireland who might have looked out for their welfare 

(177). 

Finding himself outside the conventional employment tracks for sons of the 

gentility, Charles returned to America, where he married, fathered a son, divorced, and 

moved west. "Somehow he became a Sheriff in Colorado, while reading the works of 

Herbert Spencer and entering into correspondence with the great man and beginning to 

write on political science" (178). He became manager of a mine, and in his spare time, 

he sent to New York and London for books, publishing an occasional essay on politics 

and economics in American and British periodicals and establishing a small portfolio of 

work that would later help him, as it happened, obtain a position as editorial Mrriter and 

political cartoonist in Australia. When close friends were killed in an accident, leaving a 

boy of seven, he undertook to return the orphaned child to his maternal relatives in 
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Australia. It was on this voyage in 1883 that he met Isabella Mackenzie, whom he would 

woo and marry within the year and desert in 1901. 

Upon their marriage, Charles found work in Melbourne as a writer of leaders and 

feature articles on public issues. To his home he brought journalists and poets and 

painters and men of affairs and there "recreated the wild evenings of corybantic argument 

on political and moral philosophy and history and economics that had taken place every 

night of his childhood in his father's house" (184). Isabella contributed "musical 

diversion and European elegance" (184). In quick succession, two daughters—Letitia 

and Winifred—were born to them, and the marriage seems to have been relatively stable. 

Unhappily, as Glendenning notes, "Nothing lasted with Charles" (15). He had leaked the 

news of a prospective bank crash, and when the bank did indeed fail, his readers 

demanded his dismissal. With his family, he returned to Britain as the pseudonymous 

English correspondent to the same newspaper and settled near Isabella's family in 

Glasgow. Here he again entered public affairs and picked up free-lance work as a 

political pamphleteer and writer of leaders, but he lost this position and moved the family 

to London, where the Fairfields' third and last child. Cicely Isabel, was born in 1892. 

Nearly twenty years later, an editorial writer like her father. Cicely Fairfield would, like 

her father, take a pseudonym. His had been Ivan; hers would be Rebecca West. To her 

family, she would remain Cissie. 

By the time of West's birth, her parents' marriage was marred by dissension. Her 

father's erratic employment history and gambling had depleted the family's financial 

resources, and with each move they descended further into poverty and social oblivion. 
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Except for their first house in London, which West remembered as charming, their 

lodgings were shabby. Charles Fairfield was a disciple of Herbert Spencer, sharing his 

conviction that the only legitimate function of government is to protect the private 

property relation, yet, Glendinning reports, he "amassed no capital, held no property of 

his own, and left no estate" (15). He cultivated an academic interest in political economy 

and a professional knowledge of municipal and colonial finance. In 1898, he published a 

little known biography of Baron Bramwell of Hever, whom he admired extravagantly for 

having introduced a Spencerian outlook to the appellate law of the nation. This lengthy 

work, entitled Some Account of George William Wilshire, Baron Bramwell of Hever, 

and His Opinions, records Bramwell's enduring interest in political economy and his 

characteristic opinions concerning freedom of contract and the invention of limited 

liability of corporations. The entry on Bramwell in the Dictionarv of National 

Biographv, which Fairfield wrote as well, ascribes to him a decisive role in the modem 

development of English law and praises his strong efforts in curtailing the attempted 

socialist modification of the law in the last quarter of the nineteenth century (DNB: XXII 

256). 

West remembered her father as a quintessential conservative, Tory to the core, but 

she and her sisters noticed early that his conservatism was a vocal conservatism observed 

more in the breach than in the practice. In Glendinning's account, "His own manner of 

life [...] was nonconformist to the point of raffishness" (18). In practice, he speculated 

in dubious mining operations and suffered such losses from gambling as to keep his 

family near destitution. In addition, he was dissolute in his sexual habits and chronically 
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unfaithful. When he left London in 1901 in order to pursue a venture in pharmaceuticals 

in Sierra Leone, his departure brought an end to his marriage and family life and left 

Isabella and her three daughters in greatly reduced circumstances. Aside from the 

occasional note sent with no return address, they were never to be in contact with him 

again. In due course, the African venture having failed for him, the family received word 

that he had returned to England to seek employment with a railway company. For the 

next five years, he resided in unknown circumstances in Liverpool, and in 1906 he died 

penniless in a shabby boarding house there. His watch and studs gone, West records, "he 

could not have been more picked bare of possessions" (Family Memories 217'). 

In letters, interviews, and unpublished autobiographical drafts as well as novels, 

Glendinning reports. West wrote and rewrote versions of her parents' life together. 

"Minimizing the injurious effects of her father's defection, she portrayed his 

obliviousness to his family's want as evidence of a lofty objectivity like that of one who 

pursues a larger cause such as anti-socialism" (21). Typically, she drew him as a restless 

Byronic visionary, intense, preoccupied, eloquent (21). This articulate man of 

commanding presence had been known in London as the only man to equal Shaw in 

debate (Marcus, The Young Rebecca 23). He claimed the Anglo-Irish statesman Edmund 

Burke (1729-1797), the greatest orator of his day, as a distant relative and intellectual 

predecessor. While he deprecated female suffrage and expansion of employment 

opportunities for women, he encouraged his daughters to read widely and to cultivate 

their "sense of a 'real life' that should be properly theirs" (Glendinning 10). He and his 

wife kept up a nominal acquaintance with the church: "My mother was [believing] in a 
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sort of musical way, and I think my father accepted it as part of the structure, but didn't 

do anything. We always went to church and enjoyed it. I don't feel the slightest 

resistance to the church except when it's a bad landlord or something like that" (qtd. in 

Plimpton 84). 

With respect to economic and social status, Charles Fairfield left his family in the 

position of "downstarts" (Orel 4). However, with respect to intellectual resources. West 

came to believe, he "had done his noble best for all of them": he had taught his daughters 

to think, had "weed[ed] out any loose statement," and had given them "prodigal gifts of 

conversation and literary flair" (2-3). It was he who brought the world of newspapers, 

periodicals, and public affairs home to his family, and it was to his influence that West 

ascribed her predilection for abstract thought: "I cannot remember a time when I had not 

a rough idea of what was meant by capitalism, socialism, individualism, anarchism, 

liberalism and conservatism" (qtd. in Glendinning 12). His political shrewdness and 

eloquence notwithstanding. West recognized the fiandamental "instability of this man 

who went on and on about order and stability while [he] reeled through space like [a] 

drunken comet" (18). In her mother, on the other hand, reposed order and stability. No 

matter the meanness of lodgings to which she was reduced, Isabella Fairfield managed 

always to keep food on the table and evenings of Shakespeare reading and a piano of 

excellent quality. To her mother West attributed a certain emotional sturdiness conferred 

by a matter-of-fact fatalism: "She understood the thesis of tragedy: that the good is self-

consuming, not through its own fault but through the nature of things. Men and women 
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live and breed through the generations, so that their achievements are beaten down by the 

army of their descendants" (Family Memories 71). 

When Charles Fairfield embarked upon his ruinous African enterprise in 1901, 

Isabella took her girls home to her mother's family in Edinburgh, where she could afford 

to house and educate them and where, moreover, study and performance of classical 

music flourished. She typed manuscripts for the music faculty in Edinburgh and 

translated scholarly studies in music from the German. At eight. West attended day 

school there, and at eleven, she began to attend George Watson's Ladies' College, 

founded by a mercantile firm and offering in addition to its conventional curriculum of 

mathematics, science, and modem languages a superior musical education. Xenophobic 

and denominational anxieties attended the schooling of the time. West remembered that 

the college patterned its curriculum after that of Mme. de Maintenon's school at St. Cyr, 

"where the children were taught Latin but not Greek. [. . .] Mme. de Maintenon thought 

girls shouldn't learn Greek in case they fell into the toils of the heretical Eastern 

Orthodox Church" (qtd. in Plimpton 79). At George Watson's, West became an adept 

Latinist, studied French, played the piano, and wrote essays and poetry. 

At an indeterminate time between 1909 and 1911, writing under the pseudonym 

Isabel Lancashire, she began a novel, entitled The Sentinel (2002), which she abandoned 

after filling four notebooks.' The existence of this novel was wholly unsuspected by 

archivists and scholars until 1998, when Kathryn Laing, editor of the manuscript for the 

European Humanities Research Centre, discovered it misfiled in the correspondence 

section of the West archive at the LFniversity of Tulsa. Although West never referred to it 
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in her later writing or correspondence, Laing reports, clearly its subject matter 

preoccupied her, for she rewrote major portions for a second novel, an unpublished 

fragment entitled Adela. and "pursued its theme in The Judge" (xliv). Laing rightly 

regards The Sentinel, which is astonishing in its ambition and virtuosity, as an originating 

text that offers insights into West's concerns before the creation of her public persona. 

However, because it is a maiden effort, it is perhaps overwritten and uncertain in its 

focus; conflating political documentary with romance plot and including all marmer of 

topical references, she notes, it suffers the defect of "generating more ideas than it could 

contain" (Laing xliv). 

The novel presents the story of Adela Fumival at two stages in her development, 

as a sixteen-year-old schoolmistress-in-training and as a twenty-six-year-old suffragette, 

fusing personal and public history in the story of a young Englishwoman living through 

a time of incipient democratic revolution. Letitia Fairfield, West's eldest sister, was the 

young author's model in The Sentinel, "and much of [West's] inspiration and information 

came from her" (xx). In this work, the doctrines of chastity and discipline of the body 

espoused by Christabel Peinkhurst and urged on feminist operatives create unease in the 

young Adela, and she struggles against "the public view of suffragettes, which unsexes 

and oversexes them simultaneously" (xxvii). The novel acknowledges the troubling 

power of sexual desire and the longing for its fulfillment in marriage (xxvii). At the same 

time, it recognizes the yearning for uncomplicated celibacy in its heroine's feeling for the 

well-being and personal security generated by feminine communities (xxvii). 
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In this work, West juxtaposes scenes of bloody public violence inflicted on 

suffragists and "the private suffering of the wounded female body" (xxxiii). The novel 

unforgettably represents from a first-person perspective a harrowing episode of force-

feeding administered by doctors and matrons in the dark cellars of Holloway Prison, a 

torture that sometimes brought up bits of blood and tissue. Its characterization draws on 

familiar cultural notions of feminine nature and behavior as represented in British 

literature . For her portrait of the resolute and commanding Christabel Pankhurst—eldest 

daughter of Emmeline Pankhurst, barrister, advocate of purity, crusader against the 

spread of venereal disease—she takes the name of the chaste female knight of Spenser's 

The Faerie Oueene. Britomart (xxi). A second, softer daughter much concerned with 

loving service to her suffragist sisters—Psyche—is named perhaps for the character of 

that name in Tennyson's The Princess (1847), which concerns a university community of 

women working towards women's emancipation through education. The redoubtable and 

uncompromising Mrs. Pankhurst, whom West would memorialize as a reed of steel in her 

essay of that name (1933), is Mrs. Charteris, a name that recalls the Chartist movement of 

the 1830s and 1840s for universal manhood suffrage. 

In bringing together first-hand observations of the public campaign for women's 

emancipation and confident references to her reading of empiricists Thomas Huxley and 

Herbert Spencer, Laing concludes, this novel "anticipat[es] recurring themes and 

preoccupations in her later fiction. This manuscript [...] offer[s] [. ..] a key [.. .] to the 

developing trajectory of [her] early writing [and] to the cultural moment as a whole" 

(xvi). During the time of writing. West was in school or just fresh from school, and the 
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novel has a distinctively bookish cast. Its principal characters are often caught in the act 

of reading; titles by Shaw, William Morris, Galsworthy, Thomas Huxley, Walter 

Bagehot, and Tennyson are mentioned. The young Adela has a well-developed 

responsiveness to public issues of moment and the certainty that she is to play a 

distinguished part in the progress toward female emancipation. Her mind ranges with 

assurance over events of the immediate past and issues germane to her time. She knows 

about the Primrose League, Ibsen's social plays, the national character of the French, the 

proselytizing energy of American evangelists, enclaves of Russian emigres, combinations 

of workingmen, the Spencerian conception of the state, and starvation among the workers 

who make thin paper for Bibles. Interestingly, more than a year before West was to meet 

H. G. Wells, he is mentioned in The Sentinel as a great socialist novelist of restless 

curiosity and lofty opinions, a Mr. G. H. Shells, to whom an aspiring writer of Adela's 

acquaintance has sent a review book: "The great man read it discomfortably, its views 

being in perfect accordance with his own; at length a chance phrase [...] inflamed his 

brooding irritation (89). 

In 1910, Isabella Fairfield again moved the household to London and supported 

her daughters by a small typewriting and translating business. West attributed the origin 

of her and her sisters' ardent feminism to the circumstances of their domestic life and the 

feminist unrest of the time. No male interpreted current events or shaped opinions on the 

issues that were convulsing the social body in the streets of London, and so the three girls 

and their mother construed the meaning of public events and calculated their likely 

effects upon the girls' chances for advancement. West remembered the household as 
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"very feminist altogether, and it was a very inspiring thing" (qtd. in Plimpton 77). In 

West's account, the Scottish convention of male ascendancy in family life and social 

practice dictated that "the Scottish male has a right to take what he wants of the family 

resources; he must be served first and he has the right to clear the dish" (Familv 

Memories 35). She considered this convention to be the expression of an historically 

conditioned deference to the male in Scotland, for "war has been crueller there, in that 

savage climate, and so has peace. Women could certainly not have replaced men in the 

continuous wars on the Highlands or the Border Counties" (35). On the one hand, in a 

household without men, the Fairfield girls suffered disadvantages of social nullity and 

uncertain income; on the other, the financial and educational resources of the household, 

such as they were, were unreservedly available to them. 

West's rivalry with her eldest sister, Letitia (1885-1978), was ferocious and 

lifelong. Successive generations of the Fairfield family had named their daughters for 

Letitia Coningsby, an "ancestress [who] was supposed to have been loving, brave, self-

sacrificing, beneficent" (186). In West's remembrance, Charles and Isabella Fairfield's 

first child enjoyed extraordinary beauty and superior intelligence. In family life, she was 

given to ordering others around, and West detested her bossiness and "marmoreal 

rectitude" (Rollyson, A Life 404). As it happened, it was Letitia who led the sisters into 

Fabian socialist activities: "Industrialization and the demands of the Empire were 

making new demands on women, and Lettie saw herself as part of a new professional lass 

of women who could help change the world" (29-30). On a Carnegie scholarship, she 

enrolled in medical school, where her record for scholarship was superior. By 1908, she 
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was practicing medicine in Manchester and was regularly listed as speaker in Votes for 

Women, the paper of the WSPU (Laing xix). In 1921, upon the death of her mother, she 

began to study for the bar while continuing her medical practice. In 1922, to her sisters' 

distress, she converted to Catholicism, and from this point on, her authority as medical-

legal-religious guide in family matters seemed unassailable. She meddled in West's 

affair with Wells, counseled their son in directions inimical to both West and Wells—she 

was instrumental in the nine-year-old Anthony's proposed but never realized conversion 

to Catholicism—and seemingly bullied people with helpful advice and aggressive 

charity. For years. West declared her resentment of Letitia's interference in her life, and 

repeatedly she punished her in caustic portraits (Rollyson, A Life 202-203). 

In a small way, Letitia worked in the family tradition of public discourse. She 

wrote two lengthy accounts for the Notable British Trials Series, which explained certain 

features of the English Common Law to a popular audience through armotations of trial 

transcripts and introductory essays on the legal principles at issue in selected trials. As 

editor of The Trial of John Thomas Straffen (1954), she elucidates at length the relevance 

of the Mental Deficiency Act of 1927 to the case of a feeble-minded yoimg murderer 

whose crimes had aroused no "more feeling in him than killing a rabbit" (11). In The 

Trial of Peter Barnes and Others: The 1. R. A. Coventry Explosion of 1939 (1954), her 

narrative traces events in an extensive network of subversion aided by American Fenian 

groups. She was also author of a monograph on the etiology and management of epilepsy 

entitled Epilepsv: Grand Mak Petit Mai. Convulsions (1957). In this work, writing in 

her dual capacity as physician and lawyer, she considers the public health effects of 
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epilepsy in relation to industry and trade training and to judicial notions of criminal 

responsibility and is advocate for the state's interest in maintaining colonies for 

epileptics. Documents from her long professional career are held in the Letitia Fairfield 

Archive in the Wellcome Library for the History and Understanding of Medicine in 

London. 

In the novel The Fountain Overflows (1956), arguably West's masterpiece, Letitia 

appears as Cordelia, "the prize student [who] hectors her younger sisters" (Rollyson, A 

Life 311). Cordelia possesses an insufferable sense of propriety but no imagination and 

little musical talent, the familial gift for generations. She hopes by her rigidly conformist 

behavior and dogged study of music to restore her family to respectability. According to 

Rollyson, West took a dissenting view of Shakespeare's Cordelia, according to which she 

was "not the adorable, helpful daughter of an old man's dotage but a poisonous creature" 

(312). In the novel's self-absorbed, censorious Cordelia, Letitia recognized the portrait 

of herself and was deeply pained. West's dedication "TO MY SISTER Letitia Fairfield" 

did nothing to mollify her. Through the years, their rivalry flared and abated, but it was 

never entirely extinguished. For all their lives. West and her accomplished sister kept an 

interested but guarded eye on one another, tended one another during illness, occasionally 

traveled together, and maintained a busy correspondence. Letitia's dying words—"I have 

always loved you"—were said. West believed, "with the 'immense condescension' of a 

Renaissance Pope" (404). 

Her relationship with Winifred (1887-1960), the middle sister, was far more 

harmonious. Whereas her ambitious older and younger sisters aspired to live in the 
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public eye, Winifred was unassuming and retiring. Like them, she indulged a youthful 

love for poetry. During their childhood, she had recited "The Lady of Shalott" and other 

verses to West, and with gratitude West later referred to her as her muse (23). Alone 

among the Fairfield sisters, Winifred settled into conventional married life. According to 

Glendinning, it was not the sort of marriage that West imagined for herself, but the sisters 

supported Winifred's decision. As West reported to a correspondent, Winnie "does 

housework all day long. It seems to be nearly all the same housework. She seems very 

happy" (64). 

Although Isabella kept the household together, her health was failing, and it was 

clear that the Fairfield girls would have to prepare for employment. All had sought and 

won a series of scholarships. West accepted an invitation to enroll in the Royal Academy 

of Dramatic Art for three terms (1910-1911), but she was thought not to show promise in 

acting and left without completing the full course of study. She was "said to have been 

so deep in reading about evolution that she was careless of her cues" (Pritchett, "Rebecca 

West" 95). Not yet eighteen, she had reached the end of her formal education but had no 

solid career prospects or professional contacts. Her first strategy was to seek 

employment as a ioumalist with the London bureau of the Melbourne newspaper for 

which her father had been editorial and feature writer nearly twenty years before. When 

the editor refused to hire her, she obtained occasional work as a reviewer with The 

Freewoman. a feminist weekly financed by Harriet Weaver and edited by Dora Marsden^ 

and her review of a book about the position of women in Indian life appeared in its 

second issue in November 1911. 
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She began this article with the Carlylean categorical bluntness that would 

characterize her writing for the whole of her career: "There are two kinds of 

imperialists—imperialists and bloody imperialists" (West, The Young Rebecca 12). The 

book recommends that a female labor force in India be educated in enamelling, furniture 

carving, decorative needlework, and illuminating. West's argument is that such 

preparation in "the profession of domestic architect" will educate women for nothing 

more than "playing at wage-earning [...] and pathetic skulking on the outskirts of 

industry" (12). As it has worked in Britain and doubtless will in India, she maintains, the 

limitation of girls' education to training in "genteel handicrafts" has been "a device to 

cheat poor girls out of their education. [I]t is designed to elbow out of the school 

curriculum all subjects likely to develop the minds of the girl scholars" (13). From her 

very first writing. West perceived that the oppression of women was related to the 

maintenance of a second-tier of labor—closely regulated, underpaid, outside the 

protection of trade unions—in a capitalist economy. For West, any understanding of the 

situation of woman was bound to be economic: women themselves are capital, so her 

argument goes, and they must be brought to understand their position in the economic 

system so that they may dictate the conditions of their labor. 

In a second article accepted by The Freewoman. entitled "The Gospel According 

to Mrs. Humphry Ward" (February 15,1912), West targets two "pretentious" novels 

about the national feminist movement by one of its most aggressive and renowned 

antagonists, Mrs. Humphry Ward, mocking her argument that "Woman should stand 

aside from the ugly melee of things as they are, and 'hold high the banner of the ideal'" 
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(17). Although Mrs. Ward has been "turning her trained intellect [.. .] on the universe 

for nigh on sixty years, [West writes], during that long time she has had no experience of 

what it means to earn her bread and has no knowledge of how women outside her 

sheltered class live" (15). In instructing them to produce "a cathedral full of beautiful 

thoughts" through the "perusal of the lives of bishops," Mrs. Ward offers an "easy 

gospel" within whose shelter women may life a "life of loaferdom"—"serene of brow, 

lax of mouth, flaccid of mind, and emptied of discipline and accomplishment" (17). 

With the publication of this inflammatory article. West—at just nineteen vears— 

was asked to join the editorial staff of The Freewoman. Isabella Fairfield disapproved of 

the newspaper's socialist orientation and had forbidden West to bring it into the house. 

However, the article was to be advertised throughout London on placards attributing 

authorship to Cicely Fairfield, and in order to forestall her mother's discovery of her 

contribution to a radical publication. West took the pseudonym Rebecca West from the 

adulterous character of the same name in Henrik Ibsen's play Rosmersholm. Why she 

took this name is unclear. The most likely explanation is that the paper and the placards 

were at the printer's and this name was near at hand. This evasive maneuver did not, 

evidently, indicate a high regard fbr the chai'acter or for Ibsen's disposition of her ("in the 

play. Rebecca West induces her married lover to join her in suicide by drowning^ It was 

simply an impulsive stratagem in response to the moment. In later life, in response to a 

query about the significance of her pseudon\TO, West obligingly claimed that it was 

"Ibsen r. • .1 who first taught her that it was ideas which make the world go round" 

CGlendinning 36). It was not so: that office had belonged to her father. 
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West's early articles for The Freewoman followed orthodox Fabian socialist 

thinking with regard to labor and wage issues; however, she represented these issues 

within the context of the historical conditions from within which they arose, proposing 

economic critiques of women's status in place of traditional civil and ecclesiastical views 

of women that supported permanent inequality. Tirelessly, she mocked the refusal of 

political castes to redress inequities in the civil status of women and reproached the 

misogynist impulse and deference to propertied interests displayed by the established 

church, her arguments conceiving these phenomena as interrelated impulses. In late 

1912, West wrote the scathing Freewoman review that would bring her to the attention of 

H. G. Wells. Novelist, technocrat, populizer of science, ideologue, public intellectual-

Wells was a famous man, widely regarded as the most acute and versatile intellectual of 

his generation. At forty-six, he was notorious for several affairs. It was felt that he had 

crossed the line from scampish philandering into gross indecency when the daughter of 

the Director of the London School of Economics, a colleague of Wells in the Fabian 

socialist movement, bore his child. Indeed, Wells had become infamous as a practitioner 

of free love. He had divorced his first wife to marry a mistress, and with her he 

maintained a lengthy marriage of convenience while in fact living in promiscuity. "The 

abiding concern of his life [was] the salvation of mankind" (Mackenzie and Mackenzie 

280). His views on the destiny of literature in general and on the direction of the novel in 

particular were unequivocal: The destiny of literature was "to assume the great task of 

becoming the thought and expressed intention of the race, the task of taming violence, 

organizing the aimless, destroying error, the task of waylaying the wild Asses of the 
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Devil and sending them back to Hell" (280). The novel, he argued, "is the only medium 

through which we can discuss the great majority of the problems which are being raised 

in such bristling multitude by our contemporary social development" (277). 

Wells adhered to "a developmental view of love" as an evolutionary strategy, "an 

instrument of natural selection, the pairing of the fit for survival" (283). In line with this 

thinking, concerning the great issue of the moment—female emancipation—^he took the 

long view, the demographic view which considered the social and civil liberation of 

women as a means of economic and eugenic advancement of the race, that is, woman as 

instrument in the advancement of all. Otherwise, concerning formal equality between 

men and women, he "was at best a fellow-traveller of the feminists" (283). In late 1911, 

he published an article in The Freewoman that clarified his position on female suffrage: 

I want to see women have the vote because I believe the vote may be a 

useful educational symbol (even if it has to be a temporary political 

nuisance) in the necessary work of establishing the citizenship of women. 

[. . .] I believe there is very little difference between men and women that 

is not imposed on them through the sex-mania of our social system. 

Humanity is obsessed by sex. I have always been disposed to take sex 

rather lightly and to think that we make a quite unnecessary amount of 

fuss about it. [...] I do my best to avoid the present suffrage agitation 

because it over-accentuates all those sexual differences I want to minimise 

and shakes my faith in the common humanity of women, (qtd. in 

Mackenzie and Mackenzie 283) 
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A few months later, West mocked the narrowness of his thinking in her review of 

Marriage, the novel in which, she argued. Wells had distorted the nature of women and 

the conduct of women in marriage, and pointed out that he was out of his depth in 

instructing his readers on the issue of woman and work: 

Mr. Wells's mannerisms are more infuriating than ever in Marriage. [.. .] 

Of course he is the old maid among novelists; even the sex obsession that 

lay clotted on Aim Veronica and The New Machiavelli like cold white 

sauce was merely old maid's mania, the reaction towards the flesh of a 

mind too long absorbed in airships and colloids. The Cranford-like charm 

of his slow, spinsterish gossip [. . .] palls when, page after page and 

chapter after chapter, one is told how to furnish a house. (West, The 

Young Rebecca 54) 

Wells was bemused by the ridicule and blame tidily put forward in these few 

deadly sentences and asked her to lunch at his home. At the time of their first meeting in 

1912, she was nineteen and he forty-six. His best novels were behind him, but ahead lay 

years of influential commentary on social problems, labor and education issues, and 

national and international politics. Within months, they had discussed the possibility of 

an affair, but Wells was unwilling. For one thing, he was involved in an affair. Further, 

he had been stung by public criticism of his affairs with young girls, driven out of the 

inner circles of Fabian socialist policy-making, and dismissed by former colleagues and 

outraged fathers as a bounder. He was unwilling to again risk discredit in the literary and 

political world for the sake of a "little disaster of a girl" (Rollyson, A Life 47). In 
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November 1913, however, his affair ended, and he changed his mind. West had avidly 

pursued him, and, since she was self-supporting and would not demand marriage, "she 

fitted his notion of the New Woman" (Mackenzie and Mackenzie 285). Within the 

month. Wells and West embarked on an affair, and West soon became pregnant. 

At the time. West was well on her way to financial self-sufficiency. After the 

collapse of The Free woman in 1913, she was appointed assistant editor of its successor. 

The New Freewoman (Glendinning 40). She had hoped that The New Freewoman 

would develop into a humanist review with literary interests and had asked editor Dora 

Marsden to make an effort to publish short stories, literary essays, and poetry. To this 

end. West was instrumental in the hiring of Ezra Pound as literary editor of the 

resurrected paper. After several months, she resigned, citing the poor quality of 

production values in the paper and careless fact-checking. As it happened, while writing 

for The New Freewoman. she had begun to write for The Clarion, a socialist weekly 

newspaper founded in 1891 and dedicated to the advancement of workingmen. 

Clarion editor Robert Blatchford was a Fabian socialist who devoted his 

professional life to educating the working classes into socialism (Marcus, The Yoxmg 

Rebecca 91). Clarion vans were a familiar feature of factory districts and working-class 

neighborhoods, making available speakers and literature. Through its various 

organizations for workers and slum children—Clarion Scouts, Clarion Handicraft Guilds, 

Clarion Cycling Clubs, Clarion Field Clubs, and a women's newspaper, Women Folk— 

the Clarion made itself central to the labor history of Britain in the first decade of the 

twentieth century (91). Here, at the nexus of socialism and the feminist movement. 
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drawing a wide readership on a national stage, West was in her element. Her association 

with Blatchford, Marcus writes, helped to form her voice as a critical writer (94). Both 

notably bookish, they inspired one another to elegant and witty political journalism after 

the manner of eighteenth-century English political pamphleteers, "the new Swift [...] in 

one column, the new Wollstonecraft [...] in the next" (94). For example, in an essay 

after the manner of Defoe, entitled "A Short Way With the Suffragettes," Blatchford 

sarcastically exhorts his countrymen to cut off the women's heads and silence them; 

"Cut off their heads and show them that if we cannot reason we at least are men. Cut off 

all their naughty heads: it will buck up the Dean of St. Paul's no end" (qtd. in Marcus, 

The Young Rebecca 94). West did her best early work in this mocking tone. Separating 

bone from muscle in a surgically precise prose, she determined during this formative 

period with Blatchford that, in getting to the root of an issue, a slashing attack was more 

effective than patient, earnest persuasion. In her late seventies, she recalled that "the 

writer she had most wanted to be like was Mark Twain; she had read his attack on 

Christian Science 'and I thought, if I wanted to attack anj^hing, I would like to attack it 

neatly and precisely like that [...]. I knew what satire was'" (qtd. in Glendirming 41). 

The Labour Party had promised suffragists that if they worked in the interests of socialist 

ideals, the party would support female emancipation as a part of the larger socialist 

enterprise. However, when the party repudiated its pledge to oppose the Liberal 

government for refusing to support the bill for women's suffrage. West was moved to 

savage indignation (Marcus, The Young Rebecca 93). In "The Labour Party's 
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Treachery" (1912), she denounces the state in the doctrinal language that fixes the 

constitution of the new, secular Trinity: 

We dreamed of a country 'where the State is the Church and the Church 

the people, three in one, and one in three,' a commonwealth 'in which 

work is play and play is life; three in one and one in three,' a godhead 'in 

which all life is human and all humanity divine; three in one and one in 

three.' And now we see the stuff of which we were building that State: 

whimpering betrayers of trust, the companions of liars, the treasonable 

sellers of their own flesh and blood, three in one and one in three, we must 

begin to build anew. (Ill) 

From her earliest writing. West was a gifted parodist, able to pick up the form and 

language of essay and speech, exaggerate their features into caricature, and reverse her 

opponent's argument with a precise finality. Concerning the final disposition of a Mr. 

Garvin, anti-suffrage editor of the Pall Mall Gazette who wanted the public to lynch the 

militant women, she mocks his own intemperate style: 

I want Mr. Garvin to be disenfranchised. I want him to be imprisoned for 

life. I want to get up monster petitions against him, hold protest meetings 

and pass strong resolutions with no dissentients. I want him to be 

deported to St. Helena or marooned on a desert island in company with a 

hyena of good digestion. For I have just been reading his leaders in 

Mondav's Pall Mall. (175) 
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According to Rollyson, "[By 1913] she had come into her own as a writer " (A 

Life 51). After only two years of professional writing, she had established a reputation as 

an articulate and persuasive journalist and reliable reviewer and was becoming respected 

in writing and publishing circles in London. Her early Freewoman work had brought her 

to the attention of Violet Hunt and Ford Madox Ford, who befriended her, and she had 

begun to write reviews for the prestigious English Review, which Ford edited. Upon her 

association with Ford and his circle, West was poised to enter the world of men of letters 

and affairs. Wells showed her a column in which her work had been praised and 

compared to that of Emerson (53). Her unintended pregnancy came just at the time at 

which her career had begun to take direction. "While campaigning against sexual 

hypocrisy in the novels he was writing, [Wells] urged total secrecy on her" (Glendirming 

51). In view of the public disapproval of Wells' adulteries, her pregnancy would force 

her to live in near anonymity in a series of rented cottages and farmhouses with discreet 

hired help, and then to bear a child whose paternity would be unacknowledged. And, for 

a time, it would impede the development of her career, for living at a distance from 

research libraries, publishing houses, and the editorial circles of socialist weeklies and 

literary journals. West could not easily share in the literary and intellectual life of 

London. 

"London in that age was full of 'gangs,' [...] shifting coteries of writers and 

aspiring writers—and aflame with manifestoes" (Watson 32). Removed from the lectures 

and readings and parties of these coteries. West was barred from the critical talk of 

intellectuals of advanced views. She continued to get review books from the Dailv News 
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and began to write for the Atlantic Monthly, and Wells found occasional reviewing work 

for her with Walter Lippman's New Republic, which began publication in November. 

But she feared that her early momentum had been lost and that her career had stalled. On 

August 4, 1914, the day on which England declared war on Germany, Anthony Panther 

West was bom. ("Panther" was Wells' affectionate name for West; she called him 

"Jaguar." Many of his letters to her are adorned with uncaptioned cartoons of Panther 

and Jaguar or comic strips in which Panther and Jaguar declare their affection for one 

another.) For the next year, West moved from one rented lodging to another, referring to 

herself as a married woman or a widow in order to disguise her status and her child's 

from moralistic landladies and housekeepers. Anthony was instructed to refer to West as 

his aunt and to Wells as his aunt's good friend. 

In 1915, during the unsettled time after the birth of her son, West drafted Henrv 

James and most of The Return of the Soldier (1918) and The Judge (1922), her first two 

novels. The Return of the Soldier concerns the return of a shell-shocked, amnesiac 

soldier to his wife, Kitty, whose ruthless drive to maintain her social position and way of 

life through his restoration to duty is the motive force of the novel. The novel is narrated 

by a genteel, servile spinster who is not empathic enough to imagine that the soldier, 

Chris Baldry, is sick at heart, and her account of this sensitive situation is curiously flat. 

She has the callousness not of the cruel but of the ignorant, and her narration disturbs in 

its unintended irony. Chris recalls nothing of his injury or of his marriage—nothing, in 

fact, of the immediate past. He believes that upon his return he will be reunited with the 

love of his youth, Margaret Grey, a woman of the tradesman class, now married. From 
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an army hospital abroad, he has written to her, expecting to resume the relationship of an 

uncomplicated, golden time when he had been truly happy with a generous, loving girl. 

Margaret has red, seamed hands that show evidence of a lifetime of work, and she 

moves with the heavy commonness of a draught-ox or big dog. Repelled, Kitty perceives 

her to be "repulsively furred with neglect and poverty" (West, Return of the Soldier 25). 

Kitty has every advantage of wealth and social privilege deriving from her class status 

and her marriage, and she intends to keep them. Her well-tended beauty is her capital. 

She is a venal woman but not a stupid one, and she correctly divines her husband's desire 

for Margaret as personal rebuke and as rejection of the life he had led with her. At first, 

she is chilled, then angered, and she determines that his memory must be restored even if 

it should mean that he must return to the front and face death. 

In this brief novel. West "explodes conventions like the purity of the wronged 

wife [and] the moral solvency of the British gentry" (Wolfe 32). Implicit in West's 

description of her jewelry is the cruelty of Kitty's character: "Around her throat were her 

pearls, and her longer chain of diamonds dropped, looking cruelly bright, to her white 

small breasts" (West, Return of the Soldier 32). Kitty cultivates the appearance of benign 

mildness, but when she is asked to do a simple kindness, her face becomes ugly. She "is 

one of those 'secondary women' that Wells defines [...], preoccupied with the material 

perfection of their lives, which are flawless but lifeless, and so cannot nourish love" 

(Rollyson, A Life 69-70). Impelled by the certainty that her gracious house and his life 

with her are the core of her husband's being, she determines to see him shocked out of his 

idyllic remembrance of Margaret and restored to his rightful position. In a most cruel 
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scene in which he is shown clothing belonging to his dead son, she causes him to be 

brought back to reality, however unhappy. In its austere plot and its evocation of 

emotional possibilities in small revelations in gesture and remark, the novel is 

reminiscent of fiction by Chekhov or James. In its narrator's offhand remark, "This was 

the saddest spring," the novel salutes Ford's The Good Soldier (1915), which begins with 

the line, "This is the saddest story I have ever heard." For Chris Baldry—aristocratic 

man of honor, good soldier manipulated into taking up the yoke of his class and empire 

and returned to formation—^this is, indeed, the saddest spring. 

Upon his publication of The Passionate Friend (1914), Wells' career entered into 

a low period. This novel, notorious in its time, argued that "happiness may be found only 

outside marriage, where the emotions are free from the constraints of mutual 

responsibility and [...] obligations" (Mackenzie and Mackenzie 290). On an earlier 

occasion, Henry James had protested against the use of the novel as the instrument of 

argument and had called for closer attention to formal aspects in a work of fiction. 

Mindful of this viewpoint. Wells corresponded with James in a tepid exchange about his 

work. In the spring, 1914, James published two articles that laid out his objections to the 

novel-as-polemic, and, although James did not directly mention him, Wells understood 

the articles as direct reproof of his method in the recently published The Passionate 

Friend (291). In 1915, he published Boon, a retaliatory novel that contained a vicious 

attack on James as mandarin: "[T]he elaborate copious emptiness of the whole Henry 

James exploit is only redeemed and made endurable by the elaborate, copious wit. [. . .] 

He spares no resource in the telling of his dead inventions. [...] His vast paragraphs 
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sweat and struggle. [...] And all for tales of nothingness" (291). During this unpleasant 

episode. West began her own assessment of James' work. Shortly after his death in 1916, 

she published Henry James, her first book, in which she "reproves James for his lack of 

intellectual passion and takes issue with his judgment that books about ideas are bad art" 

(Glendinning 59). However, in this work she is her own woman, for unlike Wells' 

annihilation of James' lifetime of work, it is a discriminating consideration of the 

achievement of the novels. West admired James' later work and his invention of the 

international theme, but she objected to the characterization of his heroines: "James's 

women did not think; they were presented as sexual objects who behaved by the most 

conventional standards and exhibited no sense of their own" (Rollyson, A Life 61). 

The relationship of West and Wells was complicated by the birth of their child. 

Wells regarded West's pregnancy as an annoyance. The temper of the time did not 

sanction an extramarital affair, and West was distressed by her pariah status. Although 

she agreed in principle with Wells' thinking concerning the dependence of free 

relationships on women's financial, social, and political self-sufficiency, she was torn by 

misgivings concerning the legitimation of her legal situation and angered by Wells' 

refiisal to let their son know that he was his father. Before the child's birth. Wells had 

written delightedly, "I think of that happy thing cuddled up in your soft flesh and your 

dear warm blood" (qtd. in Rowse 125). After the nuisance arrived, he was armoyed; "I 

hate being encumbered with a little boy and a nurse, and being helpful" (125). As 

Anthony reached school age. West demanded that Wells provide a handsome armuity for 

the child's educational costs, and when he looked into the matter. Wells was furious to 
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find that his child at the age of eight could not read. Unhappily, as the years passed, the 

boy's educational deficits worsened. 

West began her second novel. The Judge, in 1915, while she was living in 

comparative purdah after the birth of her son. As originally conceived, its melodramatic 

plot had concerned a judge who dies of a seizure in a brothel, but, as with The Return of 

the Soldier, her preoccupation is not with the character and experience of men but of 

mothers and mothering. The first half of the novel attends meticulously to the medieval 

architecture of Edinburgh, to the rhythms of the old city and New Town, its mercantile 

life, the seasonal changes in its climate, the hills outside the city. The narrative 

represents the relationship between the mother and daughter Melville, and events are seen 

through the point of view of the daughter, Ellen, who is fresh from school and settling in 

to her first job as low-level clerk in a commercial firm. Deserted by her father and living 

in want with her frail mother, Ellen has been encouraged to seek marriage to a 

commanding man "whose rule will dominate her life" (Rollyson, A Life 81). However, 

repulsed by the maleness of men, she becomes a suffi-agette. When she falls in love with 

Richard Yaverland, chemist and manufacturer of explosives, she is transformed from 

outspoken suffragette and principal character to prospective wife, daughter-in-law, and 

supporting character in the dynamic of Richard and his mother, Marion Yaverland. 

The second half of the novel is set along the isolated and storm-battered east coast 

of England. Here, as a young girl in love, Marion had borne a virile, capable son as the 

result of an adulterous affair with an aristocrat. Vilified in her town and stoned by a gang 

of boys, she married the butler who rescued her, only to suffer marital rape. From the 
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rape was bom a second son, Roger, a pathetic sort who finds fulfillment in a 

fundamentalist sect called Heavenly Hostages. West seems to have believed that the 

conditions of the sexual act find expression in the issue. Now an adult, this unfortunate 

child of rape is sickly, whining, ugly, and violently jealous of the gifted and luminous 

Richard, who has his mother's undivided love. When Roger threatens his brother's union 

with Ellen, a fine Scots girl, Marian fears violence and removes herself fi-om the scene by 

walking into the ocean to her death. Grieving over this irreparable loss and in order to 

protect his prospective bride, Richard kills Roger. In the deaths of the two mothers and 

Richard's murder of his odious half-brother is revealed the novel's truth: that Ellen and 

Richard are the medium and their courtship and mating the means by which the 

mothers—even after death—transmit the imperatives of their unfulfilled natures to 

succeeding generations. So powerful is the pull of a mother's unrealized motives that her 

desire resonates in her children, and both Ellen and Richard "pay heavily [. ..] for 

becoming a projection of the mother's longings" (Glendirming 73). Reportedly, West 

rejoiced in a letter (c. 1922) to novelist Louis Golding, Thomas Hardy quite liked the 

second part of the book and "ma[de] his wife read it to him over and over again, it being 

the only book ever written as gloomy as his own" (Scott, Selected Letters 47). 

As West was finishing the book in 1921, her own mother lay dying. After 

Isabella Fairfield's death, West dedicated the novel to her memory and prefaced it with a 

dismal epigraph: "Every mother is a judge who sentences the children for the sins of the 

father." Although the epigraph has the aphoristic tone of received wisdom. West had 

invented it in response to her publisher's pressure to retain the advertised title The Judge. 
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According to Rollyson, critical response to the novel was mixed: one line of criticism 

suggested that the novel's "fashionable absorption in Freud" tended to diminish its force; 

another suggested that although West's prose was elegant, her "critical brilliance 

undermined her characters and bloated her fiction" CA Life 81). For Wells, the 

representation of a woman as a judge was the source of some discomfort: in his view, a 

judge was more properly a man. Although he praised the lyrical force of West's style, he 

disparaged her attempt to give imaginative expression to transcendence: "As a whole it is 

a sham. It is a beautiful voice and a keen and sensitive mind doing 'Big Thinks' to the 

utmost of her ability—which is nil" (qtd. in Glendirming 118). 

Over the years, West and Wells had vacationed together openly and had confided 

freely to friends and family their occasional annoyances with one another, and the affair 

was widely discussed. But outsiders tire of the romantic travails of others, and the 

dismissive judgment of V. S. Pritchett concerning their liaison is typical: "The 

extravagance of feeling was certainly operatic" (Lasting Impressions 148). To Pritchett, 

the affair was baldly opportunistic, driven primarily by West's ambition to establish 

herself in the literary and intellectual domain of editors, artists, trade union leaders. Labor 

politicians, and international statesmen who constituted Wells' circle. For Beatrice 

Webb, with her husband Sidney a founder of Fabian socialism and The New Statesman, it 

was Wells who was principally in the wrong: "Everyone knows he is a polygamist and 

everyone puts up with it. [...] Wells [has] contempt for all of us, because we 

disapprove, and yet associate with him. In short, he feels he has imposed himself—sins 
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and all—on the world by the sheer force of his knowledge and marketable genius" (qtd. 

in Mackenzie and Mackenzie 335). 

During the time of Wells' advisory work on the reconstruction of European 

political and economic structures after World War I, West was writing theater criticism 

and book reviews for Time and Tide, a feminist newspaper founded by Lady Rhondda in 

1920. The father of Lady Rhondda (Margaret Haig) had tried and failed to alter British 

succession laws so that his daughter might succeed to his title, estate, and status on the 

same terms as those granted to a first-born son and heir. Highly ambitious, equipped 

with impeccable credentials of education, political acquaintance, and social background. 

Lady Rhondda founded Time and Tide as the organ of a feminist lobby, the Six Point 

Group. Its policy decisions were made by an "Inner Circle" of women writers—among 

them West and Rose Macaulay (Berry and Bostridge 269). 

In a memorable review (1922) of a history of the militant suffrage movement in 

America written for Time and Tide, West points out the part of most practical value to 

Englishwomen, which is the moral to be derived from the prim demeanor of President 

Wilson: 

There is a photograph on the wrapper of this book which sums up all it has 

to tell of him. It represents the gates of the White House. On each side 

stand the women pickets holding banners demanding their rights; and 

through the gates, which are held open by a respectful cap-lifting person, 

walks mincingly a man in frock-coat and top-hat, who averts from the 

women a face pinched with a petty sense of dignity. This was his 
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common form during the agitation. He made a mean figure. (The Young 

Rebecca 72) 

In such a figure, she concludes, one may discern the thitmess of character that led 

to his inability to "impress upon the Peace Treaty the intentions of the liberal spirits of all 

countries" (72). At war's end, Wells corresponded at some length with Wilson, 

formulating objectives that later found their way almost whole cloth into Wilson's 

Fourteen Points. For her part, however, West hoped for nothing from Wilson at 

Versailles. His conduct toward the American suffragists and his falsification of the law 

so that pickets might be arrested had amply shown her the listless character of the man, 

flawed by "a constitutional aversion from greatness in the real" (72). 

In 1922, West's commitment to Wells cooled. "Intellectually, she and H. G. were 

as compatible as they had ever been" (Mackenzie and Mackenzie 339). The primary 

difficulty lay in West's need for a settled home and the legitimation of Anthony's status. 

The child knew that he was left out of the glamorous life of tennis and picnics and 

theatricals and bicycling tours led by Wells and his other sons. He had been bullied in 

school when his fatherless state had been discovered and ruthlessly shamed as the child 

of an immoral woman. With the publication of Henry James and two novels—The 

Return of the Soldier (1918) and The Judge (1922)—West was establishing a reputation 

as a critic and novelist of note. She was well able to support a household and enroll her 

son in a congenial school where presumably he would be shielded from the contempt of 

other boys. Her earnings now supported her travel and research, and in 1923, embarking 
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on a trip to New York for an American tour of several months, she used the separation to 

end her affair with Wells. 

The affair that had begun with secrecy and nicknames in 1913 ended in bitter, 

accusing letters and transatlantic wrangles about child support. For ten years, Jane Wells 

had tolerated the affair with composure: "Mrs. Wells was a femme complaisante; she 

told Beatrice Webb, 'I know H. G. is polygamous, and I don't mind'" (Rowse 125). The 

same could not be said for West's mother and elder sister Letitia, who were furious with 

West for throwing away her chance of a solid marriage and with Wells for dominating 

the energy and vitality of a young girl at the outset of a vigorous career. Letitia regarded 

the child's illegitimate birth as a blemish on the family name. Over the years, her 

disapproval softened, but the child came to understand that his birth had been the 

occasion of distress to the families of both parents, and his resentment over the secrecy 

concerning his parentage during his early years and his ambiguous status within both 

families saddened his childhood. 

Laura Morgan Green's Educating Women (2001) differentiates in Victorian 

values "an ideal of intellection as private, internal, and essentially amateur, associated 

with women, and a counterideal [...] of knowledge as public, professional, and 

institutional, associated with men" (xiii). In her consideration of George Eliot's 

engagement with these ideals. Green distinguishes two intellectual positions celebrated in 

Middlemarch (1872), "that of the intellectual/romantic alliance [. ..] and that of the 

autodidact" (100). These distinctions provide a congenial model for the stages of West's 

career from its origin in a ladies' secondary education in literature, religion, and music in 
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Scotland to its first realization in free-lance political journalism to its more complex 

expression in the writing of fiction and literary criticism. In the earliest stage of her 

career, West found her moorings in an intellectual/romantic alliance with Wells, a public 

intellectual more than twice her age. It may be supposed that on many issues they were 

of like mind. As he did, she perceived the class, gender, and racial patterns that threw 

people's lives into disorder. With him, she "believed that words were weapons, and that 

fiction could be criticized—as well as written—from a political standpoint" (Mackenzie 

and Mackenzie 285). 

In thinking out a comprehensive approach to literature, politics, and history, one 

has to begin with something. Wells had proceeded from the assumption that the 

movement of history is marked by rhythm: 

[NJations rise and fall much as species become dominant and decline in 

biological evolution. But the rise of a nation is due to the presence of a 

creative ruling elite—^predecessors, so to speak, of his New Republicans 

and Samurai—^which is capable of making an imaginative response to the 

challenge of its times. [However,], the industrial and scientific revolution 

of the previous century, brought about by men of spirit and vision, had 

failed to fulfill its promise because it had occurred in a world that was 

divided into competing nation states ruled by narrow-minded oligarchs. 

[Wells'] interpretation of history [...] accorded precisely with his own 

dualism—and with the dialectic of ethics and evolution [.. .] which he had 

taken over from T. H. Huxley. The drive to adaptation and survival found 



58 

expression in the constructive civilizing process, in the emergence of a 

world consciousness and the world state which alone held out a hope of 

salvation for the species. (322-323) 

West found that model persuasive, but over the years, she gradually affirmed her 

father's Burkian view, according to which the destruction of institutions through 

revolution destroys the mainstay of civilization, "the partial regard for human rights 

painfully gained over the ages" (Rollyson, A Life 310). For Burke, reform, not 

revolution, gave humanity the best chance for the development and preservation of 

rational, humane values and social and political institutions: 

This interpretation of nature and the natural order implies deep respect for 

the historical process, and the usages and social achievement built up in 

time. Negatively, this is an insistence on the safety of the tried and 

enduring; positively, it is a sense of the principle of growth and perfection 

immanent in a tradition and stable complex of feeling. Therefore it does 

not entail an inflexible or uncritical adherence to the inherited order. 

(Parkin 433) 

During years of discussion of their novels-in-progress. West doubtless enjoyed 

singular insight into Wells' view of literature as a technical means of transmitting ideas. 

His vision of technology as the instrument of social advancement, a vision that he 

advanced in his novels as well as his essays and public addresses, was compelling to her 

but in its particulars not conclusive. In time, she developed a modified view of this 

formulation according to which literature was not merely an instrument of propaganda 
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but a primary system of knowledge, a medium through which the ideas of permanent 

moment to a culture are most fully realized in imaginative art. 

Characterizing the elevated role of literary journalism in the intellectual life of the 

period, Schwarz notes that the great British literary reviews "largely defin[ed] the terms 

of debate on and discussion of political, religious, economic, scientific, historical, and 

biographical subjects as well as literature" (180). Typically, he writes, the review for the 

New Statesman and Nation or the Times Literarv Supplement or the English Review 

would begin with a nominal consideration of the book under review and proceed by 

entertaining at length complicated digressions or original arguments with an intellectual 

distinction and an engaging personal style often far superior to those of the book under 

review. In this transformation, a book review would become a review-essay (180). As 

Walter Bagehot, founding editor and long-time principal writer of The Fxonomist. had 

noted as long ago as 1855, the review-essay is "the only form that brings together 

intellectual vitality, scholarly rigor, a superior literary style, and a newspaper-like brevity 

and topicality in the consideration of ideas" (181). In the course of her reviewing, West 

annually read hundreds upon hundreds of books—novels, criticism, history, biographies 

and period histories, and social and political treatments of the current condition of the 

people and the state. From her reviewing, she derived a peerless knowledge of the issues 

that engrossed her time and the response of literature to these issues. In one eighteen-

month period from 1920 to 1922, she wrote "fifty-five two-thousand word reviews of 136 

novels" (Rollyson, A Life 73). In The Georgian Scene (1934), Frank Swinnerton calls 

attention to the breadth of her knowledge and the superb critical intelligence of her 
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reviews for The New Statesman: "I doubt whether any such briUiant reviews were ever 

seen before; they certainly have not been seen since" (387-388). 

From the publication of The Judge in 1922 until the critical achievement of The 

Strange Necessity in 1928, West continued her reviewing and developed a lucrative 

career in lecturing. Since its founding issue in 1914, she had published occasional 

reviews for The New Republic, and she had cultivated an audience and made professional 

connections in America. After her affair with Wells ended in 1923, she had thought 

about settling there but dismissed the idea, "finding the corruption and the American 

attitude toward the law appalling, not to mention the lack of moral, intellectual, and 

aesthetic standards" (Rollyson, A Life 96). However, she quite liked the cultural milieux 

of Greenwich Village and Harlem and befriended the literati of the Algonquin Round 

Table. During this time, she began and ended brief affairs with Max Beaverbrook, John 

Gunther, and Charlie Chaplin and formed lifelong relationships with columnists, critics, 

photographers, feminist journalists, and editors at The New Yorker, the Herald-Tribime. 

and Cosmopolitan, then a publication of the Hearst empire. For Cosmopolitan, she 

worked as ghostwriter of a novel serialized in four parts entitled War Nurse (1930). This 

commissioned work, for which she received a munificent $10,000, recorded the 

observations of a young nurse who had served in World War I. Melodramatically 

subtitled "The True Story of a Woman Who Lived, Loved and Suffered on the Western 

Front," it was hurriedly written, and West was not proud of it. She shared the profits with 

the nurse and asked that her name be removed from the title page. When the movie rights 
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were sold for an additional $10,000, she gave a third to the man who had found her the 

ghostwriting job with Cosmopolitan (Glendinning 108). 

After two lengthy tours of America in the 1920s, she resumed her career as public 

speaker in Britain, where she lectured on a spectacular range of topics and was received 

as "by far the most interesting woman speaker of the day" (Rollyson, A Life 119). When 

anarchist Emma Goldman came to Britain in 1924 to enlist the support of the Labor Party 

against Bolshevism, her outspoken opposition to Bolshevist ideology drove away 

socialist writers and strategists who continued to hope that the transformative communist 

experiment would bring about liberty and equality in Russia. Wholly sympathetic to 

Goldman's dissent. West generously introduced her to persons of influence in socialist 

editorial and publishing circles and wrote an extravagantly flattering introduction to 

Goldman's polemic, Mv Disillusionment in Russia (1925), published in London. Her 

introduction proclaims Goldman's "proven genius for honesty and courage," at the same 

time revealing her own earliest misgivings—whose rightness was confirmed during the 

Stalinist purges—about the effects of revolutionary ideology on the liberty of the 

individual: 

If change in the political forms of a country proceeds with a rapidity that 

outstrips the pace of the secular variations in that genius there will tend to 

reappear a standard government which is of immense significance because 

it indicates the essential preferences of that people. The exact duplication 

under the Tsardom and under Bolshevism of a system that impedes the 

development of material prosperity, destroys individual liberty, and 
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imposes general discomfort on the community is a sign that [. ..] these are 

the ends toward which Russia likes its governments to work, (vi) 

According to Rollyson, West saw the triumph of Lenin's Bolsheviks over the 

Mensheviks, or Social Democrats, as the triumph of an oligarchy which was unlikely to 

bring about genuine social reform: "The narrower the leadership, the surer it was that a 

movement would lose touch with the people it purported to serve" (A Life 107). 

Also during this period, West began work on a little known work, Sunflower, an 

autobiographical fiction whose subject is the relationship of the eponymous heroine with 

Francis Pitt (Lord Beaverbrook), a vital man's man. She was cotmected with the circle of 

Beaverbrook's conservative political ally, Bonar Law, through her friendship with Sara 

Tugander, who was Law's confidential secretary (Chisholm and Davie 200). According 

to Glendinning, after her affair with Wells ended. West had longed to marry 

Beaverbrook; however, he declined to marry (91). Although her pursuit of Beaverbrook 

ended in rejection, he continued to offer her remunerative commission work. "Rebecca 

in her old age concealed the name of the man she loved after Wells, but she talked, and 

wrote, about the affair with 'x' as a terrible tragedy" (Glendirming 91). Because the 

novel's portrait of Beaverbrook was recognizable, Glendinning reports, West realized 

that she would have to suppress the book for years (91). As it happened, although she 

worked on it intermittently for decades, it was incomplete upon its posthumous 

publication in 1990. According to Glendirming, the novel is important because it works 

out in preliminary form a division of the sexes that West would continue to explore for 

the remainder of her career, most notably in the two novels of her mid-career, Harriet 
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Hume (1929) and The Thinking Reed (1936), and in her cultural history of Yugoslavia, 

Black Lamb and Grev Falcon (1941) as well (91). 

The work that she hoped would establish her authority in literary reviewing, The 

Strange Necessity, is a long essay that West published with a selection of shorter reviews 

for the Herald-Tribune. The title piece offers a notably original argument that art, like 

science, is a taxonomy of forms through which humans may methodically inquire into the 

nature of reality. In this essay. West advances the notion that imaginative art can provide 

a complete inventory of life: 

The working of this organ [the cerebral cortex] is called Science when it 

deals with man's experience of controllable material that does not tell lies 

to the observer; and it is called Art when it deals with man's experience of 

uncontrollable material that can tell lies to the observer and has to be 

circumvented in the exercise of this gift before one can get the truth. This 

circumvention is contrived by the use of empathy, which is our power of 

projecting ourselves into the destiny of others by fantasy, and which we 

employ in different ways to suit the different arts. (188-189) 

Later criticism has appreciated the acuteness of West's thinking in this essay, but 

the early reviews were unpromising. Wells was again disparaging. For him, a work that 

distinguished in fine the duties and parts of science and art moved a little too close to 

speculative philosophy. Tartly, he observed that West's metier was the personal novel 

that expertly conveys nuances of emotion but that her abilities were ill-suited to treatise 

or epic or tragedy, implying in effect that she would do best to stay with the ladies' novel 
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and leave the serious thinking and weighty genres to others who could do the heavy 

lifting. 

West began Harriet Hume: A London Fantasy (1929) as a short story about 

feminism, but, as with The Judge, its focus and form changed radically from inception to 

completion (Glendinning 126). Harriet Hume is a pianist, the "idea of undiluted 

femininity—flexible, unaggressive, passive, anarchic—just as her lover, a 'great man' on 

the Wells/Beaverbrook model, seems a distillation of masculinity—dynamic, ambitious, 

egotistic, ultimately unscrupulous" (126). She is a nature goddess seeking incarnation in 

the physical world. Arnold Condorex, whose name suggests the predatory nature of the 

condor and the sovereignty of kings, loves her, but he wants to make his way up to a 

powerftil position in Westminster and believes that he may advance that objective by 

marrying up. To this end, he makes an aristocratic marriage to the dullish Lady Ginevra 

that will be advantageous to his political rise: "[A] man must rise in the world! Dear 

God, did she not understand? A man must rise in the world!" (West, Harriet Hume 49). 

Arnold has become a government minister through a fraudulent claim to the title 

of Lord Mondh, inheritor of the estate of Mondh in the British Raj; so obscure is this 

estate (in fact, it does not exist) that no one can trace it, and so his political authority is 

unquestioned. However, Harriet has the troubling power to read his mind and to know 

moment by moment what he is thinking. She knows of his great ambition, his single-

minded pursuits of status and wealth, his disdain for music and literature; she knows, too, 

of his murderous propensities and knows them to be directed against her, so jealous is he 

of her greater conceptual power. Competitive, deceitful, and peckish, he fears that she 
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has taken over his cognitive power and possesses, as a result, more social power than he: 

Fretting over "the power of the opposite, " he concludes, "If it takes away a man's power 

to recognize the night and day, it is time something was done" (219). Filled with 

resentment over Harriet's apparent superiority and angered by her knowledge of his 

criminality, Arnold determines to kill her, but in his rage and confusion, he shoots 

himself, and, after killing two policemen whom Harriet has summoned to her aid, 

presumably dies. 

The final disposition of the plot is unclear. If Harriet has died with Condorex, 

their reconciliation takes place in the afterlife; if she has reftised to die, then she is able to 

converse with him after his death. When he points his pistol at her, Harriet loses the gift 

of foreknowledge, and the confusion and violence of his nature begin to recede. When he 

becomes spirit, his dominating maleness fades, and he, like Harriet, becomes aware of a 

preternatural acuteness in his sensitivity to colors, sounds, and fragrances and can hear 

the grass and flowers pressing up through the earth and the buds opening on trees. Wells 

quite enjoyed the novel's perversity, affecting to believe that West had proved 

"unintentionally their shared belief in the essential 'secondariness' of women" 

(Glendinning 126). 

In its allegory of masculine and feminine traits and predilections, Glendinning 

notes, Harriet Hume elaborates the dialectic of gender that is outlined in The Strange 

Necessitv (127). Before the Great War, feminists had contested the maintenance of 

special spheres whose protections under the law disguised the continuing economic 

domination of women, and in early feminist discourse, the major political moments had 
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concerned labor and wage issues and the vote for women. After the war, by contrast, 

some feminist writing pursued a reversal of this program and "accepted theories of sexual 

difference that helped to advance notions of separate spheres for men and women" (Kent 

6). From her position within the occluded and rancorous atmosphere of feminist agitation 

before the war. West had observed behavior and attitudes whose injurious effects in the 

lives of men and women she would meditate in her fiction. In daily experience, she 

discemed, the facts of women's oppression were material and visible and lived; they were 

the matter of West's feminist polemic. She had begun her career by arguing these facts 

in journalistic format and discriminating them in her reviews of novels. From the 

publication of Harriet Hume in 1929, her novels would explore the separate spheres of 

men and women, undertaking a radical critique of the ideas that lay beneath the roles and 

attitudes that define male and female experience. 

West's feminism depends upon an organicist argument deriving from the differing 

biological functions of men and women. Women bear children and invest their physical 

and psychic energies in this task; "men cannot equal this commitment to the unrevealed, 

uncreated life" (West, "Woman as Artist and Thinker" 9). Because men are not impelled 

by the generative principle that impels women, they seek meaning outside the self in the 

public world in "a measurable commodity or else in an honor or title negotiable as cash, 

status, or reality" (9). From this premise, West extrapolates an unbridgeable divide in 

men's and women's recognition of knowledge which is represented in her novels and 

elaborated most fully in Black Lamb and Grev Falcon: 
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Men lack all sense of objective reality and have a purely pragmatic 

attitude to knowledge. A fact does not begin to be for a man until he has 

calculated its probable usefulness to him. [...] This means that he is not 

sure of the existence of his own soul, for nothing is more debatable for any 

of us than whether it is a good or a bad thing that our souls should have 

come to be. (678) 

Women, however, are seemingly immune to this uncertainty, for they fatalistically accept 

the inevitability of dissolution and death: "[W]e have been bom and we shall die, and 

even if the essence of our existence should be evil there is at least a term set to it. 

Therefore, women feel they can allow themselves to enjoy the material framework of 

existence for what it is worth" (678). 

In West's view, the male principle is utility; his knowledge is analytic; his reality 

is located in the public world of social convention and group values. The female 

principle is generativity; her knowledge is integrative and contextualized; her reality is 

located in the private world of experience and individual values (Wolfe 10). In its 

narrowly directed self-absorption. West writes, the male personality is impoverished, and 

men calm their resentment of women's superior self-knowledge by suppressing women's 

interests in several domains—domestic, social, and political. For West, the male 

defect—lunacy—is expressed in "a facile romanticism caused by a moonstricken craving 

for public power" (10). An uncritical male romanticism is, she is convinced, the 

animating force of systems of power and domination, whether political, religious, or 

academic; it leads the male to an overinvestment in rational thought, to rigid obedience to 
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hierarchy, and to cruelty and fanaticism and away from a sense of community. She 

argues that only a male—St. Augustine—could have devised the life-denying formulation 

of original sin, and only a male—John Calvin—could have directed it to ends of control 

and dominance in theology. 

For her, evidence of the masculine principle may be seen in violence, in the 

assumption that productive knowledge emerges from pain, and in the assumed superiority 

of the European toward the Oriental, Eastern European, and African that is implicit in the 

drive to empire. Women, however, are relatively "indifferent to the pull of collective 

values and uninterested in the prizes awarded by public life" (10). The female defect is 

idiocy, a preoccupation with the private life so exclusive that it is ignorant of the meaning 

of phenomena outside the self and of events in the public world. The proclivities of the 

female are for conserving, unifying, enhancing; she is not the glue of culture but its very 

matter. In West's account, the act of knowing reality is different for men and women as 

well. It is the nature of men, she writes, to discern the outline of events but not their 

details or contexts; women's nature obeys a different process by which they value details 

and context to the exclusion of the abstract meaning of events (10). It is her notion that 

in their undiluted forms, neither masculinity nor femininity can offer an accurate, 

productive criticism of life. What is needed is a mingling of traits such as that described 

in Harriet Hume, in which each character abandons defects of gender—for the male an 

excessive looking outward for meaning, for the female an excessive looking inward—^that 

infect the relationship between men and women and the social and political history of 

their lives together. 
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In 1930, West married Henry Maxwell Andrews, a British subject born in Burma 

and at the age of nineteen interned in a prisoner-of-war camp in Spandau for the duration 

of the Great War. His father's family had its origins in Scotland and his mother's in 

Lithuania and Ireland. He had spent much of his childhood in Germany, where his father 

operated an import-export business. He was seized by the authorities during a business 

trip there in August, 1914, and upon his refusal to fight in the German army, he was made 

a civilian prisoner of war and interned in a prison camp. There, he read widely in poetry, 

philosophy, and history and with others created "a virtual university, a discussion circle 

in which papers were read and critiqued" (Rollyson, A Life 147). He was a scholarly 

man, fluent in English, German, French, and Danish, widely read in French literature and 

politics, and expertly trained in architectural and art history. After the war, he became a 

banker and economist specializing in financing and development accounts for European 

public utilities for Schroder's, a bank with close German business interests, where he 

"proved to be an adroit negotiator" (147). Andrews encouraged West's work, and his 

approval of her writing was generous. Upon their engagement. West told her American 

agent, "He says he's going to look after me and let me write, so it ought to be grand" 

(147). And so he did, and so for a time it was. They were a loving couple, and when the 

first rapturous prospective of their marriage receded after five years, their undoubted 

strong personal regard for one another and their shared intellectual and artistic interests 

kept them together. The marriage lasted until his death in 1968. 

In the year of her marriage, West wrote an elegy upon the death of Lawrence, 

entitled simply D. H. Lawrence (1930). In this work, she sharply upbraids the critical 
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establishment for its malicious treatment of Lawrence's art and declares her intent to pay 

"homage due from the living to dead genius meanly denied" (Lawrence 5). In her view, 

critics have misunderstood what Lawrence was about, seeing indecency in his treatment 

of sexual matters where there was, in fact, "justice to the seriousness of life" (37). Her 

admiration for Lawrence never faded. Thirty years after his death, a marvelous 

photograph captured the now elderly West striding purposefully to appear as witness for 

the defense in the Ladv Chatterley's Lover prosecution. While she was composing her 

essay on Lawrence, she was reading widely in preparation for a proposed biography of 

St. Augustine. She came to realize that through his imaginative creation Lawrence was 

performing the same valuable interpretive service of man's experience in the world that 

Augustine had offered through his theology: "He labored under a disadvantage compared 

with the [early church] fathers in his lack of a vocabulary of symbolic terms such as was 

given them by theology; in the allegory of the death of the soul [...]; he carmot tell his 

story save by the clumsy creation of images" (38-39). Describing Lawrence's artistic 

fimction in terms reserved for the miracle of the Eucharist, she concludes that his art, 

albeit secular, like the communion wafer transmutes consciousness and creation "to the 

highest state that man could use" (10). 

After her father's death in 1906, a Jesuit friend of her mother had introduced her 

to Augustine's writings, and West had long been familiar with the Augustinian outlook 

on things of this world and the next. In St. Augustine (1933), she proposes to give a 

simple account of Augustine's life and background, not to explicate his major writings or 

to elucidate his role in the development of Catholic theology. From her narrative of his 
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domestic circumstances—his parentage, his boyhood, young manhood, his reading, his 

training in rhetoric—she derives the central facts of Augustine's thinking. From his early 

years, she writes, the inclination of his nature—like that of his pagan father, Patricius— 

had been to human companionship, to the pleasurable things of the world. His vocation 

had been for imaginative writing, yet he came in time to decisively renounce the uses of 

the imagination. His Christian mother, Monica, exterminated in him any love of art, of 

sensuality, of public life, and, after her death, what remained in him of an innately strong 

artistic sensibility he suppressed by a powerful intellectual ability. Succeeding utterly in 

her annihilation of her son's love of profane existence. West writes, Monica "swept the 

board of this world, so she was to sweep the board of infinity and eternity" (St. Augustine 

203). 

During the period in which West was composing Lawrence and St. Augustine, she 

and her husband monitored with anxiety news of menacing political developments in 

Germany. Rollyson reports that before many in the British Foreign Office and the 

European diplomatic community, Andrews suspected the ominous state of affairs in 

prewar Germany (A Life 156). In his position as international economic negotiator for 

the bank, he sat on the boards of multinational utility companies and financial firms and 

noted with alarm the dismissal of Jews from management positions in the Berlin Power 

and Light Company. He recognized that the officials with whom he associated there 

spoke an operatic language of "philosophical romanticism and slogans that came to stand 

for bringing all of Germany—its principal organizations and businesses—into line with 

the central government" (156). In the spring of 1933, three months after Hitler's rise to 



72 

power, Andrews wrote a memorandum in which he argued that the "perversion of 

language by National Socialism concealed the thuggery at its center and amounted to a 

deliberate corruption of the intellectual level of the country" (156). In Rollyson's 

account, he intervened to help persons directly threatened by persecution and traveled 

constantly between Germany and England (156). A local man whom he had put in 

charge of municipal finances in Berlin was a Jew, and when the Nazis came to power, 

this man disappeared, and the regime took over Schroder's handling of the city's banking 

operations (Glendinning 151). When Andrews refused to work with a Nazi who had 

replaced a Jew in charge of a hydroelectric power plant, he was fired by Schroder's. He 

was never to work again. 

As it happened, as a "private citizen [he] was able to do more for friends and 

relatives caught in Nazi Germany and Eastern Europe than he had as a bank official" 

(151). Before, during, and after World War II, he worked in a free-lance, advisory 

capacity with an economic planning ministry, donating his expertise in his particular 

interests—European industry and the European transport network, most specifically, air 

transport. A large inheritance from his uncle enabled West and Andrews to buy Ibstone 

Place, a farm in Buckinghamshire, and there he serenely pursued his reading, long walks 

in the country, their growing art collection, and an epic promiscuity of which West was 

unaware until his death thirty-five years later. Although Andrews maintained an expert 

knowledge of economics, he was always a poor manager of money and a disastrously 

incompetent supervisor of dairy-farm economics. As early as the mid-1930s, the first 

signs of the slow onset of cerebral arteriosclerosis appeared in his erratic behavior, which 
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alternated lassitude and "hyperactive, 'overengined' phases" (Rollyson, A Life 361). 

Before his progressive illness was imagined, the weakening of his intellectual and 

professional ambition had been remarked, but it was many years before his incapacity 

was recognized as anything other than a gentlemanly distaste for trade. Fortunately, at 

the time of his dismissal from Schroder's, West's reviews for the Daily Telegraph, a 

column for The New York American, and short stories for The Saturday Evening Post 

had begun to earn her a considerable income (Glendiiming 141). For the rest of her life, 

her writing commanded princely sums. Her earning power never diminished, and at the 

time of her death, she left an estate valued at 762,511 pounds net. Most of it, including 

her literary copyrights, was bequeathed to the son of her sister Winifred, Dr. Norman 

Macleod, a research scientist at Edinburgh University. Her own son she excluded from 

her will (Orel 209n38). 

In their country home at Ibstone Place, West and her husband entertained a broad 

range of writers, artists, and political thinkers. The Rebecca West set included novelists 

Pamela Frankau, G. B. Stem, and Anais Nin; poet Edith Sitwell; dancer and 

choreographer Agnes DeMille ; stage and film actors; the occasional scholar—^A. L. 

Rowse, Lewis Namier, and A. J. P. Taylor; and intellectuals in positions of power in the 

university, the press, and the British and foreign governments. Since she had first met 

him at the age of seventeen, she maintained a lifelong friendship with Bertrand Russell. 

She also maintained close intellectual and political ties and occasionally personal ties 

with other well-known liberal women writers of the 1930s—West, Vera Brittain, 

Winifred Holtby, Storm Jameson, and Naomi Mitchison—all of whom wrote 
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controversial novels "using fairly old-fashioned realist narrative modes" (Montefiore, 

"The 1930s" 27). 

Virginia Woolf cultivated a professional relationship with West. In a letter to her, 

she praised The Harsh Voice (1935), a collection of novellas, and recognized in Harriet 

Hume (1929) an impulse very like her own in her novel, Orlando (1928), in which she 

tropes historical processes in terms of gender: "I can't tell you how it exhilarates me to 

feel your mind running along where mine tried to go (what a lot more you have guessed 

of my meaning than anybody else!) and expanding and understanding and making 

everything ten times more important than it seemed before" (qtd. in Rollyson, A Life 

128). However, their few meetings were unsuccessful. Woolf admired West's "animal 

energy, [...] fierce, outspoken talk, [...] and tenacious and muscular mind" but found 

her to be "hard as nails, very distrustful, and no beauty" (qtd. in Glendirming 146). For 

her part, West found the whole Bloomsbury group to be "physically peculiar." She and 

Andrews "were at one on what they wanted their menage to be like. Neither wanted to 

limit their circle to writers" (146). 

Although the 1930s and 1940s were years of great professional advancement for 

West, they were also years of personal contentiousness. After her long friendship with 

West cooled, the young Pamela Frankau wrote a scornful account of West's deficiencies 

as wife, mother, and intellectual in The Devil We Know (1939). The regard of mentor 

and protegee for one another became distant when West based a short story, entitled "The 

Addict," on the relationship of Frankau and a man named Humbert Wolfe, for whom 

Frankau had "bankrupted herself giving him money" (Scott, Selected Letters 363n3). In 
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The Devil We Know. Frankau mocks West's creation of a public identity of suffering 

artist so unlike her real self that "she might have been speaking of another person" (13). 

The novel's central character, Jennifer Nash, acclaimed political analyst and shaper of 

public opinion, lives a morally untidy life on an international stage. After shedding the 

scholarly, political activist husband who has made her pregnant ("I took the baby as a 

personal insult"), she makes an advantageous marriage to a "business man who [is] a 

businessman and nothing else" (122). The novel's most damning revelation concerns 

Miss Nash's authenticity as commentator on intellectual and political matters of the 

moment. After her son overhears her breezy confusion of the Social Democrats with 

National Socialists, he reveals her mistake to a family friend: 

'Well, can you imagine a more idiotic thing to say? The Nazis. You see, 

she doesn't even read a paper now. God, it's all so bogus.' 

'All of it?' 

'Yes.' 

'But I thought you believed in it?' 

The boy looked as though he were going to cry. 

'Aren't you a communist any more?' 

'Of course I am. But not like her. She is just playing at it. I think she 

always has.' (255) 

In a novel entitled A Cup of Tea For Mr. Thorgill (1957), Storm Jameson reveals 

a strong animosity for West that originated in professional rivalry. In many respects, 

Jameson's career had paralleled West's, developing through political journalism and 
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literary reviewing and reaching maturity in the writing of fiction and political 

commentary. Like West, she enjoyed an active and influential political presence in left-

wing politics, and like her, she recognized early that "it was Hitler's Germany and not 

Franco's Spain which posed the greater threat to Europe—and, indeed, to civilization" 

(Labon 206). In her fiction, Jameson excelled at portraying "the psychic condition 

necessary to produce the Fascist mind-set" (Vance 133). According to Montefiore, her 

relations with women journalists and novelists of the 1930s were spiky, and she came to 

actively dislike West ("The 1930s" 28). Evidently, over the years she had nursed 

resentment over a freedom of action that she believed West had enjoyed in her youth but 

that she had been denied. In obedience to her mother's request that she not take up a 

career among louche socialist journalists, she had gotten off to a late start, so she 

believed, and by the time she was established in British political and literary circles. West 

had eclipsed her. A Cup of Tea For Mr. Thorgill heartlessly caricatures West in political 

analyst and writer Retta Spencer-Savage, a woman whose supreme point of vanity, as it 

happens, is her intellectual superiority. Although Spencer-Savage affects a classical 

loftiness in her nom de plume—^Athene—and in her public pronouncements on issues of 

the moment, she is seen by others as a spiteful old peasant. At its most acute, her 

thinking runs in one direction: a feral condemnation of the literary work of others.^ 

Acquaintances and friends active in the pacifist movement—^Vera Brittain, 

Aldous Huxley, Rose Macaulay, Siegfried Sassoon, Bertrand Russell, Lord Robert 

Cecil—were perplexed and distressed by West's opposition to the Peace Ballot of 1934, a 

nationwide poll that asked the population to register its willingness or unwillingness to 
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take up arms against aggression. "Attacked for war-mongering, the government was 

informed a year later [...] that eleven and one-half million people had answered the five 

questions on the ballot paper and of those three million were opposed to military 

sanctions against an aggressor" (Arman 191-192). According to Noel Annan, this 

massive public resistance expressed the deep fear that another war would end traditional 

British civilization and that "the Empire would not survive another assault on its unity" 

(191). West's published position was crisp and uncompromising: the time was long past 

in which a peace pledge might have been of use. Perhaps in the nineteenth century, she 

reasoned, when Britain had been an acquisitive world power, the nation might have been 

able to afford the public refusal to fight, but now, when Britain was threatened by 

irrational forces from without, it was "unrealistic." One might as well declare one's 

determination not to develop cancer (Rollyson, A Life 185). Brittain, long-time pacifist, 

feminist activist, and speaker for the League of Nations, became a lifelong member of the 

Peace Pledge Union. West admired Brittain's wartime service as nurse and her 

unflagging political activism in the service of feminism and social equality. It was in the 

home of Brittain and Winifred Holtby that West had been introduced to her husband. 

Their friendship was evidently unbroken during the rancorous pacifist splintering and 

realignments within left-wing feminist politics of the 1930s, and in 1941, Brittain's will 

named Henry Maxwell Andrews guardian of her children (Glendinning 28). 

In the mid-1930s, scores of visitors and refugees from central and eastern Europe 

—former business associates, dissident intellectuals, exiled politicians from Germany and 

Yugoslavia—made their way to Ibstone. After the outbreak of war, Andrews worked 
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closely with Czech leader Jan Masaryk and other central European leaders, planning for 

the postwar economic reconstruction of Europe (Rollyson, A Life 223). Regular visitors 

included ministers in the war cabinet, diplomats associated with Andrews's economic 

ministry work, and officials of the Foreign Office bringing current news of developments 

in the several theaters of the war (223). 

In 1931, Leonard and Virginia Woolf commissioned essays of pamphlet length on 

issues in art, politics, religion, and literature to be published in the Hogarth Letter Series 

and asked West to write on a topic of her choice. In her Letter to a Grandfather (1933), 

West outlines a philosophy of history that, she says, catmot be neatly proved. It is instead 

represented imaginatively in a letter written by C. B., a female descendant of the fictional 

Beauchamp family who has just experienced a revelation that unifies historical 

experience: "one moment when life was presented as a unity" (33). In this work. West's 

metaphor for a cyclical theory of history is familial: she posits a "steady flow through the 

ages in our family of men of action, interrupted only every two hundred years or so by a 

man of the analytic type who employs artists or is himself an artist" (15). In other words, 

events succeed one another for a time, and then an aggregating mind gathers their 

characteristics together into a coherent whole and represents them in art, whereupon the 

sequence renews itself. 

With the publication of The Strange Necessity in 1928 and St. Augustine and A 

Letter to a Grandfather in 1933, "West was evolving an autobiographical, historical, and 

Active vision, a kind of historiography of self and soul that she would stretch across the 

canvas of central Europe in Black Lamb and Grey Falcon" (Rollyson, Literarv Legacv 
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104). She had begun her career in The Freewoman by writing scathing feminist critiques 

of the civil disabilities that impeded the full participation of women in British social and 

political life. Gradually, she perceived that women's civil disabilities pointed to 

institutionalized cultural misogyny, and, as she read and wrote and extended the 

intellectual range of her literary reviews, she came to think that "the world might exist at 

all only because opposing forces are held in equilibrium and that nothing can exist 

without a notational opposite. Only the existence of art persuaded her of the possibility 

of any equilibrium at all, which was why art mattered so much" (Glendinning 212). 

In 1934, she turned her hand to lighter work and collaborated with David Low, a 

British caricaturist, in two satirical publications. The first. Lions and Lambs, is a series 

of thirty-six sketches of personalities of the day. Writing under the pseudonym "Lynx," 

West produced character sketches to accompany Low's drawings of men and women in 

the public sphere, commenting satirically on physical and temperamental features of the 

subjects suggested by the drawings. The personalities of the moment—^political, literary, 

artistic, and official luminaries of British—include, among others, Augustus John, Joseph 

Conrad, Beaverbrook, Churchill, Shaw, Lloyd George, Galsworthy, Bennett, Wells, and 

Belloc. In this work, West does not directly dispute political positions or specific issues 

associated with her subjects, but in her exaggeration of small but telling physical features, 

dress, and posture, she bitingly takes the measure of their public personae. Conrad 

remakes himself "afresh in each book from the man one met in the real world, the quick, 

fluent, moody, irritable little man with the small hands and feet and the pedantically 

pointed beard, into the great, slow, patient presence, brooding over the affairs of men like 
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a dark cloud of grave wisdom" (West, Lions and Lambs 25). Dour Galsworthy "has not 

enough Falstaff in him" (144). Shaw "suffers from that lack of taste which accoimts for 

the designs of Irish wallpapers and textiles and the unique quality of Irish cooking" (80). 

One recognizes Bennett by his "shirtfront which is embroidered, uncontrolled, and 

constantly giving out crepitant noises, [and] has the air of being a concertina designed by 

the mad King of Bavaria" (147). Possessing both charm and intellectual vigor. Wells is 

"one of the bright-eyed robins of life" (151). Possessing little of either is the Prince of 

Wales; central to his character is "the quality of limpidity which the British public 

adores" (83). Lloyd George, whom West had mocked since her Freewoman days before 

the Great War, is the man "who admits that he does not believe that the Sermon on the 

Mount [is] practicable" (99). In the public demeanor of Churchill one detects the 

operation of a fatty mind: 

The conception which has upheld Mr. Winston Churchill is that nothing is 

ever lost, that there is no such thing as defeat, that the word life means 

perpetual triumph. This is no Christian Science effort. His mind falls 

naturally into these folds of obese optimism, just as his face falls naturally 

into the chubbiness of a happy baby. Since it is without the slightest 

exertion, and in robust, meat-eating daylight condition, that he has attained 

this state of mind which usually is the reward of only those who study 

under a Yogi and [become] vegetarian [...], he has an enormous grip on 

the populace, for not only does he hold this easy doctrine but he got it 

easily. (57) 
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West's second collaborative effort with Low, entitled The Modem Rake's 

Progress, revisits Hogarth's eighteenth-century "The Rake's Progress," a series of 

drawings that traces the rise and fall of a contemporary rakehell, a wastrel of modem 

social life. Like Hogarth, Low and West "began with the rake inheriting a fortune, 

followed him through his various self-indulgences, and returned him to poverty" (Deakin 

76). Unlike Hogarth's, however, their rake is motivated not so much by economic self-

interest as by social ambition; he is not so much wolfishly greedy as longing for public 

notice. Their modem rake, named George, is a social climber, portrayed primarily in his 

presumptuous aspirations to gentility: giving a cocktail party, attending an Ascot dance, 

marrying up, divorcing in style. His "progress" ends in ignominy, and for his mawkish 

efforts, he is punished in kind and relegated to dependence on the kindnesses of 

government relief. In the final three tableaus, he is brought to "the end of his tether," is 

"thrown out of his hotel," and "finds his level"—"waiting to draw his dole, and glad to 

get it. Fifteen shillings and threepence it is" (Modern Rake's Progress 123). 

Certain of the themes in The Harsh Voice (1935), a collection of novellas in the 

marmer of Conrad, "explore the fatalistic vein of thought that she was considering in St. 

Augustine and A Letter to a Grandfather" (Rollyson, Literarv Legacy 112). The four 

stories dramatize the vexed relationship of the sexes through severely oppositional 

situations in which men and women underestimate or overestimate one another, their 

miscalculation producing irremediable injury. In "Life Sentence," West portrays the 

injurious relationship of a long divorced couple as a lifelong emotional entanglement. 

"There Is No Conversation" studies the antagonistic motives of an opportunistic 
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Frenchman—a man about town—and an American manufacturing executive—an 

attractive widow—he shrewdly calculating the prospective advantage to him in their 

affair, she practically unconscious of advantage but managing nevertheless to eclipse him 

in economic and social power. "The Abiding Vision" represents the devious 

rationalizations of a hapless businessman who keeps a mistress in bejeweled ease but 

continues to love the wife who accompanied him during his hard climb to affluence and 

social power. 

"The Salt of the Earth," the most compelling story of the four, concerns the 

murder of a woman who obtusely misunderstands her effect on her husband, mother, 

sisters, servants. The perfectionist Alice Pemberton regards others' lives as a tiresome 

muddle, and she indefatigably corrects their every shortcoming and failure. In her 

orderly home, she demands meticulous attentions to her every personal need, but she 

feels no empathy whatever for the welfare of those who live there. She makes small, 

deeply wounding adjustments and amendments in the work of her cook and maid, making 

it impossible for them to feel pride in their service to her. Her husband, a watchful, 

unhappy man who is disposed to love her, tires at last of her genteel bullying of 

household workers and the falling away of the couple's friends. Despairing of her 

invincible ignorance and unable to dissuade her from meddling in the lives of others, he 

determines to dispose of her, poisons her chocolate, and comforts her as she dies, in 

effect, euthanizing her. According to Rollyson, the portrait of Alice Pemberton in "The 

Salt of the Earth" is the only fictional incarnation of West's sister Letitia in which the 

character is made to die by violence (A Life 164). Wells, who detested Letitia, was 
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highly entertained and expressed his "immense RESPECT for West's workmanship in 

this novella. He was heartily glad that she had finally 'killed Letty. If she had been 

killed ages ago the world might have been very different'" (qtd. in Rollyson, A Life 164). 

The Harsh Voice was a popular success, and West's publisher was "led to hope that she 

could be marketed to the reading public as a writer of fiction rather than as a writer of 

books on esoteric topics" (Rollyson, Literary Legacy 115). 

West's play. Goodbye, Nicholas (1935) was never produced, largely because its 

prospective producer thought the third act to be "too much of a tract on the evils of 

capitalism, with not enough character development and too much discussion of ideas" 

(109). Its protagonist, modeled on a composite of international industrialists and 

financiers of the recent past, "secures monopolies that threaten to disturb the stability of 

the international economy. When he cannot honor demands for payment of loans, he 

commits suicide, and his forgeries of government bonds are exposed" (108). Its plot is 

reminiscent of those of Dickens's Our Mutual Friend (1864) and Trollope's The Way We 

Live Now (1875); however, in these novels Dickens and Trollope explore character and 

class within a setting of unregulated capitalism and fraud, whereas in this play. West uses 

character in order to trope the defects of the complex capitalist system. 

In 1934, West accepted a commission to write a series of articles on the New Deal 

for British and American journals (Rollyson, A Life 170). During a three-month stay in 

America in 1935, she interviewed cabinet and administration officials in Washington and 

wrote articles on the character of the state that was being devised by the Roosevelts, 

whom she quite liked. Although she found the New Dealers, who had assumed office 
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only two years earlier, to be inexpert in their political knowledge and scattershot in their 

efforts, she was charmed by their vitality and idealism, and her dispatches were 

"complimentary or at least tactfiil about the New Deal. In private she excoriated it" 

(Rollyson, Literary Legacv 115). In articles on the Roosevelt administration and 

Washington life written for The New York Times, she assumes the point of view of an 

observant foreign visitor and points out distinguishing features of the Washington milieu: 

Her approach to reality was [.. .] biographical—in the sense that she gave 

it a personality that could be analyzed. The biographical mode endowed 

her with enormous explanatory power over events that others might 

consider too complex, too confused, too chaotic to reduce to the form of a 

plot [...]. It was based [...] on the projection of her ovm feelings, which 

might lead her away from her subject, but which also might meet and elicit 

from her subject a significance that a less projective personality would 

never come close to fathoming. (Rollyson, A Life 171) 

Upon her return from America, she finished The Thinking Reed (1936), her fourth 

novel, which had been two years in the writing. West takes her title from Pascal's Pensee 

347: 

Man is but a reed, the most feeble thing in nature; but he is a thinking 

reed. The entire universe need not arm itself to crush him. A vapour, a 

drop of water suffices to kill him. All our dignity consists, then, in 

thought. Let us endeavour, then, to think well; this is the principle of 

morality. (Pascal 233-234) 
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In this novel, West revisits James' portrait of Isabel Archer in Portrait of a Ladv (1886), 

which revisits George Eliot's portrait of Gwendolen Harleth in Daniel Deronda (1872). 

Each of these novels, written over a sixty-year period, ponders the moral character of its 

female protagonist against an international setting in which commercial, financial, and 

property interests are negotiated in marriage agreements by the careless rich. Twenty 

years before in her discussion of Portrait of a Ladv in her book on James, West had 

charged that "he had not given his heroine [...] the moral intelligence of an adult" 

(Rollyson, A Life 172). Clearly, this is not the failing of Isabella Terry in The Thinking 

Reed. Indeed, her strong suit is her intellectual superiority. She has studied at the 

Sorbonne, and her steely mind shows every evidence of the moral intelligence of an 

adult. She hates unthinking forces—"impulse, destruction, unreason, [...] screaming 

hysteria" (West, The Thinking Reed 5). She plans to select a husband on a rational basis 

according to her evaluation of objective standards of worth, but "circumstances force her 

hand," and from among three suitors, she chooses one "by default, a Frenchman whose 

incipient violence is a part of his industrial genius" (Rollyson, Literarv Legacv 120). 

Her husband has known only the discipline of his work as automobile 

manufacturer and the deference of cafe society (120). He is a kindly man and intelligent, 

but he is unreflective and "cannot imagine objective standards of judgment outside his 

narrow intentions" (120). A gambler, he is occasionally imprudent in business, 

seemingly immune to the probable consequences of his actions. Isabella loathes his 

gambling; for her, it is a terrifying capitulation to the irrational, to randomness, and the 

plot turns on her efforts to discipline his recklessness with money. However, in spite of 
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her intellectual stamina and self-discipline, she cannot check the imperatives of his 

nature, and her attempt to do so injures her. Instead, it is she who is disciplined, and 

through her unavailing efforts, she learns that "the difference between men and women is 

the rock on which civilization will split before it can reach any goal that could justify its 

expenditure of effort" (West, Thinking Reed 431). 

The novel was a popular and critical success, yet reviewers commented that West 

was a critic who wrote novels, and she did not publish another novel for twenty years 

(Rollyson, Literarv Legacy 127). "In her youth, she had looked forward to v\^iting 'novel 

after novel.' But in her case, novels did not come easily, since each one had to be a 

product of an imagination that yoked history and psychology, the individual and 

society—not an easy union to achieve or to understand" (127-128). Other writing 

projects awaited her. She again turned her hand to non-fiction in a prospective book on 

Finland but left off work on it when the study of Finnish proved too difficult 

(Glendinning 152). In the spring of 1936, the British Council invited her to lecture in 

Greece, Yugoslavia, and Bulgaria and to write a report upon her return. During this 

period, when the attention of the Foreign Office was focused on the German menace to 

sovereign states of Europe, West's report stressed the political attitudes of the populace 

and assessed the fractious regional interests of the Balkans. As she gathered information 

on the area, she made "special reference to [...] attitudes to Germany and to Britain. 

This information was passed from the British Council to the Foreign Office" (153). Out 

of this report developed Black Lamb and Grev Falcon (1941), which Glendiiming calls 
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the central book of her life, a two-volume, 500,000-word work not only of 

history, archaeology, politics, conversation, folklore, prophecy, and the 

evocation of landscape, but the work in which Rebecca West formulated 

her views on religion, ethics, art, myth and gender. [...] Its main theme 

[is] the conflict between love of life and love of death, applied to every 

sort of human problem. (154) 

As West worked on the book, Britain declared war on Germany; while she was 

revising the manuscript into final form, "the Nazis were already bombing both London 

and Belgrade" (Wolff 369). In 1941, the underage Yugoslav king. King Peter, and such 

remnants of the Yugoslav government as could escape the region sought exile, first in 

Jerusalem, thence in London. She dedicated the book "to my friends in Yugoslavia who 

are now all dead or enslaved"; its sad invocation reads, "Grant to them the Fatherland of 

their desire, and make them again citizens of Paradise." 

From the beginning of the war, Glendinning records, West's husband had worked 

with the Ministry of Economic Warfare in a group that was planning for the postwar 

economic recovery of the Balkans (158). During the war. West superintended BBC 

broadcasts to Yugoslavia, and together they aided in the resettlement of refugees, sending 

food parcels and contributing money, assistance with passports and employment, letters 

of recommendation, and on occasion lodging and clothing. Within the Yugoslavian 

resistance, two rivals for control of the country emerged: General Draga Mihaijlovic, 

Minister for War of the Royal Yugoslav Government, and Josip Broz, a Communist 

known by his Central Committee code name, Tito (162). Mihaijlovic fought both the 
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Nazis and the Catholic Croatian separatist fighters, the Ustashe, in the hope of restoring 

the Yugoslavian monarchy. Tito was a doctrinaire commimist who fought to expel the 

Nazis, the Ustashe, and Mihaijlovic's Chetniks, the Serbian guerrilla resistance fighters. 

When Churchill calculated that Tito, not Mihaijlovic, was most likely to emerge as strong 

man in a postwar Yugoslavia, the British newspapers became aggressively critical of 

Mihaijlovic, who was, in West's estimation, far and away the better man. Tirelessly, she 

wrote and spoke in his behalf and for the rest of her life lamented his abandormient by the 

British govenmient. "It was Guy Burgess who came up to Rebecca in a London 

restaurant asking if she had heard the news: Mihaijlovic was a traitor. [. ..] West never 

believed that Mihaijlovic had discussed a deal with the Germans. He had. So had Tito" 

(163-164). At war's end, he was executed by the Tito regime. 

In her forward to David Martin's Ally Betrayed: The Uncensored Story of Tito 

and Mihailovich (1946), West angrily calls Mihaijlovic's trial a work of art that produced 

its intended effect, the intimidation of those who oppose communism. In her account, 

Mihailovich was "ground between the upper and the nether milestones of Communism 

and Militarism" (viii). He was a liberal who might have been the nucleus of a 

Yugoslavian national movement on progressive, not communist, lines, and so the 

communists blackguarded him as a traitor. And, she charged, because he would not 

consent to the sacrifice of his people in a proposed British cover plan, according to which 

Yugoslavian peasants were to rise up and commit widespread sabotage as the Allies were 

about to strike, British army reactionaries colluded in his extermination (ix-x). Twenty-

five years later, in a letter to the editor of the Times Literary Supplement (April 21, 
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1972), she repeated her conviction that the "insolent and tyrannous proceeding" in which 

England abandoned Mihaijlovic had not been England's finest hour: 

The situation was quite simple. Churchill one day came to the decision 

that he could please Stalin by giving him Yugoslavia, and therefore he 

backed Tito. His decision could be smelt in the London air as soon as he 

had made it. [...] And so a nation which had fought for centuries for its 

independence from the Turkish Empire was suddenly informed by the 

Allies that [...] they were to be forcibly converted from a non-communist 

state to a communist state. (Scott, Selected Letters 436) 

Taking up this matter at the time in a satirical story entitled "Madame Sara's 

Magical Crystal," West exposed Churchill's malfeasance in "replicat[ing] Munich, [once 

again] handing over a country's destiny to a dictator" (Rollyson, A Life 221). She was 

dissuaded from publishing the story by the word of an official of the Foreign Office that 

Churchill had chosen Tito over Mihaijlovic for practical, not ideological purposes, solely 

in order that the war might be ended as soon as possible (Till 67). Nearly fifty years 

later, "Madame Sara's Magical Crystal" was published by Virago Press in The Only Poet 

& Short Stories (1992), a collection of West's unpublished stories and fragments edited 

by Antonia Till. 

Suspecting that the Great War had shocked the European citizen into forgetting 

how to be a political animal. West was uneasy about fascism from the first signs of its 

rise. In an essay in support of an international body that would suppress nationalist 

aggression, entitled "The Necessity and Grandeur of the International Ideal" (1935), she 
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notes that her suspicion is confirmed by the spread of fascist exaltation among muhitudes 

of the "landless class left derelict by the decay of feudalism," the "men who are offered 

nothing by the present economic system [...] and who are bom in a curious traditionless 

no man's land between the proletariat and the middle classes" (256). For these "debtors 

of civilization," fascism is the "headlong flight into fantasy from the necessity for 

political thought. [...] Persons supporting Fascism behave as if man were already in 

possession of principles which would enable him to deal with all our problems, and as if 

it were only a question of appointing a dictator to apply them" (251). Although West 

persistently opposed fascism wherever it emerged—in Italy, Spain, Austria, Germany— 

she was not convinced that communism, seemingly the doctrinal opposite of fascism, 

offered a superior alternative (Rollyson, A Life 284). Indeed, she believed that the 

communist seizure of power in the Soviet Union had "veered into a tyranny peculiar to 

itself (284). In general, she favored the welfare state and the new national health service 

but "disliked much of the post-war Labour policy such as fighting local Council elections 

on a party basis" (Glendinning 192). 

During the 1950s, her concern with the spread of communism deepened, 

distressing her friends and professional associates on the left: "[S]he [...] poured out a 

steady stream of articles and reviews, purveying an anti-Communist reading of history 

that she considered in the best tradition of liberalism, but which estranged her from much 

of the Left" (Rollyson, A Life 284). For her part, it was irksome to be seen as a 

reactionary by the left, her intellectual home for forty years, for she disputed not the 

principles of democratic socialism but the perversion of those principles by doctrinaire 
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communism, and she iterated her belief in the "French Revolution's interpretation of 

[man's] political necessities" (Glendinning 212). Her biographical interpretation of 

history conceived of Russian communism as the poisonous outgrowth of Stalin's 

personality. In her view, "Stalin rejected his religious training and embraced the logic of 

revolution and conspiracy—indeed the seminary schooled him in the techniques of 

subversion that made him a ready recruit for the Bolsheviks" (Rollyson, A Life 285). For 

her, the Bolshevik triumph in Russia was "the fatal turning point in history" (185). In 

1953, she found it necessary to declare, "I am a Socialist, and have been so for 44 years, 

though [...] I must admit I am prejudiced by the way that the Russians have invariably 

killed off all the Socialist leaders of every country they have taken over" (Glendinning 

215). 

Like thousands of Britons during World War II, West had listened night after 

dispiriting night to the mocking broadcasts of William Joyce, Lord Haw-Haw, British 

subject who served the propaganda effort of the Third Reich from 1939 to 1945. In 1946, 

Harold Ross, editor of The New Yorker, asked her to cover Joyce's treason trial for the 

magazine. Soon thereafter, she reported on the trial of a second British traitor, John 

Amery, and this article together with the articles on Joyce gave her the factual data that 

supported a wider consideration of attitudes that conduce to treason. According to 

Glendinning, "The Meaning of Treason was to be the book that consolidated her 

reputation, and the one that people still associate with her name" (184). It was published 

in 1947 in the United States and in 1949 in Britain. 
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This work pushes beyond an account of the several means of betrayal to identify a 

circuit of ideas, "the Judas principle," implicit in acts of treason (Rollyson, A Life 242). 

In Joyce's transformation from loyal subject to traitor, West discerns the effect of a 

powerful resentment, according to which fascism would restore an effete England to an 

"idealized and heroic [state]" (242). In truth, she says, Joyce is a revolutionary in thrall 

to an idealism at a far remove from real conditions of human experience. The problem 

for political thinkers of the future. West concludes, will be "to study how badly things go 

wrong when those like Joyce will not submit to be governed" (243). Her central 

argument is that those who are protected by a state are bound by implicit contract to 

honor that state with their allegiance. In her analysis, those who—like Joyce—dishonor 

the binding force of that contract place themselves outside the borders of civilization, 

whose continuance depends upon the irrevocability of the contract. 

In 1947, on the occasion of the American publication of The Meaning of Treason. 

Time magazine proposed to publish a cover story on West. While she expressed her 

willingness to grant extensive interviews to Time staffers, she attempted to censor a 

paragraph in the draft that concerned her long affair with Wells and mentioned the birth 

of their son. When editors indicated their intent to publish over her objections, she 

threatened to bring suit for invasion of privacy. Responding to Beaverbrook's last-

minute transatlantic intervention in her behalf, they capitulated, and in the final draft, 

published on December 8, 1947, the first two decades of her career are lightly glossed 

and her ten years with Wells wholly omitted. Indeed, he is mentioned only in connection 

with her early essay on "The Literary Uncles"—Galsworthy, Bennett, Shaw, and Wells. 
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The article refers to "her devoted husband, Henry Maxwell Andrews, an investment 

banker with a cool, scholarly, finely whetted mind" (116). Her son, Anthony West, is 

unmentioned. 

Following the success of The Meaning of Treason. West was assigned to cover 

the Nuremberg war crimes proceedings. What she was really interested in exploring was 

the clouded question of whether the German drive for ascendancy could be contained or 

regulated. In three "Greenhouse With Cyclamen" essays, entitled I, II, and III—three of 

five essays published in A Train of Powder (1955)—West tropes the German arrogance 

that drove a warfare of annihilation in the single-minded gardening of a solitary old man, 

industriously tending plants for market. For her, row upon row of blossoming cyclamens 

is emblematic of the tenacity, hard work, and cultural vigor that will assure the postwar 

economic recovery of Germany. 

An updated version of The Meaning of Treason (1947). entitled The New 

Meaning of Treason (1964), revisits her report on Joyce and extends her analysis to the 

trials of lesser known Nazi sympathizers. During the writing of this second book, she 

became aware that in the intervening years the technology of betrayal had become more 

refined, and the motive of treason had shifted from romantic conviction to monetary gain. 

In it, she takes up the matter of the Profumo case, which had caused great public alarm 

because it indicated possible vulnerability in the highest reaches of the state to Soviet 

subversion and perhaps pointed to an undetected cultural enervation (Rollyson, A Life 

303). And she adds new essays on Philby, Burgess, and Maclean, who transmitted 

critical information on industrial and scientific matters to the Soviet Union, "making the 
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most of their disloyalty so as to show the United States that Britain was an vmreliable ally 

because it was so unwitting about the traitors in its midst" (303). 

In 1953, in a series of articles in the London Times, reprinted in U. S. News and 

World Report. West proposes to correct the presumption of British readers that the House 

Unamerican Activities Committee hearings currently underway in the United States have 

suspended civil rights and suppressed political dissent there. According to alarmist 

reports circulated in Britain, she observes, HUAC had called irmocent persons to testify 

against themselves and colleagues, had sent some to prison, and had deprived others of 

the right to earn a living. In fact, West writes, there had, indeed, been communist 

infiltration of certain trades unions and bureaucratic units of government, and she 

denounces democratic complacency in the face of this evidence. In a telegram (1953) to 

historian Arthur Schlesinger, who challenged certain points in her account, she observes, 

truthfully, that her articles contain no defense whatsoever of McCarthy (Scott, Selected 

Letters 269). But she evades the issue of the public calumny of innocent persons, 

damaged careers, and injury to civil rights consequent to the proceedings and concludes 

that, taken as a whole, the incidental damage to human rights attending the work of 

HUAC is far and away less than that routinely inflicted by communist oppression 

elsewhere. 

The line of argument taken in these inflammatory articles, Rollyson reports, 

prompted journalists and historians on both sides of the Atlantic to separate from or align 

themselves with her viewpoint (A Life 291). Old friends on the left, who had felt 

themselves her comrades in ideas, believed that she had misstated the issues, and—^to no 
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avail—^they sought to persuade her to modify her arguments or moderate their censorious 

tone. Schlesinger and political columnist Richard Rovere, with whom West had enjoyed 

collegial relationships, wrote personal letters outlining their objections. In a wrathful 

rejoinder (1953) to Schlesinger, she defends the thoroughness and accuracy of her work 

and claims authoritative standing among her colleagues in political journalism: 

I have a long record as an anti-Fascist and an anti-Communist writer, and I 

have some power to get space to lay my work before the public. I thought 

it my duty to expose this situation. So I read 105 volumes of the official 

reports of the proceedings of the investigation committees and wrote these 

articles, with the sound liberal ambition of substituting the calming truth 

for inflammatory lies. There was no question of dealing with Senator 

McCarthy's investigations, because at the time I wrote no official record 

of them had, so far as I know, reached any private person in Great Britain. 

Nor did I feel called upon to pronounce upon Senator McCarthy's merits 

or demerits. (Scott, Selected Letters 270) 

Her articles had been written with a British audience in mind, and when they were 

sold to U. S. News & World Report—a conservative magazine that presumably took the 

same tack on the issue—^the strength and disputatiousness of the controversy roused in 

her American readership surprised and disheartened her. According to Rollyson, she 

understood clearly that the House committee distorted research data and overreached its 

power (A Life 293). However, because she regarded the Anglo-American alliance as 

postwar Britain's principal defense against Soviet subversion, she was persuaded that any 
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indelicate and disturbing excesses of the HUAC investigations were the price of an 

American victory against the worldwide force of communism. In any case, Rollyson 

notes, she believed that McCarthy was "ideologically dangerous," that he represented but 

a temporary necessity, and that in time he "would exhaust the patience of the Republican 

Party machine" (293). 

West had long maintained extraordinary contacts with the British Foreign Office 

and with American administration officials; at war's end, she cultivated cormections with 

the FBI and the CIA as well (Rollyson, "West and the FBI" 14) Her lecture tours for the 

British government and her husband's business connections in Germany and Eastern 

Europe had acquainted her with statesmen, career civil servants, and intelligence officers 

who were monitoring regional struggles for power concurrent with and complicating the 

central struggle for power between the Allies and the Axis powers. The first director of 

the CIA, Allen Dulles, was a close friend of West and her husband. She "talked politics 

with Dulles; they met socially. They corresponded" (14). West's FBI report, requested 

by Rollyson in 1992 and released to him in sharply censored form in 1997, does not 

indicate the course pursued in her correspondence with Dulles. Presumably, it addressed 

the issue that preoccupied them both, the threat that Soviet-style communism might 

succeed in destabilizing western democracies. After the war. West conducted a lengthy 

correspondence with Roosevelt's Attorney General, Francis Duke Biddle, one of the 

judges at the Nuremberg trials. At some point, Biddle told her that "Discussion of the 

extent of Commimist infiltration of the New Deal was always skewed because [. ..] 

liberals who knew about the infiltration did not want to abet the reactionaries who would 
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use this knowledge to undermine New Deal policies" (14). Apparently, West even had 

advance information in the Alger Hiss case which she neglected to pass on to the FBI or 

to British security services. In an interview with the FBI, Whittaker Chambers had 

revealed the existence of a serpentine route by which informants had disclosed that Hiss 

was a spy for the Soviet regime. He had been told, he said, that a young Czech woman 

had told West that Hiss was a Russian spy. When the FBI interviewed the young woman, 

she corroborated Chambers's account (17). In contrast to her mistrust of British security 

services, Rollyson recounts. West reportedly placed high confidence in the FBI, and for 

this reason, her failure to report information germane to the Hiss case seems anomalous 

(17). 

In 1956, she published her first book-length fiction since The Thinking Reed in 

1936, The Fountain Overflows, the first novel of her proposed trilogy. Cousin Rosamund: 

A Saga of the Centurv. which includes the posthumously published novels This Real 

Night (1984) and Cousin Rosamund (1985). In The Fountain Overflows. West represents 

the maturation of the artist in the persona of Rose—first-person narrator, chronicler of her 

family's history, watchful critic of her parents' accommodations with the world—and 

brings together many of the ideas concerning identity and the relationship of the sexes 

that are central to her fiction and non-fiction. This strongly autobiographical novel is set 

in Edwardian England, whose rulers declared faith in progressive doctrines of reform 

while continuing to govern its industrialized urban population with eighteenth-century 

political structures. Piers and Clare Aubrey, modeled closely on West's parents, are 

oracular figures who dominate the consciousness of their daughter. Rose. From her 
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vantage point, Piers is an imposing figure, a man of unparalleled intellectual strength, a 

writer "like Carlyle" (West, Fountain Overflows 26). An Anglo-Irish journalist, he is a 

writer of leaders for a suburban newspaper and a pamphleteer of some reputation. He is 

quick to correct an admirer who likens him to Voltaire and Mirabeau; a more apt 

comparison, he says, is to Milton and men of his ilk, unpleasant men ail (302). Clare is a 

former concert pianist trained in Europe; she has given up her professional aspirations but 

is preparing her children, except for Cordelia—who seems to have little talent—for 

articulate husband, Clare presents a distracted appearance; she is "never composed and 

dressed like other mammas [...]. Yet it was piano-playing that set accounts right" (13). 

Her abstracted demeanor belies her inner strength: "Living a little apart from the 

narrowly rationalist stance of her husband," Rollyson notes, "Clare displays the 'most 

splendid sense' of the artist" (A Literary Legacy 198). In notes for her platmed trilogy, 

he reveals. West wrote that Piers "saw only a little way prophetically"; Clare actually saw 

more but "got confused in life" (198). 

Scott points out that West's work continually has recourse to a consideration of 

binary structures that underlie western thought, "restaging and reimagining dualistic 

visions of the real and the supernatural, cognitive and emotional truth, language and 

music, paternal and maternal power, male and female" (Refiguring Modernism II: xvi). 

And so it is in this novel, in which counterparts—^male thinker and woman artist—give 

incomplete accounts of the human experience in the world in sharply divergent modes of 

expression. Piers Aubrey's male identity is associated with an agonistic approach to the 

world that is created through disharmony and expressed in an habitually quarrelsome 
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rhetoric. He is most alive when defending the authority of a legal principle. He has 

suppressed in himself any trace of the imagination and has dedicated his career in 

journalism wholly to the study of political power: "Come now, I should write that 

pamphlet [...]. There is an immense sheep population in this country. Why should they 

not know the conditions of the field they graze? It is only kind to tell them" (West, 

Fountain Overflows 313). His forcefully argued warnings of international economic and 

political catastrophe anger men at the center of Britain's financial and diplomatic life. 

Defending her husband's writing to an M.P. infuriated by Piers' warning of the certain 

collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire and Britain's consequent loss of India, Clare 

compares Piers' kind of foreknowledge, which concerns prospective events of the near 

future, to a wider, more general foreknowledge contributed by artists to the cultural 

record: 

'I am a musician, you know. We find that in the great composers. Much 

of Bach and Mozart and Beethoven is much more comprehensible than it 

was when it was written, or even than it was when I was young. My 

teachers found Beethoven's later quartets quite baffling. That can only 

mean that he wrote in full knowledge of a musical universe which was still 

chaos while he lived.' [. ..] 

No! thunders the eminent man: 'Music is not about real things. There's 

the difference. You can't just lunge away as you like in a pamphlet called 

"The Future of Europe and Foreign Policy," you really can't' (352-353). 
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Not for Piers the ephemerality of a Schumann concerto, a Gainsborough or 

Lawrence, the floods of color on the Scottish heaths: "He had from babyhood felt a fear 

that if he studied music he would grow up into a woman" (54). His attention is drawn to 

what he perceives to be permanent structures underlying experience, the cycles and 

processes of historical development. Piers' final editorials, the M.P. complains, predict 

that country after country is going to be taken over by common criminals: 

'He says this may happen in Europe. And he goes on to say the most 

extraordinary things about the wars we are going to have after the 

criminals have taken over. He says there will have to be wars, because 

when these criminals have wiped out all the resistance in their own 

countries, [.. .] they will be pressed by economic need because once they 

had stolen all the wealth honest men had stored up in their countries, there 

would be nothing more being accumulated.' (350) 

Sensing the coming general dissolution—^the world war that, as it happened, was 

to break out less than a decade hence—Piers fears that the traditions and values of his 

class will be lost. His elegantly argued inferences ignored or ridiculed by those in power, 

he loses heart. He sits in the dark. He senses that he is fading into ghostliness. In 

despair, he leaves his family, as had West's father fifty years earlier. 

Rose apprehends her mother's female identity as associated with a predisposition 

to perceive harmony in experience that is expressed through music. In Rose's 

remembrance, it is her mother who is able to maintain integrity of selfhood through art. 

In The Fountain Overflows, Scott argues, West bears witness to the existence of a matrix 
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of sound as an originary point from which meaning is constructed, conserving the lived 

experience of the maternal function that underlies and stabilizes the matrix of language 

which is associated with the father (Refiguring Modernism I: xxxiii). These two domains 

of signifying power available to the child are the plenitude of nature, the parents' gift to 

their offspring; the father's language and the mother's music. They are figured as two 

springs bursting from a stony cliff, rushing down a mountainside in torrent, and joining 

(in the overflowing fountain of West's title) to flow through the world as a great river. At 

novel's end. Rose fears that exclusive residence in one of the two signifying domains 

might rob her of access to the other. On the one hand, it would be too difficult to be a 

musician, to make public an interior state, an inner knowledge: "It was idiotic that I 

should become a musician. I did not want to be a musician" (West, The Fountain 

Overflows 434). At the same time, she fears maturity and does not want to fully enter the 

contentious public world in which her father has reveled: "I did not want to grow up. 1 

could not face the task of being a human being, because I did not fully exist. It was my 

mother and father who existed" (434). 

This Real Night, the second in the trilogy—also called the Aubrey trilogy—ends 

with the death of the mother, whose "vein of imagination" has been the life-giving force 

of the family, and the departure of the only son to be killed in the Great War. Cousin 

Rosamund carries the action to the middle of World War II, when Rosamund—^the rose 

(spirit) of the world—meets her appointed death in a German concentration camp, the 

final barbarous calamity toward which the century has been moving. Both novels were 

published posthumously, for "although enough of the continuation of the saga was found 
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among [West's] papers to make two [...] novels, [...] she never in her lifetime chose to 

let the manuscripts out of her hands, nor to complete it, though she went on adding to it to 

the end" (Glendinning 207). Rollyson notes, "In her [...] family saga. West set herself a 

nearly impossible task: to resolve her feelings about her own family, while integrating 

those feelings into her interpretation of the twentieth century. She had an ambition 

worthy of Augustine, who also used autobiography to express his understanding of God 

and to reveal the meaning of history. (Literary Legacv 198) 

The Fountain Overflows was a great commercial success and has continued to be 

the most popular of West's novels. In England, Glendinning reports, Macmillan sold 

33,000 copies in the first two months, encouraging Viking in the United States to give it a 

first printing of 40,000 copies and to reprint it almost at once (209). The novel held 

appeal in literary circles as well as among a mass readership; it was a Literary Guild 

selection, subject of a cover story for Saturday Review, and serialized in the Ladies' 

Home Journal (209). Readers responded strongly to the particulars of the family 

romance—^the children's aspiration to a life in art, the musical mother's centrality to their 

emotional and intellectual lives, and the father's fm de siecle malaise that blights his 

superior intellectual and professional abilities, impairing the children's hopes for 

purposive action in "the new world that is forming" (209). 

Glendiiming records that the anxiety West had expressed on occasion about her 

faculty of prescience found its way into her fiction. Evidently, she believed that she 

possessed a troubling power of foresight and feared that foreknowledge of harm or 

danger to another might bring it into reality. Once, during a prolonged hospitalization. 
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she dreamt of seeing men remove the corpse of a patient the night before this scene 

actually took place and believed that in this experience she had been caught up in the 

supernatural (69). During World War II, she sensed "when there were going to be air 

aids in London with such accuracy [...] that people observing her movements thought 

she must be a German spy" (69). This faculty, attributed to Scottish second sight, was 

not unknown to Letitia, who had her share of clairvoyant experiences and formally 

studied the paranormal (70). Scottish second sight may be understood as an alternative 

system of empirical reasoning available to the anxious seeker of information about the 

future. It is a kind of peasant wisdom, an extrarational avenue to the perception of things 

beyond the reach of human senses. It is revelation without scriptural authority. It comes 

unbidden, as in prophetic dreams and moments of sudden insight. In West's family, this 

faculty was expressed in her mother's side, the Mackenzie family, even in a despised 

male cousin, who was an ardent advocate of spiritualism and attended seances (69). In 

general, the period after World War I saw a vast increase in the public interest in 

paranormal phenomena. Chaimeling and table rappings held no credibility for West and 

Letitia, however, particularly "after they attended a seance in 1925 [during which] the 

medium received messages from relatives called 'West' asking for 'Rebecca'" (70). 

In Scottish second sight, the sudden access of foreknowledge might be 

involuntary, or foreknowledge might be summoned through homespun rituals. For 

example, among the wives and mothers of Scottish sailors, divination by means of gazing 

into a bucket of water would, it was hoped, reveal the fate of their husbands and sons. 

Through this method, the beloved maid of the Aubrey family in The Fountain Overflows 
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acquires foreknowledge of shipwreck and of storms that would destroy sailors at sea. 

More mundane matters might be divined from observation of a change in the physical 

world: she foretells a stormy voyage, for example, by noting the preponderance of 

seagulls that settle on land to live out their lives as river-gulls, reasoning that they are 

"true seagoers, taking refuge from bad weather" (West, Cousin Rosamund 93). In The 

Fountain Overflows, Rose exploits her gift of prophecy at a children's party by placing 

her hands on the guests' foreheads and guessing correctly the numbers that they had 

called to mind (199). At first. Rose feels pride in her skill: "For I belonged to a family 

which had magical powers, there was no doubt of that. Did not everybody who knew our 

household well say that Mamma had second sight? (199). But her mother, informed of 

Rose's thought-reading trick, shudders "as at an unbearable vulgarity" [and tells her], 

'The trouble is that people who do such things go on to other things. To fortune-telling. 

To table-turning. To spirit-rapping. [...] If there is a wall between the present and the 

future it is not for us to pull it down'" (227). 

Second sight means as well the faculty of seeing "powers," ghostly inhabitants of 

eternity. In the home of the Aubreys' vile cousin, for example, poltergeists disrupt the 

household, hurling kitchen utensils and poker about, damaging the home and creating 

cacophony until they are subdued and banished for good by Rose's mother, who senses 

their presence but does not fear them. Speaking to her cousin Rosamund, Rose matter-of-

factly cormects a knowledge of a parallel world with their mothers' power to tame every 

fear and anomaly: 
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'We know more than the other girls at school. We have mothers that are 

wonderful. I can see your mother is like mine, better than anyone else's, 

and we have a great advantage over the other girls at school; we know all 

sorts of things they don't. They don't have demons in the house, and so 

long as you can get rid of them it gives you a great advantage to know 

there are such things.' (122) 

Rollyson reports that West's completion of The Fountain Overflows dovetailed 

with her "bravura performance" in a series of lectures (1956) which she delivered at Yale 

and published in revised form in 1957 as The Court and the Castle (A Life 309). Charles 

Fairfield, the moody and brilliant Piers Aubrey whose being and concerns dominate 

family life in The Fountain Overflows, predominates as well in The Court and the Castle. 

Rollyson writes, in the figure of "a king in exile, banished from his kingdom, longing for 

a Paradise Lost" (309). In this critical work, West takes up the connections among 

literature, history, and politics in an analysis of a recurrent theme in Shakespeare, the 

English novelists, Proust, and Kafka: the investment of political authority in kings, 

courtiers, and court. Her topic is the shifting settlement of power now in the individual, 

then in the group, occasionally in social institutions, each locus of power subject to 

usurpation by the other two. "Contesting centuries of Shakespeare criticism which 

romanticizes Hamlet as a sensitive, introspective man," she presents a "stem and 

pessimistic revelation" of the meaning of the play and the character of the prince and 

takes the position that "Critics had missed the point: Hamlet was about politics and 

power" (308). 
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Over the years, West had come to believe that the conduct of her career—^through 

radical feminist and socialist politics, within the milieu of the commercial press and 

literary review journals, and outside academic and official channels of power—^had kept 

her at a remove from the compensations of official public honors. It was with surprise 

and genuine delight, then, that she accepted the designation Dame of the British Empire 

in 1958. The award does not recognize individual works, but undoubtedly the worldwide 

acclaim attending her reporting on the Nuremberg trials and the trials' centrality to the 

new world order after World War II, as well as the historical and literary value of her 

Yugoslavian epic, figured in her appointment. In another context, Frank Kermode once 

remarked her consistent efforts to bring to bear "the 'full pressure' of her intelligence and 

experience" on her account of the world (Rollyson, A Life 310). For West, her 

designation as DBE was a sweet culminating moment in which the full pressure of her 

intelligence and experience was formally recognized as having been of service to the 

British people and nation. At the investiture, the Queen gave her the usual mannerly 

thanks for having done so much good work. "Bless her heart, so I have," West wrote to 

an American correspondent, "but I doubt if she will ever know what it was. But it 

couldn't have been more prettily said" (Scott, Selected Letters 345). West's former 

editor at the Evening Telegraph. Charles Curran, cabled his witty congratulations: 

"Publish and be darned" (Rollyson, A Life 320). 

In 1960, West accepted an offer by the Sunday Times to write a five-part series of 

articles, which she entitled "In the Cauldron of South Africa," on the apartheid regime of 

Dr. Hendrik Verwoerd in South Africa. During her visit, she met with Harold 
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Macmillan, who had just made "his famous 'wind of change' speech in the South African 

parliament, [in which he acknowledged] the inevitability of the African liberation 

movements" (Rollyson, A Life 331). From time to time, she attended sessions of the 

Treason Trial, a three-year proceeding which the government brought against one 

himdred fifty-six persons "accused of secretly intending revolutionary action and 

violence. West suspected that the accused were guilty merely of affiliation with the 

African National Congress. She saw the Progressive Party as South Africa's greatest 

hope for the future" (Scott, Selected Letters 304). At the time, the government was 

hardening its opposition to the efforts of its black population to achieve political 

autonomy. To this end, Verwoerd enforced a ruthless policy of regional segregation 

whose aim was to drive blacks into rural enclaves away from urban centers. "West 

realized that Verwoerd's fanatical personality and policies fostered revolutionary 

politics" (Rollyson, A Life 327). As it happened, toward the end of her stay in South 

Africa, she was present at an agricultural show when Verwoerd was shot in the head at 

close range. He recovered, but a second assassination attempt in September 1966 

succeeded. Upon her return to England, West was surprised and gratified to find that the 

Sunday Times was advertising her series in electric lights in Piccadilly Circus. Shortly 

thereafter, she sat for a televised interview with Edward L. Murrow on the subject of 

apartheid, which was shown to a Labour group in the House of Commons, and accepted 

an invitation to speak on the state of affairs in South Africa before the Commonwealth 

Council (Scott, Selected Letters 303-304). 
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In The Vassall Affair (1963), West examines the costs to the British press, 

judiciary, and security of the nation exacted by pressures of treason. In this work, she 

takes pains to exculpate British security organizations that had failed to uncover the 

presence of traitors in the diplomatic corps, military communications units, and scientific 

research laboratories of the nation. The material damage done by traitors is real enough, 

she argues, but of infinitely more concern is the long-term damage done to democratic 

institutions as the state, reacting to danger, attempts to prevent the loss of information 

necessary to its defense. William Vassall's defense of entrapment by Soviet agents 

strained credulity. West wrote in a letter (April 4, 1963) to her nephew, "so Eric Ambler 

is it. If you can imagine a brothel-keeper getting introduced into the highest society, and 

getting a number of people rash enough to go along to his brothel, people with something 

to lose, while the Russian Embassy kept tabs on the attendance (Scott, Selected Letters 

388). 

Twenty years after World War II had ended. West's vigilant concern with the 

spread of Russian political unrest to European democracies emerges in her fiction. In her 

novel The Birds Fall Down (1966), her protagonist is a young woman unwillingly drawn 

into the political maneuvering of the Russian expatriate community in Paris in 1900. The 

central action takes place during a journey by train into the countryside outside Paris, 

when Laura Rowan, daughter of a Russian mother and an English diplomat, learns of the 

presence of a double agent in the household of her firail grandfather, Nikolai 

Nikolaievitch Diakanov. Diakanov is a disgraced Russian minister, the cynosure of a 

community of exiled tsarist loyalists who continue to revere the Tsar as the living 
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representative of God. He holds to the fanatical belief that "His [the tsar's] death [will 

be] the irrevocable demise of divinely sanctioned government [...]. After him, there is 

only history, the process of unregulated change" (Rollyson, A Life 352). In locating the 

central action on a train. West alludes to Lenin's fabled journey to the Finland station in 

1905, which was prelude to his extermination of political rivals and ruthless rise to 

domination. When Laura detects that Kamensky, her grandfather's private secretary and 

the family's dogsbody, is actually Gorin, master revolutionary and assassin, she knows 

that this knowledge means her certain death. Of necessity, she becomes fully complicit 

in the violence generated by dissimulation and disinformation: She feigns ignorance of 

Kamensky's treachery and colludes in his assassination, and after his death, she moves 

decisively to protect the assassin. Although The Birds Fall Down may be read "as a 

fictional companion-piece to The Meaning of Treason. [...] it is not a work of 

propaganda; its whole force is towards demonstrating the inevitability of the Russian 

revolution of 1917" (Glendirming 230). In Glendinning's reading, Laura's entanglement 

tropes the fatal entanglement of European political institutions in the chaos that ensued as 

tsarist Russia moved to revolution (230). 

By the late 1960s, West's major non-fiction prose was behind her, and she 

confined herself to review essays and the occasional speech. The sole exception was her 

planned article on Trotsky's exile in Mexico. As with Black Lamb and Grey Falcon. 

which had originated in a series of articles, the scope of this article broadened into an 

examination of the cultural history of the nation. To that end, she made two trips to 

Mexico (in 1966 and 1967) and completed months of research on Aztec cultural practices 
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and social structures, the Spanish invasion, and historical accounts of the conquerors 

(Rollyson, Literarv Legacy 213). Begun when West was seventy-four, this work was set 

aside as the final illness of her husband complicated her writing schedule and as 

infirmities of age—"a lack of writerly stamina and a terminal loss of vision," Rollyson 

describes them—^made travel and research difficult (qtd. in Schweizer, Survivors in 

Mexico xv). In 1968, after a brief period of dementia, Henry Andrews died, and West 

sold the Ibstone house and farm and relocated in London. Distracted for a period by the 

disruption of a long stable way of life and increasingly hindered by advancing age, she 

abandoned her research and never returned to the manuscript. West scholars have long 

known of its existence in the archive at the McFarlin Library at The University of Tulsa; 

however, until recently, none had stepped up to the task of organizing the successive 

versions of its many chapters, and only Rollyson had summarized them. Twenty years 

after West's death, Bernard Schweizer collated its multiple drafts, tracked topic strings 

and overlapping and divergent manuscript versions, and published his edition of this 

work, entitled Survivors in Mexico after West's working title, in 2003. 

West's original purpose had been to write an article on Seva, the grandson of 

Leon Trotsky, who continued to live in his grandfather's home in Coyoacan more than 

two decades after Trotsky's assassination by a Stalinist agent. Isaac Deutscher had just 

published the last volume (1966) of his acclaimed three-volume biography of Trotsky, 

and upon reading it. West was drawn to know the site of Trotsky's last exile and to meet 

such associates of his who might remain. This was, after all, a figure who, like 

Augustine, had exerted a profound and lasting influence on the course of history. 
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Linguist, journalist, anarchist, historian, lover of art—Trotsky was indisputably the most 

powerful thinker of the Russian Revolution, and Mexico, the site of his last exile, had a 

history of serial revolutions. In this work, threaded into the narrative of Mexican history 

from the time of the Spanish conquest to the disruptive twentieth century are brief, 

incisive biographies of major figures in Mexican life—Montezuma, Cortez, Diego 

Rivera, Frida Kahlo, radical artist and political organizer Dr. Atl (Geraldo Murrillo)—and 

portraits of Benito Mussolini and Trotsky, Europeans whose anti-clericalism and socialist 

politics. West perceives, spoke powerfully to a chronically disorganized and misgoverned 

country. 

In a review in The New Republic (November 17, 2003), Enrique Krauze notes 

that this work "might have been the definitive anatomy of Mexico" (30). Had West 

completed it as she might have liked, it "would have required no less physical and 

intellectual effort than Black Lamb and Grey Falcon, her masterpiece about the Balkans. 

West's timing was a pity, for Mexico's history of religious and ethnic convergence 

represented something like the inverse of the history of the Balkans" (30). As in Black 

Lamb And Grey Falcon twenty-five years before, West's topic in this work is the 

enduring effects of empire. In her account, for the first sixteen hundred years of the 

Christian era, eight indigenous Mexican civilizations developed to a superior level wholly 

unaffected by Europe. However, the sons of the Spanish colonists "wanted the Indians to 

be a source of cheap labour and nothing else," and for three hundred years fifty years, 

Spain exercised a perverse and cruel domination of the country until the weakling 

"Maximilian, the spare Habsburg, [was] wished on them in the 1860s as a king by the 
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idiot, Louis Napoleon" (West, Survivors in Mexico 51-521. Upon his death, power 

devolved to a set of populist native leaders—Juarez the first among equals, followed by 

Zapata, Villa, and Obregon—and a succession of revolutionary governments. The real 

survivors of West's title are, Krauze perceives, the Indians, for in Mexican art, 

architecture, social customs, and the nation's revolutionary temper, their ethos lives. As 

for the gold that had stoked the rapacity of the Spaniards and cursed the Indians, it was 

"a curse later turned on the Habsburg empire in the form of inflation," which fatally 

weakened the Spanish royal house (36). 

Although West continued to write reviews to the end of her life, she undertook no 

major writing projects, and except for prefaces and introductions and the odd 

commissioned article, from the time of her husband's death in 1968 the body of her work 

was virtually complete. She traveled—for a third visit to Mexico in 1969, to Ireland 

where she was guest of honor at the PEN International Congress in 1971—and 

maintained an active, if limited, presence in the literary milieu of Britain. The reviews 

that she wrote for The Sundav Telegraph in her ninth decade are, Glendiiming reports, 

among the liveliest of her career; "She was able, in these late review articles, to 

consolidate her opinions of the literary worth of her dead contemporaries" (238). Her 

tastes and opinions hardened, and ex cathedra she issued unrestrained critical judgments 

that conformed remarkably to those expressed in her earliest writing. "From first to last 

she had loathed Tolstoy, both the man and his books" (239). Fifty years before, she had 

characterized him as a death-dealing force "who screamed with fury against every artistic 

and scientific achievement of man and fought to get back to the state of the field-
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labourer" (West, "Woman as Artist and Thinker" 380). Her view of the man had not 

changed, she told Glendinning in interviews during her last decade. As for the books, she 

had ever found them tedious. Resurrection was soporific, Anna Karenina silly. As far 

back as 1923, she had found War and Peace "a stodgy pudding of events mixed by a 

loveless zestless boring egotist who wanted to write a big big book" (Glendinning 239). 

In her estimation, Yeats was a fraud, and Eliot, whose poetry and personal presence alike 

she abhorred, was a poseur (240). In the Paris Review interview with Marina Warner 

(1981), she bitingly recalled the dismal status of literary reviewing seventy years earlier: 

"You can't think how bad reviewing was when I first started to review, so dull and so 

dreadful. Nobody good but Lady Robert Cecil, one of the Salisbury family" (Plimpton 

102). 

In 1971, West began to write her memoirs, and although numerous draft versions 

accumulated, at her death the work remained unfinished. In 1987, the several versions 

were put into order by her private secretary Diana Stainforth, edited by Faith Evans, and 

published under the title Family Memories. Her correspondence remained extensive, and 

she continued to plan stories and write outlines for projected works. In 1978, Lettie died 

at ninety-two. Winnie had died years before in 1960. One by one. West mourned the 

deaths of friends and colleagues, and she lamented her increasing isolation in her London 

flat overlooking the Iranian embassy. As her eyesight dimmed and she became 

increasingly crippled by arthritis, she was cared for by her housekeeper and her private 

secretary. In 1978, Virago Press, the feminist publishing house, reissued many of her 

books in an extended publishing program that continued after her death (Glendinning 
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245). Three years later, when Virago published a collection of her earliest articles and 

reviews from The Free woman and the Clarion under the title The Young Rebecca, edited 

by Jane Marcus, West enjoyed the singular gift of "having lived to know that her writing 

had meaning for her grandchildren's generation" (245). 

In 1980, high political drama came to her neighborhood, and she observed with a 

reporter's fascination the siege of the Iranian embassy from her kitchen window. 

Glendirming reports that West and her neighbors were evacuated before shock troops 

stormed the embassy, but "she was back in her flat in time to see 'swaddled corpses' 

lowered from the bumt-out building" (244). In 1981, two years before her death. West 

appeared in Reds, the film by American film director Warren Beatty concerning the 

experience of John Reed, the American Communist, and his lover Louise Bryant during 

the Russian Revolution. Through her association with Emma Goldman, a friend of Reed, 

West was asked to take the role of a witness from the past. In Glendinning's account, she 

was filmed sitting on a sofa with her contemporary, Dora Russell, a former wife of 

Bertrand Russell and an activist in pacifist and feminist interests. "The two aged sibyls 

traded acerbic, eccentric but good-humoured memories of Reed, Bryant, and the long ago 

days of their youth" (101). 

Also in 1981, although she had begun to find writing an ordeal, she finished her 

last book, 1900. This coffee-table book, which is a series of photographs of scenes that 

"impressed a 'noticing child' in turn-of-the-century London, enlarges the 

autobiographical picture provided in her trilogy about the Aubrey family. Cousin 

Rosamund: The Saga of the Century, and her memoirs, Family Memories" (Rollyson, A 
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Life 414). To accompany the photographs, West wrote short narratives of her 

remembrance of street scenes and objects of daily life in Edwardian England and 

remarked changes in customs and manners over the greater part of a century (414). In a 

review of 1900 for The New Yorker (July 19,1982), V. S. Pritchett points out that, in 

1900, West had been a child of seven and that what she memorializes in this work is 

more likely her parents' reality than her own, 

the inexplicable heritage of burdens carried by ruminating parents and 

unloaded on one's fancies. For her, these public burdens became part of a 

mythology. Her parents talked with emotion of the frail old Queen driving 

by in the royal carriage, of the mess of the Boer War, of newly expanding 

empire and shrinking religion, of doubt. (95) 

Glendirming reports that in 1982, West's life was darkened by an unflattering 

review printed in the New York Times which incorporates remarks made by her son 

during an interview in which he expresses great antipathy toward her (248). Glendirming 

believes that she never recovered from the distress inflicted by the animus of this review. 

In her last three months, bedridden after a hip operation. West slipped in and out of 

lucidity, "her hyperactive mind tormenting her with dislocated memories, terrors and 

illusions" (249). In early spring of 1983, she developed pneumonia and died on the Ides 

of March. 

For decades. West's relationship with her son had caused her unending pain and 

defied solution. As a child, Anthony West had been dreadftilly unhappy, and his 

adolescence had been sullen. Although West had hired a succession of tutors in 



116 

mathematics and classics in order to prepare him for entrance into Oxford, he had never 

been a promising student, and both Wells and West despaired of his future. In 1927, 

when Jane Wells died, Wells sought primary custody of the fourteen-year-old Anthony. 

He planned to at last acknowledge him handsomely—^to settle an inheritance on him, to 

pay his tuition, and to have him live at his home at Easton Glebe. However, West 

hesitated to accept the terms of the proposed settlement that would make Wells 

Anthony's guardian in the event of her death: "He was furious if I devoted any time to 

the child, and he loved exposing the child to strangers by advertising he was his 

illegitimate child [...]. He has never in his life seen Anthony except at my suggestion" 

(Rollyson, A Life 134). After the suit had dragged on for more than a year. West 

responded in 1929 by offering to legally adopt Anthony, hoping that "she would be able 

to show his adoption certificate rather than his birth certificate, and this would spare him 

trouble and humiliation, particularly with regard to school authorities" (Ray 180). 

Anthony was willing, Wells initially agreed, and friends were enlisted to testify in 

support of this arrangement, but when the adoption order was to be brought before the 

judge for final disposition. Wells unaccountably instructed his lawyers to oppose the 

adoption. This action put the fifteen-year-old Anthony in a distressing position, for his 

illegitimate birth was recorded on his birth certificate, a permanent stigma. Eventually, 

the adoption was granted to West with the provision that Wells should be consulted about 

Anthony's education. 

Anthony was aware of the recriminations and legal quarrelling connected with his 

irregular status as unacknowledged son of a great man, and in this dispute he sided with 
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his mother. Although he had contributed little to Anthony's upbringing over the years, 

Wells was volubly disappointed by his son's academic failure, and in 1931, when 

Anthony was asked to leave school. Wells railed at West about the boy's backwardness. 

Stung, Anthony responded to his father's recent intrusions in his life with a sarcastic 

letter whose rancor is horrifying in one so young: 

Now you have the impertinence to imagine that you can take me from her, 

and listen, little sadist sweetheart, not only are you wrong but you've 

made me realise what a little wart you are. Telling me how wonderfully 

you've done for me! But for public scandal you would have given me the 

works as you did Aim Reeves [sic] and all the other poor creatures [Wells' 

mistresses] that have been fools enough to believe in you. I think you an 

ace wart and, god, how I loathe you. (qtd. in Rollyson, A Life 151-152) 

Anthony enrolled in the Slade in London to study painting, and, for a time, his 

work in murals looked promising. However, after some unspecified trouble there, he 

dropped out. West feared that he was a reincarnation of her irresponsible father: "Was 

he to become a 'shiftless, queer, dishonest, vagabond' like Charles Fairfield, a man 

whose 'great gifts were of no avail?' It was as if Anthony were not 'living his own life, 

but were forced to re-enact the destinies of the damned precursors'" (qtd. in Rollyson, A 

Life 231). After Wells' death in 1946, in his unhappiness Anthony came to blame his 

mother for his sad childhood, and years of tense coexistence were punctuated by 

melodramatic scenes, bitter accusations, and sullen silences. West wrote to a 

correspondent, "I know that all our lives long there will be awful crises, when there is 
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debt and rows and attempts at suicide and new starts ... and never, never, never any way 

of making Anthony happy. And never any freedom from a desire to make him happy" 

(qtd. in Rollyson, A Life 236). 

During the war years, Anthony had successfully farmed a small tract of land, and 

West had hoped that he had found his metier. At war's end, however, apparently having 

become restless under the demanding physical burden of farm work, he resolved to 

pursue a career in writing. In 1949, with the encouragement of Graham Greene, he 

published his first novel, entitled On a Dark Night: retitled The Vintage (1949) for 

publication in the United States, it won the Houghton Mifflin award for first novel (260). 

The protagonist of this novel, a suicide, and his antagonist, the German war criminal he 

has hanged, meet in an afterlife reminiscent of a Dantean hell in its endless recreation of 

every betrayal, every wound inflicted on others, every shame, "a pointless racking" (A. 

West, The Vintage 316). In an explicitly redemptive denouement, their hatreds are 

nullified when, in the fallen bricks and rubble of a church levelled by bombs, they kneel 

together before a plaster statue of the Madonna, "the impassive mother [who] stared with 

her black almonds into vacancy, over the twisted and broken child spread-eagled on her 

lap" (306). In 1950, Anthony emigrated to the United States—in part to escape the 

imposing literary reputations of his parents, in part to marry the yoimg American for 

whom he had left his first wife and their children—and published a second novel, entitled 

Another Kind (1951), whose protagonist sees English life break down into pitiless 

thuggery, mass pillage, and civil war between north and south. For the nation, whose 

resources had been depleted by war and whose cities bore the wounds of the air raids of 
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the 1940s, Anthony foresaw nighttime raids on food and fuel by thieves and vandals, a 

thriving black market, and state extermination of urban helots. 

With the publication of his first two novels, he earned a reputation as a 

workmanlike and adept, if not great, writer of fiction, pursuing with vigor and originality 

a measured judgment concerning Britain's power to restore cultural and moral hardiness. 

West read his early works with wary enjoyment, and his success was pleasing to her. 

However, in 1956, to her fury and dismay, Anthony published Heritage, whose "fictional 

surrogate Richard Savage is named after the eighteenth-century minor poet [and] subject 

of Samuel Johnson's famous biography. Savage, a bastard, claimed that his mother Lady 

Macclesfield, had ruined his life, refusing to acknowledge him or to provide him with the 

place in society he deserved" (Rollyson, A Life 301). In this novel, Anthony openly 

vilifies his mother, recognizable in the character of a self-absorbed actress wholly 

engrossed with her public persona.^ When West challenged the truth of his narrative, he 

deflected her accusation, suggesting slyly that her animus toward the argument of his 

narrative originated not in its untruthful account of their life together but instead 

"stemmed from her own father's abandonment of her as she was approaching 

adolescence" (301). 

The warfare of mother and son against one another degenerated into uneasy 

stalemate, and again for a time, Anthony seemed to settle into tranquil autonomy when 

several of his reviews were accepted by V. S. Pritchett for The New Statesman. From the 

late 1950s to the early 1970s, residing in the United States, he found sustained success in 

review-writing for The New Yorker. In 1973, his resentment resurfaced, and he again 
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struck at his mother with the publication of Mortal Wounds, an aptly titled attack on the 

artistic accomplishments of French writers who were for his mother intellectual and 

literary notables—Madame de Stael, George Sand, Marcel Proust (398). In 1977, he 

published articles in The Observer entitled "Life With Aunty Panther and H. G." and 

"My Father's Unpaid Debts of Love," sensational "accounts of his parents' affair and his 

father's many liaisons" (398). In literary circles in Britain and America, Anthony's 

animosity to West had long caused comment, and in editors' offices and social 

gatherings, his frequent expression of personal ill will and his repeated efforts to expose 

his mother's work to public contempt were remarked with distaste. To Vyvyan Holland, 

a friend of West and her husband for nearly fifty years, Anthony's versions of his life 

with his mother were fraudulent. He and others of West's friends who were distressed by 

Anthony's malice remembered, to the contrary, her tender regard for his welfare. As 

recounted by Rollyson, Holland recalled West's sacrifices in Anthony's interests "with 

special compassion, for she and Henry had [...] undertaken [with another couple] to 

finance the schooling of his son. Merlin. Vyvyan knew about family scandals; he was 

Oscar Wilde's son" (A Life 304). 

When West's niece telephoned Anthony on March 15,1983 to inform him of his 

mother's death, he hung up the telephone, and he did not attend the funeral. One year 

later, he published a biography of his father, entitled H. G. Wells: Aspects of a Life 

(1984), in which he describes Wells' marriage to Jane, whom he had known not at all, as 

an island of domestic paradise; emphasizes Wells' international scientific, political, and 

literary standing; and reveals his enjoyment of a "man-to-man complicity" with his father 
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that had enlarged over the years (A. West, Aspects of a Life 364). His sense of justice, he 

writes, tells him that his father is "still very much alive in the thoughts of the more 

steadfast, and more realistic, section of the public (356). He discriminates a gauzy 

insubstantiality in West's published opinions on art and science and affects a hearty 

collegiality of ideas with Wells. In particular, he mocks his mother's presumed 

affiliation with the intellectual party of Matthew Arnold, "the generality of whose ideas 

[Wells] despised and detested" (371). Whatever Arnold may have meant by the phrase 

"sweetness and light," he writes, West mistakenly understood it to "promote a species of 

spiritual radiance generated by the culturally and intellectually privileged elite class of an 

ideally layered society" (371). More sensible by far, he insists, is Wells' egalitarian 

dismissal of Arnold's solipsistic "belief that the truth consisted of the sum of insights 

given to the very best people when they looked into their own hearts" (371). 

In his ungenerous estimation, his mother overreached her abilities as artist and 

thinker: her fiction is aberrant, blundering, and duplicitous, and her literary criticism is 

no more than an exercise in showing off or showing up Wells' thinking. In The Judge, 

for example, "She'd been meaning to show the world that she was a second Dostoevsky 

when she wrote that one, and it hadn't come off She would have to leam to recognize 

where she belonged. [...] She was a storyteller, like Willie Maugham" (370). He 

refuses to acknowledge that her critical insights may have been founded in innovative 

and incisive readings of literary texts; instead, he argues, her judgments refiexively 

express antipathy for ideas and attitudes originated by Wells. He is particularly sensitive 

to a perceived imputation of inferior class to his father. In her essay on Shaw, 
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Galsworthy, Arnold Bennett, and Wells—^the four uncles of Edwardian literature—^he 

detects her attribution of "a cockney imagination" to Wells and the unforgivable 

implication that Wells had never been able to rise above his parochial limitations (370). 

In this essay, so avid is she to expose the poverty of Wells' imaginative creation but 

unable to find clear evidence of defects in his fiction, he writes, that she fabricates 

evidence, linking "a series of ultra-Wellsian phrases with strings of dots" and writing a 

fraudulent summary judgment on the basis of this passage (369). Too clever by half, he 

says, she is found out in this nasty business. 

In this work, as in Mortal Wounds eleven years earlier, he diminishes her 

achievement in The Strange Necessity, on this occasion dismissing it as "one of those 

mid-life wagers that the nonacademic literary figure must make in order to achieve 

ecognition as a serious critic. It was intended to convince those who knew her only as a 

literary journalist and a writer of Saturday Evening Post stories that she had the root of 

the matter in her" (368). Always he returns to his sharpest resentment, his sense of 

having been severely neglected by an ambitious, distant mother and unaided by a father 

who was largely ignorant of his childhood discontent (364). His biography of his father 

was Anthony's last publication. He died in 1987 at age seventy-three. 

Anthony was not alone in the writing of vengeful attacks. In 2001, Lynette Felber 

discovered among West's papers at The University of Tulsa five notebooks that 

contained draft versions of an unpublished novel, entitled Mild Silver. Furious Gold, in 

which West, Henry Maxwell Andrews, and Anthony are represented in the fictional 

Jocasta, Martin, and Caspar. Working with a four-page, single-spaced synopsis of the 
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novel, several fragments, and West's notes for the novel, Felber speculates that West 

began the novel between 1960 and 1970, probably in retaliation for Anthony's venomous 

portrayal of her as parent and political journalist in Heritage and his accounts of his early 

childhood published in British tabloids. In the prospective Mild Silver. Furious Gold. 

West wrote in a letter (1968) to her publisher, she intended for the Anthony character to 

represent "the irruption of evil into a group committed to good" (Felber 42). In her 

version of the family story, "Caspar [...] appears to be particularly gifted When he 

leaves school he mucks up going to Oxford, and hangs about, being everything and doing 

nothing. He was afraid to go to Oxford, in case he did not do well there. He is afraid of 

using any of his gifts. He cannot latch on to life anyhow, and he becomes fiercely 

envious of everybody. He marries, but that does not help" (47). 

West's title is drawn from a passage in Blake's Visions of the Daughters of 

Albion: "But silken nets and traps of adamant will Gotham spread / And catch for thee 

girls of mild silver, or of ftirious gold" (qtd. in Felber 45). Taken from a poem which 

concerns the plunder by men of women's chastity and emotional resources, these lines 

speak to West's bitter conviction that Anthony had a churlish way with girls and had 

been unfaithful in his marriage. It is likely that she wrote the drafts in anger but that in 

cooler moments she was reluctant to use her superior literary skills to bring public 

disgrace upon her son. 

Although he was an able essayist, reviewer, and novelist, Anthony's career in 

writing never attained the stature of his parents'. Like West and Wells, he wrote from a 

strongly dissentient point of view, but, in his unhappiness, he did not venture an 
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individualistic approach to reality, as had his parents; instead, in book after book, he 

reflexively refuted his mother's thinking and idealized his father's. "When Rebecca read 

what Anthony wrote about her, both in factual and fictional form, and even when he was 

writing about other women (such as Madame de Stael or George Sand) she felt that it was 

she who was being rewritten [. . .]. She was 'copy' for Anthony as he was not for her" 

(Glendinning 232). In an unpublished letter (November 1967) from the Tulsa archive, 

West wrote him, "I would remind you that it is not I who have written a libelous book 

and short stories about you, and offensive letters to you. It is you who have written a 

libelous book and short stories about me, and offensive letters to me. You know quite 

well that I have never done anything to defend myself against you" (qtd. in Felber 45). 

Much of what Anthony wrote about her is arguably actionable, but angered though she 

was by his contempt for her work, she pitied his failure to establish a traction of the mind 

within which independent literary work might take hold and declined to prosecute. 

The unhappy observer of the deterioration of character and ability in her gifted, 

fluent father. West, it may be supposed, fulfilled her father's intellectual enterprise in the 

world of men and affairs, living a new, more successful version of his unrealized 

ambition, realizing the imperatives of his life and keeping at bay the disappointment that 

is so palpable in her memoirs and the Aubrey trilogy. Regrettably, her son returned to 

type, seemingly reliving Charles Fairfield's narrative of false starts and sullen discontent 

and disappointed ventures. In Familv Memories, West writes that people are brought to 

their knees by processes not easy to understand: "[T]he good is self-consuming, not 

through its own fault but through the nature of things. Men and women live and breed 
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the generations, so that their achievements are beaten down by the army of their 

descendants" (71). Perhaps West's sense of the declining phase of her family's great 

effort in the world was sharpened by the blunted purpose and modest endeavors of her 

only child. 
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^ Isabella was West's middle name and her mother's given name. Great allusive power 

attaches to Lancashire, home of the vast British textile industry and associated with the 

long history of conflict attending the Industrial Revolution. Situated in Lancashire, 

Manchester was famously the site of the Peterloo massacre of 1819, Chartist 

demonstrations, labor agitation, and open-air feminist gatherings, and there Emmeline 

Pankhurst foimded the Women's Social and Political Union (WSPU) in 1903. West used 

the pseudonym Isabella Lancashire only in this work. In a correspondence with Dora 

Marsden, in which she "opposed Marsden's preaching of a rustic, backward kind of 

Tolstoyism, she used the pseudonym Rebecca East" (Humm 169). After having read 

Ibsen's Rosmersholm and upon beginning to write for The Freewoman in 1911, she 

adopted the name Rebecca West, which became her permanent nom de plume. In War 

Nurse (1930), her fictional memoir, she took the pseudonym Coriime Andrews (Schleuter 

and Schleuter 671). In 1935, she attributed her unproduced play, Goodbve Nicholas and 

three lines of poetry in the epigraph to The Harsh Voice to the pseudonymous Richard 

Wynne Errington. In 1966, she attributed six lines of poetry that form the epigraph to 

The Birds Fall Down to the pseudonymous Conway Power (Glendinning 243). 

^ A CUP of Tea for Mr. Thorgill (1957) contains a brief, ungenerous account of West's 

rise in the London literary scene of the 1920s: "As a very young woman [Retta Spencer-

Savage] had been the mistress during a year or two of a famous man. The liaison was 

well advertised, and lifted her at one move into a powerfiil and cultivated world—^this at a 

time before power had spilled into too many hands. Even then she had a forked tongue. 
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and the courage [. . .] to force society to accept her on her own terms. When the liaison 

broke off [...] she [...] turned her intellect loose in a field none of [her colleagues] 

wanted; she became a brilliant and reasonably erudite literary critic; then [she] slipped 

into the newly created School of Modem Literature at Oxford [and became] an 

institution" (9-10). Thirty years later, Spencer-Savage recreated herself as an 

indefatigable opponent of communism: "Denouncing people as Communists was a 

mania with her, a curious and unpleasant one but not, as manias go, and in a skeptical 

society, very dangerous. Why did she do it? [Perhaps] it was only an elderly version of 

the resentment, perhaps the fears, springing in her, when she was still a young woman on 

the make, against everybody she suspected of criticizing her unconventional life. Even in 

those days she had complained bitterly of being persecuted. Then, as now, she had the 

same desperate need to be agreed with, approved, endlessly admired, and to play the 

distinguished woman. For all her intelligence, and although she was safe, she suffered 

terribly from disapproval, real and fancied; her vanity was an open wound. To protect it, 

if you opposed her, she assumed first that you were a fool, then that you were malevolent 

and treacherous. Her spy mania had grown out of this, in the most natural way 

imaginable. Where she used to see everywhere treachery to herself she now saw, as well, 

treason to the state" (50). 

^ Ten years later, in a novel entitled David Rees. Among Others (1970), Anthony 

returned to the persona of his mother in his portrait of Gwen Rees, pianist. According to 

Felber, this novel is based on his unhappy "experiences at boarding school and his 

discovery that the woman who calls herself his aunt is actually his mother" (43nl9). 
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This, in fact, had been West's practice, and as a very young child, Anthony had thought 

her to be his aunt. The writing of wounding fictional portraits did not originate with 

Anthony. In two novels—The Research Magnificent (1915) and The Secret Places of the 

Heart (1922)—Wells portrayed his relationship with West, an '"emotionally adhesive' 

young woman" (Murray 55). In Sunflower, begun and abandoned in 1925 and published 

posthumously in 1990, Sunflower's lover is Lord Essington, West's mocking "version of 

... the noble identity H. G. had conferred upon himself in his published fiction and in 

their love life as Lord Jaguar" (Rollyson, A Life 116). And, of course, West composed 

many cruelly unflattering portraits of her brilliant and accomplished sister, Letitia. 
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CHAPTER 2 REVIEW OF SCHOLARSHIP 

West's career in writing developed over seventy years, from 1911 to 1981, yet the 

scholarship on her literary production is just now taking shape. This is so for several 

reasons. One is that her books, review essays, introductions, and articles—of astonishing 

number and diversity—have not been collected in a critical edition, a circumstance that 

slows the formation of a settled view of her literary production. G. E. Hutchinson's A 

Preliminary List of the Writings of Rebecca West 1912-1952 (1957) contains more than 

700 entries and covers forty years of West's career. Taking up where Hutchinson left off, 

Joan Garrett Packer's Rebecca West: An Armotated Bibliography (1991) lists 193 entries 

for the period from 1952 to 1989. By 1980, Packer notes, West had written nearly 1,000 

reviews and essays. To date, roughly half of her reviews and essays remain uncatalogued 

in archives in the United States and Britain, the greater portion of them in the McFarlin 

Library at The University of Tulsa and the Beinecke Library at Yale University. The 

McFarlin also holds about 10,000 uncatalogued letters to and from her. 

In the United States, Rollyson records, lesser collections of letters are kept at the 

University of Texas-Austin, Boston University, Harvard University, Howard University, 

the Huntington Library, and the Library of Congress (A Life 439). Letters and 

documents concerning West's transactions with editors, agents, and publishers are 

preserved at Columbia University; Viking Press maintains an archive of editorial files 

containing her correspondence; The New York Public Library has recently acquired 

documents from the archive of The New Yorker, with which West was long associated 

(438-439). The British Library contains West's letters to Shaw; in the House of Lords 
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Record Office are her letters to Lord Beaverbrook; letters to Arnold Bennett and George 

Orwell are kept in the University College Library, London; and letters to Basil Liddell 

Hart are kept in the Center for Military Archives, King's College (440). Moreover, a 

significant number of her letters has been kept in privately held collections of novelists, 

journalists, and critics in America and Britain and in materials gathered by biographers of 

Wells, Shaw, Noel Coward, Doris Lessing, Pamela Frankau, John Gunther, Violet Hunt, 

Dorothy Thompson, and Francis Duke Biddle (436-437) 

Manuscripts continue to be unearthed, presenting the prospect that hitherto 

unknown publications might complicate settled critical judgments of her literary status. 

For example, West's novel Sunflower (1982), which portrays its heroine's engrossment 

in a character modeled on Beaverbrook, was begun in 1925, abandoned in 1927, and 

published posthumously in the year of West's centenary by Virago Press. "The Only 

Poet," the eponymous story of The Only Poet & Short Stories, was published by Antonia 

Till in 1990 from a manuscript begun by West in 1962 as a short story and expanded in 

1973 into a prospective novel, then interrupted by illness and evidently abandoned some 

months later. Familv Memories (1987), West's memoirs that reconstruct the lives of her 

parents and recount stories of her family's experience in the world, was edited by Faith 

Evans from documents assembled by West's private secretary, Diana Stainforth, after 

West's death. 

Within the last year, two major posthumous publications have appeared, one 

begun and tabled by the sixteen- to seventeen-year-old aspiring political journalist, the 

other begun and abandoned by the internationally acclaimed seventy-four-year-old 
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investigative journalist, political essayist, novelist, and literary critic. Nearly sixty years 

separates these manuscripts, yet, to a remarkable degree, the persuasive power of West's 

strong narrative line, her concern for issues of public moment relative to the personal 

history of the individual, and her reporter's fidelity to the claims of documentary 

evidence are as strong in the early as in the later work. Working from an unpublished 

manuscript discovered in the Rebecca West Collection in the McFarlin Library at The 

University of Tulsa, Kathryn Laing edited an incomplete early novel whose existence 

was entirely unsuspected, entitled The Sentinel (2003), most likely written between 1909 

and 1911. More recently, also from manuscript fragments in the McFarlin, Bernard 

Schweizer edited into final form the many draft versions of West's political history of 

Mexico, Survivors in Mexico (2003), begun by West in 1966 and unfinished at her death. 

Given the surfeit of materials in the several West archives and the variety of holdings in 

private collections, university and national libraries, and corporate libraries— 

correspondence, textual fragments, multiple versions of works—it is not unlikely that 

additional materials will surface, enlarging her body of work and perhaps altering 

received views of her development as a writer and her place in the literary and 

intellectual life of her time. 

Without question, the major impediment to a unified critical view of West's body 

of work is the encyclopedic range of subjects that she considered and the diverse genres 

in which she practiced. West published eight books of fiction, twelve books of 

nonfiction, numerous lectures printed as monographs, hundreds of newspaper articles, 

and scores of long review essays in Britain and America in the major literary reviews and 
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journals, including The New Republic. Times Literary Supplement. The New Statesman. 

and The New Yorker. The great preponderance of her work is her book-length nonfiction 

prose, which includes critical monographs on Henry James and D. H. Lawrence, a 

biography of St. Augustine, an allegory of the fascist ascent to power, a mediation on the 

sociobiological necessity of art, a political and cultural history of the Slavs of the Balkan 

Peninsula, lengthy reports on the postwar treason trials in Britain and the Nuremberg 

trials of the German High Command, and a lengthy critique of European political 

formations prefigured in Shakespeare's plays. In his introduction to Rebecca West: A 

Celebration (1977), a miscellany of her work, Samuel Hynes recounts West's own 

judgment on the diversity of her work: It "could not fuse to make a picture of a writer 

since the interstices were too wide" (xvii). Taking up this issue at the outset of 

Paradoxical Feminism: The Novels of Rebecca West (1999), Ann Norton argues that 

West has not acquired a strong academic or popular status because the generic instability 

of her work, which is scattered through American and English periodicals, and her habit 

of adopting varied styles, genres, and voices have created impediments to a coherent 

critical view: "Therefore, the scholar or critic may conclude. West must be viewed from 

outside the canon, as a powerful writer of unified themes if not recognizable forms, 

whose readership will inevitably be lessened by this disparate literary body" (x). 

Understandably, scholars who have explored the vast, unorganized West archives, 

encountering manuscripts early and late, planned but unfinished fiction and non-fiction, 

personal and professional correspondence, domestic accounts and professional contracts, 

and draft versions of indeterminate date—all the residue of a long life in imaginative and 
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referential writing—have channeled their efforts narrowly in order to impose 

developmental and thematic order on the mass of materials. Peter Wolfe's Rebecca 

West: Artist and Thinker (1971); Motley Deakin's Rebecca West (1980); Harold Orel's 

The Literary Achievement of Rebecca West (1986); Carl Rollyson's critical study, The 

Literarv Legacy of Rebecca West (1998); Bonnie Kime Scott's Refiguring Modernism 

(1995); Arm Norton's Paradoxical Feminism: The Novels of Rebecca West (2000); and, 

most recently, Zofia P. Lesinska's Perspectives of Four Women Writers on the Second 

World War (2002) and Bernard Schweizer's Rebecca West: Heroism, Rebellion, and the 

Female Epic (2002) mine more or less narrow veins of her oeuvre, yet they demonstrate 

remarkable consensus on her formidable erudition, her uncompromising, lifelong 

feminism, her keen observations of political temperament and national characteristics, her 

fine feeling for the ways in which historical processes register in the lived experience of 

the individual, and her innovative perceptions of the uses of art in supporting civilized 

life. 

The first thoroughgoing critical examination of West's literary production and one 

of only two full-length studies published during her lifetime, Peter Wolfe's Rebecca 

West: Artist and Thinker (1971) identifies in her body of work principles that constitute 

a holistic account of the movement of history. All through West's work, Wolfe finds, her 

sense of the characteristic movement of history is registered in the 

interchange between an organism and its surroundings; [this doctrine] 

Rebecca West calls process. [...] Process is slow, steady work. It may be 

defined as the sum of man's civilized energies for civilizing purposes. 
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Accumulative in character, it draws its strength from two main sources: a 

close acquaintance with many things over a long time and an opermess to 

new experience. [...] Process works through a self-generating rhythm, or 

ecology, that caimot be rushed. Her dislike of chance, disorder, and 

violence makes slowness a virtue in Rebecca West: cream does not pour 

quickly. This conservatism applies generally. (13) 

Wolfe considers that West's conservatism tends not toward political reaction or a system 

of moral imperatives—she declared herself a lifelong adherent of socialist politics—but 

to a conquest of the irrational that she hopes will dispel or weaken the pervasiveness of 

chance, disorder, and violence in the world. In his account. West proceeds on the notion 

that the universe has natural advantages over man; in the long run, she knows, time and 

chance invariably overcome forces of intention and action, and history is engulfed in 

disorder. In order to encounter its disorganizing tendencies, culture has built up civilized 

values which draw upon "an inherited allegiance to reason" (16). Political processes, 

religious teaching, social codes, artistic creation, rational thought itself —all these modes 

of containing power and directing it to civilized ends. West argues, serve the 

advancement of the species. 

However, Wolfe goes on, the dispersion of traditional communities and the 

concentration of population in enormous urban centers tend toward the universal 

degeneration of humane values and civilized practices. In a post-industrial urban 

population—landless, often without work, and bred to inhabit an environment that does 

not revere the gains of the past—is incarnated the ruin of civilized values. In such a 
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world, West determines, the only instrument that can restore process, increase social 

fluidity, and protect humane values is art. She is persuaded that art transcends the 

corrosive, brutalizing effects of modern life, "firm[s] up civilized tradition [and] 

contribute[s] to a fund of knowledge that serves civilization" (23). The realization of this 

ideal depends upon the authenticity and universality of the artist's knowledge. Directly 

opposed to the romantic solipsism that considers the self to be the only reality that can be 

known and verified. West argues that the artist, ever looking outward, "must make herself 

learned, even scholarly" (23). Elaborated in all her major works of nonfiction is the 

notion that "Art must relate the truth of its subject to as many other truths as possible. 

Instead of arising from a spontaneous overflow, it is a diligent exercise in comparative 

learning" (23). 

Concerning West's literary production, Wolfe's major finding is that between the 

work of the artist and thinker there is no divide: "There is a tight consistency between 

West's artistic practices and her critical preachments" (30). As one consequence of this 

bond, he contends, the fiction, but not the non-fiction, suffers a kind of denaturing, and 

the novels fail to reflect "the same easy aptitude she display[s] from the outset in her 

criticism and documentaries" (30). For him. West's novels are the work not so much of 

the artist as of the thinker who knows a good deal about literary technique. Indeed, he 

writes, her first four novels—The Return of the Soldier. The Judge. Harriet Hume, and 

The Thinking Reed—are plainly derivative, the work of one who has knowledgeably 

reviewed the novels of Ford and Conrad and James and recognizes the mechanisms of a 

well-constructed novel. Although they have an undeniably well-knit interior logic, in 
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them "Manner replaces meat," and they "neglect incident, violate probability, and waste 

tonal efforts" (30-31). 

Furthermore, Wolfe contends that by moving the basis of her inquiry into reality 

from fiction to nonfiction. West achieves a literary treatment of the public world. "Her 

natural bent," as it happens, "is not one of inventiveness, but of observation, 

interpretation, and synthesis. Her imagination works best on something already there— 

an idea, a witness's testimony, or a social event. Working within a given seems to 

guide—regulating rather than restraining—^her creativity" (70). Because she is "secure 

with an abundance of research evidence," he supposes, West writes less self-consciously 

and more authoritatively in her non-fiction than in her fiction (71). He notes her 

fascination with imperatives of place and with the shifts of history in a particular locale, 

and her conviction that geography, in large measure, is destiny. Drawn to large, complex 

dramas of dynastic succession and the fate of nations in outlying sites—such as 

Yugoslavia, for instance, the place where Asia and Europe meet—she writes narratives 

that employ features of epic: 

This coursing back and forth over long stretches of time, the many 

characters, the battle scenes, the ritual sacrifices, the trip to the underworld 

of a Serbian mine shaft, the founding of a new world order, and Balkan 

heroism over the centuries—^these data make Black Lamb and Grey 

Falcon a modern epic. Tallying with the epic design are the twelve 

sections [...]. Nor is Rebecca West unmindful of recent experiments with 
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the epic. Her epilogue, a treatise on European unrest from 1934-41, 

recalls Tolstoy's two documentary epilogues to War and Peace. (146) 

Marveling at the magnitude of her "massive, progressive, many-sided achievement" in 

nonfiction, he declares that Black Lamb and Grev Falcon stands 

as the masterpiece of travel literature in our century, and the magazine 

essays that comprise A Train of Powder and The New Meaning of Treason 

bring to court reporting a heft and a command it never had before. [. . .] 

Her outstanding gift as an essayist may well be an ability to uncover a 

striking generality around which she organizes her far-ranging 

observations. All of her nonfiction reveals her as a conceptualist. Hers is 

a unifying mind. (25-26) 

For Motley Deakin, as well. West's most rewarding work is her non-fiction.' In 

Rebecca West (1980), he rates most highly her analysis of twentieth-century European 

history, particularly her sense of its causal dynamic—technological and urban pressures 

on the individual—and her acute appreciation of the well-springs of treason and 

totalitarianism. Although her novels were popular successes—in this regard, he cites The 

Return of the Soldier. The Birds Fall Down, and The Fountain Overflows—they do not, 

in his estimation, attain the status of great art. In common with Wolfe, Deakin sees in 

West an erudite thinker whose metier is the patient tracing of the origin, development, 

and incarnation of her sense of the world in nonfiction of superior imaginative quality. 

She is an historian whose narrative gifts inform her political reporting and cultural 

analysis: "[She displays] a unique sensibility for how the past actually becomes present, 
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how it has shaped the world we think is ours" (168). In his reading, West's world is 

dualistic—growing and decaying, redemptive and fallen, male and female—and the 

characteristic movement of history is slippage toward degeneration and decay. However, 

this slippage is less evident in the experience of women than in men, for "[HJistory 

demonstrates woman's ability to maintain a consistent role for herself as attendant of men 

and children" (20). It is men, rather, who have turned from their traditional work of 

hunting and farming to "work [instead] with machines and paper in rule-ridden 

environments" (20). In distancing themselves from their proper work, men have gravely 

weakened a support upon which their selfhood rests. West supposes that this process 

constitutes a cultural injury that can be remediated: "Society should not choose as their 

leaders men like Winston Churchill and Napoleon who exude the kind of power admired 

in the past but should choose instead married women who have maintained a consistent 

historical identity and have spent their lives in profitable political apprenticeship by 

teaching children moral behavior" (20). 

Harold Orel's The Literarv Achievement of Rebecca West (1986) uncovers no 

'y 
linking principle in her fiction and nonfiction. Indeed, he declares, efforts to identify a 

bridging effect or unifying interest in her work fail to render full justice to "one of the 

more subtle intelligences of the twentieth century" (ix). Nevertheless, in chapters entitled 

"Duties Owed to God" and "Duties Owed to the State," he finds a unifying interest in 

West's "growing, changing interest in God, the central preoccupation of her work" (91). 

For Orel, it is the theological objective that predominates in her work: her writing is, he 

argues, handmaiden to the theological impulse and driven not so much by intellectual 
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conviction or aesthetic principle as by the force of religious self-definition. In fact, when 

her writing is manifestly the expression of intellectual conviction or aesthetic principle, it 

becomes for him inauthentic. Such is the case in her novels, which are driven by secular 

preoccupations. In his estimation, the essential works are those that consider the sacred 

and secular ethos of obligation: duties owed to God, meditated in her biography of St. 

Augustine, and duties owed to the state, pondered in The Meaning of Treason, The New 

Meaning of Treason, A Train of Powder, and The Vassall Affair. It must be said that he 

is alone in this judgment. The most careful readers of West—Wolfe, Scott, and 

Schweizer—find in her work a fundamentally anti-religious utilitarianism. 

It is also Orel's notion that, as West became increasingly troubled by the growth 

of totalitarian states and the accelerated decay of social and political institutions that 

might push back tyranny, she set herself "to sort out the reasons why evil had become so 

powerful in a supposedly enlightened age" (91). Augustinian opinion, which stands 

behind centuries of western European Christian teaching, declares that evil is inherent in 

man's nature, native to his very selfhood. Believing that this formulation discredits the 

works of man and intellectualizes cruel and barbaric impulses. West rejected it, finding in 

the Greek Orthodox Christianity of the Balkans less inclination to revere the Crucifixion 

and more inclination to adore beauty and mystery and the possibility of resurrection. In 

"Duties Owed to the State," Orel explores her "personally held convictions about the 

interlocking obligations of the individual and the state" (95). In her research into the 

background of William Joyce and other British traitors after the Second World War, West 

came to believe that "many men who would have been happy in the practice of religion 
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during the ages of faith have in these modern times a need for participation in politics 

which is as strong as the need for food, for shelter, for sex" (qtd. in Orel 99). Simply put, 

allegiance is allegiance, whether to the state or to God, and betrayal is betrayal, whether 

of the state or of God, and law is law in both spheres. In a complex industrial society, 

law is needed if nations are not to sink into barbarism, and the most valuable aspect of 

English law is its ability "to cope with situations that have no precise historical 

counterpart" (109). Like religious teaching, it provides "an institutionalized response to 

individual barbarity and [...] an institutionalized [standard by which] national crime 

[maybe adjudicated]" (109). 

Ronnie Kime Scott's two-volume Refiguring Modernism (1995) is the first 

critical study to consider West's literary production within its milieu of modernist 

literature, for her, a frankly misogynist literature which represents men's experience as 

the defining standard and women's as marginal and inauthentic. She argues the thesis that 

West's literary production constitutes an ambitious and uncompromising feminist 

revision of modernism. Scott identifies the figure of the scaffolding as the enabling 

metaphor of the male modernist exploration of experience and the figure of the web as 

the enabling metaphor of the female modernist exploration of experience. In the design 

and construction of buildings, the scaffolding is the basis of design, giving a shape to the 

whole. Used as a figure in modernist literature, she argues, it represents an aesthetic of 

control. In order to shift the emphasis of her inquiry from structure to context and thus 

from the male to the female account of the world, Scott leverages the figure of the web, 

which represents affiliation, against that of the scaffolding, and this gesture "shift[s] the 
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world" (Refiguring Modernism I: xxiv). Her topological move originates in Woolf s 

famous simile in A Room of One's Own that likens fiction to a spider's web, 

attached ever so lightly perhaps, but still attached to life at all four comers. 

[. . .] When the web is pulled askew, hooked up at the edge, torn in the 

middle, one remembers that these webs are not spun in mid-air by 

incorporeal creatures, but are the work of suffering human beings, and are 

attached to grossly material things, like health and money and the houses 

we live in. (41-42) 

For Scott, the metaphor of the web is peculiarly useful to an understanding of the 

contexts of modernism in its early stage in 1914 and its later, mature stage in 1928. In 

her view, the metaphorical shift from scaffolding to web-within-scaffolding speaks to the 

existence of a binary system of thought captured in master narratives of European 

literature, in which the feminine is assimilated to "nature (web, woods, or water) and the 

masculine [to] the technical products of culture (scaffolding, tower, or church), inevitably 

placing the masculine above the feminine in a hierarchy of value" (Refiguring 

Modernism I: xxix). If the framers of modernism were the "men of 1914"—^Wyndham 

Lewis, Pound, Eliot—its inheritors and gifted later practitioners were the "women of 

1928"—West, Woolf, and Djuna Barnes, the women writers who initiated a second 

flourishing of modernist literature. According to Scott, all three were shrewdly attuned to 

the relationship between personal life and political power; however, it was West who 

more comprehensively than the others fulfilled the modernist enterprise at more 

anchoring points and in more intellectual affiliations, examining the points at which art 
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and politics intersect and repositioning the experience of women in the literary "battle for 

consciousness of her generation" (xliii). For it was she, Scott finds, who most 

consistently discovered "the underlying assumptions, including divisive binaries, that 

have driven the repetition of destructive cycles on both domestic and political fronts. Her 

merger of the domestic and the political in surprising analogies gives authority to female 

experience" (xvi). 

According to Scott, critics who seek unity in West's work need look no further 

than her review of gender in works which negotiate maternal politics, explore the magical 

feminine, outline sexual politics, and condemn feminine dystopias. In The Judge, it is the 

figure of the mother, not the father, which is the signifying entity, and the death of the 

mother—whose every effort is directed to the wholeness of her children—"may be death 

at its worst" (134). In Harriet Hume, the masculine expectations of Harriet's suitor are 

thwarted by Harriet's counterintentions, with which nature—sentient trees, sybilline 

powers, and alchemies of various sorts—cooperates. In St. Augustine. Augustine's 

relationship to God is explained in terms of a maternal principle. In his time, the political 

power of the Roman Empire, under stress of heresy and barbarian invasions, was fading, 

and when his mother died, nothing reliably knowable "remained except the Church to 

which his mother had given him, the Mother Church, where [...] much of the human 

tradition was stored. [...] [This] mother [was for him] the source of rebuilding" (148-

149). And in Black Lamb and Grev Falcon, sharp social distinctions based on gender 

dictate that Slavic women remain little more than the raw material of reproduction. 
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A second unifying interest which dominates West's work of the 1930s and 1940s 

concerns the rise of fascism. Scott reports that Woolf, Barnes, and Janet Planner, also a 

colleague of West, were keenly aware of the advance of fascism and the misogynist 

animus that accompanied it (Refiguring Modernism II: 170). Yet, according to Scott, no 

one devised an account of fascist authoritarianism so acute and complex as West's (171). 

Indeed, so compelling was her voice in this matter that Woolf, the celebrated pacifist 

author of "Thoughts of Peace in an Air Raid" and Three Guineas, noted in her diary that 

she had "considered consulting West about fascism" (170). It is Scott's notion that 

West's account of the forces that engender fascism and characterize fascist 

authoritarianism, elaborated in Black Lamb and Grey Palcon. The Meaning of Treason. 

and A Train of Powder, rises to the level of a theory of fascism (170). In West's account, 

the industrial revolution had caused great numbers of workers to be drawn together into 

suffocating urban enclaves, and by the 1930s, hundreds of thousands—men who in 

another century would have been dispersed across the land and occupied in agricultural 

work—were concentrated in huge factory districts and desolate acres of housing projects 

across Europe: 

This new sort of people have been defrauded of their racial tradition, they 

enjoyed no inheritance of wisdom; brought up without gardens, to work on 

machines, all but a few lacked the education which is given by 

craftsmanship; and they needed this wisdom and this education as never 

before, because they were living in conditions of unprecedented frustration 

and  insecur i ty .  (Wes t .  B lack  Lamb and  Grey  Fa lcon  612)  
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Often idle, West says, they now constitute an army of the disaffected, neglected by the 

state and religion, resentful of their marginality in the life of their nation, mistaking 

domination for civil order, and yearning for economic security, and in their distress, they 

strike out at whoever represents a machinery of political order: The rise of fascism, as it 

happens, is "linked to a long sequence of murdered royalty" (Scott, Refiguring 

Modernism II: 170). Luccheni, the murderer of Elizabeth of Austria, was "West's first 

fascist, a product of 'new towns which the industrial and financial developments of the 

nineteenth century had raised all over Europe.' [...] Hitler and Mussolini came of the 

same economics of deprivation" (155). More ominous, "this new sort" of people appears 

not to be the sort who will add to the store of practices that conduce to civilized life. 

Indeed, fascist authority threatens to "smash and silence culture, whether found in high 

arts or in local crafts" (168). 

Carl Rollyson's The Literary Legacv of Rebecca West (1998) is the first critical 

study to consider West's literary production in its entirety and the first to take into 

account her posthumous publications and her literary archive of unpublished manuscripts 

and letters. In this work, as in his biography of West (1995), Rollyson considers her 

literary production in stages. In his judgment, the key to understanding her body of work 

lies in her writing during the turbulent thirty years between 1933 and 1966, when West 

seemingly moved away from the "uncritically liberal world view" of her mentors, Shaw 

and Wells, whose art had expressed a belief in 

the perfectibility of man and of society, in revolutions which could raze 

society and build it again better from the ground up. West had become a 
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disciple of Edmund Burke, who believed in reform, not revolution, and 

argued that tearing down time-honored institutions did more harm than 

good, because it destroyed the partial regard for human rights painfully 

gained over the ages. (193) 

From 1933 onward, as the political situation in Europe portended civil, financial, and 

cultural ruin to civilizing structures of the western world, Rollyson argues. West came to 

explore global themes in her fiction and non-fiction and adopted a politics in the main 

liberal but in some matters surprisingly conservative. It is his notion that full exploration 

of her literary production has been hindered by distaste in academic and publishing 

circles for her outspoken anti-communism complicated by a perception of hypocrisy in 

her attitude toward Britain's empire. Although she acutely perceived the fraudulent 

progressivism of Russian communism, in regard to British imperialism, critics alleged, 

she displayed ambivalence: 

Belonging to an empire herself, [...] West recognized that its claim to 

bring order to the disordered parts of the world has been 'more than half 

humbug.' Yet colonization has released in Britain a 'love of action' and a 

desire to reform the world that had not been mere humbug and that led to 

the institutions of laws and actions on behalf of other peoples that could be 

deemed chivalrous. (162) 

In Rollyson's view, West's preference for stability, gradual change, and the conservation 

of structures and values of the past translates to these same values in her aesthetic vision. 

Preferring "organic development over forced change, equilibrium over disequilibrium. 
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form over formlessness," he argues, she proposes "to sort out the meaning of history 

rather than to remake or subvert it" (162). 

Ann Norton's Paradoxical Feminism: The Novels of Rebecca West (2000) is the 

only full-length treatment of West's fiction and of one particular aspect of her work, its 

commitment to feminism. For Norton, the one clear impression of West the artist and 

thinker that remains in public imagination and scholarly memory is of her feminism. 

However, despite her honorable record of writing and lecturing in behalf of female 

suffrage during the violent years of the struggle for female emancipation and the strongly 

feminist perspective of her novels, contemporary feminist critics remain ill at ease with 

West's conviction that the natural gender roles of men and women have been confused 

and deformed by the exigencies of post-industrial life. Moreover, her sharp distinction of 

men's from women's work has seemingly allied her, Norton says, with the masculinist 

Lawrence, whom West called passionately right, not with the "feminist icon Woolf, who 

advocated androgyny [...]. This makes her a problem for the postmodernist feminists, 

many of whom are convinced that gender is performative, acquired through nurture rather 

than through nature" (Norton, Paradoxical Feminism xvii). The situation is acutely 

discriminated by critic Moira Ferguson: "West's feminist manicheanism [. . .] has tended 

to see history and human affairs less in a theoretical framework and more in terms of 

individual personalities. In this respect, she breaks rank with those contemporary 

feminists who see the oppression of individual women as the result of institutionalized 

societal structure" (qtd. in Norton xii). They suppose, in other words, that West has 

suppressed in her art the claims of a logically consistent feminist ideology and that the 
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characters, plots, and themes of her novels belie or subvert what her orthodox feminist 

polemic so enterprisingly argues. Paradoxical Feminism embraces this reservation, 

indeed, is predicated upon it: 

[West] deliberately presents women within traditional plots, and seems to 

indicate that such stories are somehow 'correct' and even inevitable; yet 

within these narratives she exposes and deplores destructive cultural 

practices and attitudes that make these lives so often unhappy. It is finally 

difficult to define her feminism as anything but a paradox, (xix) 

The matter is complex, Norton says, and not easily sorted out. West's novels 

seem to rationalize women's subordination to masculine imperatives: "She states, and 

implies, that men fail if women succeed, because men's ability to oppress women is an 

integral part of their overall incentive to work" (xvii). Her plots assign gender-specific 

roles to men and women, in which men are represented as ascendant. She blames men 

who are insufficiently masculine and women who are insufficiently feminine. On the one 

hand, she creates "male characters who do not live up to their part of the social gender 

bargain by 'protecting' the women in their care" (xx). On the other, her female 

characters subvert male hegemony even while they nominally uphold male authority. At 

times, she reproduces orthodox accounts of the middle-class expectation of women's 

place in the world; at others, she seemingly takes an aggressively dissident stance 

concerning the constraints that patriarchal and class interests have placed on women: 

There is a heavy irony in the fact that Rebecca West, the writer whose 

'great point' Virginia Woolf named as 'her tenacious and muscular mind,' 
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whose largest worldly triumphs came from writing 'masculine' 

journalism, would choose to support and praise male dominance in her 

fiction. But it conveys, more powerfully than direct statement would, the 

strength of the pressures she felt to conform to [. . .] ancient gender 

dichotomies, (xix) 

In Perspectives of Four Women Writers on the Second World War (2002), Zofia 

P. Lesinska points out that that the Second World War was the first global conflict that 

women writers confronted as fully enfranchised citizens. In this work, she explores 

affinities and differences among the works of four women writers who, facing the 

prospect of another world war, refused to heed Woolf s exhortation in Three Guineas that 

women remain aloof from traditional power struggles and turn their backs on the coming 

national war effort. In that work, Woolf had argued that women had been neglected by 

the state for centuries and thus had "no stake in protecting England against foreign 

invasion" (Lesinska 17nl). Instead, Gertrude Stein, Janet Planner, Kay Boyle, and West 

pointedly undertook the historiographic task of chronicling the experience of civilians 

during war, processing "a wide range of documentary evidence [and] a wide spectrum of 

[. ..] official and unofficial discourses" (2). The experience of women writers during 

World War II differed significantly from that during the Great War in that "the sharp 

demarcation between the home front and the battlefront, characteristic of the Great War, 

was not in place between 1939 and 1945 when noncombatants were affected by air raids, 

rationing, and occupation" (6). The sheer scale of the war and the sense among the four 
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that the front was everywhere and immediate commanded them to reexamine their 

relationship to civilized values of European history. 

Stein chronicled the experience of life in wartime France between 1939 and 1944 

and exposed "the widespread defeatism of the French elites and population and their 

readiness to accept collaboration" (21). Flanner's "Letters" for The New Yorker, based 

on testimony of French refugees in America, profiled the effects of the German 

occupation on the French and discredited the collaboration of the French right wing with 

the Nazis. Boyle's novels responded "with great emotional intensity to the rise of 

National Socialism and the outbreak of the Second World War," and she "vehemently 

criticized the growing xenophobia in France before and after the defeat of 1940 and the 

policies of Petain's collaborationist government" (87). In Black Lamb and Grey Falcon, 

West entered the discursive field with a passionate call to arms and "actively supported 

the war effort both as propagandist and political activist" (165). Drawing on the work of 

Homi Bhabha, Lesinska interprets West's representation of the situation of Yugoslavia 

between the wars as "the space of postcolonial difference within Europe" (137). And she 

argues that in her adoption of gender as a critical category in historical analysis. West 

creates in Black Lamb and Grev Falcon a discursive space for women's political agency: 

The most irmovative aspect of West's meditation on political 

constellations in the world on the eve of the war is her thorough attention 

to the margins of official history. First, she decenters Western 

historiography by focusing on a country located at the outskirts of Europe. 

Second, she challenges the established boundaries between the private and 
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the public spheres and demonstrates that the study of everyday life is as 

important for explaining major political upheavals as the history of battles 

and diplomatic negotiations in world capitals. Third, her text negotiates a 

discursive space for the historical agency of such marginalized subjects as 

women and other economically disadvantaged or culturally colonized 

groups. And fourth, calling for a reconfiguration of the Western historical 

imaginary, she suggests that not only does this task entail a major 

conceptual effort but that it also involves emotional trauma. In Black 

Lamb and Grey Falcon West presents all these foregoing themes as 

intercormected critical concerns that advance her overarching project to 

transgress the ethnocentric limitations of official history. (136-137) 

Like Norton, Lesinska finds West's approach to gender to be problematic. She 

senses the presence of a "naive streak" in West's seemingly uncritical enthusiasm for the 

"imaginary untainted purity of Slav culture [and her admiration of ] Dalmatia as a 

country where 'men are still men and women are still women'"(157). However, she also 

notes West's furious denunciation of the misogyny that is institutionalized in the pre-

modern world of Serb peasants. With difficulty, she points out, one looks for an 

undiluted feminism in Black Lamb and Grev Falcon: "[West] frequently essentializes 

women in terms of motherhood, describes the willingness to please other people as a 

desirable feminine characteristic, [and] postulates that physical beauty should guarantee 

material prosperity for women" (158). At the same time, it must be noted, she represents 

with great sympathy people and nations at the margins of history, seeing in the efforts of 
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women to resist subjugation and achieve self-determination the same drive to self-

realization that informs the nationalist efforts of small European states in interwar 

Europe. As patriarchy prevents women from being themselves, Black Lamb and Grey 

Falcon says, so imperialism prevents nations and peoples from being themselves. 

The most recent major critical inquiry into West's literary production is Bernard 

Schweizer's Rebecca West: Heroism. Rebellion, and the Female Epic (2002). Informed 

appreciation of West's writing has suffered, he believes, from reductive accounts of her 

political loyalties. In this ambitious and meticulously documented work, Schweizer 

moves beyond the critical confines of political loyalties and antagonisms as he discovers 

a stable matrix of thought in an antireligious animus and material determinism that are 

everywhere inscribed in West's writing and expressed in epic: 

West's female revaluation of heroic themes is as fundamental and far-

reaching as Milton's revaluation of [them] in the religious context. One 

recalls Milton's claim that the Christian ethos of Paradise Lost offers an 

'argument not less but more heroic' than the pagan exploits of the Greek 

and Roman heroes, meaning that Adam's moral striving for an inner 

paradise replaces the quest for material gain and military glory as 

expressed in the Iliad and the Aeneid. What West demonstrates, although 

not as explicitly as Milton, is that both the pagan and the puritan notions 

of heroism are one-sided, deceptive, and ultimately masculine ideas whose 

gender bias needs to be corrected. Implicit in this presentation is the 
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argument that female quests are not less but more heroic than the feats of 

men. (85) 

In her fiction early and late—in The Judge and in her trilogy of novels concerning the 

Aubrey family—West's heroines focus almost exclusively on private experience, 

especially "artistic and intellectual pursuits, both of which will eventually affect public 

affairs, although they plainly originate in the private domain. [...] It appears that she 

considered women's private moral and aesthetic quests to be superior to the sheer 

cunning, brute strength, and material overkill of typical male quests" (10). In the Aubrey 

trilogy, her protagonists "are presented as an elite of enlightened human beings and as the 

true protectors of what is best in civilization" (9). 

In Black Lamb and Grev Falcon, which he calls a modem female epic, he 

discovers the formal elements of the epic apparatus—the division into books, the 

digressions and repetitions and long similes, the invocations and legends and speeches— 

and conventional motifs of the epic vision—^the praise of the land, the founding of 

nations, the deeds of sultans and viziers, the operation of mystery in religion, the terror of 

warfare of aimihilation, the tragic undertow of historical events. "The range is colossal, 

the sweep majestic" (83). In this work, the force of West's "feminist critique is matched 

only by her condemnation of imperialism" (87). For her, patriarchal tyranny and imperial 

tyranny are facets of the same impulse to coercion, the same urge to total domination. 

Repeatedly, he argues. West invokes "gender relations as a model or allegory for the 

morbid operations that motivate international power politics" (87). Her effort to contest 

attitudes that underlie male epics culminates in works that reverse centuries-long 
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assumptions about female experience and the place of women in social life and 

reimagines them in heroic terms which literature once reserved for the experience of the 

male. 

If Black Lamb and Grey Falcon is a modem female epic, it is also a paradigmatic 

modern epic of "empire- and nation-founding" (84). In it, West sees in British 

imperialism order and magnificence as well as corruption and obtuseness. Yet however 

strong her loyalty to the British economic and political enterprise in the world, Schweizer 

says, she is won over by her socialist conviction that empire is a "rapacious, unstable, and 

ultimately self-gratifying political entity" (88). Even though they may impose law on 

lawless people, empires themselves live in violation of laws of self-determination by 

which all nations strive to live. In the British experience of imperialism, she decides, 

"Capitalism at its greediest [has been] given its head, and labour [...] kept brutish, so the 

general level of civilization and culture [has sunk]. This must be the tendency of Empire, 

in so far as it is founded on the occupation of countries settled by another race" (West, 

Black Lamb and Grev Falcon 1091). 

Had she finished Survivors in Mexico (2003), her prospective political and 

cultural history of Mexico which Schweizer has recently published, it, too, might have 

reached the stature of Black Lamb and Grev Falcon. This critique of empire—in this 

case, the imperial venture of sixteenth-century Spain in the New World—displays the 

extraordinary range of topics associated with yet another epic. It apparently offers a 

milder critique of empire, however, than that in Black Lamb and Grev Falcon: 

In a reversal of her earlier, almost unconditional rejection of imperialism 
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[.. .], West now comes close to approving of Cortes's imperial venture. 

[. . .] The question of female heroism is relatively muted to make room 

for West's elevation of Heman Cortes to the status of a demigod, 

assigning him a place in the pantheon of earthly paragons so exalted as to 

rival even the comparatively poor performance of the 'real' gods. Yet 

West's seemingly pro-imperial conservatism is paradoxically paired with a 

subversive religious stance [...]. This is just one of several ideological 

tensions that permeate Survivors in Mexico, [which indicate] that West 

did not simply become more conservative as she grew older, since she also 

reactivated her earlier political and religious radicalism. (12-13) 

In the middle section of this long critical study, entitled "Philosophical Interlude," 

Schweizer attributes the shaping of West's intellectual and political outlook to the 

influence of numerous thinkers, nearly all of them male, in the European philosophical 

inheritance: 

West's political precursors include not only an archconservative (Burke) 

but also a set of anarchists (the Reclus brothers); moreover, the outspoken 

pessimists among her influences (Mani, St. Augustine, Pascal, 

Schopenhauer) are countered by demonstrative optimists (Christ and 

Reclus); finally, the number of atheists in West's philosophical 'pantheon' 

(Epicurus, Reclus, and Schopenhauer) rivals the number of religionists. 

[...] West engaged [her philosophical and political precursors] in ways 

that render the whole notion of 'competition' or 'anxiety' quite 
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meaningless. Not only was she not intimidated by anyone, including St. 

Augustine, Pascal, or Freud, she usually let herself be influenced by them 

on her own terms. (64-65) 

Her relationship to orthodox Christianity formed one "troubled and complex [dimension] 

of her intellectual life" (66). Rejecting the conventional notion of divine grace, she 

praised "the nonconformist's 'fine ... preoccupation with problems of conduct and 

duty'" (67). In effect, she was drawn to a pragmatic view of religion, believing that it is 

unsurpassed as a description of the human experience. In her elevation of Christ the 

compassionate and comforting over God the judge, she professed "an astonishing degree 

of religious and moral utilitarianism" (67). A second dimension of her intellectual life 

was the pessimism that is associated with Schopenhauer, prophet of historical desolation 

and gloom. "Traces of Schopenhauerian gloom are scattered throughout her work" (73). 

Over and over her work declares that history is disgusting, that the human fate is 

generally dreadful, that suffering and wretchedness are the lot of us all. Her determinism 

lies outside the Augustinian and Calvinist net, which assigns responsibility for the 

hellishness of life to the depravity natural to humankind: "Agony [. . .] is an emotion that 

human beings feel far more often than is admitted; and it is not their fault. History 

imposes it upon us. There is no use denying the horrible nature of our human destiny" 

(73). No, divine law seems not to operate in the interests of human happiness, West's 

work argues; but rule of law, a human institution, moves in that direction, codifying 

relationships in economic and political life, offering a utilitarian basis for civil society, 

and curbing barbarism (74). A third dimension of her outlook is environmental 
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determinism, the Spencerian assumption—which she shared with the Reclus brothers— 

that "the elements making up 'national character' were largely determined by 

environment, in particular, that geographical location helped determine social and 

political institutions" (77). Although her writing does not present a systemic philosophic 

account of experience, Schweizer perceives, it draws strength "from the inclusiveness of 

her sources, barring neither male nor female influences, and excluding nobody because of 

his or her noncanonical or socially disqualified status. In that sense, West was the 

incarnation of a 'radical intellectual'" (79). 

Other longtime readers of West have taken notice of the centrality of principles of 

radical individualism to her commentary on social and political formations in European 

life. In this regard, Glendirming records West's declaration of belief in "the French 

Revolution's interpretation of [man's] political necessities" (213). Jane Marcus locates 

West's "voice of authority" in a tradition shared by women writers whose independence 

of mind and feminist polemics were implicit in the concerns of the Enlightenment; these 

include Mme. de Stael, George Sand, George Eliot, Harriet Beecher Stowe, Mary 

Wollstonecraft, Olive Schreiner, and the Virginia Woolf of Three Guineas ("Voice of 

Authority" 237). In The Young Rebecca (1987), her collection of West's early 

journalism for The Free woman, the Clarion, and Time and Tide. Jane Marcus reports 

Vera Brittain's shrewd remark that the young West as she entered the London scene of 

the early nineteen-twenties was the twentieth-century successor to the young Mary 

Wollstonecraft (11). The lone woman in an influential group of radical thinkers and 

artists, including William Godwin, Thomas Paine, Blake, and Wordsworth, 
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Wollstonecraft perceived an opportunity for reasoned argument on behalf of the status of 

women in the discursive conflict surrovinding the Declaration of the Rights of Man 

(1791), the libertarian decree of the National Assembly of France translated by Paine 

forEnglish audiences. Like the young West, Wollstonecraft was entirely comfortable in 

male precincts of radical politics and intellectual debate of her time. Both were inspired 

by radical social ideals—especially concerning education for women—and both, 

launching their careers in writing from a matrix of political journalism—went on to write 

in a range of genres. 

In this study, building upon the background of arguments advanced here by 

Schweizer, Glendinning, Marcus, and Brittain, I suggest that everywhere apparent in 

West's major works of nonfiction is the existence of a circuit of secular ideals deriving 

from the progressive thought that first emerged in the public mind during the 

Enlightenment in Europe, including a scientific-rational world view, a strong anti-

clericalism and skepticism of religious dogma, and a socialist politics grounded in a 

knowledge of economics and geography. Further, I suggest that the key figures from 

whom West drew what we might now call her enlightened modernity formed a small 

circle of thinkers—all English, Protestant or fallen away Protestant (except for Letitia 

Fairfield, who converted to Roman Catholicism), published in newspapers and literary 

and scientific journals associated with legal, legislative, economic, and administrative 

reform—who thought of themselves as inheritors of libertarian principles and who 

characteristically participated in discourses of scientific inquiry and political liberty. The 

dominant resources of intellectual life in West's early years were rooted in the secular life 
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of her time, in the nexus of government administration, legislation, education, economics, 

politics, and literature. Her mentors and exemplars—most notably her father, Charles 

Fairfield; her sister, Letitia Fairfield; her lover and intellectual comrade, H. G. Wells— 

were led to writing and public action that proposed to alter the political and social 

environment in the direction of a more humane national life. After the manner of 

Spencerian materialist thought—according to which social organization, like biological 

organization, is consequent on natural causes—^these middle-class, highly educated, 

progressive thinkers worked toward an understanding of the real relations of social 

organization. Wells was central to the intellectual and literary life of England for decades 

and influential in the political settlement of Europe after the Great War; working in a 

smaller sphere, Letitia Fairfield held prominent positions in the administrative hierarchy 

of the public health system of the nation and its colonial dependencies; Charles Fairfield 

alone failed to gain a national platform for the exposition of his comprehensive sense of 

social organization in the national life. However, it might be said that, in marvelous 

confirmation of the laws of inherited characteristics, adaptive strategies, and the force of 

habitude in which he had such faith, the tenacious vitality of his intellectual engagement 

with public issues foundational to the life of the nation was realized in the singular career 

in writing of his youngest daughter. 
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' West read the manuscript version of Rebecca West (1980') by American scholar Motley 

Deakin, professor at the University of Florida, and believed it to be so superficial that she 

refused to give it consideration beyond correcting its most blatant untruths. In a letter 

(April 21, 1980) to Deakin, she points out, none too nicely, that his effort has been 

misdirected. He is wholly mistaken in believing her to have a scanty knowledge of 

American literature; owing to his ignorance of her familiarity with German political and 

social life, he has misinterpreted her comments on the Germans under the Nazi regime; 

he underestimates the technical difficulties she encountered in the writing of Black Lamb 

and Grev Falcon; he has not taken the trouble to learn about her personal life or her 

literary friendships. "All in all, I do not so much object to the line of criticism of my 

work as to the fact that you have not troubled yourself to acquaint yourself with the 

amount of work I have done or the degree of diligence I brought to the preparation of that 

work" (Scott, Selected Letters 471-475). 

2  . . . .  West was imforgiving of critics who, failing to credit her vast and tireless research, 

contradicted her on questions of fact. Upon reading proofs of Harold Orel's The Literarv 

Achievement of Rebecca West, she condemned his critical ineptness in a letter to her 

secretary (October 1978), reserving her sharpest denunciation for his inept reading of 

Black Lamb and Grev Falcon, which, withal, "is made with a superb air of academic 

authority. The whole book is honeycombed with examples of ignorance of a 

geographical and historical kind" (Scott, Selected Letters 465). 
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CHAPTER 3 MENTORS, ALLEGIANCES, AND INTELLECTUAL AFFILIATIONS 

In 1911, when The Freewoman published West's first work, the nineteen-year-old 

West struck contemporaries in the London political and literary scene as a prodigy. 

Entering the political strife of her time as the antagonist of the foes of feminism and 

socialism. West displayed from her earliest writing a comprehensive awareness of the 

operations of power structures—Liberal Party politics, the judiciary, the Established 

Church, the civil service, manufacturing interests, the press, the network of imperialist 

concerns—and some sense of their relationships to the institutionalized oppression of 

women. There was seemingly nothing that she could not write about. Her perspective 

was political; her technical terms were the vocabularies of economics and evolutionary 

biology; and her most intense and memorable imagery was that of ballistics and military 

aggression (Humm 170). Her writing displayed a contentiousness which infuriated her 

detractors. In a scrapbook, she kept a clipping of an early critic who warned, "'[I]f there 

ever is an English revolution there will come a point when the Reds and the Whites will 

sink their differences for ten minutes while they guillotine Miss West for making remarks 

that both sides have found intolerably wounding'" (qtd. in Marcus, The Young Rebecca 

352). 

By 1911, the campaign for women's suffrage that had originated in legislative 

challenge and litigation in the 1870s took a calculated turn toward the disruption of civil 

life and destruction of public property, and the government—long reluctant to enlarge the 

franchise—hardened its opposition to the women's cause. In the unremitting campaign 

for women's suffrage, the nation faced perhaps the strongest revolutionary challenge to 
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the political order since the Chartist challenge in the 1840s. From the beginning, it had 

been clear to suffragist strategists that "the woman question," as it was called by the 

government and by mainstream newspapers, had its roots in economic inequality and 

inequity in conditions of labor. Opponents recognized the threat that a newly 

enfranchised female labor force might pose to the industrial order of the nation and the 

composition of wage structures. The Liberal Party refused to permit bills for women's 

emancipation to be brought up for deliberation in Parliament and elected instead to stall 

the movement by fomenting resentment among men against women's aspiration to the 

vote. In doing so, it vastly increased the potential for mob brutality against the women 

who canvassed factory districts and spoke in open-air demonstrations, and police often 

followed orders from their superiors in the civil hierarchy to stand by or arrive late as 

women were set upon by crowds in public places. 

West aspired to become a woman of letters at the center of this revolutionary 

climate of suffragist agitation and political violence. The arresting first sentence of her 

first article (November 1911) for The Freewoman indicates her willingness to court 

opposition and to bring it into the open: "There are two kinds of imperialists— 

imperialists and bloody imperialists" (West, The Young Rebecca 13). In this defiant 

sentence, West signals that she will engage the opposition within the combative 

discursive domain of the anti-suffragist editorials of her time. From her earliest writing, 

conciliation was seemingly unknown to her. In this first review may be seen the 

constants of her socialist polemic to come, which enlarges the scope of the suffragist 

argument to include wider enfranchisement in all political divisions of British life. 
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identifies economic inequality as the considered instrument of women's oppression, and 

demands a fresh reading of the historical forces that collude in the subjugation of women. 

The forthright use of a vulgarity in print was hardly to be believed of a young woman, 

indeed, was unprecedented in orthodox newspapers for women in her time. 

From the beginning of her career. West was entirely comfortable with the 

rhetorical means—^the swift attack, the name-calling, the impudent oversimplification— 

with which the suffragists' opponents supported the domination of the public sphere by 

men. Her unrepentant use of the adjective "bloody" was the least of it. She called 

housework rat poison, derided the social system of her time as a swindle, construed 

marriage as a "legalistic snare for women," and doubted not that "men are, to all 

appearances, hogs" (West, The Young Rebecca 30). Three months into her career, she 

wrote a sweeping indictment of the national life, entitled "A Training in Truculence" 

(February 14, 1912) and published in The Clarion while she was still writing for The 

Freewoman. whose intellectual range and command of historical data are remarkable in 

one so young. In this article, West supposes that studying life from the angle of the 

suffrage movement has given her a clear perspective on hitherto unquestioned and 

misrepresented economic facts of English history—its tolerance of inflation and 

inequities in rents and sweated labor, for example (154). These are the instruments, she 

argues, by which huge numbers of the English have been delivered to permanent political 

and social subordination, and, along with the general destruction, the status of women 

eroded. Although public opinion frowns on any debate over conditions of labor for 

women or the quality of their education, she entertains the persistent belief that inquiry 
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into these matters is necessary if the true position of women in English life is to be 

understood. She has a fine contempt for the paltry education which the state has suffered 

her to be given, seeing in the fog of untruths, sentiments, and delusions which make up 

the curriculum for girls a calculated neglect of the advancement of women in England: 

I saw in my own education some of the things which eat the power out of 

women. [...] 'To take a strong line on anything' was to be regarded as 

carrying dynamite in one's head to the public danger. [.. .] Moral 

passions were discouraged, and there was engendered in the girls a habit 

of compromise and avoiding decisions. Power does not lie that way. 

Moreover, on every essential point where lying was possible, my teachers 

lied to me. On the subject of history their mendacity reached its height [. . 

.] England black with industrialism, foul with poverty, iridescent with the 

scum of luxury, was held up to my infant eyes as the noblest work of God 

and the aristocracy. I was exhorted to glory in industrialism and pity such 

savage parts as Ceylon and Burma, where you may travel for years and 

never come on anything like Wigan and Burnley. A stainless history of 

England was produced by the process of elimination. I was never taught 

that in the fifteenth century there was a green and happy England in which 

the common labouring man was neither starved nor landless. I was never 

taught how this class was betrayed into poverty: how, after the quick 

decline caused by the royal debasement of the currency, the landlord and 

the farmer slowly bled the labouring classes till they fell weakly into the 
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hands of the capitalists at the beginning of the nineteenth century. As do 

all the young and helpless, I fell a victim to the passion felt by so many 

unenterprising persons of quiet life, such as are often found in the teaching 

profession, for anecdotes concerning Napoleon. Yet I was never taught 

that England conquered the Corsican by the power of her purse, which 

was swollen by profits squeezed out of the tortured labour of slave women 

and children. I was never taught that England had been governed for 

centuries by cheats and bullies who impoverished the country man by 

land-grabbing and deported all the fine blood that dared to rebel, leaving 

our England to be peopled by the slavish and dull-witted. Now, knowing 

these things, I am a patriot. I see England as a fair maiden who has been 

delivered over to the dragons and mauled and maimed, but yet has so 

strong a spirit that she is immortal. (154-155) 

"She could work up a complex of thought and feeling," Rollyson notes, "better 

than any other book reviewer of her day" CA Life 37). Her fearless use of stinging insult 

astounded readers, and her shrewd sense that suffragist concerns were most compellingly 

argued within the larger contexts of economic and class issues helped keep the 

suffragists' case at the forefront of socialist politics. Even Shaw, the droll cynosure of 

the socialist press of the time, admired her wit and style. Although she attacked his anti-

suffragist rhetoric over and over and had once mocked him as having the head of a 

"flirtatious Moses," he admired her skill in argumentation and reportedly "was flattered 

when she was called a 'Shaw in skirts'" (Marcus, The Young Rebecca 24). In 1912, 
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when she moved beyond her provisional status as political commentator and reviewer of 

books in feminist newspaper circles to a more secure tenure as essay writer on wage and 

labor issues and women's political advancement for The Clarion, a highly successful 

socialist weekly with a national circulation, the twenty-year-old West struck Clarion 

founder and editor Robert Blatchford as "a heavenly fighter; [...]! wish she were leader 

of the opposition in the House of Commons or that she was there as a Socialist M.P." 

(89). Her column printed on the front page next to his each week, West drew the 

favorable regard of Ford Madox Ford, Wyndham Lewis, and other contributors to Ford's 

English Review. By 1914, only two years into her career, she was writing as well for the 

Daily News, a newspaper which had been dedicated to social justice since its founding in 

1846 and whose reputation in liberal journalism was celebrated. Its first editor had been 

Charles Dickens, and Harriet Martineau had contributed more than 1,500 pieces to the 

paper (293). The paper printed "articles sympathetic to Indian demands for self-

determination and to Irish Home Rule; Christabel Pankhurst was a featured contributor to 

the correspondence columns" (294). According to Marcus, West's "work always excited 

controversy; her essays always brought hundreds of arguments in letters to the editor" 

(293). From her two-year apprenticeship with The Freewoman. The Clarion, and the 

Daily News. West launched a seventy-year career in political commentary and literary 

reviewing. To observers, her rise seemed to be meteoric. 

Emerging as she did from a household of women of modest means and moderate 

social power and from an entirely conventional young ladies' education in Scotland, how 

did West come to such a controversial career at the center of British journalism and 
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literary reviewing? Within what circumstances was her sense of the world formed? 

Within what conditions were her defiant stance and her voice of singular authority bred? 

To which mentors and persons of note did her intellect and imagination respond? In this 

chapter, I suggest that the links to West's most closely held ideas and ideals lie close to 
* 

home in the attitudes and life work of her father, journalist and political controversialist 

Charles Fairfield, himself the student and lifelong disciple of the Reclus brothers of 

France and advocate of the experience philosophy of Herbert Spencer (1820-1903); in the 

example of her eldest sister, Letitia Fairfield, who led her into suffragist and socialist 

politics; and in the world view and literary production of H.G. Wells, her lover and the 

father of her only child, and, of course, an internationally renowned advocate of social 

and political reform through scientific and technological advancement. For these 

intellectual predecessors and mentors, the expression of progressive political and social 

ideals contested in the Enlightenment, actuated in the French Revolution, and disputed in 

the intellectual life of nineteenth-century Europe became their life's work. What Wells 

called his mental work—his novels, his policy papers, his manifestos in the service of a 

government and social system controlled by scientists and technicians—is indisputably of 

lasting importance in British literary and political history. Although Letitia Fairfield 

inhabited a space in the public sphere infinitely smaller than Wells' and remote from 

deliberations and disputes of the intelligentsia, her early record of feminist activism and 

her lifetime of contributions in the administration of public-health policy earned her 

honorable mention in the history of the period. Of these three, Charles Fairfield alone 

failed to reach a position of professional eminence and social power. Nevertheless, the 



167 

persuasive power of his lifelong engagement with ideas underlies West's thinking at 

more points and more permanently than has been generally recognized. To his formative 

influence may be attributed her zeal for critical inquiry, her inclination toward a scientific 

explanation of historical phenomena, her scorn for specious reasoning, and her respect for 

"what the mind has conceived" (Reclus 3). 

Charles Fairfield, Rollyson notes, "brought history home, mesmerizing his 

family" (A Life 19). Routine conversation with him dwelt on economic cycles, social 

issues, and the likely direction of European political life. The historical forces evident in 

the struggles over wage, labor, and property issues taking place in legislative, judicial, 

and journalistic venues in the nation were discussed endlessly within the Fairfield home.' 

At times, intelligence of shocking public events was brought to the household "by the 

shouting of newsboys who run down the streets to tell me that someone has used a lethal 

weapon to turn over a new leaf in the book of history" (West, Black Lamb and Grev 

Falcon 3). In later life, West came to believe that her "life had been punctuated by the 

slaughter of royalties" (3). The first royal murder of her remembrance was the 

assassination of the Empress Elizabeth of Austria, unfortunate wife of Emperor Franz 

Joseph, in 1898: "I remember when I was five years old looking upward at my mother 

and her cousin, who were standing side by side and looking down at a newspaper laid on 

a table in a circle of gaslight, the folds in their white pouched blouses and long black 

skirts kept as still by their consternation as if they were carved in stone" (3). Later, she 

understood that, for her father and mother, the assassination of the empress had been an 
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early symptom of the nearing collapse of the senile Austro-Hungarian Empire and of 

European war to come. 

According to Rollyson, West dramatized her remembrance of her early years as 

"the family romance," a narrative of family life dominated by the powerfixl desire of 

Charles Fairfield—a man of compelling persuasive power, an expert knowledge of 

economic and social issues, and wide acquaintance among men at the center of the 

English public sphere—^to understand and have some part in the shaping of English 

national life (A Life 17). In this narrative, the young Rebecca is the seeker of his 

knowledge of the world. In large measure, Fairfield's knowledge of the world bore the 

imprint of his conviction that present arrangements of political economy fulfilled the 

commands of evolutionary processes. He conceived historical events to be the outgrowth 

of competing forces and principles, and his sense of a universal antagonism that operates 

in human affairs was expressed in an habitually quarrelsome rhetoric. He talked and 

wrote about public institutions and the dynamics of political movements and the 

economic conditions that underlay them. It was his belief that in the property relation 

and the control of municipal and colonial finance lay the instruments by which political 

and social power was controlled. 

In the intellectual life of Charles Fairfield, the professional interests and scholarly 

bearing of Elie Reclus (1827-1904)—French social anthropologist, journalist, professor, 

and in his youth the tutor of the Fairfield sons in London—were decisive influences. In 

Survivors in Mexico, her unfinished history of the revolutionary temper of modem 

Mexico begun in the late 1960s, West writes, "My father was in part Elie Reclus all his 
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life long [...], and since my father was so largely Elie Reclus, so am I" (179-180). In her 

Paris Review interview (1981) with Marina Warner little more than a year before her 

death, West recalled, "My father was educated by Elisee and Elie Reclus, two famous 

French brothers, early geographers" (Plimpton 80). Elie Reclus and his younger brother, 

Elisee (1830-1905), were the radically disaffected sons of a Protestant pastor in 

provincial France. After completing a program of study in theology, they refused 

ordination, took the republican side in the Revolution of 1848, and fled France after the 

coup d'etat of 1851 returned royalists to power. For several years, Elie Reclus found 

refuge in the London household of Arabella Fairfield—Protestant ascetic, sectarian 

fanatic, and the mother of Charles Fairfield—who approved his doctrinaire Protestant 

background. However, she was ignorant of the direction of his political convictions and 

unaware of the brothers' background as "authors of the 'strike of folded arms' and other 

forms of resistance" (Krauze 30). Employed as tutor to the four Fairfield sons from 1851 

to 1856, Elie Reclus gave them a notably liberal education which attended to the force of 

geography and the economic and political contexts of historical events. Realizing that 

Arabella had no notion of his radicalism or his anticlerical animus, he resolved not to 

make proselytes of the Fairfield sons in the interests of secularism, socialism, and 

republicanism; 

Arabella believed that she was hiring a puritanical preceptor to guard 

against evils of the century, while the atheist-anarchist Elie thought that 

Arabella's works of charity represented a modern populist impulse. The 

eventual discovery of the misunderstanding did not end the agreement, 
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because the children adored the wise and selfless Elie, who shepherded 

them for four years, at the end of which they began their formal education. 

[During his term as tutor], Elie transmitted his telluric faith to the Fairfield 

children. (30) 

By profession a social anthropologist, Elie Reclus understood the great laws of 

biological science to operate in an equilibrium of mutual dependence, not in the 

individualistic direction of "great [social] divisions [. . .] early formed" that was favored 

by Spencer (Spencer, Illustrations of Universal Progress 409). His political thought was 

guided by the conviction that cooperation rather than competition was the lesson 

demonstrated by evolution, and he believed that through the advancement of workers' 

rights he was "carrying out tasks which had begun in 1792" (Fleming 64). He rejected 

out of hand the Spencerian rationale for the existence of a "superior class which is 

eventually transformed into the directo-executive system of a society" (Spencer 423). 

From 1860 to his death in 1904, he published biographies, monographs in geography and 

political economy, and essays of social criticism in influential journals and reviews in 

Britain and America. Elie Reclus was a polymath whose real subject was the shaping 

power of material context in the historical record. He located the origin of national 

character in the working of historical conditions favorable to human progress which 

develop in a particular place at a particular time among a particular people. West's 

"remote father," Krauze notes, remained in contact with Reclus into adulthood (30). 

Loyal to the cause of his class, the old Anglo-Irish gentry, he "rejected the politics [of the 

Reclus brothers] but not the dialectical habit of mind" (Rollyson, "Rebecca West and the 
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FBI" 12). Their habitual recourse to a vast store of empirical data, their valorization of 

reason, and above all, their meticulous attention to the formative material force of context 

held permanent attraction for him. In 1952, defending herself against the charge of 

political naivete in a letter to Lionel Trilling, West wrote, 

My father regarded both Elie and Elysee with the greatest affection and 

respect, and though he like the rest of his family was strongly conservative 

he retained his liking for them throughout his life. I therefore grew up into 

a family where the various varieties of anarchism, and the conflict 

between pacifist and terrorist anarchism, were frequently the subject of 

conversation. When I became interested in the Labour Movement at the 

age of fourteen I went into it with a certain amount of knowledge which 

made me extremely interested in the foreign groups associated with it, and 

before I left Edinburgh at the age of seventeen I had already quite a 

number of acquaintances which would have preserved me from the 

remarkable degree of ignorance you ascribe to me. (Scott, Selected 

Letters 256). 

Charles Fairfield was a convinced Social Darwinist. During his residence in the 

United States, he had read with a zealot's conviction the works of Spencer, in whose 

works Social Darwinism originated, and, for a time, corresponded with him. This social 

theory, which was highly influential among the classes supported by mercantile wealth, 

supposes that individuals and groups achieve competitive advantage over others as the 

result of genetic or biological superiority. In "The Development Hypothesis" (1890), 
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Spencer argues that the slow working of evolution in the natural world finds its parallel in 

the evolution of social organization in human society, both of them developing over time 

from simple to complex, highly organized form in response to exigent circumstance 

posed by environment. In man, he is persuaded, the law by which species evolve to 

environmentally fit conditions operates as well in the development of social organization. 

On the grounds that the right state of things expresses the operation of a developmental 

imperative in the world, which he called natural law, Spencer argues that government 

should refuse to intervene in effects that "natural law" has brought about in the existing 

social organization of the industrial state. Concerning the public issues that engrossed 

legislators, reformers, and intellectuals of nineteenth-century England—among them the 

enlargement of the electorate, workers' rights, female suffrage, public ownership of land, 

poor relief—he argues that to intervene in such matters and to correct conditions that 

promote inequality will deform the sensitive evolutionary mechanism, which tends 

toward a productive equilibrium, and will weaken the body politic which is its natural 

outgrowth. Any legislation which redresses imbalances of wealth or class in English 

class will, he reasons, hinder the development of the real relations of social organization. 

These, he believes, are organically determined, and through their operation, the power 

structures of social life—in particular, of social life within a complex industrial society— 

are managed. Interference in the activities of the strong against the weak, he is 

persuaded, is actually a highly damaging intrusion into the evolution of the species. In 

fact, he supposes in an essay entitled "Sins of the Legislators," directing social benefits to 

the inferior might further their multiplication and hinder the multiplication of the superior 
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(Spencer, Illustrations of Universal Progress 106-107). Presumably, progressive 

degradation of the species would ensue, and the degenerate species that survived in 

dwindled form would later be unable to hold its own in the struggle with adverse 

conditions presented by the environment. 

Through wide experience in the world—^he had served in the army and traveled in 

Europe, in Canada, in the United States; been present at the Battle of Vicksburg; toured 

volcano regions of Mexico; operated a sawmill in Virginia; and managed a silver mine in 

Colorado—and through years of reading in history, economics, and political geography, 

Charles Fairfield was educated into an intelligentsia which, unhappily, had no place for 

his services. The Spencerian lens of his reading had given him, he believed, a coherent 

vision of the operation of history and a sense of the origins and limits of government, and 

these interests, together with his practical know-how in municipal and colonial finance 

and his undoubted fluency, might well have led him to a brilliant career as colonial 

administrator, political journalist. Member of Parliament, or government minister. 

However, he had not attended university and had no academic mentor or family 

cormections who might have positioned him advantageously along paths to power in 

English public life. And so, although he was a superior writer, a superb orator, and an 

accomplished caricaturist and political cartoonist who could rightfully claim an imposing 

knowledge of European economic and political affairs, he lost ground in career markets 

and was never able to secure the high professional position to which his experience and 

abilities and ideals might have raised him. Married late at forty-two and in his mid-fifties 

the father of three children, he had great need of money but little hope of securing a 
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senior editorial position in journalism. He brought his considerable talents to temporary 

writing assignments at middling wages and tried to make up the deficit in earnings by 

speculation in financial markets. His disappointed ambition and disorderly financial 

situation made his daughters anxious for their own welfare, and they feared that they 

might be driven into destitution. 

In the section entitled "My Father" in Family Memories, West recalls a scene 

from her early childhood in which her father, upon encountering her busily digging up 

conkers (chestnuts) in a flower bed and reinterring them, questioned her closely: 

'Are you sure you're not digging up bulbs?' 

'I'm sure they're conkers,' I told him. 'I buried them myself 

'Why did you do that?' 

'I am God,' I explained, 'and they are people, and I made them die, and 

now I am resurrecting them.' 

[...] Presently he asked, 'But why did you make the people die if you 

meant to dig them up again? Why didn't you just leave them alone?' To 

that I replied, 'Well, that would have been all right for them. 

But it would have been no fun for me.' (208) 

Years later, Scott says, "her mother provided his thoughts, 'which [predicted] a great 

future for me rather on the lines of the atheist Popes of the middle ages.' More important 

than his love, she had his endorsement of her own mode of authority" (Refiguring 

Modernism II: 11). West was eight years old when her father left home, so it cannot be 

said that he directed her education or supervised her reading or even spoke memorably 
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with her about his political and social convictions. However, she and her sisters kept 

alive the memory—^refreshed by their mother and by Charles Fairfield's colleagues and 

acquaintances—of a brilliant, well-read, opinionated father, who had found an 

intellectual home in the social statics of Herbert Spencer and whose views about the 

origins of economic and social inequities in the national life were firmly settled in 

conservative politics. In their life with him, much that was of value came into the home 

by way of newspapers and periodicals. Connecting with the outside world of public 

issues via public speaking and writing was a means of sharing his serious regard for 

ideas, learning, and the force of history and a way to partially recover, perhaps, some 

sense of him. For all her life, West felt bereavement over her early loss of her father. 

Seventy years after the calamity, she reached a measured judgment about his 

predicament: 

Because my father had begun his writing too late, because he had made his 

success in Australia, because he got into trouble by foretelling a bank 

crash, his merits were as little recognized in his own country as if he were 

an exile. He got what work he could, but he was too old to make his mark, 

though he secured a limited fame by joining an anti-socialist society, the 

Individualists' League. He often spoke for this society, and was 

apparently a wonderful orator. But such triumphs brought in no money, 

and my father finally took a post as leader-writer on the Glasgow Herald. 

There the staff were dazzled by his brilliance but he wrote above the head 

of the readers. (West, Family Memories 194) 
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Using walking sticks instead of rifles, Charles Fairfield had taught his girls 

military drills (Rollyson, A Life 24). His conversation, it may be supposed, drilled them 

in the discipline of reasoned argument. Of his three daughters, it was West and her sister 

Letitia who most deeply felt his desire to be at the center of public life in his generation; 

of these two, it was West who most notably cultivated her father's habits of mind and 

displayed his readiness for disputation over ideas. She first sought employment with the 

London branch of the Melbourne newspaper where he had been leader-writer and 

columnist on economics. Refused a position there, she wrote "some chance drama 

reviews for the London Evening Standard and soon found her metier as contributor to 

Dora Marsden's newly created Freewoman magazine in 1911" (Laing xvii). Almost 

immediately, she earned the reputation for "fast writing and stubborn adherence to [.. .] 

ideas" that his colleagues in Melbourne, in Glasgow, and in London had attributed to the 

formidable Charles Fairfield (Rollyson, A Life 22). At nineteen, she took to the field in 

the interests of feminism fully armed with weapons of the accomplished polemicist: a 

background of wide reading, a copious knowledge of history, a highly developed sense of 

logic, a superior fluency, and the determination to stand her ground. 

Her voice, which she found so early, is that of an elder sister, not the 

youngest. Samuel Hynes has even called it 'episcopal'—'praising the 

righteous, condemning heretics, explaining doctrine.' She found it easy to 

attract, almost as easy to dominate;' [she supposed that] if people do not 

have the face of the age set clear before them, they begin to imagine it.' 

Authority, then, became a duty. (Fitzgerald 218) 
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In a letter (c. 1917-1918) to Shaw, in which she thanks him for his gift of a 

biography of Oscar Wilde, West makes it clear that she has thought for a long time about 

the defects of her father's character: "He was quite a decent human being, I believe, but 

it was this horrible Irish Protestant education in hatred and contempt which spiritually 

deformed him" (Scott, Selected Letters 39). His fine carelessness of his family's welfare, 

she supposes, had been very like Wilde's: 

Those Protestant Irish of the governing class who were reared up with the 

understanding that they had been born kings and that it was their duty to 

hate the rest of the world, and so acquired a lifelong incapacity for love, 

are the most beastly of human beings. My father also was a 'Dublin snob' 

and the circumstances of his upbringing were exactly similar [to those] of 

Wilde [...]. You can imagine the kind of education in hate my father 

received. It bore fruit in the most horrible snobbery; he married my 

mother, who was a great pianist, and destroyed her musical genius and 

ruined her life with the most complete and well-maimered 

imperturbability, because she came of low people of peasant extraction. 

[...] My father was a [.. .] most imaginative and fastidious man and 

instead of indulging in abnormalities (so that we never had the satisfaction 

of seeing him go to prison) he used to go on exploring expeditions in 

Africa, where he behaved with most splendid courage and dash [. ..] while 

my mother and sisters and I starved at home. (38) 
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He was not, however, wholly unadmirable. His vigorous intellectual curiosity, his 

libertarian thought, and his discursive skills entranced his daughters. From his education 

with the Reclus brothers, his thinking followed a materialist direction, and with them, he 

believed that modes of living and the rationales that supported them were conditioned by 

the material needs and resources of a people at a particular time in a particular place. He 

parted company with Elie Reclus in his abhorrence of the nation's progression to 

democracy. According to Rollyson, he "put no great stock in it [...]. Some matters 

seemed best handled by an elite. He scorned women's rights. He rejected Socialism. 

Social legislation meant 'molly-coddling'" CA Life 21). He had, however, assimilated the 

habit of inquiry that trusts the knowledge to be derived from a study of origins, from 

genealogies of various sorts: of a family, a people, an institution, an idea. He put his 

trust in the Spencerian dictum that imbalances in the structure of English social and 

economic life were, as in the struggle for survival in lower forms of life, organically 

determined. Although she had no advanced education in the sciences, what was valuable 

to West was the predisposition to empiricist inquiry and the introduction "to a general 

scientific milieu" (Humm 108). Humm notes that the argumentive grounds of West's 

feminist polemic and early literary criticism had a strong Darwinian source and that it 

was "in that context of scientific authenticity that West wanted her work to appear" 

(173). 

Upon Charles Fairfield's defection from the family in 1901, sixteen-year-old 

Letitia Fairfield aspired to his position of authority in the household. In most accounts of 

her sister, her elder by seven years. West bristles at Letitia's overbearing nature. In a 
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letter (1926) to Letitia written when both had been long established in their careers. West 

delicately raises the issue of her sister's undue assumption of the right to command and 

control in family matters: 

[Y]ou have a fault of manner that has grown on you. Because of Papa's 

shortcomings you were given a degree of authority over Wirmie and 

myself that wasn't usual or wholesome, and I don't think you realize to 

what extent that has given you a tendency to behave with a kind of 

fussiness and bossiness that gives people who don't know you a totally 

false impression. I know that you are quite unconscious of it, but you very 

often don't behave as if you were a woman moving among your equals, 

but as if you had some sort of authority like a prefect, and people do not 

like this. (Scott, Selected Letters 83-84). 

In a letter (1926) written at the same time to John Gunther, her account of Letitia's 

baneful influence on her life is more unrestrained. Writing from a seaside resort in 

France, where she is recovering from a self-diagnosed nervous breakdown, she attributes 

her anxiety and exhaustion to her sister's malevolence: 

This nervous breakdown earned its keep, [. . .] because I am now so tough 

that I could keep my head up and see where I collapsed and why, and I 

have found out something useful. My breakdown was due to Lettie. And 

it was due to the fact that she hasn't a thought about me that goes more 

than two centimetres below the surface which isn't dislike and shame. 

She wishes I didn't exist. She thinks I look awful. She thinks my career is 
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a despicable failure. She is constantly embarrassed by my conversation 

and my manner. [...] She is nearly crazy with an elder sister desire to call 

little sister down. And that is a force that all my life has been depressing 

and annoying me. (85-86) 

It seems clear that the eldest daughter who had exacted obedience in her younger 

sisters was driven by anxieties very like theirs. Far less inclined than West to 

romanticize the dissonance between Charles Fairfield's high-handed pronouncements on 

the political and social order and the lowly disorder that attended his coming and going, 

Letitia developed "an immaculate sense of form and obedience" (Rollyson, A Life 23). 

When her father disappeared into Sierra Leone in 1901, she was spurred to action by the 

need to help support her mother, whose health was weak, and her younger sisters, who 

were still in school. Determining to stabilize her life and rescue her family from social 

nullity, she won a Carnegie Scholarship to the Edinburgh University School of Medicine 

for Women, where she was a brilliant student. The effort was not easy for Isabella and 

her daughters, and West remembered with some resentment the dedication of scarce 

family funds to Letitia's medical education.^ A noxious aunt, who had disapproved of 

Charles Fairfield's marriage and careless management of his family life, was induced to 

contribute fifty pounds for her textbooks. By 1908, while West was a fifteen-year-old 

schoolgirl at George Watson's Ladies' College in Edinburgh, Letitia had qualified as a 

doctor, and at age twenty-three, she took up medical practice as house surgeon in a small 

hospital in Manchester and as resident officer in a children's hospital in Nottingham 

(Laing xix). 
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In 1908 and 1909, Letitia was frequently listed as a speaker in the WSPU 

newspaper. Votes for Women (xix). A photograph taken of Letitia in her RAF uniform 

reveals that she was a great beauty. She had as well a good share of Charles Fairfield's 

intellectual vigor, commanding presence, and fluency, and she moved with ease in 

suffragist circles. She saw herself as "part of a new professional class of women who 

could help change the world" (Rollyson, A Life 30). Her "strong voice, and blonde and 

beautiful, ladylike appearance were persuasive, though they did not protect her from 

assault" (30). In 1976, two years before her death at age ninety-three, she recounted to an 

interviewer how she would '"dash down to the arranged site which would be in one of the 

many vacant building lots in a nearby slum district' after a day's work in the hospital, and 

there 'we would have a small barmer or something of the sort just saying who we were— 

and if there'd been militancy in London or somewhere we reckoned on having a very 

noisy reception'" (qtd. in Laing xix). At some time during Lettie's two-year stay in 

Manchester, the fifteen- to sixteen-year-old West joined her for a weekend visit, where 

she may have seen for herself what a very noisy reception meant—jeering, rock 

throwing, and mob violence in which attackers were cheered as they beat the suffragist 

speakers with fists or nightsticks and on occasion stripped them and threw them down 

stairs or into public pumps. 

Letitia's early clinical work in the industrial Midlands had given her a good sense 

of the costs of institutionalized social subordination and the rigors of industrial life and 

endemic poverty in the lives of women. For all her life, she worked in a practical 

capacity on the ameliorative side of women's issues—^medical, legal, social, economic— 
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in medical and legal research, fact-finding commissions, administrative venues, the 

delivery of services, and policy-writing. From 1912 until 1930, Scott records, she 

worked as medical officer in the London County Council. During the Great War, serving 

as lieutenant colonel in the RAF, she supervised the corps of female physicians in the 

WRAPS (Scott, Selected Letters xxxvi). In 1920, serving as educational commissioner 

for the "National Council for Combatting Venereal Disease, [she toured] the West Indies 

under the auspices of the Colonial Office" (xxxvi-xxxvii). After the Lambeth Conference 

of 1920 took up the issue of the ordination of women in the Anglican communion, the 

Archbishop of Canterbury asked her to investigate any medical aspects of women's 

physiology that might be germane to the decision for or against the administration of the 

sacraments by women. Her report, archived in the conference papers in Lambeth Palace 

Library, uncovered no medical reasons why women ought not to enter the priesthood of 

the Anglican Church. She did not shrink from confronting the persistent fallacy that 

menstruation made women unclean and, in consequence, unfit to approach the holy 

mysteries. Sharing Freud's judgment in this matter. Smith records, Letitia argued that 

this belief was "a special aspect of the universal primitive blood horror" ("Feminine 

Bodies, Feminine Souls"). The range of Letitia's research efforts and her professional 

accomplishments as a physician and, after 1921, as a lawyer, cannot be discovered in 

West's letters or reminiscences of her sister. However, her distinguished career in public 

service earned her a small but secure place in the national history of medicine, and her 

papers are archived in the Letitia Fairfield Collection in The Wellcome Library for the 

History and Understanding of Medicine in London. 
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However infuriating Letitia's directorial manner with them, her sisters eagerly 

followed her into the Women's Social and Political Union—she in Manchester, they in 

Edinburgh—and later into the Fabian Women's Group, when she joined her mother and 

sisters upon their move from Edinburgh to London in 1910. Through Letitia's efforts, 

West participated in the struggle of educated, capable women, whose libertarian cause 

would prevail, for power in the public sphere. In this regard, "Lettie provided more 

education for Rebecca than any formal school training. She was the trailblazer" 

(Rollyson, A Life 13). She introduced West to Mary Gawthorpe (1881-1971), whose 

superior expository power and ability to calm a hostile crowd she admired, and to 

strategists in inner circles of the campaign for women's emancipation. Gawthorpe, a full-

time organizer for the W.S.P.U. in Leeds, had been beaten by stewards and suffered 

severe injury when she heckled a speech given by Winston Churchill. In 1909, while 

Letitia was still in Manchester, West accompanied the just recovered Gawthorpe to 

Yorkshire where the W.S.P.U. planned to open a branch. From this national propaganda 

and fund-raising tour. West wrote excitedly to her sister that Gawthorpe and Christabel 

Pankhurst had been given a most sympathetic reception by the audience and that Mrs. 

Pankhurst had enjoyed "a wonderful hold on them" (Scott, Selected Letters 8). From the 

next stop, Newcastle, she reported that she had stood for ten hours at a polling place, all 

the while shouting "Keep the Liberal out" (8). From Leith, she gave Letitia a breathless 

account of a baton charge by the police against ranks of suffragist protesters (10n7). 

Writing from Edinburgh in 1910, she announced that Gawthorpe had called her to the 

platform at the end of her speech at the Oddfellows' Hall and entertained her with 
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mimicry of a dialogue between a suffragist and an anti-suffragist (11). In 1945, looking 

back on this turbulent period, West "described herself as a left-wing journalist from the 

beginning. [... ] Her faith in the socialist solution [had] led her to vote, usually, for 

Labour and the Welfare State [...]. With 'no abnormal bump of reverence' for anyone, 

she swiftly became a moral force in the community of writers" (Orel 8). 

In 1909, the then sixteen-year-old activist in the suffrage campaign identified 

strongly with Mrs. Pankhurst's intellectual power and admired her refinement of manner 

and speech (Laing xix). In "Reed of Steel" (1933), her famous encomium of Mrs. 

Pankhurst, West consolidated her memories of the suffrage campaign into an account of a 

populist movement and portrayed Mrs. Pankhurst as a "great human being of action in a 

transition period, [. . .] the last popular leader to act on inspiration derived from the 

principles of the French Revolution; she put her body and soul at the service of Liberty, 

Equality, and Fraternity, and earned a triumph for them" (The Young Rebecca 243). As 

Registrar of the Chorlton Board of Guardians, Mrs. Pankhurst had sought to improve 

conditions in workhouses, and she was radicalized by her work with women whose 

misery brought them her way. She viewed agitation for a women's franchise bill as part 

of the national movement for the rights of labor and the efforts of workers' groups and 

trades unions. In West's observation, Mrs. Pankhurst was a brilliant tactician who argued 

her case within legal formats, appropriating the discourses of legislative and judicial 

deliberation. In the decade preceding the Great War, she confounded the opposition by 

directing her followers to attack government property and disrupt government meetings 

on a mass scale which was unprecedented in English life, forcing the hand of the 
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government to grant to women en masse the civil liberties it had been forced to grant 

piecemeal in successive reform bills to meager increments of men. 

First Charles Fairfield, and, later, Letitia Fairfield nurtured in West an intellectual 

vigor and a feeling of entitlement to be heard in matters concerning the public life of the 

nation. In her meeting with H. G. Wells, whose reputation for progressive thought and 

reformist action was exhilarating to West, West found the mentor who helped her 

contemplate the political and social mechanisms of British national life from a scientific 

perspective. She made his acquaintance in October 1912, two weeks after the 

publication of her scathing Freewoman review (September 19, 1912) of his third novel in 

a row on the relationship between men and women. The central relationship of Marriage 

(1912), an unhappy marriage, is troped in the symbiosis of parasite and host. The hero of 

the novel is a seeker of truth who has fallen victim to a grasping and infantile woman. 

Drawn to scholarly study of the life force—^the "twitching and thrusting of protoplasm 

under the waters, and then the plants creeping up the beaches, the insects and reptiles on 

the margins of the rivers, beasts with a flicker of light in their eyes answering the sun"— 

he is disastrously misled from his noble calling by a lazy wife who has "mastered his life 

and beggared it. She wanted'things'" (West The Young Rebecca 65). She has given 

herself in marriage in return for ownership of a home and furniture but will not contribute 

to the general upkeep by working. Following the course of classic parasitism, during 

which the parasite uses up the substance of the host and destroys it, she begins "her attack 

on his soul by disliking his work and putting a background of domestic dispeace to the 

splendid foreground of his laboratory" (66). Robbed of his intellectual promise by his 
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association with her "flabby mind," he abandons his research and takes up the 

manufacture of synthetic rubber until, sick of running a business, he reclaims his 

authority in domestic life (67). He removes his wife to "the heights of Labrador where, 

between combats with lynxes and wolverines, sickness and famine, they brood on Life" 

(67). Restored to his natural superiority in this dangerous environment, he hectors her: 

"Tm a deeper and bigger thing than you. I reach up to something you don't reach up to. 

[...] I go out into something where you don't follow, where you hardly begin to follow'" 

(68). 

Rubbish, says West in her review. In this novel. Wells pretends to a knowledge 

of what is normal in women, and what a feeble knowledge it turns out to be. It is 

impossible to believe the novel's premise that, "for the sake of sideboards and prestige," 

a woman would ignore promptings of genetic advantage and willingly "give herself to a 

fool and transmit folly to her children" (65). Clearly, Mr. Wells knows little about the 

normal condition of women, who are "almost never as careless of destiny as to think of 

their bodies as things to barter for sideboards" (66). Perhaps Mr. Wells' mind has been 

"too long absorbed in airships and colloids" (64). He is the "old maid among novelists" 

(64). 

West surely knew that the condition of women was not a new or superficial 

concern with Wells. For years, he had been at the forefront of socialist opposition to the 

restrictions that marriage placed upon the civil liberties of women. An article of socialist 

faith stated that English marriage law was a major barrier to the full political equality of 

women. In A Modern Utopia (1903), Wells had argued that the "detoxification of 
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marriage" and the liberation of women were "socialist goals of prime importance" (A. 

West, Aspects of a Life 304). Repeatedly, he had demanded that the marriage contract 

cease to dispose of women as property; that marriage be considered a civil contract which 

could be terminated by mutual consent; that equality of sexes under the law include 

sexual freedom for women. Connecting the impoverishment of women to the 

deterioration of the nation's physical and mental vigor, he had long been severely critical 

of unsubsidized motherhood, which, he said, provided the country "with an unfailing 

supply of badly damaged human beings" (298). 

West must certainly have known, too, that Wells' credibility in the feminist cause 

had been considerably weakened by scandal in his private life and by mistrust of his 

policy proposals in the Fabian Society. His Fabian colleagues feared public backlash 

against his proposal to give maternity allowances to all mothers, married or not, and his 

demand for sexual freedom for women. Tales of Wells' seductions of married women 

had reached journalists, who created among their readers the impression that the nasty 

Mr. Wells' feminism was "not in the least disinterested, and that what he was peddling 

was a lecher's charter" (306). His reputation for serial adultery had circulated among 

writers in the socialist press and in Fabian conferences and summer training sessions. In 

the back office, the young staff writers of The Freewoman giggled over accounts of 

unwary fathers who had invited him into their homes and then, infuriated by their 

daughters' attraction to him, had throvm him out (Rollyson, A Life 39). "Hubert Bland, 

the father of [one of] H. G.'s mistresses, [had] punched H. G. in the nose and snatched his 

daughter out of a train just as she and H. G. were embarking on an amour. [The] 
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outraged father [of another girl], pistol at his side, showed up at H. G.'s club" (39). The 

confrontation on the pages of The Freewoman of the little known nineteen-year-old 

writer with the storied novelist, scientist, and socialist on intellectual territory he claimed 

as his own was an astonishing provocation. Wells invited her to spend a weekend with 

him and his wife at their home, Easton Glebe. "He [...] saw himself as making 'a 

generous gesture' to a young writer. [He observed that] she talked well and she had 

evidently read voraciously—with an excellent memory" (40). He was pleased to observe 

that she fielded his arguments expertly and "stood up to [his] opinions very stoutly but 

very reasonably" (40). 

At some point during the next year, West "urg[ed] a grand amour" upon Wells 

(A. West, Aspects of a Life 5). He refused her but willingly corresponded with her about 

the possibility of a liaison on his terms: "If there was to be any affair at all, [it] was not 

to be serious—it was to be light [...] And it was not to last. [...] She was to understand 

that as soon as he began to find their little adventure boring or tiresome he would drop 

her. And that would be the end of it" (6). There the matter stood until nearly one year 

later, when the same weekly, now renamed New Freewoman, published West's review 

(October 1, 1913) of another of Wells' novels. The Passionate Friends, and, according to 

their son, "It was her criticism of this particular novel that revived his interest in her" (6). 

The novel concerns a woman who takes a fatal dose of chloral after an enemy reports to 

her husband her accidental meeting with an old suitor in a hotel. Rubbish again, says 

West. The plot turns on accident; the motive is preposterous; and "an accident [...] 

without a motive is an event without a soul and therefore useless in art" (West, The 



189 

Young Rebecca 83). It is, moreover, improbable that a woman would be "undeterred in 

this last step by any thought of the [. . .] infants she [has] produced" (83). Although 

through his "curious chink of brain [have passed] the finest thoughts, the bravest 

speculations that bridge possibilities," a knowledge of a woman's care for the next 

generation evidently eludes Mr. Wells (83). This is a pity, for observation might have 

told him the truth of the matter. Unhappily, his books on the relationships of men and 

women get longer and longer, while their import remains dubious. This unsparing lecture 

on the nature of marital reality by the very young, brainy, and never married West 

captivated the great Utopian socialist prophet, who was no longer young, enjoyed 

intellection, and knew perhaps overmuch of marriage: 

He began to see my mother again, [writes their son Anthony West], and 

this time he was bowled over. My mother was, of course, already her 

sufficiently remarkable self, and the stimulation that he got from her lively 

company accounted for a great deal of his enchantment, but 

overwhelmingly the point of her was that she was young and promising. 

(Aspects of a Life 18) 

Their affair began in November 1913, and within the month, West became pregnant. On 

the first day of the Great War—August 4, 1914—^their son, Anthony West, was bom. 

During her affair with Wells, which lasted a decade. West laid the foundation of 

her career in writing, and, in any critical account of her formative years, writes Spalding, 

it cannot be lightly dismissed: 
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Contact with this polymath, in Rebecca West's case, replaced university 

education. What she might have got from her father, a journalist who 

talked to his children as equals on current affairs, was withdrawn when he 

left home in 1901 when Rebecca was eight. Wells' example, on the other 

hand, taught the application of history [...] to contemporary life. [In] 

reading Rebecca West's account of the Nuremberg trials or her two-

volume masterpiece. Black Lamb and Grev Falcon, [one has] the 

impression that she, like Wells, had a world picture which gave meaning 

to past and present. (34) 

West's lover, intellectual comrade, political mentor, and fellow novelist. Wells was 

inspired by the hope that, "among the curious and intelligent, a creative impetus might 

flourish in the secular sphere," culminating in the establishment of a middling, 

professional class of mental workers, and that the "tasks needing to be accomplished in 

law, public administration, medicine, engineering, and industry might spur an increasing 

number of questioning and planning brains into productivity" (Wells, Rxneriment in 

Autobiography 10). In his autobiography of his life as a mental worker, he identifies 

constituents of his intellectual character over a seventy-year career of study and writing. 

Preeminent among these is his aptitude for the study and expression of tendency, by 

which he means the direction of historical development, "the possible drift of life in 

general and of human life in particular" (10). As a young man, he had been drawn to the 

Fabian society founded by Sidney Webb and George Bernard Shaw, and tirelessly he 

promoted its doctrines and practical applications in pamphlets, tracts, newspaper articles. 
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speaking tours, and novels. In sharp contrast to the revolutionary socialism of Marx, 

Fabian socialism stood for an evolutionary conception of socialist reform. It espoused 

the basic legal and practical tenets of socialism, according to which the institution of 

private property is be discarded, along with the trade law, labor law, and financial 

organization that support private ownership, and a new institution of public property, by 

which public income is divided equally and without discrimination, is to take its place. 

"Fabians worked out a gradualist schedule for this massive social transformation which 

later became in practice the policy of Labour party polities. On a national scale, they 

called for the nationalization of industry and the reform of the existing state into a 

welfare state" (Robson 22). 

Wells foresaw that the encounter of an uneducated social mass with scientific and 

technological progress taking place in his time "must give birth at last to a naturally and 

informally organized, educated class, [...] a New Republic dominating the world. [...] 

It will be the mass of power and intelligence altogether outside the official state systems 

of today which will make this great clearance" (557). His idea of a planned world state, 

first armounced in Anticipations (1900), assumes that the primary agencies of historical 

development of a people or a state are material relationships such as those among 

resources of food, transportation, communication, water, and fuel. For Charles Fairfield, 

who focused on the competitive aspect of the evolutionary struggle through which the 

strong overcame the weak, the broad explanatory power of the Darwinist paradigm 

provided a rationale for reactionary politics; for Wells, who had the biologist's sense of 

the progressive nature of speciation, it provided scientific warrant for the claims to 
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progress of socialism. Wells spoke in imposing terms of material forces and processes 

that underlay historical development. Here, West surmised, was a grand thinker on an 

international stage. Here was a man who translated evolutionary principles to a vision of 

social and political advancement, not, as had her father, to the narrow rationalization of 

class advantage and political domination. Here was a man who directed discourses of 

empiricism and socialism to the service of a reformist ideal: a permanent improvement in 

the economic, political, and social conditions of life for the many. 

Dorothea Brooke's feeling in Middlemarch that marriage with Casaubon will be 

"the highest sort of higher education" speaks to West's feeling for the power of Wells' 

intellectual breadth: 

The union which attracted her would deliver her from girlish subjection to 

her own ignorance, and give her the freedom of voluntary submission to a 

guide who would take her along the grandest path. [.. .] 'It would be like 

marrying Pascal. I should learn to see the truth by the same light as great 

men have seen it. And then I would know what to do when I got older. I 

should see it was possible to lead a grand life here—^now—in England.' 

(Green 70-71) 

For West at this time, to lead a grand life here and now in England was to adopt the 

socialist world view, which offered a comprehensive account of the inner processes of 

history. The great man who showed her the way was Wells, unlike Casaubon a genuinely 

learned and famously successful man who completed what he began and whose output 

was prodigious. Her ten years with him gave her a stable, sheltered position of tutelage 
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within which she could read, write, and develop her critical intelligence. He introduced 

her to the public world of men and affairs where ideas and ideals were argued, where 

men of like mind—scientists, reformist politicians, press lords, historians, government 

officials, trades union representatives—^talked in terms of a restoration of Europe by 

means of a secular system based upon modem scientific and technical knowledge. 

Accompanying Wells on research trips and public speaking tours, she met leading writers 

of her time—Conrad, Hardy, Yeats, Bennett, Galsworthy, and Lawrence, among many 

others—and editors of socialist newspapers and literary journals. She read his novels, 

certainly, and he read hers. Each modeled fictional characters—some praiseworthy, 

some blameworthy—on the other. His literary quarrels were not hers, but she shared the 

view that "in th[e] tremendous work of human reconciliation and elucidation, [...] it is 

the novel that must attempt most and achieve most" (qtd. in Mackenzie and Mackenzie 

277). 

* * * 

Charles Fairfield had talked incessantly about European history, Continental life, 

and issues of public moment. The advance of Islam in the Middle Ages, the emergence 

of a huge proletariat in Europe, the decline of the Tsarist Empire in Russia, the Jameson 

Raid in the Boer War, the political role of the army in the Dreyfus Affair in France, Tory 

politics of the recent past—^his range of interests was vast, and his knowledge was deep. 

He conceived of experience in terms of principles and processes and structures. Theory, 

West supposed, interested him far more than "difficulties of applying theory [. . .] Night 

was the time when my father, visibly inspired, really got going, and his eloquence spread 
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its wings over the rapt attention of his friends" (West, Family Memories 205). She could 

not remember a time, she said, when she had been unaware of the operations of power 

politics. When she began her professional life in journalism, the profession of her father, 

her writing displayed his values of critical inquiry, closely reasoned argument, a 

comfortable knowledge of English social and political institutions, and wonder at the 

immensely complicated history of their development. It was his sense, and hers, that the 

forces that underlie events in the historic record may be understood—and occasionally 

foretold—^by study of the material conditions, in the main, economic conditions, to which 

organisms and populations have adapted. This rule applies in the life of the individual, of 

classes, and of nations. 

Although Letitia Fairfield was regarded by her mother and father as a goddess 

descended to earth. West experienced her as a paragon of utilitarian values. A brilliant 

science student, she gained invaluable experience of social realities through her medical 

practice in the industrial Midlands. In contrast to her father, she took the near view of 

human history and pursued a socialist ethos in all her professional endeavors, adopting 

the Fabian socialist strategy of working within the state in order to transform the state. A 

feminist activist, she led her sisters into the suffrage campaign during its most violent 

period in the years before the Great War and preceded them in her participation in 

socialist politics. 

When West's affair with Wells began, Wells was at the height of his fame as a 

novelist; he was a "world figure whose name was known wherever books were printed 

and newspapers were sold" (Anthony West, Aspects of a Life 82). In him were united 
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Charles Fairfield's idealist temperament and Letitia Fairfield's devotion to utility. From 

his scientific education he had derived a master metaphor for the operation of history. As 

in biological evolution, in which small but significant change occurs gradually, so it is in 

the operation of history, he believed. Translated to a philosophy of social change, this 

meant that reform of social life must be a gradual process that takes into account 

conditions within which individuals and groups live and develop. Like Charles Fairfield, 

he thought on the huge scale of nations and institutions and the dynamics of mass 

behavior, and, like Letitia Fairfield, he worried about the present and immediate dangers 

of British life—its unequal distribution of resources, refusal to implement consensual 

politics, marginal illiteracy and widespread educational deficits, subjection of women, 

exploitation of labor, and ecclesiastical flummery. He was a "mine of original ideas on 

the creation of a liberal-humanitarian consensus based on the scientific outlook" (116). 

By the time she met Wells, West was extraordinarily well read and well disposed 

to an empiricist perspective on the forces that drive historical events. She did not have 

Wells' university education in science, his wide reading in scientific literature, or his 

Utopian imagination, but she had been reading Spencer since her childhood and had some 

sense of the empiricist perspective on social life and public institutions. Her long 

association with Wells, during which he filled the role of intellectual tutor earlier 

occupied by her argumentive father and activist sister, confirmed her consciously 

scientific perspective on history, which she imagined as the "interchange between an 

organism and its surroundings" (Wolfe 12). Her historicist approach to the operation of 
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political and social dynamics cultivates a knowledge of contexts, the soil in which social 

relationships grow: 

Process is her most encompassing doctrine. [. ..] It may be defined as the 

sum of man's civilized energies, or, perhaps, more accurately, as the 

application of civilized energies for civilizing purposes. Accumulative in 

character, it draws its strength from two main sources: a close 

acquaintance with many things over a long time, and an openness to new 

experience. [.. .] As processes, architecture, literature, and politics must 

foster the [...] fluid interchange [between an organism and its 

surroundings]. [...] The meshing of styles, natural resources, and 

institutions within a culture creates the solid dignity that is the best feature 

of nationalism. [. . .] Nationalism, at best, is the collective effort of a 

people to achieve an organic independent character. (12-13) 

At the outset of Rebecca West: Art and Thinker (1971), Peter Wolfe recognizes 

that West was working within a biological paradigm, according to which social history is 

an organism whose life processes may be understood, like those of any living organism, 

as having origin, development, structure, and geographic distribution and as responding 

to environmental conditions and stresses of various sorts. Although he does not 

elaborate this line of thought, he is the first to perceive its foundational role in her 

nonfiction. He understands that the laws of evolution governing development in the 

natural world give a broad explanatory power to her accounts of complex political and 

social relations. From the beginning of her career. West had recourse to scientific 
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descriptions of natural processes and displayed a respect for material reality and for the 

regularity of physical laws, and she was persuaded that transcendent political and 

religious institutions could be understood as living organisms, as organized systems of 

resources, some progressive, some regressive. According to Orel, "her late Victorian 

and Edwardian childhood imbued her with faith in a species of evolutionary meliorism 

that lasted well beyond the First World War" (1). From her girlhood, she had a 

comfortable familiarity with the broad outlines of Spencerian social thought, which 

derive from what Darwin called "the general departments of natural history" (Darwin 

644). In her consideration of complex relationships among individuals, classes, and 

nations, she made imaginative use of "terms used by naturalists of affinity, relationship, 

community of type, paternity, morphology, adaptive characters, rudimentary and aborted 

organs" (644). Succeeding chapters will explore the tentative presence of Spencerian 

social thought in Henrv James (1916) and its more certain development in The Strange 

Necessitv (1928), St. Augustine (1933), Black Lamb and Grev Falcon (1941), The 

Meaning of Treason (1947), A Train of Powder (1955), and The Court and the Castle 

(1957). 
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^ An extended exposition of Fairfield's political temperament, which was highly 

responsive to conclusions of Spencer's development hypothesis, may be found in his 

biography of English appeals judge George William Wilshere, Baron Breimwell (1808-

1892), entitled A Memoir of Lord Bramwell (1898). Even though their political loyalties 

differed sharply—Fairfield was a lifelong apologist for Tory management of the nation' s 

affairs, and West was a lifelong supporter of Labour ideals and a scalding critic of the 

Tory ascendancy in the national life—Fairfield's empiricist method in this obscure work 

is a template for the method in much of West's non-fiction prose. St. Augustine. Black 

Lamb and Grey Falcon. The Meaning of Treason, and A Train of Powder, for instance, 

proceed from an exhaustive examination of the conditions and artifacts of daily life to 

transcendent judgments concerning national character and the fate of nations. In A 

Memoir. Fairfield draws upon excerpts of Bramwell's judicial opinions, private 

correspondence, and hundreds of letters to the editor—^position papers, really—in order 

to abstract the broad and enduring contributions of a "capriciously sensitive public 

conscience" (C. Fairfield, A Memoir 87). Bramwell's opinions in property issues, he 

argues, permanently affected the economic and social character of the nation. In property 

ownership fixed by contract, he is convinced, resides true economic and political power. 

Bramwell's appeals opinions, he concludes, gave English capitalism its peculiar stamp, 

and in tightening the protections given to the private property relationship, they shored up 

and stabilized the public life of the nation that was so imperiled by the movement toward 

democracy. In his time, Fairfield grandiosely declares, Bramwell gave to the English 
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manner of life lasting principles such as those which conferred immortality on a 

Cromwell, a Bismarck, a Disraeli. 

^ In spite of West's antipathy to her managerial elder sister, Letitia's position in the 

family was authoritative, and it was Letitia whom she asked, not a male cousin, to give 

her in marriage to Henry Maxwell Andrews in 1930 (Orel 17). 
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CHAPTER 4 EARLY LITERARY CRITICISM 

Henry James, "Uncle Bennett," D. H. Lawrence, and The Strange Necessity 

In "The Duty of Harsh Criticism," published in the first issue of The New 

Republic (November 7, 1914), West declares that there is now no criticism worth the 

name in England. Just two years into her career in writing, the twenty-one-year-old West 

in this article accuses her colleagues in literary reviewing of servility to peers and privy 

councilors and scholarship and natural reverence of all sorts and calls for a new and 

abusive school of criticism, a return to mocking laughter and irony. Certainly one's 

disgust at the "daily deathbed which is Europe," she writes, makes one hunger for the 

opportunity to dispute the reverences and reticence that literature records (19). A second, 

related duty calls as well, the duty of listening to the nation's literary geniuses in a 

disrespectful manner in order to correct their errors, for in a time of war, when 

intellectual and emotional resources must be husbanded, critics must combat a 

"devastating reaction towards conservatism of thought and intellectual stagnation. Not 

unnaturally we shall scuttle towards militarism and orthodoxy" (18). 

Although West's earliest criticism in The Freewoman mocked the platitudes of 

Mrs. Humphry Ward and other writers of genteel fiction, she lost patience with the work 

of lesser writers and took up the work of indisputably great literary artists. It is they, she 

writes, who are favorably positioned to think steadily on affairs of art and the mind and to 

keep safe the general regard for human values, and critics are obliged to fastidiously hold 

these "true guardians of the soul" to standards of truth and beauty (18). Above all, it is 

their duty to rebuke the imprecision and hastiness of great writers, "lest the blurred 
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impressions weaken the surrounding mental fabric and their rough transmissions frustrate 

the mission of genius on earth" (19). Fearlessly, the young West took as her critical 

subjects James, Lawrence, Joyce, and Yeats, writers of the present "who are bringing the 

English imaginative work back to its tradition and putting into it its proper dower of wit 

and passion and observation and discernment" (West, Ending in Earnest 219-220). 

Consistently, she vindertook to anatomize the literary accomplishment of writers of her 

generation whose work others might fear to call to account. In her first book-length 

critical work, a close reading of the complete literary production of James, she corrects 

his perceived failures with a generous amount of the disrespect she has announced as the 

critic's duty while summarizing the gifts that inform his greatest works. 

With the publication of Henry James (1916) four years into her career in writing. 

West undertook her first venture from journalism and the review-essay into mainstream 

literary criticism, long the preserve of a close circle of literati connected to the 

universities and the major literary journals of Britain. At the time of writing. West was 

well aware of controversy concerning James' place in English letters in which Wells and 

James were principal antagonists, and in Henry James, she negotiates the difficult 

territory within which rival claims of literary philosophy are contested. In his novels and 

critical writing, James advocated a literature that found a higher meaning in the 

exploration of experience through a patient, contemplative representation of impressions 

and temperament. Indeed, James was famous for his conception of the artist as one who 

detects and depicts the experience that makes up the inward world. Wells, on the other 

hand, was driven by the belief that conditions of life for large numbers of men and 
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women could be understood and made less harmful through scientific knowledge and 

technological improvement purposefully directed by the collective will (Murray 51). He 

felt himself the spokesman for a literature of convictions concerning issues of public 

moment. Certain matters, he believed, should be brought to open forum in the public 

venue of inquiry that the novel made possible. These included structures, cycles, and 

attitudes—social, political, scientific, technological—^that dominate the evolution of 

individuals, states, and nations. For him, the novel was a vehicle of propaganda, plot 

operated as the instrument of ideas, and in the motives of remarkable characters lay the 

agency of social history. For some months before West began to write Henry James. 

Wells had fretted over the notion that James "exercised a master-and-pupil relationship" 

with him (A. West, Aspects of a Life 22). His resentment against James dated to 1914, 

when James had published an article in The Times Literarv Supplement that cited Wells' 

novels as evidence of "the general collapse of literary and artistic standards that was to be 

expected as more and more people succumbed to democratic notions" (22). Wells felt 

aggrieved at "being written off as a precursor of a new age of barbarism" (22). In 1915, 

he retaliated with the publication of a novel entitled Boon, in which he argued vigorously 

for a literature in which ideas were contested and practical problems explored and 

resolved. The central action is a sifting of the literary remains of a deceased George 

Boon (James), whose immense literary composition is found by receivers of his estate to 

mean "so little to the vast majority of people that it would not carry any weight with them 

at all. It would be a playtime thing, a game of private references to be played by cultists" 

(45-46). And in a wicked parody of The Spoils of Povnton (1897), Wells tells a 
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seemingly pointless story concerning a hapless protagonist of no occupation, a Mr. 

Blandish, who 

has acquired over the years a houseful of fine things and [. . .] is now in 

pursuit of somewhere to put them, [...] the perfect, time-mellowed 

country house [...]. When he has taken possession of it, and it of him, [he 

learns] that he has bought a strange and vaguely threatening something 

with it. [. ..] He is condemned by his cruel literary destiny to pursue that 

something from hint to hint through a thick web of interminable 

conversations with a series of persons who cannot make direct statements 

about anything, and who cannot be told what [the] problem is. (46-47) 

James was deeply hurt by Wells' clever malice. However, at the time of 

publication of Boon in June 1915, he was irreversibly ill and unable to defend himself, 

and by the fall, he had lost the power of speech and entered into periods of dementia. He 

died in February 1916. In Henrv James, published soon after James' death. West surveys 

James' body of work—^the widely acclaimed novels, the lesser known ones, and the 

tales—and proposes a more measured criticism which discriminates defects in the work 

of an aging writer as his reputation begins to decline and undoubted perfections in the 

work of the Master who set the standard for generations of writers. Generally of Wells' 

party in this matter, she singles out for disapproval an absence of ideas in James' work 

and a devotion to art exclusively for its own sake. However, she understood that Wells' 

objections to James' view of the uses and properties of literature were too reductive and 

the published exchanges of the two writers too quarrelsome to be useful in an informed 
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exploration of their differences. In five chapters, entitled "The Sources," "The 

International Situation," "Transition," "The Crystal Bowl," and "The Golden Bowl," 

West attempts to establish some basic points in a literary criticism that leaves aside for 

the moment their conflicting views of realism in art. Pursuing an analysis of James' 

career in stages, she identifies periods of undoubted artistic success and low periods of 

disorder, when "real topics" eluded him and he was blind "to the purpose of many fair 

artistic structures" (West, Henry James 65). 

By the time she came to write Henry James. West was thoroughly familiar with 

the general framework of Spencerian social theory, according to which social formations, 

including authentic art, develop in response to and make sense of the experience that 

engenders them. This understanding forms the basis of a determinism that becomes 

increasingly explicit in her later work, including The Strange Necessity. St. Augustine. 

Black Lamb and Grey Falcon, and Survivors in Mexico. In Henry James, however, still 

finding her way into a somewhat objective description of the force of narrative art, the 

twenty-three-year-old novice critic is concerned primarily to discover formative 

conditions within which the artist comes to maturity, surveys his world, and defines the 

subjects and modes of his art, and here and there in an unsystematic way, the allusive 

power of Spencerian thought informs her criticism. For example, she has recourse to the 

formative forces of genetic inheritance and envirormiental conditioning in her frequent 

mention of taxonomies of various sorts. In her reading, James is the inheritor of sense 

from the people who engendered him, hardy Scots-Irish stock transplanted to America, a 

"stock oxygenated by contact with free airs of the new free lands" (90). The "essential 
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thing about Mr. James was that he was an American" (9). He is representative of a type 

and a generation. On a continent whose workers ("poor American ants") struggled to 

form a leisured community within which artists ("grasshoppers") might flourish, art was 

slow to develop. In the formation of James' sensibility, she infers, whatever rugged, 

scrupulous inquisitiveness was his birthright was thwarted by the flatness of his 

environment. 

In a reading of the character of his creative power, she grounds the virtues and 

defects of his development as a writer in his lineage and in the conditions of his 

American origin. The child of Protestant Irish, Scots, and English background, she 

writes, "he came of a stock that was the product of culture and needed it as part of his 

environment" (9). He came to feel the emigration of his forebears, as it happens, as exile 

from a natural habitation, and in West's view, this consciousness of displacement was the 

definitive event that "fixed the character of his genius" (9). In her account, James was 

born at a time when Americans were in the business of establishing the material 

civilization of the new country. However energetic, it was an incomplete envirormient, 

and he never settled in. When his family established residence in Europe for four years, 

the young James "escaped the flatness of daily life" and followed the impulses of a "mind 

that received impressions as if they had been embraces and remembered them with as 

fierce a leaping of the blood; just as his brother William's mind acquired and created 

systems of thought" (14). Upon his return to the United States, he suffered an irregular 

and uncongenial education in mathematics, philosophy, and religion, "the great systems 

of names and relationships" (14). But in a second, lengthier visit to Europe, he "stepped 
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for the first time into private parks of great oaks, experienced springtime there, saw the 

first flowers, and felt the stir and scent of renascence in the watered sunshine and under 

spreading boughs" (22). And there, feeling most fully himself. West writes, James 

determined that transmuting impressions into art would be his metier and "finally fixed 

the dye in which his talent was to be immersed for the rest of his life" (22). 

In this work. West's major argument is that James is prey to persistent illusions 

concerning the nature of experience, and when he escapes these, his writing achieves the 

perfection of genius. The "most seriously disabling" of these illusions is his "odd lack of 

the historic sense [...] which confused his estimate of modem life" (27). He misreads 

events because, "distracted by charming traces of the past, he fails to understand that the 

past was often unlovely" (27). For example, he is led to misconstrue the violent religious 

history of the English: 

The calm of Canterbury Close appeared to him as a remnant of a time 

when all England, bowed before the Church, was as calm; whereas the 

calm is really a modem condition brought about when the Church ceased 

to have anything to do with England. He never perceived that life is 

always a little painful at the moment, not only at this moment but at all 

moments. (27) 

In this same vein, she argues that his fiction reflects little sense of the events that 

have formed European life. For example, his remarks about the Franco-Prussian War and 

the French Revolution, which were unforgettable tragic events for those who lived 

through them, show that he possesses a "strong sight of the thing that is [.. .] 
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accompanied by blindness to the thing that has been" (61). He cannot speak well of the 

principles of freedom contested in the French Revolution; unaccountably, his references 

to the Franco-Prussian War are faintly jocular. Nor can he "envisage the Roman Empire 

save as a source of agreeable ruins which, since he did not understand the spirit that built 

them, he imagined might have been made still more agreeable. Their vastness did not 

impress him as the merging-point of the geological record of history" (61). More like 

Ruskin than Gibbon in his understanding of the past, he appreciates colored marble, 

crenellated ramparts, and hanging gardens but is oblivious to old Rome and the record in 

its works "of the pride men felt in serviceable labour for the State" (62). 

A second illusion concerning his art clouded his view of reality even as he 

"triumphed in his invention of the international theme" (51) Brilliantly, he conceived of 

Europe as a complex organism relative to the simple entity that was America of the time. 

In West's account, the novels of this phase of his genius, during which he explored the 

encounter of American manners with European historical and social structures— 

Roderick Hudson (1872). Daisy Miller (18781. The Europeans (1878). Washington 

Square (1881)—are undoubted masterpieces. But when he ceased to feel passion for this 

subject, the authenticity of his work suffered. Mistakenly, he had come to believe that "if 

one knew a subject one could write about it; and since there was no aspect of the 

international situation with which he was not familiar, he could not see why the 

description of these aspects should not easily make art" (51-52). He was led into error by 

his mistaken supposition "that an artist ought to be able to lift any subject into art by his 
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treatment, just as an advertising agent ought to be able to 'float' any article into 

popularity by his posters" (52). 

In consequence of this fundamental error, West believes, the texture of life 

represented in the novels dealing with the international theme becomes impoverished. In 

them, James accurately enough detects the tone of European social life but does not 

convey a plausible sense of the experience that has produced it, and in consequence, the 

novels are often an exposition of the way things do not happen (27). Although in them 

"the great glow at the back, the emotional conflagration"—is always right, "the 

foreground is as often as not red with the blood of slaughtered possibilities" (27). What 

is needed is not a view of Europe as a museum but a stronger testament to the reality of 

human experience there, to the texture of life as felt experience. 

However great may be some of his fictions, she argues, his critical power was 

relatively weak, characterized as it is by an unpleasing superficiality, which is the third 

illusion to which he is prey. According to West, James owes his reputation as critic in 

large part to his selection of relatively obscure and infrequently read writers as the 

subjects of his critical writing, and as it happens, both they and he know too little about 

the motives and aversions and triumphs and disappointments in "the common struggle" 

(65). The careful reader. West believes, will find James' criticism 

lacking in that necessary element of great criticism, the capacity for 

universal reference. The eye that judges a work of art should have 

surveyed the whole human field, so that it can tell from what clay this 

precious thing was made, in what craftsman's cot that trick of fashioning 
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was learned, [.. .] what human institutions helped or hindered its making. 

Of that general culture, Mr. James was [...] deficient. (65) 

Finally, a fourth defect, most clearly perceptible in Portrait of a Lady (1881), is 

his improbable view of woman. In this novel, she suggests, James insists on the strength 

of mind of Isabel Archer, who views life lucidly, yet inexplicably, he permits her to 

accept marriage on the grounds that it will be a degradation of her will; worse, he makes 

the whole book "an invitation to admire that decision" (66). Unhappily, he invents for 

her conduct that "is so inconsistent and so suggestive of the nincompoop, and so clearly 

proceeding from a brain whose ethical world was but a chaos, that it is a mistake to 

subject the book to the white light of a second reading" (69). 

In novel after novel. West finds, dissonance, improbability, or incompleteness of 

one sort or another plagues the work of James' mid-career, the mismatch of substance 

and formal elements producing disordered tale after disordered tale. What might explain 

the diversion to preciosity of a talent and industry such as his? In a scathing narrative of 

the evolution of style in English letters, West argues that when Carlyle "poisoned style at 

the fount of thought," the emergent aesthetic movement in literature provided the 

necessary corrective, testifying to the faith that "words are jewels which, wisely set, make 

[...] mental light" (81-82). During the late eighties and early nineties, this message 

made a valid claim, she believes. Sadly, however, "the elect of the movement were silly 

young men" who left little of substance to literary posterity, and, retiring from their 

small, ineffective efforts, they "sank exhausted down to prison, drink, madness, suicide" 

(81). At some point, she speculates, James decided to renounce consideration of the 
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moral and political problems that engrossed his age, to follow his "inclination to a 

recording rather than a didactic art," and to freely permit "every encountered thing to 

impress its essence on the receptive wax of his consciousness" (85). True, he never 

permitted his work to descend into the "squalor of morphia and dark ladies" favored by 

the decadents; but neither did he "drag up the steep hill the dray filled with heavy 

goods"—^the motives, prejudices, social forces, all the hard business of living (84). 

In her account, James erred gravely when he turned his back on the historical 

conditions that produced him, and when he diverted the use of his immense talents to an 

impeccable recording of the tenor of European life, the life imfolding in the domain of his 

birth eluded him. When he should have been learning "the appropriate forms suggested 

by the common struggle" and the natural beauty of the physical surroundings of his 

native land, he was transplanted to England (84). There he set himself to concentrate on 

"shells of the past" and represented them not as remnants of upheavals long past but as 

decorative artifacts. In consequence, there is, finally, a jarring dissonance between what 

the world presents as experience and what James represents in the major novels. 

She discerns, however, a second phase of genius during which James' work is 

unmatched in English letters. In "The Crystal Bowl," the fourth chapter of Henrv James. 

West finds in the melancholy, lesser known stories of the early nineties—The Lessons of 

the Master (1888), The Middle Years (1893), The Death of the Lion (1894), The Coxon 

Fund (1894), and The Next Time (1895)—and in the massive novels, including The 

Ambassadors (1901), The Wings of the Dove (1902), and The Golden Bowl (1904)—^the 

most fully realized truths of his art. For in this fiction at the summit of his work, he 
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revisits the site of his early distaste for "the atmosphere of speculative theology in which 

he was bred," returning to the experience of Americans who display the stamp of life in 

New England, with its fear of passion and publicity and its respect for "spinsters and 

pastors of bleached lives" (95). James knows well these people—^their voices, their 

stories, their views—and with them, he feels the sting of "the common lot of nastiness" 

(93). At last, she says, matching fidelity to lived experience and the superb recording art 

of a sensitive consciousness, in these works James gets the fit exactly right. 

These wonderful stories are "exquisite vessels that swaggeringly hold and clearly 

show the contained draught of truth, like tall-stemmed goblets of Venetian glass" (94). 

Reconsidering the aptness of this metaphor. West decides that "glass is the wrong image; 

for no hand could ever break these, no critical eye detect a crack" (94). The decisively 

right image is that of the crystal, for it tropes the fixing of experience in the finished work 

of art in a figure of comprehensive referential power. Few things in nature are more 

perfect than a crystal, for of the three forms that matter takes—liquid, gas, crystal—only 

crystal is not amorphous; the other two forms lack order. The crystal is composed of 

repeating patterns ordered in a certain geometry. Its molecules are stacked in perfect 

alignment, making the entire structure unbreakable. Its form testifies to the power 

expended in the interaction of energy and matter. In its solidity and permanence, it is an 

artifact of historical development, organizing and preserving the properties that constitute 

it. In these virtues—form over formlessness, solidity over diffuseness, and conservation 

of the conditions of its origin—^the crystal supplies for West an apt metaphor for the truth 
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of art, for the permanence of art, and for the creative process, "the white fire it passed 

through," that has fashioned it (94). 

The London literary world was made uneasy by the unmannerly presumption of a 

young woman of insecure standing to criticize the Master in lofty terms (Mackenzie and 

Mackenzie 293). Pointedly, The Times Literarv Supplement declined to review Henrv 

James, and a year later, an unrepentant Wells scolded the literary establishment for its 

deliberate slight of West's little book and took another whack at James: 

[T]he James cult has been overdone. Anyhow nothing I've ever written or 

said or anything anyone has ever written about James can balance the 

extravagant dirtiness [...] in boycotting Rebecca West's book on him in 

The Times Literarv Supplement. My blood still boils at the thought of 

those pretentious academic greasers conspiring to down a friendless girl 

(who can write any of them out of sight) in the name of loyalty to 

literature, (qtd. in Mackenzie and Mackenzie 293) 

Thus it was that this essay, published in the year of James' death and at the height 

of World War I, received no critical attention, and West came to believe that it was of 

little importance (Scott, Selected Letters 254). However, to her great pleasure, Lionel 

Trilling gave it careful consideration more than thirty years later in The Liberal 

Imagination (1950), remarking her "exuberant little study" of James, and in a letter to 

West (1952), he wrote, "[I]t is a book toward which I have always had the happiest 

feelings. When I was young it seemed to me the enviable model of the way a young 

writer should be able and dare to write" (254). 
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The years between 1916 and 1930 for West were taken up with literary journalism 

and the writing of commissioned review-essays and her first three novels. The Return of 

the Soldier (1918), The Judge (1922), and Harriet Hume (1929). During these years, she 

developed a reputation as an adept reviewer and perspicacious observer of literary trends. 

From 1926 to 1928, she wrote a series of essays on literary topics for The New York 

Herald Tribune, among which the most widely remarked is her "jolly uncles" piece about 

"the uncles who hung about the houses of our minds [during our youth]: H. G. Wells, 

George Bernard Shaw, John Galsworthy, and Arnold Bermett" ("Uncle Bennett" 199). 

Entitled "Uncle Bennett" (1928) and reprinted in The Strange Necessitv, this whimsical 

essay responds to the central argument of Virginia Woolf s Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown 

(1924), according to which the realist writers of the generation before her ovm failed to 

adequately reflect "the mosaic nature of experience" (Reid 276). In this essay, Woolf 

perceives that, for all their powers of observation, these writers of avowedly materialist 

inclination failed in the essential task of realist literature, which is to capture character, 

the actual Mrs. Brown of her title. In Woolf s account. Wells was busy looking to a 

Utopian society; Shaw and Galsworthy pursued reformist notions; Bennett limned 

surroundings; no one was minding the store. Even though each might have seen a lifelike 

Mrs. Brown, she argues, none successfully brought her to life (277). 

In West's merry account of the contributions to literature of these four realist 

writers, she does not combat but instead softens the dismissiveness of Woolf s essay, 

assuming the point of view of an accomplished writer who looks back with fondness on 

scenes of her youth, when Uncles Wells, Shaw, Galsworthy, and Bermett set the manner 
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and standards of English fiction writing. If the literary world now regards these 

Edwardian uncles in the fullness of their years as visiting uncles who have overstayed 

their welcome, antique and benevolent versions of their former selves, she will remind it 

of the contributions of each to the literature of his time, for once each brought gifts to 

help furnish the minds of the rising generation of writers, and in the main, their 

contributions were in the service of realism in art. 

Uncle Wells it is who invariably arrives "out of breath, his arms full of parcels 

sometimes rather carelessly tied—but bursting with all manner of attractive gifts" (199). 

If, indeed, it must be said that he writes with occasional inattention to fine points of form, 

he nevertheless writes copiously and with charming originality and shares his ideas with 

surpassing generosity. In his scientific fantasies and the acutely topical novels like Tono-

Bungay and The New Machiavelli. he expertly distinguishes the forces and figures of the 

age and illustrates as well as it has ever been done the relationship between man and his 

times (199). Lucky are the inheritors of gifts of intellect and imagination from "the most 

bubbling mind since the days of Leonardo da Vinci" (199). Regrettably, it is true, fi'om 

time to time his writing strikes a false note, as in "the passages where his prose suddenly 

loses its firmness and begins to shake like blanc-mange" (200). But on the whole, 

whereas others have been blind to the "substantiality of the individual's experience in 

society and nature," Wells has been determined always "to establish how much he knows 

about the world" (200). 

Next arrives Uncle Shaw, bringing "his mind for the children to look at, his 

marvelous, shining mind. Too thin a mind, Philistines would object" (200). However, 
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with his fine, thin mind, he takes pride in his mental movements, and doing what Voltaire 

and Gibbon did for their age, he "popularize [s] the use of the intellectual processes 

among the politically effective class" (200). Like Uncle Wells, he has the courage to 

recognize change and the stamina to dare to reform the status quo. Although his dramatic 

works follow the improbable plots of grand opera, his unerring sense of the human voice 

speaking its experience induces audiences to accept his plays as realistic. "Take him all 

in all, what a magnificent uncle to have" (202). 

Following Uncle Shaw arrives Uncle Galsworthy, a "discomposing relative who 

performs a necessary cleansing function for the English middle class, which has sunk into 

unwholesome self-regard and "fallen a prey to the infections of materialism and self-

righteousness and narrowness and all the [...] unjailable forms of hoggishness" (202). 

He might more properly be called Uncle Phagocyte after the phagocytes who rush 

through the bloodstream to the site of infection and devour bacteria. Clearly, he is not as 

attractive as the first two uncles, for his occupation is unattractive, concerned as it is with 

toxins and sepsis. But it is sanitizing work that has to be done in order to save the body, 

and so, "take him all in all, he is a very good uncle to have, too" (203). 

Finally, with his uncertain offerings enters Uncle Bennett, who has not the gifts of 

charm and generosity and loquacity that the other visiting uncles bring in such 

abundance. Worse, he is motivated to write not because he has something pressing to say 

but "because of that abstract desire to write, which is hardly ever the progenitor of good 

writing. His generosity certainly does not lie in the direction of general ideas, for he 

rarely refers to any" (204). His novels are often "mere runnings of the pen," and his 
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plays "set a whole London theatre whimpering with boredom" (205). Seldom do his 

ideas rise above the habitual or his characters above the sentimental, and his books are 

full of the most feeble qualities (204). In what, then, might his greatness as a realist writer 

inhere? 

As it happens, his value lies in his sure command of masculine realism, "a rather 

little gift," to be sure, of "subsidiary, almost accidental themes" which concern moments 

that emerge from the lives of little people, persons who are personally and socially 

mediocre—all those who look downward, not upward, and whose "lives are essentially 

Protestant and unspectacular" (212). In his mastery of the habitual. West concludes, 

Bennett is indubitably one of the literary uncles of the present age. It is true that his work 

"skips all the moments in life that are splendid and roseate in favour of the moments that 

are simply pieces of the general texture of life" (212). However, the behavior of his 

"grumbling clerks and bustling housemaids and sullen commercial travelers faithfully 

mirrors the agency of circumstance in human life, moving along grooves [. ..] patiently 

worn down by those who, in following them through the ages, have served certain human 

necessities" (213). 

Shaw, to whom West sent "Uncle Bennett," was unruffled, but neither Wells nor 

Bermett received West's defense of their contributions to realism in literature in good 

spirit. She was playing. Wells wrote to her with some armoyance, "her ancient role of 

'Pert but Charming Niece . . .. You win—so far as you are read'" (Glendinning 117). 

Bennett, displeased to be ranked among the obscurities of life, was infuriated. In a 

defensive article for the Evening Standard entitled "My Brilliant But Bewildering 
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'Niece,'" he praised "her acrobatic, disorderly mind, which ranges like a tigress over the 

whole spectacle of mankind,'" but noted, "'she must, at all costs, perform. She must be 

odd'" (117). Following the publication of Bennett's response, a reporter for the Evening 

Standard interviewed West and published an inflammatory account of their exchange 

that misrepresented her "as having covered Bennett with the lowest kind of insults" 

(Scott, Selected Letters 105). Farming the flames, the editors of the literary pages then 

established a competition in which readers might vie to supply the most diverting 

imaginary conversation between Bennett and West, and upon this development, she sued 

the newspaper for libel and won (Glendinning 119). Eventually forgiven for this grand 

show of fearlessness, she went on to write lucrative essays and reviews by the score for 

The Evening Standard well into the next thirty years. For all the controversy and 

litigation attending "Uncle Bennett," neither Wells nor Bennett addressed her effort here 

to assess the kind, degree, and permanence of their contributions to realism in literature. 

As with the writing of Henrv James, the immediate context to which D. H. 

Lawrence (1930) responded was a contentious one. In 1930, seven years after their 

parting, Wells paid an unbidden but genial visit to West during which "she had been 

shocked at his making jokes over D. H. Lawrence's recent death" (Rollyson, A Life 141). 

West had met Lawrence only once, in 1921, on a brief visit with friends to his quarters in 

Florence. Early in her career, she had proclaimed the superior value of his work, and his 

fiction, particularly Sons and Lovers, had influenced the writing of The Judge, in which 

"mothers wield such magical influence" (77). To the end of her life, she kept a framed 

letter in his hand, and at her funeral, eulogists read passages from his work (429). Upon 
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his death in early 1930, she was infuriated by the ungenerous obituaries cranked out by 

the literary press and the discourteous commentary of writers whom she regarded as 

greatly his inferior in workmanship and vision. In part, this essay is "an assessment of 

the impact of Lawrence's death on members of the London intelligentsia" (Orel 65). She 

was especially conscious of the world's dishonor of Lawrence in the 

sniggering about [him] and the actual candid joy in his death which is 

expressed in review after review—^particularly in the illustrated weeklies 

and the provincial papers. The tone is savage and indecent. There is a 

kind of lewd hysteria about it. [...] He was right—^he was and is hated. 

And that he was hated by the wrong vile people makes one revere him 

more. (Scott, Selected Letters 130) 

In D. H. Lawrence, originally entitled "Elegy" and published in Bookman, West 

proposes to rewrite the crude public judgment on the man and the artist. At the outset, 

she strikes an elegiac note: "1 know nobody of middle-age or less, above a certain 

standard of intellectual integrity or imaginative vigour, who is not stricken by his loss. 

[...] There is the general malaise one feels after a severe shock, after a loss that cannot 

be made good" (12). And then she declares her intention to explore the habits of mind 

which moved Lawrence and caused him to be hated, arguing that they "seem to us [now] 

the best part of our human equipment" (17). 

This work takes the form of two narratives, one concerning a dramatic 

representation of Lawrence, the other recounting West's two-day visit with him in 

Tuscany ten years before. In the first. West recounts her dismay upon hearing news of 
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Lawrence's ill health during an interval between acts at a dramatic performance of 

Aldous Huxley's Point Counterpoint. In the play as in the novel, as it happened, the best 

thing was the character named Mark Rampion, in whom Huxley "very obviously 

depicted Lawrence" (16). Profound meaning rang out in Rampion's lines, she recalls, 

leading the auditor to think that "even Aldous Huxley, who is so far above the rest of us, 

feels that he has to look up to Lawrence" (16). 

The second, lengthier narrative takes West back to a poorish hotel in Florence 

where Lawrence rested after a recent journey from Rome. From his demeanor and 

conversation on that day and the next, when she and two others accompanied him on a 

walk in the Florentine countryside, she abstracts a sense that the character of the man 

proceeds in a straight line to the distant goal of the artist (34). She perceives that he is 

moved primarily by the need to know and the need to represent "the relationship between 

the forces of the mind and events in the external world" (37). To singular degree, she 

realizes, his art confronts the knowledge that experience does not give up its truths easily 

(39). Neither a romantic nor a naturalist, he is a realist who "in no way underrates the 

gravity of the human situation" (41). The dislikeable, venomous truth that he discovers, 

West writes, is that men, professing to hope for "life-giving sympathy and social 

harmony," in fact are "lost in self-hatred, violence, sadism, and the lust for death" (41). 

In her account, this stark truth so intensely perceived by Lawrence discomforted the finer 

consciences among his readers and critics, and for this reason, he was denied the homage 

due to genius. 
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While she was composing this work, West was reading histories of early pagan 

religions and the writings of the early church fathers in preparation for a prospective 

biography of Augustine of Hippo (354-430 A.D.). Familiar with the efforts of the 

Patristic writers to capture the spiritual truths that play upon the planes of everyday life. 

West is persuaded in D. H. Lawrence that the topos of spiritual renewal informs 

Lawrence's fiction, and she appropriates the language of the Eucharist in order to 

describe the transforming function of his art. Interceding for man, she suggests, he 

performs in his art a priestly function, in effect elevating the substance of experience 

from base materiality to transcendent meaning. Nowhere is this seen more clearly, she 

writes, than in Lawrence's consecration of sexual pleasure in Lady Chatterlev's Lover 

(1928), a subject which speaks to the "continued life of the species and the tender life of 

the heart but is generally remarked in words of brutal ugliness and furtive shame" (40). 

In this novel, she declares, he did what saints do: 

[H]e asked for a miracle. He laid sex and those base words for it on the 

salver of his art and held them up before the consciousness of the world, 

which was his way of approaching creation, and prayed that both might be 

transmuted to the highest [state] that man could use. [.. .] The 

presumption is that if he did not reach the truth he at least came nearer it 

than we did. (40-41) 

In the 1920s, West reviewed scores of novels for The New Statesman (later 

named The New Statesman and Nation). Bookman, and Time and Tide. 

Characteristically, her reviews were adorned with references to Renaissance popes. 
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Reformation figures, Elizabethan political intrigue, and Pre-Raphaelite painting, for 

example, and by provocative, one-sentence instructions on the relationship of art and 

reality issued by Lucretius or Dryden or Pater, among others (Rollyson, A Life 74). In 

this practice, Rollyson points out, she "made readers feel [that] they were taking part in a 

tradition of criticism" (74). In this early criticism, her method is to sketch a richly topical 

scene, to situate herself in a first-person narrative in an encounter with a writer or literary 

character, to imagine in detail probable conditions of the writer's or character's 

experience, and then to assess the fidelity of the artistic representation to the conditions 

of temperament and environment that she has defined as authentic. In these essays, 

which have the disputatious tone of her political journalism, self-referential narratives of 

personal acquaintance and anecdotal evidence in rebuttal of the errant critical 

commentary of others constitute her major critical apparatus. Nevertheless, although its 

principles are not fixed and its lineaments are as yet indistinct, in these early pieces, she 

is working steadily toward an original theory of realism, according to which a faithful 

representation in art of the character and conditions of experience is of infinite 

importance to the safety of the race.' 

In their ambitious scope, these early critical essays on major literary figures of her 

time register West's effort to move from topical journalism, political polemic, and 

occasional reviewing to a more secure position in British literary life and to earn 

acknowledgment by the older generation of critics and reviewers. In her exploration of 

the aesthetic response entitled The Strange Necessity (1928), West makes her "bid to 

consolidate her literary position, to take the measure of the best literature of her time and 
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simultaneously to display her own quality" (Rollyson, A Life 122-123). In this singular 

and controversial work, she extends and sharpens critical insights that inform Henrv 

James. "Uncle Bennett," and D. H. Lawrence, devises an approach to literary criticism 

that is based on conclusions derived from investigations into conditioned response and 

evolutionary biology, and establishes some first principles in her realist approach to 

literature, according to which art is most properly understood as a comprehensive system 

of knowledge that has evolved to make man's experience understandable to him. 

The principal subject of study in The Strange Necessitv. originally called A 

Hypothesis, is the phenomenon of artistic pleasure, in particular, the gratification and 

well-being which West experiences upon her encounters with great art. "This 

eponymous and longest work in a book-length collection of essays and reviews is an 

autobiographical, intricate, informal, and meandering essay, allusive, oblique, and 

repetitive—a new form of writing for her that is not easy to follow" (Rollyson, A Literarv 

Legacy 53). In this work. West argues that art is a system of knowledge like science but 

superceding science which fulfills a dual function for mankind; "[I]t makes a collective 

external brain for man; [. . .] it presents certain formal relations to man which suggest a 

universe more easy in certain respects than the one he knows" (qtd. in Rollyson, A Life 

123). Drawing on the necessitarian doctrine that events are inevitably determined by 

preceding causes, in this work she advances an analysis according to which art makes 

man whole and assures his survival. In A Strange Necessitv. West's ideas are absorbed 

from "an intellectual climate of Darwinist thought that she is well qualified to appreciate 

intuitively" (Hutchinson, The Itinerant Ivory Tower 246). This work of criticism 
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represents her effort to incorporate into literary study "an attitude derived directly from 

contemporary scientific knowledge" (245). 

The Strange Necessity develops its arguments in six parts and a coda in a seventh. 

As in D. H. Lawrence, West frames her literary analysis in richly detailed narrative 

scenes in which she figures as an observing, feeling presence. Parts I and VI, which 

bracket the four analytic sections, are set in Paris in a street along the Seine, where she 

has just left a bookshop and where the clean French light and the graceful flight of a dove 

above the tall houses conduce to create in her a state of pleasure. As she walks down the 

street, she stops to glance through Joyce's Pomes Penyeach. and her effort to analyze the 

confluence of sensation and state of mind that ensues pushes her into a lengthy 

consideration of the role of the great artist and the strange necessity that is art. 

In Part I, crossing generic lines that distinguish narrative from literary critique. 

West interleaves observations on Joyce's accomplishment in Ulysses and some events of 

her memorable afternoon in the Parisian autumn. Entering an extended reverie on the 

accommodations made by artists who balance sentimentality with detachment, she walks 

about the city, encountering experiences that, like art, present rhythms of beauty and 

pleasure: visiting a dressmaker, buying a black lace dress patterned with blue-green 

panels that flash like the iridescent bellies of moving fish, ordering three hats, eating 

lunch on the He St. Louis, calling at a bank for letters from friends, and speaking with a 

lawyer about investments. At some point, she debates whether she should go to the 

Louvre to look at a painting by Ingres, whereupon she begins to wonder that two artists 

so unlike in every way as Joyce and Ingres, whose "approach to the spectator is along 
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such different sensory avenues," should cause a like emotion in her, the enjoyment of 

beauty (West, The Strange Necessitv 51). During her ramble along the streets of Paris, 

she thinks now of Joyce's world, now of Ingres's. Her reverie is cross-laced by the 

nagging intimation that the aesthetic process may be anterior to logic, and she determines 

to trace the process, which she calls "this strange necessity," by which the reflexive 

response to beauty obtains its ascendancy and permanence in the evolution of the higher 

faculties of man (54). 

She emerges from her reverie to consider the genius of Joyce, her deliberations 

vexed by the conviction that he is a great artist who is entirely without taste, and to his 

lack of taste she attributes nearly all the handicaps that attend his genius. It explains his 

gross sentimentality, which she defines as lack of detachment, evident in the exceedingly 

bad poetry in Pomes Penveach (1927), which is modeled on Elizabethan verse forms. In 

Ulysses (1922), it explains the two features of literary incompetence which mar the 

achievement of that novel. One is its close parallels to characters and incidents in the 

Odyssey, which introduce incongruency into the novel. West is certain that the theme of 

Ulysses is Manichean, yet in her account, the pedantic accuracy with which Joyce 

pursues the analogy with Homeric characters and scenes introduces a fatal confiision, for 

in the Manichean world view, there is a fundamental disharmony in nature that is not 

present in the Greek world view or Greek art. She sees a second mark of incompetence 

in the stream-of-consciousness technique by which Joyce represents the continuum of his 

characters' thinking. As with incoherence of any sort, she writes, it is not true. 

Nonsense, to be sure, does exist, but West rejects 
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the supposition that should one resolve to describe one's impressions as 

they came, one would produce isolated words and phrases which would 

not cohere into sentences. Yet there is nothing more certain than that 

sentences were used by man before words and still come with the 

readiness of instinct to his lips. They, and not words, are the foundations 

of all language. (23) 

Here, West elaborates an argument that proceeds not from any advanced training in 

philology, comparative linguistics, or neurobiology but from her intuitive conviction that 

the architecture of the sentence is designed to express the meaning of experience: 

Not only is the idea of nonsense as a primary state of language improbable 

theoretically, but it can be disproved practically by the fact that people 

invariably find it a painful effort and ultimately an impossibility not to talk 

sense. [. . .] Against their will what they have to say coagulates into 

sentences: short, simple sentences, but nevertheless sentences. (26-27) 

West's reading discovers a structure in Ulvsses that she believes is much more 

important than its labored parallels with the Odvssev. In her account, there are six 

characters of the first rank in the book, four living and two dead, incarnations of three 

types designed to show different phases of the Universal Father, the Universal Mother, 

and the Universal Son whose fate is Death (32-33). In an explanatory trope that 

originates in Jungian psychology, she identifies a dynamic in the novel according to 

which the parent substance of the universe, personified in Leopold Bloom, is dung; the 

life force, personified in Molly Bloom, is generative feeling; and the offspring of the 
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union of dung and feeling, matter and spirit, personified in Stephen Daedalus, is the son. 

What this book crowded with men and scenes and talk and "typographical cheating" is 

really about, she believes, is the procreative necessity, the business of engenderment, "all 

these attitudes arising out of reproduction that have ringed history and the globe" (43). 

And the book enjoys the potency of any work of art that, as "part of a system, [...] refers 

to one of the rhythms of which we are the syntheses" (53). Ulysses is most accurately 

understood, she concludes, as a reworking in powerfully affecting form of the generative 

imperative. 

The peregrinations and the extended commentary on Ulysses that make up Part I 

are prelude to the central subject of The Strange Necessity, which is treated in Parts II 

through V. In these middle sections, West attempts to bring her consideration of 

aesthetic pleasure within the purview of the current scientific exploration of instinctive 

behavior. In these intervening four sections, paralleling an intense responsiveness to art 

with a scientific description of vital responses in organisms, she lays out a complicated 

series of arguments concerning the agency of beauty in the life of the individual and of 

the nation. In the long evolutionary struggle of the race to maintain a foothold in an 

environment to which it must unceasingly adjust, she argues, the agency of beauty 

prompts the creation of authentic art—^here, she is concerned primarily with the 

nineteenth- and twentieth-century novel—and so helps to mold and preserve a coherent 

national life. She supposes the existence of a necessity that compels humans to channel 

into forms and patterns concentrated arguments concerning reality. It is her notion that 

responsiveness to beauty may be part of a system by which man passes experience 
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through his own emotional system, demystifying it (63). If this is so, then beauty is 

useful in this regard, for to the extent that art tells us about reality, "we are by that much 

more completely masters of reality than we were" (67). 

In Part II, she elects to discuss responsiveness to beauty in terms set forth in 

Pavlov's Conditioned Reflexes (1924), which describe his experiments on the reactions 

of dogs to stimuli offered by environment. It occurs to her that the synthesis of 

information derived from conditioned reaction in the mental life of the dog might 

describe as well that process in the mental life of man (83). The pattern-making aptitude 

available to the dog may be, she speculates, a version of a more developed facility in 

man; in both, perhaps, it is a saving constituent of the mental life (83). Reasoning by 

analogy, she declares, "The whole proceedings are extraordinarily reminiscent of 

literature. The experiments themselves form close parallels to imaginative works of art" 

(83). Finding here her trope—literature as experiment—and her analj'tic language—^the 

aesthetic response as excitatory reflex—she perceives the existence of an "identity not 

only in emotional effects but in structure between these physiological experiments and a 

certain kind of imaginative work. This identity of structure implies an identity of 

function" (88). 

For West, the recognition of beauty in art is an "experience as real as the most 

intense personal experience we can have, which gives us a sense of reassurance, of 

exultant confidence in the universe" (44). In its banishment of randomness and chaos 

and in its regulation of form and pattern, beauty constitutes a kind of knowledge not 

unlike the knowledge offered by science. In her account, a false view of reality imperils 
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the organism, and so the information-gathering function of the aesthetic reflexes—in both 

dog and man—is engaged in perpetual pursuit of "the most valuable link between the 

reflexes and the environment [that will] bring the individual to a victorious relationship 

with reality, by innumerable tricks and feints and advances and retreats" (81). And thus 

she arrives at her central argument: "We have strong grounds for suspecting that art is at 

least in part a way of collecting information about the universe" (88). 

West's conclusion concerning the necessity of art is premised upon the experience 

of the species that, life being unremittingly problematic, individual men are afflicted by 

the lifelong burden of discrimination and calculation, which she calls "that load of 

pricking needles" (4). In her reading of the matter, in the task of gathering information 

about the circumstances that affect their survival, organisms attempt to "discriminate 

objects, to balance irregularity with regularity, and to calculate all the weight of sensory 

data that bear upon their survival within existing conditions" (4). In like maimer, the 

artist, interpreting his experience to himself, passes accumulated data along sensory 

avenues through the equipment of his mind and presents a work of art that says, "TTz/^ 

appears to be the pattern of life. It will be safe to act as if this and that feature were going 

to recur in this and that order" (56). The artist enjoys an enormously advantageous 

position over others, for he participates in an extension of life over and above the routine. 

Presumably, the play of his imagination has led him to explore "so much more of life 

than the intellect allows," and consequently, he is "permitted contact with symbols and 

access to patterns and cycles which actuality concedes so grudgingly" (60). 
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Pavlov's work provides vocabulary for West's inquiry here, cataloguing physical 

reactions of organisms to the confusion that experience presents. Following a suggestion 

of Herbert Spencer, she writes, Pavlov set to work to identify reflexes "that have to do 

with reactions of the organism as a whole, as the instincts" (71). He identified two 

important reflexes, the freedom reflex and the investigatory reflex. The freedom reflex is 

a reflex of protest against boundaries set to the freedom of the organism. The 

investigatory reflex 

brings about the immediate response in man and animals to the slightest 

changes in the world around them, so that they immediately orient their 

appropriate receptor organ in accordance with the perceptible quality in 

the agent bringing about the change, making full investigation of it. The 

biological significance of this reflex is obvious. If the animal were not 

provided with such a reflex its life would hang at every moment by a 

thread. (72) 

Through a series of conditioned responses to stimuli, a dog can make up its mind when it 

is being fooled, when it is overstimulated, when it must protect itself from fatigue. In 

other words, a dog learns to negotiate falsity, whose ultimate consequence would surely 

be harm, and to maintain a stable relationship with reality through the discriminatory skill 

upon which the construction of patterns depends (72). And "the story of reality that is 

developed" through interaction with the environment becomes for the dog "an entity; it 

gives satisfaction; it gratifies the investigatory reflex" (85). According to West, pattern is 

the point of "the dog story" (85). How does this knowledge connect to the experiment in 
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reality that is the novel or play or poem? Turning to constitutive features of literature, 

she finds that a condition very similar to that by which the dog develops information 

about reality into a story is present in the development of a literary work. 

In Part III, West considers at length the case of Benjamin Constant's Adolphe, a 

novel composed at the time of Waterloo, which manifestly fulfills certain of the 

requirements of the investigatory reflex that she has identified. Like Ulvsses. like 

Conditioned Reflexes, this novel conducts an experiment, observing and reporting certain 

activities, establishing how certain kinds of people act in certain circumstances and 

uncovering their attitudes to "recurring and fundamental factors in life" (89). More 

particularly, it is superbly designed to represent the workings of the common principles 

that "there are beings in whom the will to live is utterly defeated save only physically 

[and] in [whom] the will to die triumphs universally in all mental and spiritual matters" 

(90-91). In this novel, Adolphe is driven by the perverse desire to be debarred from the 

fullness of life: "to be destitute was his ambition" (94). For West, the novel achieves its 

power from its fidelity to an historic reality, which seems counterintuitive, that an 

organism may powerfully desire dissolution. 

Part IV addresses the question, Why does humanity want to collect all this 

information? For West, the answer is that people feel pleasure when they see that a 

composition has overcome "some difficulty offered by the nature of the universe" (127). 

What art testifies to is the "progressive resourcefulness of life. It makes itself a 

substance that reacts to the external world [. . .] in ways profitable to itself (130). In this 

section, recalling Pavlov's designation of the cerebral cortex as the organ essential to the 
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maintenance and establishment of conditioned reflexes in the individual organism, West 

wonders if art might represent the activity of a "collective and external super-cortex 

which works on the material created by the activities of the individual cortices" (130). 

She formulates an extended analogy, according to which art is an external brain that 

selects out of the complexity of the universe units of import to the organism and 

organizes these data into forms that will excite the organism to further living. In this 

schematic, the cortex is an individual possession, while art, external to the central 

nervous system, is the property of all, a super-cortex which analyzes and synthesizes the 

difficulties posed by experience. No man can have a brain large enough to foresee all 

that the universe might present, she writes, for evolution in this direction cannot keep up 

with multiform alterations in environmental conditions: 

To install an organ in a man that made him individually able to undertake 

the problem would involve adaptations that would take thousands of years, 

while experience would not cease to press in upon him with more and 

more claims for elucidation. It would be necessary if he were to derive 

any benefit from the activities of any such organ that they should be 

pooled among those who shared his environment. [. ..] The need to 

detach such super-cortical activity from the individual so that it should not 

partake of his death would be felt acutely in view of the fact that in these 

higher functions man matures with a slowness that is maddening in view 

of the short span of his life; and the inadvisability of housing it in the 

individual is demonstrated by the trouble that the cortex constantly inflicts 
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on its host by the delicacy of its organization. No internal accident can put 

a jellyfish out of commission as an accident in the cortex, say the 

formation of a clot of blood, can put a man or beast out of commission. 

The life of man, the life of the race, would hang on a thread if there was 

introduced into the body a system that would have to be still more delicate 

and involved. (135) 

Art, then, has developed as a companion brain, man's "strange necessity"— 

something not one's own, the outcome of an investigatory reflex dictated by inflexible 

physical laws whose final effect is outside oneself, and paradoxically, something that is 

one's very own and whose final effect is within oneself It is a "storehouse of integrated 

perceptions, partly present in the minds of individual people and partly available as 

externally existing works of art, which provide unconsciously utilized information about 

life and directions for successful adaptation" (Hutchinson, The Itinerant Ivorv Tower 

249). As it happens, science has only questionable methods of registering reflexes and 

recording the facts of nervous excitation; art, however, "is more scientific than science 

because it has some technique for expressing the emotion of the subject of its 

experiments" (West, The Strange Necessitv 99). And when evolution made "art make 

itself half-inside and half-outside [man], that making became an essential part of him" 

(186). It is possible, of course, to carry on a sort of life without art, but the man who does 

so "goes forth into the world [. ..] without a guide to see that he lives, instead of 

performing those disordered fantasies of conduct that in no way arrest death" (186). 

Claiming an ascendancy for art as a system of knowledge, then. West declares that. 
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according to the parallels she has elucidated, there are rational grounds for saying that 

"art is science, only more scientific" (99). 

The aesthetic reflex that makes possible the acquisition of life-sustaining 

knowledge by the individual figures critically in the successful evolution of nations as 

well. In Part V, West identifies a necessity that commands every human being to remain 

embedded in the life of the country in which he was bom and connects this necessity to 

the force that makes nations cohesive. Dostoevsky's The Possessed, for example, 

explicitly recognizes the claim of this necessity: 

Nations are built up and moved by another force which sways and 

dominates them, the origin of which is unknown and inexplicable. That 

force is the force of an insatiable desire to go on to the end, though at the 

same time it denies that end. It is the force of the persistent assertion of 

one's own existence, and a denial of death. It's the spirit of life, as the 

Scriptures call it [...]; it's the aesthetic principle, as the philosophers call 

it, the ethical principle with which they identify it, "the seeking of God," 

as I call it more simply, (qtd. in The Strange Necessitv 144-145) 

In the fiction of Dostoevsky, West discerns, the operation of the aesthetic reflex 

produces an ecstasy which one might perceive as a heightened sense of belonging to a 

people and place. So rich and sustaining to an organism, apparently, is the physical and 

psychic environment of origin that to leave it is to fatally disrupt the process—^the 

operation of the aesthetic reflex—^that creates and maintains channels of learning and 

adaptation. As in the physical and psychic survival of the species, then, so in the life of 
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nations the enemies are randomness, incoherence, flawed signals from the environment, 

all of them tending to produce deterioration. Staying at home aligns one with a 

compelling reality, and "the universe seems to have laid it down as a condition of 

survival that one must prefer reality" (149). Parenthetically, West remarks a lesson to be 

learned among those who maintain the British Empire far afield, for they are 

prospectively victims of falsity and alienation, those civil servants and settlers "who work 

far from the base or who have to live in a country whose national life is made incoherent 

by the pressure of diverse races whom political or economic reasons forbid to 

amalgamate" (147). This judgment will be repeated and elaborated in her Yugoslavian 

book, Black Lamb and Grey Falcon (1941), in which she takes up the effects of 

imperialism on conquerors and the conquered. 

Completing the fi-ame of the present. Part VI returns to the scene of an autumn 

day in Paris, when the shades and colors of the old streets and houses make West feel a 

part of the age. As she walks along the boulevards of an old Parisian neighborhood, she 

feels herself in accord with the soaring of a dove above a bridge and the swirl of autumn 

leaves, and joining knowledge of these two movements to her memory of leaves falling 

past the windows of a nearby house, she feels a 

jubilant thankfulness that these three movements form a pattern in my 

mind, a harmony, and they will never go from me because I can preserve 

them forever either by apprehending some work of art with nearly the 

same theme [...] or by doing what I can to create a work of art on that 
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theme. I cannot see that art is anything less than a way of making joys 

perpetual. (209) 

In the brief coda which is Part VII, she repeats her conviction that the aesthetic 

reflex is function created by the evolutionary need to gratify the claims of the 

investigatory reflex to attend to the welter of information produced by the universe. In 

sum, wherever the character of the experience is primarily pleasure—in literature, 

painting, music, religion, the sense of community upon which nationhood is based—one 

will see the decisive operation of the aesthetic reflex, reporting experience to the 

organism, attributing to it certain formal relations, working always "against the death of 

the species" (173). 

The early reviews of this work were mixed, tending toward the negative. Some 

few literary scholars expressed guarded appreciation of the ambition and earnestness of 

her inquiry into the force and permanence of art and the openness with which she 

clarifies the twists and turns of thought that culminate in her hypothesis. Detractors 

found confusion in West's appropriation of a biological model and the vocabulary of 

experimental science. Oddly, her pragmatic characterization of religious experience as 

an adjunct of the aesthetic reflex did not attract reproof from the religious press. 

Although West was a formidably well-read lay reader of scientific literature, she had no 

standing in the scientific community of her time, nor did she have university training in 

the experimental sciences that might have authenticated the formulations of The Strange 

Necessitv. There is no mention of the work in the scientific research journals of the time, 

nor did it elicit correspondence from scientists. The lone exception was Havelock Ellis, 
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physician and literary and scientific scholar, who wrote West a long letter in which he 

"evince[d] a detailed understanding of her argument" (126). 

In its classification of the aesthetic reflex and its complement, art, as resources in 

a fund of knowledge supporting the continued existence of the organism. The Strange 

Necessity invades Wells' intellectual and professional territory, and he was 

unsympathetic to her effort to fashion a unified field theory of art. According to Anthony 

West, Wells resented West's arguments that "all the sciences had to offer was a mere 

proliferation of facts [and that] the truth of things had to be something grander and nobler 

than any set of qualities and attributes attached to material objects and observable 

phenomena" (Aspects of a Life 371). He was made uneasy by her pursuit of a nonlinear 

discourse "with hardly a thought of how it will make a shape" (qtd. in Ray 102). During 

the period of their intimacy, Briggs recounts, Wells' constant advice to West had been 

"Construct! Construct!" (90). In two letters concerning the hypothesis of The Strange 

Necessity, he expresses no doubt about her imaginative reach and fluency, but concerning 

her account of art as anterior to or complementary to science, he offers the surly counsel 

that she should keep to her level and avoid the graver matters of first and last things 

which should, in any case, be addressed by serious writers: 

You have a most elaborate, intricate and elusive style which is admirably 

adapted for a personal humorous novel. It can convey the finest shades of 

sjanpathy, ridicule and laughter. It is no good whatever for a 

philosophical discourse any more than it was for a great romance about the 

tragedy and injustice of life. You are ambitious and pretentious and you 
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do not know the quality & measure of your powers, (qtd. in Rollyson, A 

Life 126) 

Among modernist writers, The Strange Necessity drew blood. In an article 

entitled "Rebecca West ys. Joyce, Beckett, and Williams" (1996), Austin Briggs gives a 

detailed account of West's correction of Joyce, Joyce's fury at her condescension, and the 

campaign of Samuel Beckett and William Carlos Williams to damage her standing in the 

literary world and to repair whatever harm her critique of Ulysses might have done to 

Joyce's artistic reputation. According to Briggs, Joyce admitted to a correspondent that 

he had stood behind the attacks on West that followed publication of The Strange 

Necessity and had suggested lines of research for his defenders to follow (85). In an 

essay begun on an unrelated topic, Beckett mocks the "facts of feminine clothiering" in 

West's account of shopping in Paris: "When Miss Rebecca West clears her decks for a 

sorrowful deprecation of the narcissistic element in Mr. Joyce by the purchase of 3 hats, 

one feels that she might very well wear her bib at all her intellectual banquets, or 

alternatively, assert a more noteworthy control over her salivary glands than is possible 

for Monsieur Pavlo's (sic) unfortunate dogs" (qtd. in Briggs 84). Writing to Sylvia 

Beach concerning The Strange Necessity. William Carlos Williams is beside himself with 

dismay: "Rebecca West praises Joyce in such a way that I felt ill over it. I had to answer 

her but found it extremely difficult so cleverly has she involved her hidden thesis in fine 

words. I can't tell you how it infuriated me" (qtd. in Briggs 84). He pulled himself 

together to compose a lengthy harangue on West's defects as critic in which he 
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characterizes her as reactionary, "narrow, inadequate, even provincial, certainly scared, 

protestant female—unsatisfactory" (qtd. in Briggs 85). 

For the next twenty-five years, the work received no formal attention in literary 

scholarship. However, the success of Black Lamb and Grey Falcon in 1941 and The 

Meaning of Treason in 1947 in Europe and America elicited interest in West's ideas 

about conditions necessary to the health of a productive human society. G. Evelyn 

Hutchinson, Sterling Professor of Zoology at Yale, an appreciative reader of West and 

from 1947 the recipient of her "longest and most comprehensive letters," read The 

Strange Necessity with exacting attention (Scott, Selected Letters 201). Hutchinson "was 

more than an eminent zoologist, having a connoisseur's knowledge of literature, music, 

and painting which suffused his scientific writing and his approach to the natural world" 

(Glendinning 194). Fascinated by West's exploration of treason as an offense against the 

national life, a living organism, in The Meaning of Treason, he was drawn to the habit of 

mind that linked meaning and beauty in a dynamic of evolutionary adaptation. In West, 

he recognized "a thinker in the great tradition of British empiricism; it is surely no 

accident that her most ethereal character, her quintessential distillate, should bear the 

family name of Hume" (Hutchinson, The Itinerant Ivory Tower 243). He shared her 

willingness to entertain paradigms of the "fundamental unity of all experience and the 

indivisibility of the aspiration that produces both art and science" (Glendinning 194). In 

1949, he and his wife inaugurated the Rebecca West Collection at Yale with donations of 

her letters, and at West's death in 1983, he was appointed one of her literary executors. 
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In an essay entitled "The Dome," published in The Itinerant Ivory Tower: 

Scientific and Literary Essays (1953) and dedicated to Henry Maxwell Andrews, 

Hutchinson calls The Strange Necessity "a work of immense originality and importance, 

in which practically everything that Rebecca West has written later is present in 

suggestions and hints" (248). Critics have been unaware of its importance, he writes, 

"probably because it was written by a woman; it was praised as brilliant or damned as 

pseudoscientific, and then retired to the bookcase, for a critical work by a woman would 

obviously not be of lasting significance" (250). In his account, the exigent force of 

West's writing is her recognition that the essential and permanent fact of the human 

background is the struggle against disorder: 

In the physical world, disorder increases, the universe becomes more 

random, the roulette wheels spin unceasingly. Against this tendency, 

living beings alone struggle. Though they can never expect to reverse the 

drift toward disorder as a whole, they can, through the evolutionary 

process [...], cheat chance at its own game, and by the more recent 

development of a cultural tradition, [through] which the dead can speak to 

us, [...] rob death of its victory. In these ways life has produced and can 

go on producing ever more intricate kinds of order. (245-256). 

For Hutchinson, West's recognition of the pleasure to be experienced upon 

perceiving order in composition points to old themes in evolutionary biology and 

mechanical efficiency. In a second essay on The Strange Necessity, entitled 

"Methodology and Value," he cites a passage in which West demonstrates certain 
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mathematical and dynamic aspects of functional form revealed in the posture of a girl 

who is playing with a child near the Firth of Forth: 

One afternoon I went the walk that runs alongside the Firth of Forth 

through Lord Rosebery's estate, Dalmeny, to Queensferry, where the 

estuary is spanned by the Forth Bridge; and as I passed one of the points 

toward the end of the walk where the bridge is in full view I felt great 

pleasure because of the attitude of a girl of sixteen or so who was playing 

with a child of about five. She had picked the child up in her arms, and it 

was trying to force her to put it down on the grass again, by putting its 

hands on her head and throwing its whole weight on them, and bouncing 

its laughing body up and down. The girl of sixteen, though strongly built, 

was short, and to withstand these assaults she had planted her feet wide 

apart and had stiffened her neck. It happened to strike my eye that while 

she stood thus the line of her leg, and the line of her neck, from the ear to 

the collar bone, was very like the line of the cantilevers which supported 

the Forth Bridge, which was a tremendous black diagram across the 

western sky behind her. That matter in such different forms as this soft, 

rosy girl, and the vast and harsh assemblage of metals were adopting the 

same method of resisting strain caused me pleasure; and I have noticed 

since that people feel some pleasure when they see in one and the same 

composition (whether an artistic composition or merely a section of the 

real world which the senses can take in comfortably at one time) two or 
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more objects using the same method to overcome some difficulty offered 

by the nature of the universe. (West, The Strange Necessity 126-127) 

In general agreement, it would seem, with West's intuition in the Firth of Forth passage 

from The Strange Necessity, Hutchinson believes that her insight into complementarity 

here is "widely but too timidly recognized by many working scientists, of whom many 

have received an education that diminishes or wholly eliminates aesthetic considerations 

(The Itinerant Ivory Tower 225). 

In her next two major works of non-fiction, St. Augustine (1933) and A Letter to 

a Grandfather (1933), which are the subject of the next chapter, West again takes up the 

problem of order and disorder in relation to the drive of the organism to acquire 

information about reality and to achieve comfortable accommodation with conditions of 

its existence. In St. Augustine, she traces the path by which Augustine came to construct 

the doctrines with which he has been associated for fifteen hundred years through his 

accumulation of the matter of experience and his review of the "splinters of truth 

available to him" (Orel 81). In A Letter to a Grandfather, she examines human efforts to 

reduce the disorder that is congenital to the mind and to discover coherent accounts of 

reality. 



242 

' West's use of the term "race" in her early criticism is problematic for contemporary 

readers. In her work, it has not to do with notions of superiority associated with cultural 

differences among distinct groups of the global human population. It most likely derives 

from the broad sense of the word suggested in the writing of historians and literary 

critics, most notably but not exclusively French, who approached imaginative writing and 

literary criticism scientifically as documents that reflect the reality of an age and a 

people. The criticism of Hippolyte Taine, a student of Spencer and the most influential 

proponent of historicist criticism, is germane here. Taine made it his life's work to study 

literature as a class of events regulated by general laws discoverable by scientific inquiry. 

The arguments and very language of Henry James seemingly draw directly from Taine's 

dictum that in "monuments of literature [...] are embalmed facts of the highest kind" 

rHistorv of English Literature 609). In his History of English Literature (1871\ Taine 

assumes that the vast distance between modern man and his remote origins "lets us but 

half perceive—and by a doubtful light—^the origin of species" (614). In his account, man 

is forced to accommodate to circumstances and contracts an intellectual and social 

organization corresponding to the conditions that act upon him. However distant and 

imknowable the parent form, the great marks of the original model remain: They are "the 

sum of character and intelligence, general processes of thought and feeling, response to 

sensation, bluntness of taste, desire for truth, and attachment to abstract ideas that have 

developed in a people and that have come to constitute their general disposition of mind 

and soul" (612). West no doubt intended her use of the term "race" to have the objective 

meaning of "organism" or "species." In The Court and the Castle (1957)—in which she 
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finds master ideas of political organization in the changing relationship of king, courtier, 

and court to one another—West's debt to Taine is undoubted. 
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CHAPTER 5 BIOGRAPHY AND ALLEGORY OF HISTORY 

St. Augustine and A Letter to a Grandfather 

In the early 1930s, D. Appleton and Company publishers in the United States 

sponsored the writing of a series of biographies of artistic and political figures of 

historical note. The Appleton Biographies included studies by "professional writers who 

proved to be good hands at publisher-inspired assignments, [among them] Andre Maurois 

on Voltaire, John Buchan on Julius Caesar, [.. .] Sachaverell Sitwell on Mozart" (Orel 

70). Since girlhood, West had read St. Augustine and had already formed a settled view 

of his character as romantic solipsist when she accepted a commission to write a short life 

and chose him as her subject. She had been introduced to his writings by a Jesuit father, 

a friend of her mother in Edinburgh, who had been appointed one of her guardians after 

the death of her father twenty-five years before, and thus she was able to compose a 

knowledgeable and intimate paraphrase of the autobiographical Confessions even before 

she set to work on historical accounts of the collapsing Roman Empire and the fragile 

early Church (Glenditming 144). 

The immediate context of the most representative of West's early criticism— 

Henry James. "Uncle Bennett," and D. H. Lawrence—was controversy that occupied the 

review pages of the leading literary journals of her time. Unlike this early work, her 

biography of St. Augustine responds not to specific intellectual or literary issues disputed 

in the review journals but to her sense of the tenor of the age (144). St. Augustine (1933) 

was conceived and written in a time of perceived failure in structures of authority not 

dissimilar to that of fourth-century North Africa under Roman rule that is its setting. The 
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late 1920s and early 1930s saw prolonged "world economic crisis, the miserable collapse 

of the 1919-1931 Labour government, and such dramatic demonstrations of what mass 

unemployment and poverty meant as the Hunger Marches from the smokeless and silent 

industrial areas" (Hobsbawm 114). Since the Great War, the increasing impoverishment 

of the populace, labor unrest, and widening class distinctions exacerbated by 

misgovernment threatened to make the nation ungovernable. As in the fourth-century 

Carthage that was Augustine's home, life in England of the 1930s was for many "colored 

by the knowledge that we lived in a time of crisis" (114). 

In this biography, West works in a new genre but within contours of thought 

elaborated in The Strange Necessity: the decisive role of material conditions on the 

development of the individual and the critical function of art in a truthful apprehension of 

reality. Examining the main themes of Augustinian thought in St. Augustine, she 

acknowledges his success in forming attitudes of the Eviropean mind in regard to the 

man's placement in the world; at the same time, she concludes that the doctrines he 

constructed out of the turmoil of his disposition condemn matter and elevate idealist 

thought in ways inimical to an accurate account of the experience of real people and 

hostile to authentic art (Glendinning 144). 

In the same year, West published a second commissioned piece, A Letter to a 

Grandfather (1933), written for Hogarth Letters, a series of shilling booklets on art, 

religion, literature, and politics printed by Virginia and Leonard Woolf at the Hogarth 

Press. The Hogarth Letters were much concerned with European politics of the moment 

and the direction of British culture and alarmed by the spread of irrationalism in Germany 
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and the precariousness of German political structures (Lee 609). In her Hogarth Letter, in 

a commentary that speaks to the direction and tenor of the series, Virginia Woolf 

maintains that it is the writer's job to face up to "the shocks and jolts of political reality, 

social conditions, or scientific facts" and to find "the right relationship .. . between the 

self that you know and the world outside" (qtd. in Lee 610). Given free rein to write on 

whatever subject they chose, contributors were in general mindful of the threat to 

intellectual freedom posed by crimes against liberty committed by the rising Nazi Party. 

In her Hogarth Letter, West creates "a fictional self with a family history steeped in 

tradition and historical significance, using this as a parable of the English way of life, 

now threatened by events in Europe" (Glendinning 145). The first-person narrator of the 

transcendent vision of reality put forward in this work resolves to carry forward through 

the writing of literature the endeavor of her forebears to clarify and record their sense of 

the world, rescuing it from its unorganized state. Both St. Augustine and A Letter to a 

Grandfather are unequivocal statements of belief in the "power of art to testify to the 

quality of the world, to argue in favor of civilized values, and to commemorate the 

material experience of humanity beneath the squalid exterior" (Schweizer, Heroism, 

Rebellion, and the Female Epic 68). 

In her preface, declining to gloss Augustine's theology, West declares her intent 

to give a simple account of his personal life and background. This is neither conventional 

hagiography nor even bracing heroic biography but psychobiography, the reconstruction 

of the experience of a developing mind, written to the thesis that pressures of 

environment acting upon an organism with certain innate predispositions and mental gifts 
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produce a complex of thought whose lineaments may then be explained in terms of that 

relationship. It is the Augustine who resolutely turned his back on the dictates of his 

nature that interests West, not the Augustine who constituted the philosophic rationale of 

doctrinaire Catholicism or who assumed the administrative functions and governance of 

the early Church in Africa. In particular, it is the Augustine who took as his subject 

matter a certain complex of ideas, and, to its lasting detriment, drove them into the 

European consciousness for all time and eternity: 

the idea that matter, and especially matter related to sex, is evil; that man 

has acquired guilt through his enmeshment in matter; that he must atone 

for this guilt to an angry God; and that this atonement must take the form 

of suffering, and the renunciation of easy pleasure. Instead of attempting 

to expose these ideas as unreasonable [...] as nearly all the ancient 

philosophers had done, Augustine accepted them and intellectualized them 

with all the force of his genius. (West, St. Augustine 233) 

Designed for a popular audience. West's biography offers to discover in this circuit of 

ideas "the starting point of that historical continuum she thought might help explain the 

troubled world she lived in" (Deakin 84). 

The work is organized into eight sections, the first establishing the context of a 

fractious colonial outpost, the Carthage of Augustine's youth, and the last recounting the 

death throes of Rome's African rule, during which citizens ran out to welcome the 

invading Vandals, "frantic to avenge themselves on the State and Church which 

Augustine had made them hate" (West, St. Augustine 235). From first to last, West 



248 

represents the conditions of Augustine's time—social upheaval, unremitting violence, 

uncertainty pervading the entire social and economic body—as exerting a decisive 

agency in the formation of his outlook. In Part I, she represents Augustine's personal 

nature, his intellectual and imaginative vitality, in the figure of a "lion that could 

understand language" (165). In Part VIII, she tropes the suffocating force of Augustinian 

thought in the late stages of the empire as a python winding itself around the Roman 

standard and very slowly crushing it in its coils. In the intervening six parts, she traces 

his intellectual growth in stages, arguing that he came to his doctrines on the visible and 

invisible worlds and the operation of predestination in history in response to imperatives 

of nature and nurture—^his intellectual and temperamental endowment and his 

engagement with circumstances offered by his surroundings. Everywhere perceptible in 

this biography is the imprint of Spencer's development hypothesis, according to which 

organisms and intellectual formations develop from simple to complex forms in 

obedience to the possibilities offered by genetic endowment in its encovinter with 

mischance in the natural world. In West's hands, the Spencerian progression from 

simplicity to complexity in the life of Augustine is observed in a narrative that charts the 

course by which the directives of his personal nature came to be reified in a system that 

has formed the principal texture of the European mind. 

How did Augustine come to the totality of facts that make up what is known as 

the Augustinian complex? In her first argument. West ascribes the origin of Augustine's 

thought in part to certain deeply felt but unacknowledged responses to circumstances of 

his birth and early years. She identifies three elements whose force conditioned his 
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outlook: the high-handed temperament of his pagan father, Patricius; the high-minded 

bearing of his Christian mother, Monica; the mystery of the African landmass whose 

inhabitants "obstinately adhered to their barbarism [but] had not lost touch with the 

primitive sources of being which they themselves had covered over with the mild 

rationalism of paganism" (164). 

Patricius was a member not of a Roman colonist family but of the native African 

populace. A Numidian, he was a country gentleman, a collector of taxes affiliated with 

the landed aristocracy of his time and devoted to the values of the public sphere and the 

empire. The essential fact about Patricius is that he embodied a barbaric vitality, and 

from him, West surmises, Augustine developed the "consciousness that the crude 

strength he drew from his barbaric soil was worth infinitely more than any refinement 

and self-possession" (170). However, in West's telling, Patricius and his influence were 

"disposed of early and briskly by Monica's superior power to sway Augustine away from 

his native paganism and in the direction of the true faith" (170). 

Unlike Patricius, who was well bom, Monica belonged to the peasant class. For 

generations, her family had been Christian, and she scorned and feared the worldliness of 

the world of men in which Patricius flourished. Her predominant virtue was "a steady 

self-control" (168). Although she was a center of composure, West writes, the picture is 

not wholly favorable: "In fact, she was a smooth cliff of a woman on whom the breakers 

of a man's virility would dash in vain; and such order often causes its counterweight in 

disorder" (168). In West's analysis, the challenges and pleasures of life in a Roman 

colony in Africa in the fourth century were associated with the male side of life and 
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expressed in the civil order; associated with the female side of life were caution, 

continence, and contemplation, qualities expressed in obedience to strictures which the 

Church imposed on conduct and independence of thought. "The character of the age of 

Augustine was determined as much by the struggle over these ideas as by any other 

factor. St. Augustine made himself one of the primary agents of this struggle. Much of 

the fascination West feels for him has its source here" (Deakin 86). 

According to commentators of the period and later historians, West's research 

reveals, the age itself seemed to its inhabitants exhausted of vitality, successive 

disasters—crop failures, the rise of heresies, widespread poverty^—^providing convincing 

evidence of the general dissolution. In response to the disintegration of Roman rule, the 

pressing problem for Augustine was. West argues, to find some preserve of strength. 

Given the turmoil of his early environment and the dissonance of his familial 

background, "his soul became a battlefield" (West, St. Augustine 171). From the 

disharmony in his progenitors' views of the world, she perceives, two alternatives 

presented themselves to him: 

He might keep to the world of men and become a great man in the field of 

public action or pagan letters, or he might turn his back on the world of 

men and pass into another world which denied the standard of values held 

by Patricius, Carthage, Rome, and presented him with another standard 

that, if he accepted it, would raise him one step above the great man in 

Rome, would utterly condemn the accomplishments of civilization, and 
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indeed reward him for lacking them, and what was more, would ensure 

him preeminence in the future life as well as in this. (171) 

The uncertainties of a tottering Roman imperialism directed him "toward Christianity, 

that other force available to him, nascent, surgent, offering a different order and 

significance. It gave him a certainty of belief that enabled him to live with paradoxes and 

uncertainties, the characteristics of his age" (Deakin 87). Working along the grain of his 

compulsion to order was the persistent effort of Monica to make her son an instrument of 

the church. His acceptance of a set of concepts based on the paradox that an ideal world 

is more real than the physical world perceptible by the senses. West believes, marks him 

as the first modem man. When he was baptized by Ambrose at Milan on Easter Sunday 

in 387 A.D., West writes, Monica enjoyed her great triumph, and "her son was delivered 

over to her and her way of thinking, wholly and forever" (West, St. Augustine 196). 

West's second argument concerning Augustine's developing personality has two 

parts. One points to his decisive repudiation of pagan culture. In The City of God, West 

detects the "wholesale rejection of all the treasures of art and science, of law and 

organization, that Greece and Rome had laid up for humanity; it is like seeing a giant 

child wrecking a museum" (218). The other points to his substitution of a system that 

owes a good deal to the Platonists' scheme of ideal forms standing behind and validating 

mundane existence. West believes that this stage in Augustine's thinking, during which 

he adopted a philosophy of dualism of matter and spirit in man, was critical, for from it 

proceeded the doctrines concerning predestination and sin with which his name is 

associated. In West's account, Augustine invented the doctrine of predestination 
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whose cause is not communicated to the victim [but] remains God's 

secret. [...] It seemed to him as if humanity was saturated with the 

obscene, not by reason of what it did but of what it was. [...] He could 

not bear to think that God could be the author of this filth by which he was 

haunted, and he set himself to shift the responsibility on to man's will and 

the fall of Adam. To do this he had to create a complete philosophical 

system that must explain every phenomenon of the invisible and visible 

worlds. (209). 

According to Orel, the doctrine of predestination has been responsive to a host of 

intellectual and emotional questions (78). It designates matter and all its manifestations 

as mutable in the short term and evil in the long term; it specifies that all events that 

were, are, and will be are foreordained; it relegates all souls to salvation or to damnation. 

And because God "is identified with power, sin and estrangement from him render 

human beings powerless" (Bouwsma 173). Some are created from the beginning, 

apparently, for "dishonor in life and destruction in death, to become the instruments of 

his wrath and examples of his severity"(173). The doctrine that specifies man's guilt 

through enmeshment in matter requires atonement in the form of suffering and the 

renunciation of easy pleasure. According to this teaching, the aesthetic response comes 

to be seen as an imperfect avenue of knowledge, indeed, a flawed guide to correct 

thinking about experience, actually corrupting and dulling one's perception of the 

superior reality, which is the spiritual reality. In this regard, then, Augustinian thought 

works to suppress artistic confirmation of what mankind experiences as real and replaces 
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it with a rational philosophy (Orel 78). In his account of the divine purpose. West notes, 

Augustine takes the trouble to decisively denounce a love of theatrics, to affirm that art 

enjoyed for its own sake cannot lead to the knowledge of God, and to "condemn dramatic 

representation as fakery or bemused contemplation of truth" (81). 

On the grounds that responsiveness to beauty is a constituent of the organism's 

strategy of survival. West decisively rejects Augustine's severe judgments concerning the 

authenticity of material experience and the value of the aesthetic response. It is her 

notion that in order to create a complete philosophical system that must explain every 

phenomenon of the invisible and visible worlds, he had to suppress "an imaginative 

genius of magnificent proportions" (West, St. Augustine 210). However, she does not 

flatly reject the doctrine of predestination, which, she thinks, may be a rationally argued 

formulation of something which art knows to be true and represents over and over, the 

knowledge that the material world often presents catastrophic struggles, disorder, and 

bafflement to which man brings responses that are seemingly determinist in their effects: 

If we examine ourselves carefully we cannot claim to have free will. We 

exercise what looks like a free faculty of choice, but the way we exercise 

that faculty depends on our innate qualities and our environment, and 

these always bind us in some way or another to the neuroses which 

compel us to choose death rather than life. We cannot break this 

compulsion by the independent efforts of our minds. [. ..] Augustine's 

view that we are full of original sin, that we do not enjoy the free use of 

our wills, and must link ourselves to the eternal if we are to be saved, is at 
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least a symbolic interpretation of something that the most secular-minded 

must allow to be true. (215) 

In West's reading, Augustine's ingenious reversal, according to which the seen 

world was made to depend for its reality on the unseen, annulled by force of will 

pleasurable sensations that might have been delivered to him by the world and the life it 

nourished: "and on the nothingness which was left in their place he drew another 

landscape, another life, which were not an atom less real because they could not be seen" 

(206). Although it is difficult to work with "the blackness of nothingness," West writes, 

Augustine was led to construct an abstraction—original sin—^that could do in rational 

constructions "something akin to what metaphor could do in art: it could persuade 

listeners of the most intense experiential reality even though, unlike metaphor, it has no 

sensory correlative" (234). For West, finally, Augustine's "determined offense against 

matter" reveals the excesses of the romantic sensibility. Lacking any doubt in the content 

of his mind or in his constitution of the relationship of the seen to the unseen world, he 

confidently embraced dualism and "dealt a final blow to pagan holism" (234). 

The audacious conclusion of St. Augustine is that western literature is deduced 

from problems raised by Augustine's idealist assault on the reality of the material world. 

Indeed, West states, "It would be easy to prove how closely the modern world has 

followed in his steps by examining the works of its great artists; the Augustinian content 

of Shakespeare alone is impressive" (233). In her view, the greatest literary artists— 

motivated by the unhappy sense that something that is "inborn and essential and 

productive of joy" has been lost to humanity and something that is "artificial, stem, and 
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unfriendly" has been gained in its place—still restrict themselves to his subject matter, 

which is the insufficiency, indeed, the horrid offensiveness of the human endeavor in the 

world. Refusing to suppress the claims of matter, she writes, Lawrence distinguished 

himself by testing the validity of Augustine's dualism, "exposing himself to its emotional 

effects" (233). Proust made a valiant effort to convert experience into beauty by 

"removing it into the clean world of memory" (234). Joyce "perfectly expresses the 

totality of facts and emotional effects of the Augustinian complex" in the "unstained boy 

Stephen Daedalus and [...] the squatting buffoon Leopold Bloom" (234). 

West is persuaded that implications of the Augustinian complex are felt as 

profoundly in European political history as in art. In her account, the Augustinian hatred 

of matter that dominates literature also rationalizes effects that it has helped to bring into 

being in the public sphere: "the pain of history, the wars, the persecutions, the economic 

systems which put many to the torture of poverty" (234). She finds The Citv of God to 

be both a work of genius and a shocking and barbarous book whose extreme incoherence 

disgusts, for it comes from abandonment to a base passion for a spurious idea. 

Augustine's reaction in this work to collapsing institutions of his time—"the desperate 

turn to abstraction as if it were more real than experience"—has come down through the 

ages as scorn for human nature and the freedom of the self and for the secular state, 

which is "caught in the coarse foul mesh of material reality" (218). Eight years later, in 

Black Lamb and Grev Falcon, she repeats her conviction that the genius of rational 

system was his but that he must bear a responsibility for having originated the sadistic 

belief that God is indifferent to conditions of material reality affecting his creation and 
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countenances, even demands, pain as the price of man's existence: "This monstrous 

theory supposes that God was angry with man for his sins and that He wanted to punish 

him for these, not in any way that might lead to his reformation, but simply by inflicting 

pain on him" (West, Black Lamb and Grey Falcon 828). Indeed, she concludes, the 

effects of Augustine's teaching have been permanently destructive to a clear 

understanding of the ancient world: "It [...] seems to me that the modem mind caimot 

be fully understood until one has gone back to Latin literature and seen what European 

culture was like before it was injected with the ideas of St. Augustine" (164). 

In the main, the few reviews of St. Augustine were positive. Ernest Sutherland 

Bates' analysis in The Saturday Review of Literature (April 29, 1933) most closely 

attends to West's account Augustine's legacy to Christian theology. He expresses the 

general view that the subject is worthy of West's steel and singles out for special praise 

her insight into Augustine's profound despair, which demanded an idealist system that 

would regulate the world (559). The "propaganda chore" of West's biography, he writes, 

is "to demystify for a later age the authoritarian system that Augustine constructed out of 

his longing for intellectual certainty and emotional protection" (559). 

In an elaborate allegory, A Letter to a Grandfather presents a philosophy of 

history as tragedy whose operation is detectable in the response of successive ages to 

conditions of the time. In this Hogarth Letter Number Seven, a first-person narrator 

discovers in imagined scenes of the past an historical process whose dynamic has 

operated for centuries in her family. Situated in the uneasy present of the early 1930s, the 

writer of the letter, whose name is C.B., recalls to her grandfather's notice occasions from 
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the past seven hundred years during which members of their family, the Beauchamps, 

have been granted a vision of life as a unity. The subject of her letter is the generational 

effort of the English mind since the Middle Ages to register experience through 

imaginative and intellectual forms that constitute the English cultural inheritance: church 

architecture, painting, poetry, statecraft, and science. She has been brought up to regard 

her inheritance of a visionary faculty as a familial treasure, and her immediate purpose in 

this letter is to report to her grandfather, who presumably looks to her to carry on the 

inquiry that is enjoined upon her, that she has now had her "share of the vision that comes 

to each generation of our family" (West, A Letter to a Grandfather 6). Until the time of 

this writing, none of the Beauchamps has tried to commemorate his vision of the unity of 

experience in writing. She proposes that the vision she will describe in this letter will 

fulfill the obligation which has been passed down to her: "[I]t is time for our race to 

become articulate again" (33). 

A Letter to a Grandfather confirms the central argument of The Strange 

Necessitv. the claim that art—^not science—is the language of life. The Strange 

Necessity supports the truth of this claim through a reading of the aesthetic reflex as a 

response of the organism to pressures of the environment, according to which it is 

probably dedicated to the acquisition of knowledge necessary to the survival of the 

organism. In A Letter to a Grandfather, West brings this argument to bear upon her 

consideration of accomplishments of imagination and intellect among the English. The 

allegory of the Beauchamp family is the history of the English race in its island nation. 

The Beauchamps (the Norman name for the beautiful country, the fair fields that they 
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inhabit) glory in their sense of place. Sensitive men who long to know the conditions of 

their tenure in a hard world, they are impelled by a restless analytic spirit, figured in this 

essay as a dove, a figure for intellectual inquiry which "pillages the material life with its 

sharp, greedy beak of criticism" (12). C. B. surmises that there are sturdy foundations of 

thought in English culture whose depth and breadth no one suspects, hints and fragments 

of the whole of history, and she proposes to commemorate the partial contribution of the 

Beauchamps to the cultural wealth of all. Presumably, her progenitors knew that 

knowledge of the force of things was there to be confronted and that each generation had 

the duty to pursue it. As she understands it, knowledge of the force of things may be 

detected in moments of enlightenment that cannot be disregarded. 

The quest of the more exceptional among the Beauchamps has been to make a full 

copy of the meaning of things and the quality of the world. In the mid-thirteenth century, 

Philippe de Beauchamp followed the imperatives of the hereditary faculty by building 

Beauchamp Abbey, that most typical of English organizational structures. The Middle 

Ages in England were not only "a straitened and tense time, presenting catastrophic 

famines, wars, and plagues, but also a time of simple faith. Working in black stone, 

Philippe de Beauchamp recorded his knowledge of the quality of the whole in a tense and 

interesting pattern worked on the surface of infinity" (11). Although visible parts of the 

foundation reveal the layout of a once vast feudal community, nothing remains now of 

the original complex of buildings save a black tower, a chapel with a stone portal, and a 

broken arch. However, from the place emanate distinctive qualities of the original 

structure. Even the very air there is 
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grey and glassy with unfallen rain, as if it had been a solid medium which 

had always been there, and must still bear within itself the imprints of the 

vaults and arches by which Philippe de Beauchamp had tried to copy the 

harsh and solid and real architecture he had seen in the moment when the 

veil was rent. He had made too good a copy. [...] How I have longed to 

have that full copy, and raged at that remaining fragment for being so 

small a part of it, and worshipped it for the revelation it made of the 

quality of the whole! (10-11) 

At the height of the English Renaissance, Sir John Beauchamp commemorated his 

vision of the whole through a representation of plenitude in a set piece of the Creation in 

conventional aspect, a painting whose setting is Paradise peopled by the Father and Son 

attended by the Holy Spirit in the form of a dove, Our Lady, the archangels Gabriel and 

Michael, St. John the Baptist, Saints Peter and Paul, Mary Magdalene and Salome, a few 

martyr popes, and assorted confessors and cardinals. So inclusive was Sir John's 

cosmography that he wanted his painting to contain both noon sun and the full moon, the 

four seasons, and scenes of contemporary Bath and ancient Rome. 

Certain Beauchamps did not, however, commemorate their experience of the 

world through art. C. B. knows that much of the inheritance of beauty in England was 

destroyed during the bleakness of the Reformation. During that time of spoliation, she 

infers, the hereditary imperative of her family to register a vision of reality may have 

been quieted or diverted. The engagement of the family with conditions of their age 

resumed, however, during the century of Richard Beauchamp (c. 1670), who expressed 
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his vision of the truth through devotional poetry whose power to replicate the character of 

his age she likens to Milton's. His age was succeeded by the doubting century of 

philosophe Geoffrey Beauchamp, whose vision of the world was like that of the 

eighteenth-century skeptics, a vision such as that "which gave David Hume his 

inexhaustible sweetness, which organized into confident order Rousseau's vast hordes of 

ideas and routed the disorder and despair natural to his mind, which inspired Voltaire to 

those decades of interventions between oppressor and oppressed, liar and dupe" (26). 

To statesman Arthur Beauchamp there appeared his vision of the truth of things in 

early 1794 on the morning of the execution of Louis XVI in France, where he had been 

summoned by Robespierre. At the moment of execution, he looked not at the dying king 

but at the crowd, and from its sullen fascination with the public exercise of brute power, 

he derived the certainty that the dynamic force which impels the world resides in "the 

passions that are behind human thought and conduct" (29). Little is known of George 

Beauchamp,the son of Arthur, an unhappy boy at school with Byron at Harrow. His son, 

the earnest Victorian grandfather to whom C. B. addresses her letter, is supposed by her 

to have had his vision of the whole forty or fifty years earlier. However, his world is now 

moribund, and, in any case, his sense of the unity of experience cannot be fully 

interpreted by C. B. "because she does not know precisely what it was, in part because 

this scientist grandfather put it in a language, mathematics, which she does not 

understand, but in part too because there is not enough distance in time to give her 

perspective" (Deakin 90). With her own father, who is unnamed, she cannot even speak, 
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for he is too closely associated with the confusion and loss attending the Great War and 

presumably has reached no insight into the spirit that animates his age. 

In this work, which tropes periods of high historical significance and creative 

energy in English life in certain experiences in the lives of the fictional Beauchamp 

family. West surveys centuries of effort by artists and thinkers to understand the purport 

of their age and to create imaginative and intellectual resources for their people. From 

this allegory of the spirit of the ages in English history—from the Middle Ages, the 

Renaissance, the Reformation, the Restoration, and the Enlightenment through the early 

Romantic movement and Victorian skepticism and Edwardian doubt to the disruptive 

present of the 1930s—emerges C. B.'s sense of the preoccupation of the English with the 

vexed relationship of material reality and ideality identified by Augustine. It is West's 

notion that this most vigorously empirical and pragmatic of people, whose most 

conspicuous successes have been linked to these very qualities, desert at their peril their 

traditional regard for practical experimentation in the material world. 

In a final scene whose setting recalls Vanity Fair in Bunyan's Pilgrim's Progress 

(1678), the quintessential English allegorical work, C. B. meets her engulfing vision of 

the spirit of the age in a market street lined with the booths and tents and stalls of a 

village fair in the outskirts of Paris. It is a dark vision of the collective submission to 

authority "so comprehensively revelatory of the intrinsic properties of her time" that C. 

B. feels herself "chilled, her bowels writhing and her skin seeming to slide as if she were 

a snake about to cast it off (West, A Letter to a Grandfather 39). The scene is the 

platform of a merry-go-round on which stands a very tall Negro, no longer young. 
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dressed in evening clothes of faded red and wearing a top hat. He directs the obedient 

crowd to their seats in a "voice like the ghost of thunder" (40). Although it is of 

"immense importance to him that the merry-go-round be full, his eyes betray a lack of 

personal interest in the fairgoers" (40). When they have taken their places, he begins his 

performance, smiling derisively at his audience: 

Then he held out his cane straight in front of him. It became a rod of iron, 

compelling the will of the people who looked up at it. They could not 

move, they cried out asking him to take this image of necessity so that 

they could be free. But he held it rigid until the merry-go-round behind 

him had performed a certain number of revolutions. [. ..] Then he shot 

back his thumb over his shoulder, contorting his face in a leer, over and 

over again, in perfect time to the music, till one's own thumb began to 

twitch, one's own cheek muscles to contract. The crowd made twittering, 

giggling noises. [...] With the first finger and thumb of his left hand he 

described a circle, and into this circle shot the first finger of his right hand. 

His teeth shone, his rolling eyeballs exhibited the whites of his eyes; it was 

as if a gleaming bird, a dove, shot forth from his face and in its flight 

became his finger. Then a turn of wrists broke the pattern, and when it 

was nothing he made it again, all in time to music so that it happened in 

the muscles, in the blood, of those who watched him. Sometimes they 

said "Ahhh!" as if they saw a firework cleaving the sky, sometimes they 

laughed in irresistible nervous shame; but there was always a crowd. It 
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could not be doubted that this was a great sight to be seen, that one would 

find nothing better wherever one went in the fair. (40-41) 

Properties of the National Socialist seizure of the minds of the German populace 

of the early 1930s suffuse this curious scene: the position of the speaker under a carved 

dragon suspended from the ceiling; his singularity in a sea of undifferentiated humanity 

in black clothing; the insistent command of his voice and his contempt for his audience; 

his iron rod, emblematic of incipient violence and rigorous control; his jerky movements 

and repetitive mechanical salute in accompaniment to the music of a hurdy-gurdy; the 

apparent compulsion of the spectators to attend to the force of his intention. The merry-

go-round figures the cyclical movement of history, and the action of the attendant figures 

the fascist ascent to power in the period between wars in twentieth-century Europe. In 

this allegorical rendering of the eradication of the individual will and the triumph of the 

authoritarian will that characterize her time, C. B. believes, she fulfills her hereditary 

responsibility to make a truthful copy of the quality of her world. What she represents in 

this scene is the moment at which the dictator exercises his magician's craft, changing his 

carnival barker's cane into an iron rod and releasing from his hand a dove before the very 

eyes of a credulous crowd, which is avid to submit to authority. C. B.'s vision of the 

unifying experience of her age is a vision of a malignant entertainment that adroitly 

focuses the emotions of crowds and embeds persons in reassuring illusions of power 

adeptly contained. It is a powerfully prescient literary copy of an instant in time in which 

fascist power, in the person of a tired and vulgar man, insinuates itself into the mass 

mind, stripping it of its will.' 
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When West accepted the invitation to write for the Hogarth Letters series, she 

wrote to Virginia Woolf, describing her planned contribution as "a letter to a grandfather, 

from a woman whose family has the power of seeing visions and who has just seen what 

is this age's form of what would have in other ages been a vision of the Gadama or 

Christ" (Scott, Selected Letters 131). Plainly, she regarded the manipulation of the 

emotional power of vast masses of people such as that seen in European politics of her 

time as an historical event as definitive of its age as the rise of Buddhism or Christianity 

was for other ages. From this mass debilitation West drew the conclusion that Europe 

was "blindly slipping into a death frenzy that to her even then seemed inevitable. The 

Hitlers and Mussolinis would have their way because those who could stop them had 

neither the vision or the will to do so" (Deakin 92). 

However, there is another teaching in this allegorical moment. C. B. notices that 

his sceirlet evening suit hangs on the attendant of the merry-go-round, as if he were 

wasted by a long disease, and his eyes, blind with fatigue, reveal the impersonality of his 

participation in an inexorable historical process. On and on he entertains the crowd, 

jerking and leering and sharing his "jerks and leers with the flesh of his audience" (42-

43). His is an old, old occupation. In truth, she realizes, the brutal possibilities of fascist 

power have persisted throughout history in various forms. They are the correlates of the 

"permanent and general nature of things that is independent of the human will," and this 

terrible limitation is "the cross on which he and I and the events we took part in were 

crucified. We might stretch as far as we could to the right, to left, to the sky, to the 

ground, but we were bound to our place in this universe" (West, A Letter to a 
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Grandfather 42). In the Middle Ages, Philippe de Beauchamp's fatalism was embodied 

by a gaunt figure extended on a cross and expressed in "the kind of architecture, worked 

in blackish stone, that would have put into the mind the idea of a man stretched on a 

cross" (11). C. B. concludes that each age takes its fated position on the cross of 

existence, and the most recent manifestation of this reality is apparent in the fascist 

exercise of power in Europe of her time. 

Her allegorical survey of the last seven hundred years in English life reveals to C. 

B. little coherence in events: 

If it were there, the visions of her ancestors would not be the unique, 

unforeseen revelations they became. But she does try to find general 

patterns that suffice for a relation of this phenomenon to that, as when she 

restates Vico's theory of history as a series of gradually ascending cycles 

with their promise that if we discern their pattern we can improve this time 

over the previous cycle. (Deakin 91) 

As presented in A Letter to a Grandfather. Vico's theory alternates "phases of 

determinism and free will" that are realized in ages which "alternate constriction and 

stasis with opeimess and accomplishment" and whose "periods of transition are jarring 

and widely destructive" (91). The important thing is the accumulation of accurate 

knowledge of one's age and one's status in whatever historical pattern may be ascendant 

or descendant in one's time. In this endeavor, C. B. declares, it is literature that can give 

the most comprehensive summation of human experience in the world and the quality of 

the whole and bring humanity to a knowledge of reality. 
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West was outraged by the modernist enterprise in literature of her time, believing 

its vision of man's nature and his prospects to be fraudulent. For her, T. S. Eliot—^poet, 

dramatist, and critic who set the preoccupations and standards of literary modernism— 

was a charlatan, a careerist of superficial reading and suspect knowledge (Rollyson, A 

Life 342). Eliot's "recoil from the degeneracy [that he perceived in] modern life," West 

is persuaded, was a direct consequence of the paucity of his knowledge, of his "restricted 

field of reference" (23). Paucity of knowledge is a fatal deficiency, for in her view, 

"unless the artist builds a capacity—through learning—for universal reference, his work 

stales" (Wolfe 23). Forty years after the publication of A Letter to a Grandfather, she had 

not changed her mind. In a letter (1973) to Arthur Crook, then editor of the Times 

Literary Supplement, she reiterates her disdain for Eliot's recourse to an inexpertly 

understood past: 

I do care above all for reality. [...]! couldn't bear [Eliot] or his work. 

The dominant fact of his work was ambition, which is the enemy [of] 

reality—ambitious people don't wait to be classified by reality. The 

cultural England he made seems to me like [a] building [...] which looms 

against the sky and should be sheltering the homeless and shelters no one. 

(Scott, Selected Letters 440) 

In A Letter to a Grandfather. C. B. represents her vision of reality as an "heroic 

attempt to cover all, to know all, to feel all, although fixed to one point in the universe 

and thereby pinned to ignorance" (West, A Letter to a Grandfather 44). She recognizes 

that the more seemly "thing would have been for me to be like the clergyman's mournful 
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widow, muttering about my Waste Lands, moaning because it is Ash Wednesday, or to 

be a Romantic, melting and guttering with my own heat like a candle, or to be a 

simmering-pot of ethical activity" (43). In her vision of the splendor and the terror of 

reality, however, are no ruined towers or broken walls or dying fires. It is true, she says, 

that her generation has felt itself ruined, has believed that it lived in winter, but she does 

not deplore this reality, for "Now the trees are bare, now one can see the form of the 

land" (44). She sees with clarity that there is only one general phenomenon: the 

"disappointing history of man's struggle to improve himself (Deakin 93). This truth, 

which lies deep in the soil of ordinary experience, "has not been fully interpreted by 

science, by history, by philosophy" (Wolfe 23). For her, it is the unifying techniques of 

literature—comparison and allusion, analogy and metaphor—^that can supply "the mass 

and force of art which registers the immediacy of experience and can tighten man's grip 

on reality" (Wolfe 23). 
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' In The Strange Necessity (1928), West mentions a brigand-leader of Italy, a Promethean 

criminal who elicits the fascinated attention of the crowd because he enacts their 

suppressed desire for violence and arouses sexual excitement. However, when he fails to 

bring fire, the revenge of the people is brutal. Carabinieri put bullets in his head, and 

"birds wheel above him, contemplating descent to pick out his eyes" (175). In 1945, 

Mussolini's bullet-ridden body suspended head downward in the Piazza Loreto in Milan 

confirmed the accuracy of this imagined scene. 
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CHAPTER 6 POLITICAL AND CULTURAL HISTORY 

Black Lamb and Grey Falcon 

After her marriage in 1930, West traveled often to Germany with her husband, 

who saw to business and family concerns there, and the couple "gauge[d] the rise of 

fascism from their own experiences" (Scott, Selected Letters 127). In the early 1930s, 

her letters and journalism revealed a turn from literary reviewing to cultural and political 

analysis, and, as the decade neared its end, her reporting took up political anxieties and 

catastrophes of the time: factional strife in the Spanish Civil War, "the Italianization of 

Albania, a long series of accommodations to Hitler, and wartime conditions in Britain" 

(129). In 1936, she accepted an assignment from the British Council to lecture on 

European literature to university audiences and English-culture clubs in Yugoslavia and 

to report the tenor of political and social life in the Balkan Peninsula to a British 

readership. The British Council program—in part cultural propaganda effort and in part 

intelligence-gathering—sent intellectuals, scholars, and artists to the smaller European 

nations that might find themselves "torn between the conflicts of greater powers" (189). 

In a letter (1936) to a liaison officer of the council, West wrote of her first tour, "I found 

everywhere [...] a substantial residue [. . .] of the pro-English feeling that began in [the 

Great War]; and since the French influence is so rapidly fading there is an appetite for 

culture and liberalism which will be unsatisfied unless we take steps to fill it. It is a field 

worth cultivating" (162). 

During her first lecture tour, the Belgrade Press Bureau invited her to visit 

Macedonia as the guest of the Yugoslavian government and to broadcast in English for 
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the Belgrade radio upon her return to England, and the British Council asked her to 

accept the invitation. The Foreign Office assumed that Yugoslavia would be drawn into 

the coming struggle for hegemony in Europe between Germany and Austria on the one 

side and Britain and France on the other. By 1938, the year of her third tour, the region 

was awash in German intelligence agents and advance men for German manufacturing 

and industry, who were reconnoitering mines, oilfields, and transportation routes and 

scouting sources of cheap labor and likely sites for factories and railroads. 

West and her husband, who accompanied her on her second and third visits to the 

region, were acutely aware of the growing German presence in Yugoslavia, and both had 

a clear-eyed notion of the German drive to empire. Everj^where the anxious talk was of a 

prospective German invasion of the nation. On semi-official occasions, she met with 

municipal and provincial officials and major figures in the intelligentsia of the region. 

However, the greater portion of her tours of 1936, 1937, and 1938 was taken up with 

sightseeing and information-gathering visits in the countryside, for her primary interest 

lay in the peasant class, to whom "a century seems less than a decade elsewhere" (West, 

Black Lamb and Grev Falcon 987). 

From reports of her three journeys to Yugoslavia grew Black Lamb and Grev 

Falcon, a political memoir by a writer who was "supremely unintimidated by the sweep 

of history she set herself to master. As the premier literary journalist of her day—and the 

most handsomely paid—West was a famously quick study; [. . .] she proceeded with a 

sure hand" (Tillinghast 13). Early in her journey, West's Serbian guide in Sarajevo had 

warned. 
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'I wonder if you can understand how mighty hatred can be. I think you 

English do not, for you have long been so fortunate that nobody's else's 

hatred could touch you. [...] Conquest can swallow all. The Turks 

consumed Bosnia. The Austrians did what they could to consume that 

little which remained, but they then had weak mouths. But sometimes I 

fear lest some of their blood have grown strong jaws like the Turks.' 

(West, Black Lamb and Grey Falcon 444). 

His warning was not lost on her. By early 1941, Black Lamb and Grev Falcon 

reports, the British understood unequivocally that they stood alone and that "Hitler's 

intervention was to be expected soon" (1131). Like Shakespeare's history plays, which 

reach into antiquity to speak to political issues that preoccupied his time. West's lengthy 

report from Yugoslavia reaches into the tormented thousand-year history of the Balkans 

to speak to issues of the present in Europe. Fluellen's comparison of terrains in King 

Henry the Fifth, which West takes as her epigraph, economically states the parallel that 

Black Lamb and Grev Falcon elaborates: 

Fluellen: I think it is in Macedon where Alexander is pom. I tell you, 

captain, if you look in the maps of the 'orld, 1 warrant you sail find, in the 

comparisons between Macedon and Moimiouth, that the situations, look 

you, is both alike. There is a river in Macedon; and there is moreover a 

river at Monmouth: it is called Wye at Monmouth; but it is out of my 

prains what is the name of the other river; but 'tis all one, 'tis alike as my 

fingers is to my fingers, and there is salmons in both. 
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According to Montefiore, "The grim history of the Balkans should, [West] suggests, 

teach the English what happens to a conquered nation: Its citizens for centuries remain 

oppressed, overtaxed, imprisoned, barred from exercising control, and its past glories 

vanish into relics" fMen and Women Writers of the 1930s 194). In Black Lamb and 

Grev Falcon, foreseeing that the forces of disintegration and suppression released by 

Naziism against Eastern Europe will threaten Britain, she urges her countrymen to 

prepare for an heroic "defense that would attain Elizabethan greatness" (Rollyson, 

Literary Legacv 129). 

Black Lamb and Grev Falcon is organized into chapters named for the countries, 

roughly north to south, which West visited in 1936, 1937, and 1938 on successive British 

Council tours: Croatia, Dalmatia, Herzegovina, Bosnia, Serbia, Macedonia, Old Serbia 

(Kosovo), and Montenegro. This long work, which condenses the experiences of three 

extended tours into one account, registers the growing understanding of an 

Englishwoman that "the actions and reactions of history there had produced a formidable 

amount of politics. One could feel them operating below the surface, like a still in a 

basement" (West, Black Lamb and Grev Falcon 326). In a remote district of Macedonia 

called Ochrid, West observes a ruined fortress that has been rebuilt on a Roman 

foundation by generations of Byzantines and Normans and Turks (708). Like the fortress 

at Ochrid, she perceives, the history of the Balkans is a palimpsest of the political 

passions and armed clashes of the Slavs, a people seemingly bred to resistance. The 

region's enslavement by imperial Rome was succeeded in turn by intermittent warfare 

with Venice and Hungary, suppression by the Ottoman Turks, invasion and occupation 
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by Napoleon's armies, obtuse and corrupt rule by the Austro-Hungarian Empire, and 

subversion and plunder by Italy. At the time of West's visits to the region in the mid-

1930s, the prospect of a second Anglo-German war, into which Yugoslavia would be 

drawn, seemed inevitable. "The book's achievement is to turn the particular moment 

witnessed by the author into an elegiac monument to Mitteleuropa before 1940; and this 

means contextualizing it within an ever more bloody and distant past" (Montefiore, Men 

and Women Writers 3). 

For generations, she reports, defeat and bloodshed have defiled the life of the 

Slavs, and the historical evidence indicates that the human stock there is acclimated to the 

uncertain conditions that reality has offered. Assuming a first-person point of view. West 

narrates a history of the oppression of the Slavs of the Balkan peninsula which is 

grounded in geography, mediated in religious belief and reverence for martyred kings, 

registered in the ecclesiastical art of the region, defied in the art of the peasants, and 

preserved in the permanent subjection of women. In her account, the history of the Slavs 

is the history of their adaptation to the manifold coercions of empire. 

West's account of the Slavs contributes to a tradition of empiricist historical 

thought associated with social theorist Herbert Spencer and elaborated in the political 

geography and socialist thought of Elie and Elisee Reclus, who, as we have seen in an 

earlier chapter, were progressive thinkers of broad influence in the intellectual and 

political life of Europe of the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-centuries. In an essay 

entitled "The Social Organism," Spencer ascribed the origin of the "large facts in the 

structure of society" neither to the operation of miracle nor to legislation but to the play 
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of external forces upon the social body ffllustrations of Universal Progress 397). It 

appeared to him that this principle which operates in the evolution of biological species is 

present as well in the evolution of social bodies and political institutions; as the organism 

adapts to new conditions, some traits dwindle, and others are preserved, and a modified 

structural organization which engages the new conditions comes into being. Highly 

influential well into the twentieth century, the Spencerian view of cultural development 

informed inquiries by social scientists and literary historians of like mind. A materialist 

critique of social organization, it gives primacy to circumstances offered by geography 

and climate, natural resources, trade routes, economic base and nutrition, and records of 

migrations, epidemic, famine, and warfare which comprise certain of the conditions 

within which a people develop. Reflecting West's grounding in English empiricism, on 

every page of Black Lamb and Grev Falcon, "one finds [...] a wholesome sense of 

materiality" (Tillinghast 19). Against a background of large facts in the structures by 

which society organizes itself—in great measure beyond the control of tsar and sultan, 

cardinal and imam, merchant prince and peasant—she records in this work certain human 

responses to conditions of existence created and maintained by empire. 

In the Balkans of the late 1930s and early 1940s, political conditions were grim. 

By mid-1940, France had fallen to German forces within a scant six weeks, bringing the 

total of European nations occupied by the Nazis to nine. Once Europe was secured to 

German domination. Hitler's attention turned to the Balkans, the strategic interface of 

Central Europe and the Middle East, and "Ethnic groupings [there] were reordered in line 

with the Nazis' pseudo-racial categories. The Slavs were declared to be a racial group. 
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not just a linguistic one. They were rated as untermenschen, subhuman" (Davies 137). 

In early 1941, as she was finishing Black Lamb and Grey Falcon, the travel book that 

West had planned to write was given new direction by the German invasion of the 

Balkans and the Yugoslavs' resistance: "It [...] deepened into a vast meditation on the 

history, politics, geography, and ethnology of Eastern Europe, following [...] 'the dark 

waters' of the Second World War back to their distant source" (Fitzgerald 222). It 

seemed to her that the forces of history 

were felt more directly and personally [in Yugoslavia] than in other 

places. [In this work], West invokes a strong sense of historical 

determinism. [...] Her sense of a palpable history does not surprise, [. . .] 

given that the Balkans were once again caught at the crossroads of history: 

even while the various parts of the newly formed Yugoslav nation were 

trying to coalesce during the 1930s, Nazi Germany to the north and Italy 

to the west posed military threats [...]. The particular constellation of 

European power politics at that time, together with the region's long and 

painful history of imperial occupation and division, lent Yugoslavia 

virtually the significance of a symbol—a symbol for the wrongs of 

imperialism, but also an emblem of resistance and nationalism. 

(Schweizer, Radicals on the Road 82-83) 

In Black Lamb and Grev Falcon, it is West's notion that the geography of the 

Balkans has been the formal cause in the constellation of effects which is the history of 

the Slavs. The long coastline on the western side of the Balkan peninsula extends far into 
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the Mediterranean, its shores vulnerable to Italy across the Adriatic to the west. In its 

northern and eastern regions, the Balkan landmass is a part of Central Europe, easily 

reachable by Austria, Hungary, and Bulgaria to the north and northeast and overland 

from the east by Turkey. In general, depredation from the west has taken the form of 

commercial harrying and religious militancy; from the east, however, has come the 

ruthless slaughter that attends the clash of civilizations. Its location between the 

competing powers of Central Europe and the Middle East repeatedly made the Balkan 

peninsula the unfortunate arena of great regional conflicts; for hundreds of years, the 

Balkan peninsula was seen as a wild peripheral area by both Christendom and Islam. 

"[F]or more than a millermium—from the seventh century until at least the end of the 

seventeenth—[the worlds of Christianity and Islam] were locked in a complex struggle 

for territory and minds in Europe" (Mazower xxxi). Again and again, the people of the 

Balkans absorbed the shock of this warfare of annihilation. Again and again, the Turks 

attacked, triumphant in 1389 in the Battle of Kosovo, stopped at the gates of Vienna in 

1683, pushed back in 1815 by Serbia, and at last driven out in 1889. 

Central to West's thinking in this work is the thesis that the long servitude of the 

Slavs to the Ottoman Empire gave fledgling European states a protracted interval of 

peace during which the institutions that define western civilization—^religious, political, 

social, economic—took form. From 1389, when the Serbian Tsar Lazar was defeated by 

the Turks at the Field of Blackbirds in Kosovo (Old Serbia), to 1815, when Serbia threw 

off Turkish captivity, the Balkan states acted as Europe's buffer zone in its struggles 

against tides of alien destroyers. Time after time, she observes, the Slavs have been 
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called upon to mount an heroic defense against invasions from the east. While Europe 

enjoyed a long respite from warfare at its southeastern margins, Islamic rule blighted the 

Balkan peninsula; the Slavs alone bore the yoke of Ottoman servitude, and civic and 

commercial institutions of Slavic life "crystallized in conditions of the fourteenth 

century" (West, Black Lamb and Grey Falcon 955). In Dalmatia's payment of tribute to 

the Turks, for instance, 

the people gave the bread out of their mouths to save us of Western 

Europe from Islam [...]. I had only to shut my eyes to smell the dust, the 

lethargy, the rage and hopelessness of a Macedonian town, once a glory to 

Europe, that had too long been Turkish. The West has done much that is 

ill; it is vulgar and superficial and economically sadist; but it has not 

known that death in life which was suffered by the Christian provinces 

under the Ottoman Empire. From this the people of Rab had saved me: I 

should say, are saving me. (137) 

After the Serbs checked the Ottoman incursion in 1815, the region was claimed 

by the Austro-Hungarian Empire and nominally brought within the sphere of its 

aggressive Catholic orthodoxy, and Vienna administered it as a police state for one 

hundred years. Hungary and Austria were "greedy for it. Behind [them] lay Russia, 

greedy for it. Both wanted to snatch the Balkans from the hands of the dying Ottoman 

Empire" (469). Separated from the European cultural sphere and kept ignorant of 

empirical science and Enlightenment ideas concerning democratic political life, the 

region was incalculably damaged by the repressions of Habsburg totalitarianism. The 



278 

collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire after the Great War did not bring peace, for the 

several countries of the Balkan peninsula warred against one another. Intervals of peace 

there have been rare, and the region was partitioned several times in the twentieth 

century. 

After the Great War, the immediate threat to a unified Yugoslavian state was 

subversion by Italy: "The essence of Mussolini's Balkan policy was the encirclement 

and disruption of Yugoslavia. His final object being Italian domination of the whole 

Mediterranean, he had first to dominate the Adriatic, and this required the destruction of 

Yugoslavia, which, though not a great power, was a state strong enough to be a nuisance 

to Italy" (Smogorzewski 918). By 1937, the year of West's second lecture tour in 

Yugoslavia, the German intention toward the region had displaced the Italian drive to 

conquest: "German policy was not to disrupt Yugoslavia but to keep it whole and to 

make this largest of the Balkan states a dependency of Germany" (919). However, Slavic 

provincial leaders balked, thwarting Hitler's attempt to make the region an instrument of 

German foreign policy, and, in 1940, Germany invaded Yugoslavia from Hungary, 

Bulgaria, and Romania. With desperate resolve, the Slavs defied Hitler, retarding for a 

time his conquest of the peninsula, delaying his advance through Greece, and forcing him 

to postpone an attack against Russia through Turkey. In a matter of months, however, cut 

to pieces by the vastly superior German armaments and airpower, the Yugoslav army 

retreated through the mountains into Greece and scattered throughout Mediterranean 

capitals, and the bloody suppression of the Balkans by the Ustashe, the Croatian hirelings 

of the Axis powers, began. As West was writing the epilogue to Black Lamb and Grev 
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Falcon, the Yugoslavian state had been sundered; Peter, King of the Yugoslavs, lived in 

exile, and the nation's "hearths were defiled by swine" (West, Black Lamb and Grev 

Falcon 1149). 

The peculiar topography of the region as well as its geographic location at the 

fault line between two great civilizations has exerted a formative influence in the 

development of the Slavs. The northern Dalmatian coast, for example, impresses upon 

West a dreariness 

so extreme that it astounds like luxuriance; it gluts the mind with excess of 

deprivation. The hills are naked. That exclusion of everything but rock 

that we English see only in a quarry face is here general. It is the 

landscape. Tracks lead over this naked rock, but it is hard to believe that 

they lead anywhere; it seems probable that they are traced by desperate 

men fleeing from barrenness, and doomed to die in barrenness. And 

indeed these bald hills mean a great deal of desperation. The rainfall 

sweeps down their slopes in torrents and carries away the soil instead of 

seeping into it and fertilizing it. [...] So, for all the Yugoslavian 

government can do, the mainland and the islands gleam like monstrous 

worked flints. (115-116) 

In the hard weather of the coastal districts and on bare hills that West likens to 

picked bones, the Slavs have struggled to live, and every town that is perched on steeply 

terraced land makes a statement of its enormous effort to survive and to sustain 

communal life in such a place. The mountain wildernesses at the interior of the Balkan 
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peninsula, with their tall rock faces and deep gorges, are windswept, notoriously 

impassable, and barely habitable. Although there exist old growth forests, and chains of 

springs, waterfalls, lakes, and rivers of great beauty, in long stretches of the peninsula the 

bald hills are vulnerable to summer drought and the salt hurricanes of winter (133). On 

olive terraces, the wind has twisted the trees to the shape of corkscrews, and the faces of 

the peasants who struggle to grow crops there are "contracted with the greatest effort 

conceivable" (133). Few geographic resources shelter and support settlement, and the 

inhabitants' lives are bent to difficult conditions offered by the environment. The 

topography of western Montenegro near the Adriatic, which bears traces of geotechtonic 

violence of long ago, speaks to this point; 

There one sees often enough trees growing askew from the interstices of a 

hillside paved with rocky slabs, but here it is as if a volcanic eruption had 

been arrested [...]. The hillside bulges outwards, and slabs and trees jut 

out at frantic angles to a surface itself at a frantic angle. The inhabitants of 

such a fractured and anfractuous landscape are obliged to alter some of the 

activities that might be thought to be unalterably the same the world over. 

(1024) 

In this land of extremes, "subtleties seem doomed" (1008). 

On a visit to Sveti Naum (Serbian for "Saint John"), a monastery high in 

Macedonia overlooking hundreds of small springs and the vast Lake Prespa, West again 

speculates that the exigencies of physical environment exercise a shaping influence on 

the character of people and of nations. The singular scene at this remote site—^the circle 
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of mountains in which lies the great lake ringed by dark trees—speaks to the "bodily life 

which man shares with animals and the life of the mind" (747). Following a determinist 

vein of thought pursued by social thinkers and historians from Montesquieu in the 

eighteenth century to Herbert Spencer and the Reclus brothers in the nineteenth century, 

West is persuaded that environment presents its own argument in the development of 

attributes of character and national type: 

The existence of such places is [a] determining factor of history [...]. The 

shape of the earth around them, the mountains that uphold them or the 

plains that leave them open to their enemies, the rivers and seas or 

barrermess about them, recommend certain philosophies. These are never 

stated, but the people live or die by them. [...] The proof lives in the 

power of these places to imprint the same stamp on whatever inhabitants 

history brings them. Whatever blood finds itself in Constantinople feels 

an obligation to cultivate an immensely elaborate magnificence under the 

weight of which it grows fatigued and slatternly; whatever faith finds itself 

in Rome becomes gluttonous of universal dominion; whether imperialism 

or communism is in Moscow it sits behind locked doors and balks at 

shadows. (746) 

In the Balkan territories. West argues, the "thread of civilization is insecurely 

woven into history," and this uneasy knowledge informs the peasant's experience of 

religion (710). The Slavs' understanding of their own history "strongly invokes the 

'grand narrative' of Christianity, [the suffering of their people] mapped onto Christ's" 
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(Montefiore, Men and Women Writers 194). In an old monastery in Macedonia, West 

encounters in a fresco the expectation of suffering that informs the Orthodox account of 

the human prospect in the world. The fresco depicts the washing of 

the infant Christ [...] by a woman who is a fury. [.. .] The fingers 

number every nerve of the infant Christ [...]; that is spoken of by the 

tense, tough muscles of her arms, the compulsive fingers, terrible, seen 

through the waters of the bath as marine tentacles. She is catching his 

shrieks in cups of gold [...]. She is binding iron around his head, she is 

piercing both his hands and feet; she is cutting his heart out at his side, 

because she is naming him in her mind the Christ, to whom these things 

are to happen. (West, Black Lamb and Grev Falcon 690) 

West supposes that out of the grimness of the peasant's surroundings and his long 

engagement with a material reality that pushes human endurance to its limits has emerged 

"the peculiar quality of Eastern Christianity, that is dark and not light" (712). In 1253, 

after the removal of the papacy for a period to Constantinople, a version of the Christian 

experience that gave coherence to the dark, isolated, and often painful lives of the 

peasants developed in communities of Orthodox believers. In the Orthodox version of 

human experience, she perceives, is evoked the relentless operation of necessity. There is 

no pretense here that experience is pleasant or that the material body does not suffer and 

die or that one is safe in the world; rather, the Orthodox account of the human prospect 

acknowledges that uncertainty and pain and hatred and brute force pervade the 

experience of the individual. West observes an inward-looking, self-protective element 
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in the architecture of Serbian Orthodox churches, fortress-like buildings whose defensive 

form follows experience. In the Serbo-Croatian fashion, they "crouch low in the earth; 

[they are] outbuildings for housing something here people live, something that needs to 

be kept in the dark. [...] Shadow is [...] a sensible prescription for good magic, and 

Christianity as a religion of darkness has its advantages over our Western conception of 

Christianity as a religion of light" (710). 

Perhaps, she speculates, in adaptation to the experience presented to them, the 

peasants of the Balkans have come to realize "what people in the West usually do not 

know: that the state of mind suitable for conducting the practical affairs of daily life is 

not suitable for discovering the ultimate meaning of life" (713). In the West, the Mass 

emphasizes text and spectacle and is conducted in churches suffused with the light of 

candelabras and stained-glass; here, in the squat churches of the Eastern Church whose 

foundations are sunk deep into the ground, the peasants hear Mass that repeats 

simplicities, the basic formulas by which the divine is invoked, in dark, cavelike rooms 

which are entered by low doors. In the Church of Sveti Kliment (Saint Clement) in 

Macedonia, proceeding through a series of buildings leading to successively smaller 

antechambers of increasing darkness. West reaches the smallest room, the darkest of all, 

which is the church proper, "a black pit where men could stand close-pressed and 

chanting, falling into trance, rising into ecstasy" (711). 

Observing the funerary ornaments in the mausoleum of Diocletian, a pagan 

edifice rebuilt as a Catholic cathedral in the eighth century. West comments, "One can 

look at nothing in Dalmatia, not even a Flagellation of Christ, without being driven back 
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to the struggle of Slav nationalism" (155). In her account, the idealism and imagination 

of the Slavs are expressed most lastingly in their reverence for kings and kingliness. 

Although they have never had a Peter the Great to promote a bellicose expansionism or a 

Frederick the Great to unify duchies and principalities and consolidate power, kings 

aplenty they have had—noble, doomed men who sought to form the Slavs into a separate 

kingdom and whose political martyrdom entered mythic accounts of their national 

history. For the Slavs, the sovereign force concentrated in the figure of the king testifies 

to their strongest wish—^that "the people and the state want to live" (1145). For them, the 

majesty that attends his presence makes "visible [.. .] the life of their people" (1143). 

Yet in the history of the Slavs, life is punctuated by the slaughter of kings, and violence 

lies over all: "Yugoslavia is always telling me about one death or another (917). 

Because the story of their kings is the story of murdered kings. West infers, the story of 

the Slavs is the expectation of defeat. 

Of the long line of Slav kings, none has been more alive in the imagination and 

remembrance of the Slavs than the Tsar Lazar, whose mummified body reposes in the 

Vrdnik monastery in Kosovo. The beloved national poem of the Serbs concerns this 

warrior prince who willed his own annihilation and his armies' and lost the medieval 

Serb kingdom to the Turks in the Battle of Kosovo in 1389. The grey falcon of this 

poem, and of West's title, is the prophet Elijah, who flies from Jerusalem to the Field of 

Blackbirds in Kosovo Plain, where the Serbs and Bosnians are massed against the Turks. 

Before the battle whose loss placed the Slavs under the yoke of the invaders, Elijah asks, 

'Tsar Lazar, of honorable stock. 
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Of what kind will you have your kingdom? 

Do you want a heavenly kingdom? 

Do you want an earthly kingdom? 

If you want an earthly kingdom, 

Saddle your horses, tighten your horses' girths. 

Gird on your swords. 

Then put an end to the Turkish attacks! 

And drive out every Turkish soldier. 

But if you want a heavenly kingdom, 

Build you a church on Kossovo; 

Build it not with a floor of marble 

But lay down silk and scarlet on the ground, 

Give the Eucharist and battle orders to your soldiers, 

For all your soldiers shall be destroyed, 

And you, prince, you shall be destroyed with them.' (910) 

Reasoning that an earthly kingdom is perishable but that a heavenly kingdom lasts 

forever, the tsar chooses the heavenly kingdom, summons the Serbian Patriarch and 

twelve bishops to the scene, and calls for his men to be served the Eucharist and given 

their battle orders. Within the hour, the Turks attack and overwhelm him and his seven 

and seventy thousand soldiers. At the end, the poem consecrates the tsar's sacrifice of his 

men; "All was holy, all was honourable, / And the goodness of God was fulfilled" (911). 
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This disaster "entered into national folklore as a tragedy with parallels to the Crucifixion" 

(Tillinghast 19). 

When rulers of the Slavs have been assassinated, always the popular imagination 

has looked back to the defeat of Tsar Lazar in 1389. Omitting the kings who were 

strangled, burned alive, and beheaded in wars with the Turks, the record of royal 

assassinations in the Balkans is so grim as to suggest that a malign historical impetus has 

attended the fate of kings there. In 1868, Prince Michael of Serbia, who had earned the 

disfavor of the Austrian court, was murdered in a park by Austrian conspirators. In 

1898, the Empress Elizabeth of Austria, wife of Franz Josef, was killed in Geneva by an 

Italian named Luccheni, who drove a stiletto through her heart. West imagines Luccheni 

as the human leavings of the disintegrating Austro-Hungarian Empire, the exemplar of 

the misgoverned urban masses of the Central European territories administered by the 

Austrian civil services and army. As it happens, she argues, he lacked the vocabulary to 

express his disaffection, which was 

the most real distress of our age. [. ..] He belonged to an urban population 

for which the existing forms of government made no provision, which 

wandered often workless and always traditionless, without power to 

control its destiny. It was indeed most appropriate that he should register 

his discontent by killing Elizabeth, for Vienna is the archetype of the great 

city which breeds such a population. Its luxury was financed by an 

exploited peasant class bled [.. .] white. [. . .] It was the essence of his 

case against society that it had left him unfit to offer suggestions, unable to 
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form thoughts or design actions other than the crudest and most violent. 

(West, Black Lamb and Grey Falcon 9) 

In 1903, officers from the opposition party of the Karageorge family, for two 

hundred years the rivals of the Obrenovitches for power in the region, killed Alexander 

Obrenovitch, King of Serbia, and his queen, Draga, in the palace at Belgrade. The king 

was stabbed repeatedly, shot, and mutilated, and he and the queen were thrown naked 

from a balcony into the courtyard below. With them fell the political hopes of the nation 

for wholeness, and the country was plunged into disorder. In 1914, the Archduke Franz 

Ferdinand, heir to the Imperial Crown of Austria, and his wife were assassinated in 

Sarejevo, where he had traveled in order to supervise maneuvers on the Serbian-Bosnian 

border. He had insisted on visiting the nation on June 28, the anniversary of the Battle of 

Kosovo in 1389, rashly ignoring warnings against reminding the Serbs by his presence 

"that some of their people were still enslaved by a foreign power" (13). When Gavril 

Princip, a Bosnian Serb deeply resentful of Austrian misrule, shot Franz Ferdinand and 

his wife, Austrian court officials used this "entirely predictable assassination as a pretext 

to declare war on Serbia. Other powers took sides and the Great War started" (13). 

The frantic scene of the assassination of Alexander of Yugoslavia, King of the 

Serbs, in Marseille in 1934 was captured in a news film whose sequence of events West 

viewed over and over. In her account, the murder of Alexander by an agent of Mussolini 

had its roots deep in history: 

The kind of urban population which Mussolini and Hitler represented had 

been drawn away from the countryside to work on the production and 
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distribution of machinery and manufactured goods; and this mechanical 

effort had given us the aeroplane. It was the dictators' perfect tool. For 

by raining bombs on the great cities, it could gratify the desire of the mass 

to murder the mass; and by that same act it would destroy the political and 

economic centres of ancient states with pasts that told a long continuous 

story, and thus make an assault on mind, tradition, and what makes the 

settled hearth. (1114) 

Among the Slavs, West supposes, Alexander had the political stature of a Roosevelt, a 

George V, a Lenin; he was "the Balkan spirit incarnate" (MacKay 181). He had not 

forgotten the dreadful history of his predecessors, West reports, and had always been 

mindful that he might assassinated. In the newsreel, she detects in his movements 

the jerky quickness which comes of long vigilance. It was natural. He 

had been a soldier from boyhood and since the Great War he had 

perpetually been threatened [...] with death [...] by assassination at the 

hands of Croats or Macedonians who wanted independence instead of 

union with Serbia. But it is not fear that is his preoccupation. That, 

certainly, is Yugoslavia. He has the look of one of those men who claim 

that they rule by divine right. (West, Black Lamb and Grev Falcon 15-16) 

These assassinations—five in sixty-six years and three in the first one-third of the 

twentieth century—discouraged the development of a national sense among the Slavs and 

retarded political vinification of the Balkan territories. Time after time, when the Slavs 

have tried to put together a kingdom, it has fallen to pieces, like the borders of the Balkan 
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countries, with the death of their ruler. Yet they have never abandoned their devotion to 

the figure of the king—^prodigiously strong, a tireless fighter—^whose loss is emblematic 

of their disappointed efforts to form an autonomous state. A few years after the 

assassination of King Alexander, West reports the appearance of pictures of the murdered 

king and his heir, the boy King Peter, in public places in Yugoslavia—even in Croatia, 

which has traditionally looked not to the Balkan peninsula for its leadership but to 

Austria and Germany. "[These pictures] are sold [...] where there lingers the medieval 

conception of the king as a priest of the people; they have nearly the status of holy 

pictures" (392). 

If the political experience and religious vision of the Slavs are dark, their art has 

not necessarily been so; in it, West writes, resides their sense of the common good and of 

the continuity of the national life. When the region has been free to direct its own affairs, 

as during the two-hundred-year rule of the medieval Serbian Empire by the Nemanya 

dynasty, its art shows "an astonishing degree of plenty [.. .] and an intense experience of 

luxury" (984). Frescoes and church furnishings of superior quality from the time of 

Stephen Dushan, fourteenth-century Nemanyan ruler of the Slavs, speak to the 

connection between political well-being and art that freely expresses the nature of its 

creators. Royal portraits of the reign of Stephen Dushan's family, for example, are 

"radiant with a Tudor positiveness [and bear] witness to the resemblance between his 

reign and the Elizabethan age. In each there was a coincidence between national 

expansion and a flowering of creative art. The flesh and spirit waxed in a common 

beauty" (984). In addition to their superior ecclesiastical art and furnishings, evidence of 
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the great artistic power of the Slavs is preserved in beautiful gold work and enamels from 

medieval Serbia, robes of state, armaments, and some sculpture. 

Among the peasants, West discovers, a literary sensibility has been kept alive, 

partly through the efforts of the Orthodox Church, "which very properly never ceased to 

remind them that they had once formed a free and Christian state, and also by the national 

ballads" (519). When the artistic impulse of the Slavs has been suppressed by the social 

disorganization that attends constant warfare and by the hostility of Islam to 

representational art, it has found an outlet in national ballads: "[T]he full force of the 

artistic genius of the nation, denied all other outlet, poured into this medium; and [. ..] 

the nationalist and liberal ideas popularized by the French Revolution found their perfect 

expression ready-made in the laments of this enslaved people" (519). In the villages of 

the remoter districts of Macedonia, West discovers an authentic art form—^the 

embroideries worked by the women—^whose originality and beauty she connects to the 

social conditions there: 

It is an odd circumstance that the disadvantageous political conditions of 

the Balkans produced an indubitable social benefit in keeping the villages 

large and compact. [Fearing] raids by the Tvirkish troops, [the farmers] 

built houses side by side [...]; so the most discouraging features of 

agricultural life, as we know them in England and America, the loneliness 

of the women and the development of eccentricities due to isolation, are 

not present in the Balkans. (673) 
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For West, the traditional dress of the peasant reveals "the most beautiful designs 

being invented in any part of the world today, masterpieces of abstract art" (673). The 

women of Macedonian villages, as it happens, have developed a rich indigenous art in the 

working of their needles on "the coarse Macedonian linen which is said to be so thick that 

worms cannot gnaw through a shroud of it" (673). In Bitolj, the ancient Turkish capital 

of Macedonia, West encounters dresses in the standard Slav pattern, nearly all of them 

serious works of art. [...] The themes of peasant art are so profound and 

its technique so intricate that [they require] a deliberation hardly to be 

found elsewhere than in peasant life or in the sphere of scholarly and 

dedicated people. [...] Judgments about life [. . .] lie behind most of 

these embroideries. [The women of this town have] the time to practice 

the stitches and discover the principles of form and colour which make 

them strike the eye with the unity of flowers. (783) 

All the decorative needlework that West observes in these dresses has a meaning; their 

borders of suns and trees and stars and birds and flowers maintain a fidelity to the 

majesty of nature which is uncorrupted by superfluous commercial motives. From her 

appreciation of embroidery of this kind, which is done throughout Eastern Europe from 

the Black Sea to the Baltic, West concludes "that peasants, more than any other class in 

the modern community, persistently produce and appreciate art which is simply the 

presentation of pleasing forms" (784). The tradition of native art engendered among the 

peasants, however, flourishes only if the people are not enervated by taxes and 

confiscation of property and impressment—all the coercions of empire—but live 
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sufficiently free that their self-expression may answer to the conditions of their lives, "the 

warmth of [their] fires" (784). 

For West, the history of the Slavs is, finally, the record of the relentless operation 

of environmental forces and a thousand-year adaptation to the shocking adversity of 

imperial domination. Her great theme in Black Lamb and Grey Falcon is the corrupting 

influence of empire on whatever cultural vigor and wealth a conquered people may 

possess as their native endowment. As an infection or injury or environmental stress 

impairs normal physiological function in an organism, West reasons, so empire damages 

the natural development of a people toward a robust self-sufficiency and healthy 

reproduction and deforms and enervates their economic, religious, and political 

institutions. Whatever genetic fatality may inhere in the development of a people, the 

special tragedy of the Slav communities, she supposes, lies in the conditions imposed by 

empire. On a visit near the Plain of Kosovo, where the Tsar Lazar virtually gave up his 

kingdom to the Ottoman Turks in 1389, West remarks the wan, listless children standing 

about whom she supposes to be descendants of the conquered people. In their fragile 

bodies and "blindish eyes," she sees an enfeeblement that she supposes to be general in 

the population and generalizable to a long-standing political debility in the region: 

'But they are not like human beings at all,' I said, 'they are to human 

beings what a ship inside a glass bottle is to a real boat.' I saw before me 

what an empire which spreads beyond its legitimate boundaries must do to 

its subjects. It cannot spread its own life over the conquered areas, for life 

cannot travel too far from its source, and it blights the life that is native to 
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those parts. Therefore it imprisons all its subjects in a stale conservatism, 

in a seedy gentility that celebrates past achievements over and over again. 

It could be seen what these people had been. With better bones, with more 

flesh, with unatrophied wills, they would have been Turks as they were in 

the great days of the past, or as they are in the Ataturk's Turkey, robust 

and gracious. But there they were sweet-sour phantoms, human wine 

gone to vinegar. (903) 

The wearing down of the economic and political vitality of the Slavs by the 

Ottoman Empire has had catastrophic consequences for the status of women in the 

region. Schweizer points out that "West regarded national liberation as a precondition for 

the improvement of women's rights. [...] She saw little hope in improving the fate of 

women while their societies were still groaning under the imperial yoke" (Rebecca West: 

Heroism. Rebellion, and the Female Epic 89). The women whose native arts in 

needlework and colorful peasant costumes West admires live a life of wretched servitude. 

In Macedonia and Montenegro, nations where cultural legacies of the Ottoman Turks 

have persisted the longest. West is outraged to observe women used as dray horses, 

plowing fields and hauling goods, while their husbands watch in fastidious idleness, and 

she feels the "full horror of the subjection of women as it is actually practised and not 

merely dreamed about in a voluptuous reverie; a plundering, a mutilation, an insult to the 

womb and life, an invocation to mud and death" (West, Black Lamb and Grev Falcon 

945). In her account, the subjugation of the peasant women of the peninsula's interior 

derives directly from the "misogynist cultural prescription [of the Moslems] which 
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sharply differentiates [...] social roles along the gender divide" (Lesinska 158). Once 

kept in harems and given in polygamous marriage, now barred from access to the public 

sphere of the life of their time, confined even in their oppressive clothing, the women of 

the Balkan peninsula "repeat custom and tradition which sanction [unequal] power 

distribution in a community" (158). The preservation of the veil in particular confirms the 

permanence of the seizure of women's autonomy and "transmits ossified cultural values 

over otherwise rapidly changing centuries" (148). In the costumes which hide their faces. 

West perceives the manifestation of a terrifying hatred of women and an irrational desire 

to subdue them: 

The veil perpetuates and renews a moment when man, being in league 

with death, like all creatures that must die, hated his kind for living and 

transmitting life, and hated woman more than himself, because she is the 

instrument of birth, and put his hand to the floor to find filth and plastered 

it on her face to affront the breath of life in her nostrils. (West, Black 

Lamb and Grey Falcon 292) 

For West, empire is the self-gratification, organized on a mass scale, of the "male 

drive to mastery" through contest; it is the historical expression of "unrestricted 

masculinism," won by rapacity and held by coercion (Schweizer, Heroism. Rebellion, 

and the Female Epic 89). Schweizer points out that although West's "approach to history 

often followed the traditional focus on great deeds by great men, she did not commit 

Gibbon's error of suppressing the 'substance' of history. Instead, she [...] delved deep 

into the private dimension of history and inquired into the way women were both subjects 



295 

and objects of the historical process" (93). These two perspectives are, Schweizer says, 

evident in Black Lamb and Grev Falcon. Considering women as subjects of the historical 

process, West writes, "It has always interested me to know what happens after the great 

moments in history to the women associated by natural ties to the actors. [...] These are 

the things that are never told" (Black Lamb and Grev Falcon 418). In the unrecorded 

experience of a peasant woman of Macedonia, she supposes, may be seen the private 

consequences of war and conquest—^poverty, forced labor, social anonymity, political 

nullity—but she detects in her as well a persistent strength of a sort that is as worthy as 

masculine triumphs of physical strength; 

This woman had suffered more than most other human beings. [...] She 

had had far less of anything, of personal possessions, of security, of care in 

childbirth, than any Western woman can imagine. But she had two 

possessions which any Western woman might envy. She had strength, the 

terrible stony strength of Macedonia; she was begotten and born of stocks 

who could mock all bullets save those which went through the heart. 

(637-638) 

In this ambitious political writing, West attributes the violence of Yugoslavian 

history to the male predilection for pain, destruction, and indifference to the fate of others 

and tropes the Slavs as the woman in the long Ottoman suppression of the region. It is 

her notion that the Slavs functioned as a barrier that stopped the Ottoman drive into 

Europe and preserved the institutions of western civilization: 
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In fact, West repeatedly invokes gender relations as an [. ..] allegory for 

the morbid operations that motivate international politics. Although 

feminist critics often object to West's essentialist take on gender roles, it is 

undeniable that universal suffrage and female emancipations had been top 

priorities on West's political agenda ever since she first made a name for 

herself as a polemic writer in the socialist paper The Clarion and in the 

feminist periodical The Freewoman. (Schweizer, Heroism, Rebellion, and 

the Female Epic 87) 

In her gendered reading of historical process, he argues, West understands the imperial 

drive as the expression of "unrestricted masculinism," and she exhorts women to resist 

"the masculinist frenzy" in private life, in the civic sphere, and in the imperialist domain 

"by developing their artistic, philosophical, political, and economic potentials to the 

fullest possible extent" (89). 

In an eighty-page epilogue to Black Lamb and Grev Falcon which could stand 

alone as a monograph on the defects of empire. West elaborates her conviction that the 

history of the Slavs is a history of depletion. Unable to direct the use of their native 

powers in the interests of their survival, she argues, the Slavs have "been brought up to 

regard as normal a state where different races grew up in conditions decided by a distant 

ruler. To them the idea of a country being directly governed by its inhabitants is [...] 

abnormal " (1001). She conceives of the Balkan peninsula as a coffin, one side of which 

is Dalmatia: "Within lies Illyria, a great kingdom which was slain by the Roman Empire 

in the name of a civilizing mission" (1093). Thwarted for centuries in their drive to unify 
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their people into a polity that would express their nature, she reports, the Slavs have 

suffered depredation and suppression on an epic scale, and what the region now has to 

offer its young is a succession of slaughtered kings and a past characterized by defeat: 

"West endorses this narrative, arguing that the poverty, division, and misery which 

remain the curse of Yugoslav existence are the result of subjection either to the Turkish 

Empire or to the Christian empires which opposed it" (Montefiore, Men and Women 

Writers 193-194). 

Every degraded standard of cultural development observable in the life of the 

Slavs she lays at the feet of the imperialist idea. In their religious life, no providential 

vision compensates for the hardship of their existence; in their political life, no 

triumphalist vision sustains them. Their defeats in war and the ruthless appropriation of 

their land. West argues, have left them with a backward economic life and political 

institutions that, compared to the evolving forms of democracy in Europe, are frail; a 

Christianity that tolerates brutish magical practices; and art that retains native vitality but 

which is relatively unknown to the world. 

Sequestration of the Balkan territories from knowledge of scientific thought and 

suppression of national independence movements there by the Ottoman Empire and its 

successor, the Austro-Hungarian Empire, cut the Slavs off "from enlightenment by that 

French culture which has the advantage over all others of having begun earlier, branching 

straight from the Roman stem, and having developed most continuously (West, Black 

Lamb and Grev Falcon 1088). Estranged from the developing economic practices of 

Europe for nearly a thousand years, "the Southern Slavs [were] reared to civilization by 
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Russia! The Old Russia was not even a true empire, she was not even a modem state, she 

was rather a symbol of immense spiritual value but of little material efficacy" (1096). 

The development of economic institutions which European nations take to be the 

instruments of civilized life—stable monetary policies, land reform, directed 

industrialization, trades union movements, trade federations—has stalled in Slav 

territories. Political power in the region remained in the hands of kings and generals and 

the occasional churchman, singular men whose lonely and insecure tenure often ended in 

assassination or revolution. The Roman political inheritance of republican goverimient 

managed by a representative body that might have been claimed by the Slavs was not 

transmitted by occupying soldiers and administrators, who, far from home and concerned 

with maintaining public order and keeping tribute flowing to the imperial core, did not 

teach their subordinates how to regulate power according to rule of law; instead, they 

throttled at their birth promising movements toward independent governance. 

Although West expresses extravagant admiration for the aesthetic inheritance of 

the Orthodox Church in Yugoslavia, she argues that, distracted by its struggles to win 

adherents, suppress dissent, and survive collision with both Roman Catholicism and 

Islam, the Church has not cultivated a life of reason in its followers. Instead, rank 

superstition and formulaic magic have been permitted to survive among villagers in 

remote parts of the region. The yearly sacrifice of lambs on the rock in Sheep's Field in 

Macedonia supplies the black lamb of her title and a metaphor for the religious 

experience of the Slavs, according to which the black lamb represents redemption 

through pain. The grey falcon of her title, the messenger who offers the medieval 
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Serbian tsar death in battle leading to heavenly life or victory contaminated by earthly 

existence, represents defeat. 

The ceremony in which black lambs are sacrificed takes place in the early spring 

on the Eve of St. George, 

who is the very same that is the patron saint of England, [. ..] a mysterious 

and beneficent figure who is trusted to confer fertility for reasons that are 

now completely hidden. [...] In Macedonia he is said to cure barrenness 

of women and of lands, both by the Christians and the Moslems; for since 

he had three hundred years' start of Mohammed he was not to be dug out 

of the popular mind. [...] The custom obviously bore some relation to the 

nature worship which is the basic religion of the peoples in this part. 

(810-811) 

West observes the flat-topped rock, which rises about six feet from the ground, to be 

entirely covered with the blood of animals sacrificed there during the night. Bleeding 

cocks' heads litter the ground; strands of wool have been wound around the rock, and in 

every crevice are wax candles, emblems of votive prayers. The whole—rock, bodiless 

heads, wool, candles—is saturated in blood. In this place, into the presence of dying 

lambs, barren women come to be marked with blood, and, it is hoped, to be made fertile; 

children believed to have been conceived through the cruel offices of this rock are 

brought into this sphere of suffering in thanksgiving for their birth. 

Sick with dismay, West stands by as a suppliant draws his blade across the throat 

of the black lamb struggling in his arms. The brutality and filth of the spectacle disgust 
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her, but more revolting is the "beastly retrogression" that such an event signifies (827). 

This rock. West recognizes, has "enormous authority [...] for we are all brought up 

among disguised presentations of it" (823). In her account, the central deception it 

presents is that one might secure personal well-being by putting one's faith in an 

irrational and surpassingly cruel act, and she deplores the carelessness for the pain of 

others that this theological ruse demonstrates: 

I knew this rock well. I had lived under the shadow of it all my life. All 

our Western thought is founded on this repulsive pretence that pain is the 

proper price of any good thing. Here it could be seen how the meaning of 

the Crucifixion had been hidden from us, though it was written clear. 

[...] So successfiil has this ruse been that the rock disgusted me with the 

added loathsomeness of familiarity [. . .]. Its rite, under various disguises, 

had been recommended to me since my infancy by various religious 

bodies, by Roman Catholicism, by Anglicanism, by Methodism, by the 

Salvation Army. (827) 

This oppressive and primitive doctrine, so contemptuous of the human enterprise 

in the world, is the Calvinist hatred of the material creation which was formulated by 

Augustine, imaginatively elaborated by Martin Luther and John Calvin, and driven deep 

into the Western mind by generations of church teaching. The cruel impulse to subdue 

the body that leads pilgrims to the bloody rock is the same impulse, West perceives, that 

led Augustine to hate human nature and to locate evil in "the spirit that lets all things 

flower according to their being, for he liked too well to draw the knife across the lamb's 
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throat" (828). Following the lead of Augustine's doctrine of the inborn depravity of man, 

like him "howling against man's gift of reason," Martin Luther calculated that the price 

of eternal life and victory over evil was the sacrifice of Christ (829). Calvinist 

Protestantism continues to "bleat" this shameful deceit about the blood of the lamb, 

which gives "divine honours to [...] cruelty" (829). Indeed, West argues, the life of all 

Europe is "tainted with its beastliness" (830). The black lamb and grey falcon of her title 

speak to the enduring power of images of pain and defeat in the imagination and 

conscience of the Slavs. The collective memory of these images and the expectation of 

catastrophic loss to which they repeatedly condition the Slavs, she believes, turn 

"gratuitous death and defeat into complicated lies and intellectual justifications" 

(Montefiore, Men and Women Writers 199). 

Black Lamb and Grev Falcon is notable for its unrestrained detestation of the 

aggrandizing aspects of the German character, an attitude that informs as well A Train of 

Powder (1954), West's account of the war crimes trials of the German High Command in 

Nuremberg. In Black Lamb and Grev Falcon. West conceives Naziism as the abhorrent 

reappearance of the blind drive to annihilate peoples and political systems that led the 

Ottoman Turks to raze cities and put the inhabitants to the sword down to the last soul. 

She fears the warfare arising out of the antagonism of races, and above all, she fears the 

blind fanaticism that clouds intellectual judgment and annihilates mercy. She 

understands that when a nation is afire with a zeal for all-out warfare, standards of 

civilized life—developed over time with such difficulty and labor—are dangerously 

debased. In the person of Gerda, a fictional name for the voluble and hypercritical 
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German wife of the Andrews's Yugoslavian guide, she discovers a racist fanaticism 

common to both German archnationalist and Moslem zealot. 

It is Gerda who personifies the gathering force of German aggression; in her 

demeanor and attitudes are prefigured the demands of the German polity for triumph in 

warfare and mastery in empire. Gerda has eyes "so light and clear that they looked 

almost blind, vacant niches made to house enthusiasms. [...] Among the dark and 

hurrying people she stood as if drawing contentment from her own character, from her 

advantageous difference" (West, Black Lamb and Grev Falcon 458). Before her travel to 

Yugoslavia, West had been aware of the pronounced Austrian and German loathing of 

the Slavs: "So much I had read in books. But in Yugoslavia I saw with my own eyes the 

German hatred of the Slavs: as a scar on the Slav peoples [.. .]; as an abscess on a 

German soul" (109). As it happens. West maintains, Gerda is a representative of a social 

type which has been conditioned by economic insecurity. In Gerda's lack of interest in 

the art, folk medicine, religious life, and dynastic history of the Balkans, West detects a 

contempt for the learning that is treasured by other cultures and for objective history in 

general. Gerda has no awareness of the long, complicated processes through which 

culture develops the economic, political, and social institutions that answer to the needs 

and resources of its people, which is to say, she is ignorant of the force of context; nor is 

she especially ambitious for personal cultivation or personal productivity. What she 

wants is resources and status, the fruits of others' economic victories: "Her theory of her 

own social value depends on her being able to put down money and buy results of 

processes without being concerned in the processes themselves. And she is enormously 
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afraid that she will not be able to go on doing this. [...] She wants to take results that 

belong to other people" (802). 

And so, for a time accompanying West and her husband on their guided tour 

through the Balkans, Gerda elbows her way about monasteries and churches, carping, 

pushing to the head of the line in all things, claiming entitlement in the name of the 

superior culture that is hers. West believes that "If she could get hold of our money by 

killing us, and would not be punished for it, I think she would do it, not out of cruelty, but 

out of blankness" (800). Plainly, West sees Gerda's nasty acquisitiveness as the correlate 

of the instinct for economic domination which is driving the German territorial expansion 

of her time. In agreement. West's husband irritably observes that Gerdas doubtless exist 

in sufficient numbers in European cities to make her drive for economic ascendancy 

an aggressive and, indeed, irresistible power. She was, after all, the 

determining element in the Austro-Hungarian Empire all through the 

nineteenth century. The parasite city of Vierma, spoiled by its share of the 

luxury the Austrian and Hungarian nobles wrung out of their peasantry, 

and terrified by the signs of economic insecurity, howled all the time to be 

given other people's loaves. [...] Let us admit it, for a little while the 

whole of our world may belong to Gerda. She will snatch it out of hands 

too well-bred and compassionate and astonished to defend it. What we 

must remember is that she will not be able to keep it. For her contempt for 

the process makes her unable to conduct any process. (803) 
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That is to say, the Gerdas of the world can succeed through subversion, 

opposition politics, and the use of brute force but cannot govern, for they know little of 

the processes by which customs and traditions grow out of the circumstances acting upon 

nations, their effects produced gradually so that, after centuries, a people is brought into 

new conditions to which the economic and political and religious structures of the 

national life are the necessary adaptations. Ignorant of the operations of complex 

historical forces, untaught in what is needed to bring about stable governance and secure 

productivity, Gerda and her dubious ilk—here West includes the current governments of 

Austria and Italy—^head straight to totalitarianism, devouring country after country, 

destroying the governments of nation after nation, and recreating them in baser form "in 

order to bring them into harmony with the New Economic Order of the Reich. This 

would mean, as it had meant to all the other subjugated countries, enslavement of the 

national mind, starvation of the national body" (1135). 

Toward the end of this long work, West conjures an odious scenario of a 

prospective German conquest of Britain. To the mass of England, its governors, its 

thinkers and artists, defeat at the hands of Germany must mean 

the same squalor that it has meant to Serbia. Five centuries hence 

gentleness would be forgotten by our people; loutish men would bind 

ploughshares to their women's backs and walk beside them unashamed, 

we would grow careless of our dung, ornament[,] and the use of foreign 

tongues, and the discoveries made by the past genius of our race would be 

phantoms that sometimes troubled the memory; and over the land would 
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lie the foul jetsam left by the receding tide of a conquering race. [...] 

About the tomb of a murdered Gauleiter women wearing lank blonde 

plaits, listless with lack of possessions, would picnic among the long 

grasses in some last recollection of the Strength Through Joy movement, 

and their men would raise flimsy arms in the Hitler salute [...]. In the 

towns homeless children, children of homeless children, [.. .] would slip 

into eating-houses and grovel on the dirty floor for cigarette butts [. . .] 

That is defeat. (1119-1120) 

The grey falcon of defeat is again flying from Jerusalem, she writes, and this time, 

it is the English who must choose between a courageous defense and a pacifist delusion 

that the offering up of one's substance to bloodshed is pleasing to God. It must not be 

with the English as it has been with the Slavs, West concludes: The throat of the nation 

must not be cut as if England "were a black lamb in the arms of a pagan priest" (1121). 

In English life, an ancient state and a past with a continuous and coherent story have 

taken centuries and "unclouded faith" to develop, and these traditions, she realizes, are 

precious to her (1115). At the end of her third and final joumey, resting on the eve of 

war in the serenity of cosmopolitan Zagreb before her return to Britain, she surveys her 

findings in Black Lamb and Grey Falcon and concludes that the ultimate insecurity 

"comes not from a threat to one's individual existence but to the life of one's people" 

(1127). If the instruments of civilized life in Europe are falling before the onslaught of 

Nazi irrationalism. West asks, how might the course of civilized life in Europe be righted, 

and where might deliverance be sought in this time of distress? It is her notion that, when 
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banditry taints economic life, repression stunts political development, and primitive 

practices dominate religion, it is art, that uncertain but valuable instrument devised by 

mankind to examine and represent the meaning of experience, which must "talk plain 

sense" (1128). 

MacKay points out that this "dogmatic affirmation" is superficially similar to the 

argument in "Thoughts on Peace in an Air Raid" (1940), Virginia Woolf s essay 

contrasting "sterile war and creative art" (184). In this work, Woolf imagines the passing 

of seconds as one waits for a bomb to fall on the blacked-out room in which one cowers. 

During the time of waiting, all thinking, indeed, all feeling save dread, ceases, and these 

inhuman moments are sterile (184). Once the fear passes, 

the mind reaches out and instinctively revives itself by trying to create. 

Since the room is dark it can create only from memory. It reaches out to 

the memory of other Augusts—in Bayreuth, listening to Wagner; in Rome, 

walking over the Campagna; in London. Friends' voices come back. 

Scraps of poetry return, (qtd. in MacKay 184) 

While West would ratify Woolf s contrast of sterile war and creative art, MacKay points 

out, she "demonstrates none of Bloomsbury's pacifism, as is clear in the call to arms that 

is the book's epilogue" (184). For West, art is "not simply an alternative to the 

battlefield; on the contrary, art is itself a mode of resistance" (184). By its very nature, 

art is an affirmation of life; the antithesis of passivity, it resists the complex forces that 

seek the destruction of the individual or communal organism: 
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What is art? It is not decoration. It is the re-living of experience. The 

artist says, 'I will make that event happen again, altering its shape, which 

was disfigured by its contact with other events, so that its true significance 

is revealed'; and his audience says, 'we will let that event happen again by 

looking at this man's picture or house, listening to his music or reading his 

book.' It must not be copied, it must be remembered, it must be lived 

again, passed through those parts of the mind which are actively engaged 

in life [and] examined by those parts of the mind which stand apart from 

life. At the end of this process the roots of experience are traced [...]. 

What is understood is mastered. If art could investigate all experiences 

then man would understand the whole of life and could control his destiny. 

This is a force that could destroy the myth of the rock itself, and will, no 

doubt, a thousand years hence. (West, Black Lamb and Grey Falcon 

1127-1128) 

In truth, West argues, power must be managed, not given away, and it must be 

managed always in the interests of the survival of the organism and its supporting 

complement of economic, political, and social systems. "Otherwise, there will come "a 

stillness, [...] a white winter of the spirit" (1115). Attempting to survive the onslaught 

of the immense Nazi war machine through principled pacifism "would be like relying on 

the 'power of the cross to subdue a fanatical Moslem'" (qtd. in Rollyson, A Life 185). 

The retrograde religious expression that West discovers in the bloody ritual at the rock 

and the defeat celebrated in the poem of the Tsar Lazar and the grey falcon carry 
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enormous symbolic weight in the religious and political life of the Slavs, imposing 

coherence upon their history and conferring nobility upon their thousand-year fall. 

However, the threat of modern warfare to the political body of the Slavs demands the 

cultivation of resources of self-preservation, not the celebration of a defeatist quiescence 

or a pacifist endurance. Among these, she includes a liberationist nationalism. 

On both sides of the Atlantic, Black Lamb and Grev Falcon was highly praised. 

Literary artists took pleasure in West's imaginative conception of empire, dynastic life, 

religious life, and artistic power in Yugoslavia. Storm Jameson, West's sometime 

competitor in British intellectual life and literary circles but her wholehearted compatriot 

in anti-fascist journalism, found it to be "as wholly satisfying as a very good poem" 

(Rollyson, Literary Legacv 135). John Gunther remarked in particular West's feeling for 

the natural beauty of the Balkan peninsula and compared Black T.amb and Grev Falcon to 

"Velasquez, to the third act in King Lear, and to all nine symphonies of Beethoven" 

(167). Scholars praised its scope and inclusiveness: Lewis Mumford called it "one of the 

few thoroughly mature books that has been written in our time" (166). Dorothy 

Thompson was certain that "nobody but a woman could have written that book, so 

personal and so scholarly, so full of intuition and knowledge" (165). 

Reviewers in journals of political opinion entertained reservations concerning 

West's readiness to rationalize the political instability and violence that have darkened 

Serbian history. Writing in The New Statesman (February 28, 1942), Freda White 

perceives in this work a romantic self-deception that West has permitted to cloud her 

objectivity; "[PJassion does not see the beloved with detachment; and she condones, in 
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Serbians, policies she condemns in others. Thus, the political activity of the Serbian 

Church goes uncriticised, because she is stirred by its remote incantatory liturgy" (146). 

In The New Republic (December 1, 1941), Nigel Dennis characterizes West's narrative 

of her journeys through Yugoslavia as the "retelling of a tale we know all too well; the 

quest of the frustrated Western intellectual for a Nirvana of vitality and self-expression" 

(737). However, when she abandons her "small dogmatisms and applie[s] her full 

powers to the story of centuries of tyranny and rebellion," he writes, "then the full swell 

and pageantry of these volumes take hold" (737). In general, the negative criticism of 

Black Lamb and Grev Falcon remarks West's persistent and unequivocal condemnation 

of the imperialist character of the Austrian and German states and the specific character 

of German values expressed in the history of Europe. In this regard, not even German 

literature escapes her denunciation. For example, she "admired [Goethe's] brilliance, but 

she could see he was poisoned with German thought" (Rollyson, A Life 191). When 

reminded that "Goethe had opened up the classical world, Rome, and the very meaning of 

culture not only to Germans but to all of Europe[,] Rebecca rejected Goethe as an 

impostor and extolled Gibbon. Goethe had had a terrible influence on Napoleon" (191). 

Among professional historians, the work fared better. When an unfavorable 

review appeared in Time and Tide. Lewis Namier induced A. J. P. Taylor, historian of the 

Austro-Hungarian Empire and of the Balkans, to write in defense of the work. West's 

friendship with Taylor began with this intervention, and they corresponded well into the 

war concerning their shared anxiety for the postwar fate of the Balkans. To little avail, 

Taylor sought to allay West's mistrust of Russian expansionism, arguing that, since 
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Russian influence in the Balkans was inevitable, she should come to terms with it. In 

Black Lamb and Grey Falcon. West argues that British imperial domination has not the 

brutal face of fascist or communist oppression. Not so, said Taylor, who saw these 

modes of managing power as versions of the same historical process: "The peasant must 

disappear; that is the lesson of all civilization. Nasty for him, but it can't be helped. And 

in the long run, the Russian way of liquidating him is no worse than our way in the 

eighteenth century, which has made us the civilized people we are" (qtd. in Rollyson, 

Literarv Legacv 173). 

One-half century, one world war, and several Balkan wars after its publication in 

1941. Black Lamb and Grey Falcon remains read in diplomatic circles and among 

students of the history of Eastern Europe. In his introduction to Balkan Ghosts: A 

Journey Through History (1993), political journalist and cultural historian Robert D. 

Kaplan handsomely acknowledges the depth and durability of West's account of the 

Yugoslav historical experience: 

Black Lamb and Grey Falcon is, like Yugoslavia, a sprawling world unto 

itself: a two-volume, half-a-million-word encyclopedic inventory of a 

country; a dynastic saga of the Habsburgs and Karageorgevitches; a 

scholarly thesis on Byzantine archaeology, pagan folklore, and Christian 

and Islamic philosophy. The book also offers a breathtaking 

psychoanalysis of the German mind and of the nineteenth-century origins 

of fascism and terrorism. It was a warning, of near perfect clairvoyance, 

of the danger that totalitarianism posed to Europe in the 1940s and 
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beyond. Like the Talmud, one can read the book over and over for 

different levels of meaning. (4) 

Although it has always been respectfully remarked as West's masterpiece, until 

recently. Black Lamb and Grey Falcon received no extended examination among literary 

critics or literary historians. In Rebecca West: Heroism. Rebellion, and the Female Epic 

(2002), which offers magisterial readings of Black Lamb and Grey Falcon and Survivors 

in Mexico. Bernard Schweizer notes that readers have often expressed bafflement at the 

indeterminacy of this book which seems not to observe generic boundaries (83). Is it 

history? memoir? polemic? social critique? travel writing? For Schweizer, it is all 

these things and more: it is great literature in the epic mode. Pointing out its large 

compass and its several thematic threads as advantages, he argues that in scope, motif, 

theme, construction, and implication. Black Lamb and Grey Falcon is a paradigmatic 

modem epic, revising pagan and puritan heroic themes of material gain and military 

glory, such as those of The Iliad and Paradise Lost, in the direction of a feminist version 

of heroism. In Black Lamb and Grey Falcon, he writes, West demonstrates repeatedly 

that "in classical and Christian thought, conventional notions of heroism in the secular 

order and the divine order are masculine deceptions that rationalize conflict and violence, 

and insists that something can and must be done to alter the dominance of cruelty, 

oppression, and destruction in the historical record" (84). In her epilogue, he points out, 

West identifies two forces that can intervene in cycles of destruction; one is chance, the 

other art. "Since chance eludes human agency, the willed redemption of humanity 

depends essentially upon the artist" (84). This "visionary principle," according to which 
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art—countering deluding abstractions—^patiently represents lived experience and offers 

an imaginative critique of reality, is West's "heroic imperative" (84). 

At war's end, West narrowed her sights to the British scene. The grasp of 

historical forces and broad contexts of international and intraregional conflicts which she 

had demonstrated in Black Lamb and Grev Falcon recommended her to editors of 

progressive political journals, and in the immediate postwar years, she wrote primarily 

articles and prefaces to books and looked in the main to concerns of British life in the 

nation's return to political and social equilibrium. In the fall of 1945, she agreed to report 

the treason trial of William Joyce, who was taken into custody in the immediate 

aftermath of war and returned to England to face the law of his countrymen. The capture 

and prosecution of Joyce were of major national interest, for the British public had 

suffered greatly from the bombing and strafing and rocket attacks of the Third Reich and 

from Joyce's mockery of English losses in war broadcast from 1939 to 1945. In the 

aftermath of the ruinous war which had come about as she and so many others had 

feared. West examines in the articles which form the nucleus of The Meaning of Treason 

(1947) some of the issues that preoccupy her in Black Lamb and Grev Falcon, in 

particular, the monopoly of political power by ruthless men and its context, the 

corrupting force of empire. In the person of Joyce—British subject, totalitarian, 

revolutionary, fanatic—she focuses on the vexed relationship between the individual and 

the state, taking as her subject treason—like politics, war by other means. 
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CHAPTER 7 POLITICAL JOURNALISM 

The Meaning of Treason. The New Meaning of Treason. A Train of Powder. 

and The Vassall Affair 

Mindful of the worldwide acclaim from specialist and general readerships alike 

that had greeted the publication of Black Lamb and Grey Falcon in 1941, Harold Ross, 

founding editor of The New Yorker, was eager to include West among the distinguished 

writers who had made the magazine an important voice in intellectual life and literary 

circles in the United States. "The late Forties represented The New Yorker at the zenith 

of its cultural influence. [...] Its impact and interest now reached around the world" 

Kunkel, Genius in Disguise 393). Routinely, Ross sent writers to Warsaw, to Seoul, to 

Moscow, to Johannesburg, to the United Nations in order to pursue stories whose readers 

included government policymakers, diplomats, and the President of the United States. 

His publication of John Hersey's Hiroshima in a single-issue format three weeks after the 

bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki had been a publishing triumph. 

During the postwar period, he corresponded frequently with West, who "received 

some of the most discursive letters [he] was to write" (Kunkel, Letters From the Editor 

285). To her he revealed his restless curiosity about public figures on the international 

scene and events that seemed to him to call for inquiry. He had commissioned ambitious 

articles on Marshal Petain and the Vichy government, on the unrest in postwar Palestine, 

on Peron's reputed reception of Nazi capital in Argentina (Kunkel, Genius in Disguise 

394). His magazine seemed to him, he said, "like the International Gazette [...]. We got 

started on the wide world during the war and can't quif (394). West's three lengthy trips 
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to the Balkans and her work with the BBC and with Eastern European refugee groups in 

the 1930s as well as her wide acquaintance in Anglo-American political and diplomatic 

circles in the 1940s advantageously positioned her for reporting on the postwar 

international scene. Ross proposed that she observe and report the political temper and 

social landscape of Britain to an enlightened metropolitan readership on both sides of the 

Atlantic. 

At the time, paper was scarce in Great Britain, Deakin reports, and it was unlikely 

that newspapers there would be able to publish full accounts of the trials of British 

subjects who had defected to Nazi Germany (106). "West wanted that record kept; she 

recognized the importance of this phenomenon of the times and wanted people to 

examine it while it was on view, not years later when it had become history" (106). She 

was pleased to accept the New Yorker assigrmient, and, declaring her interest to be 

frankly biographical, she proposed to write an article on William Joyce, Lord Haw-Haw 

(1906-1946), then on trial for high treason for his radio broadcasts from Germany during 

World War II. Ross reserved a semi-permanent slot for this and prospective submissions, 

and concurrent with Joyce's trial in late 1945 and execution in early 1946, he published 

two lengthy profiles by West, entitled "The Crown Versus William Joyce" and "William 

Joyce: Conclusion," in this venue. These articles, the first covering the trial and the 

second the sentencing phase, became the nucleus of The Meaning of Treason ('19471 

which she dedicated to him.' In this work are also included a profile of John Amery 

(1912-1945), a Briton convicted of having recruited British prisoners of war to fight 

alongside Germans, and brief narratives of the treasonous careers and trials of a sad 
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cohort of technical specialists and embassy clerks, lesser known Britons in minor 

positions who, like Joyce and Amery, were called to account for their assistance to the 

Third Reich. 

In the late nineteenth century in Britain and well into the twentieth, a profitable 

market for accounts of judicial proceedings served a public readership. Typical works in 

this genre are framed as narratives of crime, prosecution, and punishment; they gloss 

portions of trial transcripts, comment on criminal law which is brought to bear in a 

proceeding, and trace the history of the law in the matter at hand. The heavily annotated 

narratives published in the Notable British Trial Series offered for popular consumption 

semi-official versions of the crime fiction and crime drama of pulp publications. 

Rollyson reports that "West loved law cases and government documents. Unlike many 

intellectuals, she understood modern administration and bureaucracy. She had a feel for 

what it was like to govern—not just a penchant for criticizing the governors" ("Rebecca 

West and the FBI" 14). Her father, Charles Fairfield, had excelled in the writing of 

complex narratives of the evolution of legislative thought, glosses of legal opinions, and 

histories of appellate decisions, and in West's time, novelists F. Tennyson Jesse and 

Winifred Holtby as well as West's sister Letitia, physician and attorney, all published in 

the Notable British Trials Series. 

In her lengthy articles on Joyce and briefer articles on Amery and others, revised 

and enlarged in The Meaning of Treason. West does not confine herself to annotating the 

trial transcript but instead pushes beyond the conventions of this familiar genre to reach a 

consideration of the roots of totalitarian criminality. In her New Yorker articles, she 



316 

found a compelling subject in the treason trials of British fascists after World War II and 

of traitors within the diplomatic and military ranks of British officialdom at the onset of 

the Cold War which called forth her highest analytic and imaginative powers. Widely 

regarded as one of the most distinguished pieces of political journalism to come out of 

the war years, The Meaning of Treason is the founding work in a succession of 

discriminating political pieces that was to occupy her for twenty years. For Orel, this 

work and its successors—A Train of Powder (1954), The Vassall Affair (1963), and The 

New Meaning of Treason (1964)—demonstrate West's 

mastery of a form which combines her report of the event (here the formal, 

controlled drama of the trial, wrapped in its layers of history and tradition) 

with her portrait in depth of the defendant [...]. We can trace the 

preparation West has undergone to master this form: the literary portraits 

she wrote in the late 1920s for The New York Herald Tribune, the reports 

she wrote as correspondent for The New Republic, which she then 

modified into the impressionistic "on-the-go" sketches she wrote for 

Bookman and Time and Tide. As a literary form, [...] this preparation 

culminates here in these accounts of historical events that often read with 

the vividness of fiction, yet carry with amazing ease the burden of fact out 

of which they are created. (78) 

The works of the middle period of West's seventy-year career in writing, widely 

remarked at the time of publication and frequently cited in later historical accounts of 
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Cold War politics, constitute a body of political journalism whose scholarly exactness 

and literary excellence many believe to be unequalled. 

The size of Joyce's nightly audience during the war alarmed the government. The 

British Ministry of Information calculated that "one-sixth of the adult population or 

6,000,000 people were regular listeners" (Martland 38). Speaking for the National 

British Broadcasting System (NBBS), a German propaganda instrument whose 

armouncers pretended that they were stationed on British soil, Joyce "sent out threats 

[against his countrymen], speaking of the planes that were being sent out against them so 

that they should be burned to death, of the hundreds of thousands of 'gross registered 

tons' [. . .] of their country's shipping that were being sunk so that they should starve" 

(West, The Meaning of Treason 116). The British government had found no means to 

prevent his radio broadcasts from Germany, relayed from Berlin through occupied Calais 

and transmitted to Britain, and so the propaganda advantage early in the war lay in the 

hands of Goebbels's Propaganda Ministry, whose scripts he read (Martland 43). West 

was eager to write on Joyce, she wrote Ross (Scott, Selected Letters 203). She had 

listened often to him, marveling at the timbre of his voice—haughty, triumphal, 

reverberating with the desire for power: "Never was there a more perfect voice for a 

demagogue, [. ..] certain to awaken echoes in every heart that was tumid with the same 

appetite" (West, The Meaning of Treason 6). It would be extraordinary, she wrote Ross 

in 1945, to see him for the first time in the dock (Scott, Selected Letters 203). 

Deakin reports that other British writers who had explored the problem of treason, 

among them novelists C. P. Snow and Elizabeth Bo wen, had expressed puzzled outrage 
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at the realization that native Britons could renounce their allegiance and betray their 

island home (111). West's accoimt, he says, is singular in its acceptance of the 

complexity of the problem and its frank acknowledgment that although the mystery that 

is treason may never be wholly dispelled, its effects may be tracked and its perpetrators 

unmasked and tried (111). For her. The Meaning of Treason is a labor of repair and 

restoration, an effort to recall and reclaim some sense of the orderly legal processes of 

centuries by which the community governs itself In the prescribed forms of legal 

inquiry, she detects the reassuring fact of the carefully worked out relationship of state 

and subject operating in a machinery developed over nine centuries to contain the 

convulsions of history. What the English want now to hear. West perceives, is "the 

machine ticking over" (West, The Meaning of Treason. 8). And the machine will be 

heard to tick, she believes, in the methodical hearing and lawful disposition of the case of 

William Joyce, who will end his life on the gallows. 

The work is organized in three sections—"The Revolutionary," "The Insane 

Root," and "The Children." "The Revolutionary" gives some sense of the pace and 

routine of Joyce's three trials—^the crirhinal trial at the Old Bailey, the failed appeal of 

the death sentence at the Law Court, and second failed appeal in the House of Lords; 

remarks fine points in the struggle between the Crown and the traitor; and considers the 

histories and fates of Joyce's several inheritors. "The Insane Roof considers the origin 

of the disposition to treason in a biological metaphor, according to which persons whose 

development has been stunted or incapacitated in various ways and made unable to fit 

into the environment in which they were bom are provoked to strange behavior. The 
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reality of such persons "may not be accessible to rational analysis," she writes, but it 

nevertheless has a "bearing on power politics" (242). The figures described in "The 

Children" are a second generation of traitors, lesser figures whose exemplar was Joyce. 

Embittered by grievance and neglect, these little known informers, suborners of treason, 

and purveyors of technical and tactical secrets are disastrously impoverished by their 

ignorance of the long process by which mankind has fashioned the structures that sustain 

civilization. 

A sharp feeling for political conflict is never far from West's writing, and The 

Meaning of Treason attends closely to the relentless pull of the past on individuals and 

nations. In this work, she draws upon the troubled history of the English in Ireland, 

seemingly always present in the background of the English political sensibility; recounts 

the attempt of Sir Oswald Mosley, founder of the British fascist movement from whose 

ranks Lord Haw-Haw emerged, to subvert the political processes of the nation; discovers 

in the revolutionary process itself—in the Nazi assault on civilized practices, in the 

French Revolution, in the Russian Revolution—seeds of failure and futility; and 

identifies an economic subtext in mass movements of political fanaticism and religious 

feeling. 

The history of the English experience in Ireland, she argues, figured decisively in 

Joyce's personal history. For fifty years, the citizenship of his family had been a vexed 

issue. In 1884, his Irish father, Michael Joyce, became a naturalized citizen of the United 

States, and William Joyce was born in Brooklyn in 1906. In 1909, Michael Joyce 

brought his family back to Ireland, and there he lived until 1921, one among the hated 



320 

and feared pro-Union men who worked with the EngUsh. In fact, West wrote to her sister 

Letitia during Joyce's trial, Michael Joyce had "been a Dublin Castle man" (Scott, 

Selected Letters 205). At age fourteen, William Joyce was engaged in guerrilla fighting 

with the Black and Tans, the British commandos sent to suppress the Irish revolutionary 

movement after the Great War. Enforcing a despised occupation. West writes, they 

"were [...] set down in a country where [...] assassination was the only art of the 

people; they burned and slew with the ferocity of fear" (The Meaning of Treason 17). In 

1921, the Joyce family left Ireland following the formation of the Free State, when 

British loyalists lost the protection of the Crown and Michael Joyce's status as police spy 

endangered him and his family. 

The English suppression of the Irish Free State movement was enforced by 

search-and-destroy missions, imprisonment, torture, and execution, and the Irish 

resistance to English sovereignty was driven by assassination, arson, hedgerow ambush, 

and car-bombing. In West's account, Joyce came to maturity in a time of dissidence bred 

by ruthlessly authoritarian rule and grew up a street fighter who allied himself on the side 

of power. "His Irish experience provided [him] with a [...] mechanism of political 

hatred" (Selwyn 20). Adept in duplicity and intrigue, complacent in thuggery, and 

content in disruption of all sorts, he was bred, she argues, in the crucible of Irish history. 

The gathering British fascist movement "gave him an opportunity to use that superb 

courage which his people have wrung out of their terrible history, and to gratify that itch 

for plotting and intrigue which is another product of Irish history" (West, The Meaning of 

Treason21). 
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The legitimacy of British jurisdiction was at issue in Rex v. Joyce. That Joyce 

was an American by birth who had all his life pretended to be British was indisputable; 

that the actions for which he was being tried had been committed outside the borders of 

the United Kingdom was incontestable. Reasonably enough, his counsel argued that he 

could not be adjudged to have flouted allegiance to the Crown for he was not obliged by 

his citizenship to direct allegiance to the Crown. He was, in effect, an alien on trial for an 

offense against British law committed in a foreign country. If he had, indeed, committed 

a crime, it was not high treason but some other crime whose elements were not apparent 

in English law. It would be impossible for a British court to convict Joyce for the crime 

of adhering to the King's enemies when, in fact, he was an American citizen (56). 

In the end, the case turned on his acquisition of a British passport in 1933. In 

order to obtain it, he had falsely "declared that he was a British subject by birth and that 

he had not lost his British nationality" (Cole 77). The fact that he had obtained it 

fraudulently was thought not to be germane. He had taken an oath attesting to his British 

citizenship in order to do so, and, indeed, had renewed it for one year in 1938 and 

renewed it yet again in August 1939 for a period of eleven months, and, in the end, he 

had used it to leave Britain and enter Germany on the eve of war in late August 1939. 

The decisive count of his indictment charged him with having committed high treason by 

broadcasting propaganda for Germany within that eleven-month period. Possession of a 

British passport was taken to constitute a contract of reciprocal obligation—^protection in 

exchange for allegiance—and on this narrow construction of the law, the goverrmient 

convicted Joyce of high treason, which was punishable by death. 
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Displaced by the formation of the Irish Free State in 1921 and failing to obtain a 

position of power in English public life, West argues, Joyce nursed a grievance against 

the British state that could not be calmed and took heart from the claim to political power 

of Sir Oswald Mosley. Mosley was founder of the British fascist movement after the 

model of Mussolini's Partito Nationale Fascista, whose armed squads of factory workers 

and ex-servicemen threatened the Italian government with proletarian uprising. He rose 

to leadership by courting socialist groups in England through a discourse of masculinist 

and nativist power and virulent anti-Semitism. Among his followers he stoked class 

resentment and promised to elevate them to "the magnetic field of national power" (West, 

The Meaning of Treason 48). His British Union of Fascists (BUF) grew alongside 

political interest groups of the educated, professional, and commercial classes, 

"formidable in its desire to displace them from [...] control" (48). Those drawn to his 

fascist party, however, had no way of knowing that the movement existed far from real 

sources of public power or that Mosley, a renegade Labour politician, was, in fact, 

positioning himself to seize power when British police and judicial powers had been 

overwhelmed by the public violence he had fomented.^ He manipulated thousands, West 

writes, in order to wreck "the civil order which generation after generation of Englishmen 

had insisted on creating in spite of tyraimy and lawlessness" (51). "In the [.. .] familiar 

manner of totalitarian parties he adopted the pose that their use of violence [...] is made 

inevitable by the behaviour of opponents" (Cole 41). 

There is in revolution. West speculates, a "vast explosion of the creative powers, 

and nothing is created; nothing is even altered" CThe Meaning of Treason 113). The 
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revolutionaries of late eighteenth-century France, she recalls, overturned the monarchy in 

protest against its financial and economic ineptitude and tyrannical governance and in 

order to found a republic that promoted liberty, equality, and fraternity. When all was 

finally over, however, France found itself 

ruled by a self-crowned emperor who wielded power more absolute than 

any French king had ever been given by the priests who crowned him, and 

the society which reconstituted itself after his fall conferred on its people 

increases of liberty and equality and fraternity in increments no greater 

than were won by other nations untouched by revolution. (113-114) 

The same was generally true, she reflects, of the Russian Revolution: slowly it 

"reconstituted the Tsardom it destroyed, identical in spirit, allowing for the passage of 

time, and reinforced in matter" (114). Had he taken the long view and understood the 

tendency of states to recreate their structures that has been revealed in European history 

of the last two hundred years. West supposes, Joyce might have paused before aiding the 

Nazi assault on the lawfully instituted governments of nation after nation. He had not the 

excuses of "limited experience or parochial outlook" (188). To the contrary, she writes, 

"[The] Irish peasant background [of his family] had given him a sound [...] 

understanding of process, and he thoroughly grasped the practice and the theory of the 

modem political machine. It is certain [...] that he did not hold the essential doctrine of 

the Fascist rank and file, which is that government is easy" (188-189). However, he was 

held back by a private history of restricted means and disappointed in his ambition to win 

political eminence for his loyalty to the British ascendancy, "to give commands on a 
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national platform, [...] to thread his way among assassinations in service to the splendid 

symbol of the crown" (190). And so he dedicated his efforts to the replacement of the 

complex social organization of Western civilization by "a furious irrationality" (115). 

For him, as for his compatriots in Germany and Italy, West speculates, fascism was a vast 

drama of infantile lusts gratified on a canvas of subject nations. 

The experience of John Amery, British subject born to great social and political 

advantage "on the imperial side of the river Thames," could not have been more different 

from Joyce's (140). His father, journalist and Tory MP Leopold Amery, had been 

Secretary of State for India and Burma in the Churchill government. The son's defection 

had shocked official circles and the newspaper-reading public, and his trial. West writes, 

"would be poignant to all of us [who know his] father so well" (204). For a short time, 

Amery rivaled Joyce for position and eminence in the propaganda efforts of the German 

Foreign Office. Unlike Joyce's, however, his broadcasts were stilted and uninteresting 

efforts to ingratiate his British audience, and, after a few months, he was assigned to 

recruit British prisoners of war into a fighting force, the Legion of St. George, which was 

to fight alongside the Germans on the Russian front in order to contain the spread of 

communism in Europe. Only some thirty hapless soldiers volunteered for the corps, and 

these never saw combat; instead, they were assigned to persuade German civilians that 

the Legion of St. George, at some point rechristened the British Free Corps, was six 

divisions strong and was significantly supporting the German war effort. The British 

Free Corps never developed into an effective force as envisioned by the Germans. Late 

in the war, the German Foreign Office decided that the effort was fruitless and Amery 
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dispensable, and, in 1944, in a nasty bit of business, "they sent him down [.. .] to act as 

confidant to Mussolini" (144). With the collapse of Italy, he was handed over to British 

troops. At his trial, which lasted eight minutes, he pled guilty to all counts, and like 

Joyce, was hanged. 

As in St. Augustine. A Letter to a Grandfather, and Black Lamb and Grey Falcon. 

in The Meaning of Treason West seeks to discover the forces whose operations are 

revealed in political acts. It is her notion that European civilization regulates experience 

and gives it meaning through institutions that speak to the existence of three vast, 

complicated formations—economic, political, and religious. In this work, she argues that 

betrayal in a political setting is akin to betrayal in a religious setting and that both have an 

unrecognized economic subtext. That is to say, the motive of the traitor is economic, but 

his treachery is directed to political order or religious orthodoxy. This motive may be 

detected in the vocabulary of the traitor, who experiences his situation within a 

community or nation as poverty of a sort and his hunger for notice and effectiveness as 

"another kind of unemployment" (195). The vocabulary of economics, as it happens, 

provides the language in which people "analyze their insecurity and design their security" 

(195). And so, she writes, William Joyce and his ilk spoke in terms of economics when 

they thought of political power, insinuating a discourse of economic resentment into 

discourses of political order and religious orthodoxy that European civilization has 

developed over centuries (195). However, the fascist program of anti-governance based 

on vandalism, theft, and fraud has not, like the institutions that regulate power in the 

social domain, evolved as a sustainable response to the relationship between organisms 
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and their environment. It promises only an economy of control in which "violent men 

[may be] entrusted with power because they [are] endowed with a greater amount of 

physical strength and vitality than the mass of the population: an amount which would 

enable them to seize that power if it were denied them" (198). At all points, apparently, 

fascism attacks the very mechanisms of consensus upon which social order is based. 

Such was the acclaim that met the publication of The Meaning of Treason in 1947 

that Time magazine proposed to publish a cover story on West. Editor-in-chief John 

Hersey assigned senior editor Whittaker Chambers, a right-wing ideologue who was to be 

instrumental in the prosecution of Alger Hiss, as lead writer; the piece was edited by John 

Osborne, English dramatist and journalist. Chambers's florid account of The Meaning of 

Treason, entitled "Circles of Perdition" (December 8, 1947), imagines the treacherous 

acts of the British fascist traitors as descents into Dantean circles of a "drab inferno" 

reached "through the collapsing corridors of many ruined minds" (108). In his reading, 

treason is a vocation, such as that of the priest, and the rise of totalitarianism is the clear 

appearance of evil, rousing modem man to a holy war of ideas and challenging him to 

"choose between the traditions of a of social progress, contend for the allegiance of 

man's secular mind" (108). Indeed, he writes, the zeal of the British fascist traitors 

explored in The Meaning of Treason displays "a fanaticism unknown since the first flush 

of Islam" (108). For Chambers, what West has so valuably discovered in this work is 

that treason—a sin against the spirit—is the modern symptom of the defectiveness of the 

secular mind. 
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Like The Meaning of Treason, West's second major work on the postwar 

international political scene—A Train of Powder (1954)—originated in articles 

commissioned by Ross for The New Yorker.^ Subtitled Six Reports on the Problem of 

Guilt and Punishment in Our Time, this work is dedicated to Lady Rhondda, West's 

friend and colleague for more than thirty years. While a member of Lloyd George's war 

ministry, her father, Lord Rhondda, designed the system of compulsory rationing of food 

imposed on the nation in 1917. Heir to an extraordinary tradition of public service in 

time of war and progressive social action. Lady Rhondda was founding editor of the 

suffragist newspaper Time and Tide, for which West did some of her best early 

journalism. 

The epilogue to A Train of Powder is the opening passage of a sermon (1622) by 

John Donne, preached at the Spital, the resthouse of St. Paul's Cathedral in London 

where he was for a time Dean. Presumably, his audience was the bedesmen of the 

parish—^the aged, the ill, the destitute, those who had been tossed about in the world. 

Dorme's topic is the infallible assurance that God imprints on those he loves; "Our God 

is not out of breath, because he hath blown one tempest, and swallowed a Navy; our God 

hath not burnt out his eyes, because he hath looked upon a Train of Powder." No matter 

the catastrophe—"the drowning of the first world, and the repairing of that again: the 

burning of this world, and establishing another in heaven"—repair might be made, he 

affirms, for God's purpose in the world is to make an end to what he has begun. Having 

created the world and men, he will not let them perish. Through her use of this 

heartening passage from the English religious and literary inheritance. West suggests that 
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in spite of the loss of life, wrecked economic and political systems, and massive moral 

failure of World War II, western civilization is not exhausted. Much remains—^not the 

least of which is the tradition of reasoned inquiry—and one may examine and come to 

understand what has been lost and what endures. Even though the western world has 

been through a burning destruction that strains a man's reason, the epigraph from 

Donne's sermon implies, one may reflect on what has been done, assess what is left, and 

determine what may be reestablished. 

A Train of Powder brings together six essays in crime and judgment and 

punishment written between 1946 and 1954: three lengthy essays in a series concerning 

the war crimes trial of the German high command conducted by the victorious Allies— 

the British, Americans, French, and Russians—and their aftermath and three occasional 

pieces that address trials of felons by civil governments. The three essays on the trial in 

Nuremberg—"Greenhouse With Cyclamens I" (1946), "Greenhouse With Cyclamens 11" 

(1949), and "Greenhouse With Cyclamens III" (1954)"—address criminal policy 

executed on an international stage and estimate the likelihood that "the world's enemy" 

will beat back its national predisposition toward totalitarianism. Intervening, briefer 

essays—"Opera in Greenville" (1954), "Mr. Setty and Mr. Hume" (1953), and "The 

Better Mousetrap" (1952)—follow the criminal trials of miscreants whose offenses are 

vastly more localized but no less deadly to their victims and no less harmful to the social 

well-being: the lynching of a black man in Greenville, South Carolina; the murder of an 

Arab by a gang in London; espionage by a British agent of the U.S.S.R. In this 

collection, Wolfe comments. West sees the law as "the regulating agency of civilized 
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process; it defines and defends the boundaries of civiUzed conduct" (70). However, he 

observes, "None of the trials in A Train of Powder releases a clear meaning or traces a 

neat pattern" (69). 

The trial in Nuremberg was designed to impress upon the German citizenry the 

international opprobrium concerning the German record of aggression that had defiled 

the first half of the century. Those who came to the Palace of Justice in Nuremberg, 

whether to participate or, like West, to examine and record, hoped that the trial would 

present their national arguments against the officers and instruments of the Nazi 

government. Coordination of the international tribunal was complicated, for the legal 

traditions, legal aims, and courtroom procedures of the conqueror nations were diverse, 

and the legal systems of the four victor nations had evolved within national histories 

whose values and discourses spoke to radically different circumstances. The French, in 

particular, brought a weary familiarity with and strong historical grievance against the 

German character to their case against the Nazi regime, for the German defeats of France 

in 1870 and 1914 and 1940 had left enduring marks on the nation of the German 

addiction to aggression. Perhaps, speculates Orel, West "sympathized most with the 

French, who [at trial] held the Germans under their thumb as barbarians, and told them 

so, frequently, eloquently" (112). 

In Rollyson's view. West brought an energy and conviction to her writing in this 

context not unlike those that invigorate the Book of Revelations (A Life 255). In these 

articles, he observes, she transforms her writing on the trial in Nuremberg "into the story 

of the German imagination, of its penchant for fairy tales and overbuilding, its Wagnerian 
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dreams of grandeur, which contributed to the excesses of Naziism" (255). The first 

"Greenhouse With Cyclamens" article departs from an austere account of facts recorded 

in the trial transcript. In it, she describes the deportment of the participants and remarks 

legal issues at stake in the trial but records few of the minutiae—^the examinations, the 

cross-examinations, the redirects—of courtroom procedure. "Like Carlyle and 

Macaulay," Wolfe points out, "she humanizes her documentaries by treating them as 

biography whenever she can. On the other hand, she appreciates vividly those legal and 

civic arrangements which give personality, the core of biography, its chance for self-

expression" (70). Her interest lies in judgment on a national scale, and it is her 

conviction that the elemental features of the whole Nazi enterprise are present in fine in 

the German character. 

The first article, written in 1946, perceives the ten-month trial as an uneasy event, 

conducted against defendants whose appearance and demeanor give some clue to the 

hatred and resentment and will to dominance that led to their grave offenses against 

civilized life. The second article, written three years later, reports scenes in the transition 

of the German nation from defeat to prospective economic renaissance. The third offers 

a sober retrospective on the eight years since the trial and execution of the German High 

Command and concludes that, although Germany has undoubtedly made a spectacular 

economic recovery, the trial had been incapable of fully making the moral points that the 

Allies had intended. In this final article, which summarizes her account of Germany's 

assault against humane values. West discovers an economic subtext and warns that the 

ferocious triumphalism that animates fairy tales and Wagnerian legend is the same spirit 
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that propels German economic conduct. Taken altogether, Orel notes, A Train of Powder 

is a "surprisingly is dark and moody chronicle" (115). 

Lying over the first "Greenhouse With Cyclamens" article, according to Deakin, 

is "the pall of malaise and contempt" (127). West calls the courtroom scene "an ugly 

focus of infection" (A Train of Powder 239). The men who conceived and operated the 

seven Nazi organizations that made up the huge war machine—^the Gestapo, SD, SS, 

Reich Cabinet, Corps of Political Leaders, General Staff and OKW, and Storm Troops— 

now sit sagging in the dock, barely lifelike, and their machine is scrap (47). To the 

observer, she writes, the twenty-one defendants present a disgusting aspect: they are 

pallid, soft, engaged in fitful, jerky movement or fixed in contortion for hours. Goring 

continues to affect imperial gestures; Hess is "plainly mad"; Streicher looks like "an old 

pervert"; Schacht is "petrified by rage"; facing execution, all seem to be "visibly receding 

from the field of existence" (7). They are revealed now as "men who had thought they 

could make a pet of cruelty, and the grown beast had flayed them" (27). They are what 

totalitarianism looks like in the dock: diminished, inert, cadaverlike. 

Although a public hearing of German war crimes through rational discourse in a 

legal framework is undoubtedly necessary. West argues, it may be that the mass 

pathology that the trials seek to understand is more likely to be found in the inclination of 

the German character toward excess, which in this century has culminated in a warfare of 

annihilation. In her view, the German "tendency to overbuild [. ..] has done much to get 

them into the recurring financial troubles that make them look to war for release" (8). As 

it happens, she speculates. 
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The German passion of overbuilding must have done much to bring the 

Nazis to power. It engendered high taxation and a quicksand instability in 

the financial structure of Germany, and it laid on German industry and 

commerce an obligation to pay their executives on a scale excessive by the 

standards of any other European country. It also meant an increasing 

burden on municipal finances. [. . .] These were curious results of an 

excessive preoccupation with fairy tales; for that was the dream behind all 

this villa-building. (24) 

Another manifestation of the German tendency to excess West observes by chance in the 

spectacle of a solitary town-dweller, who has evidently just bathed in a stream outside the 

city, performing his morning exercises by the water with a slow, methodical 

concentration. Although he looks to her to be half starved, he has somehow, she 

speculates, kept his body in a state of muscular cultivation by regular exercise, and she 

imagines his self-command and perseverance to be remarkable. 

In a greenhouse on the grounds of the Schloss, the villa where journalists of all 

nationalities are quartered, West happens upon a final, striking manifestation of the 

German tendency to overdo in which she detects "the trading genius of the Germans [.. .] 

reasserting itself (28). Assisted only by a child of twelve, a gardener who has lost a leg 

on the Russian front tends potted plants there which he sells to the victors assembled in 

Nuremberg for the trial. Somehow he has obtained fuel to warm the seedlings through 

the coldest winter in decades, and the blooming cyclamens he has propagated are banked 
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row upon row on tables, ready for market. This scene strikes the British observer as 

disquietingly alien: 

There are, of course, countless workmen in other countries who, like this 

man, are industrious to the point of nobility; but there was something 

different and peculiarly German and dynamic in his self-dedication. [...] 

He would have had no sympathy with a British workman's iimocent desire 

to [...] leave his job and escape in a holiday [...] or with the French 

workman's recurrent impulse to break the bars of the rigid industrial 

system in which he feels himself imprisoned and escape into a strike. 

Indeed, it might be alleged that he wanted to take shelter in his labour only 

because he and his kind had shown an exceptional disability to make the 

rest of life agreeable. But it gave him as a grower of potted plants a 

certain advantage over other growers of potted plants with different ideas 

of liberation. (30) 

In the second "Greenhouse With Cyclamens" essay, written during the Russian 

blockade of Berlin, West reports that reconstruction in Western Germany has achieved a 

prodigious growth: the currency is stabilized; miners and factory workers are back at 

work; food is efficiently distributed. But the Germans are restive under the occupation 

and resentful of the attempts of the British and Americans to dismantle war industries, to 

impose a plarmed economy on the nation, to make land reform compulsory, and to force 

the assimilation of four million expellees and refugees—constituting more than one-third 

of the population in some areas—in German territory."^ In effect, they are furious at the 



334 

"energetic remaking of their way of life," and the truth of the matter is that the British 

and Americans are not, as they had hoped, "injecting the Germans with their philosophy, 

if they could be said to have one in common" (139). West perceives that a rampantly 

exploitive economy has resurfaced in Germany, and in connection with this insight, she 

recalls with unease the one-legged man whom she had observed at the height of the 

Nuremberg trial three years before. This solitary gardener, who personifies the German 

character, she imagines as having become a nightmare figure, and the greenhouse, which 

tropes the mighty German industrial enterprise, she imagines as now seeming 

likely to cover the whole of the country before long, changing its form for 

the production of things other than flowers: textiles, chemicals, 

motorcars, ships, steel. But the man's face had not changed. He had care 

for nothing but growing more and more cyclamens [...]. He was as 

indifferent to all but his own industry as if it were a stupefying drug, and 

his fellows knew the same obsession. [...] Inevitably their [.. .] 

productivity would engender wealth, which would engender power, to 

which they would have to give direction and a form. But above that green 

house rose the Schloss built by the last generation which had attained 

wealth and power, and its lobster-claw turrets, its hobgoblin gables, had 

been the signs of surrender to fantasy too elemental and wild, which had 

let loose the forces of madness and death. (139). 

Clearly, she knows, Germany must reappear as Britain's most formidable competitor in 

world markets. What troubles her in 1949 is the fearful possibility that Germany's 
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passage from chaos and incoherence to organization and productivity might represent the 

first stage in a regrowth of the totalitarianism that Britain has seen twice before in the 

century. 

The final essay on the Nuremberg trial and its aftermath, "Greenhouse With 

Cyclamens III" (1954), revisits the major trope and theme of the first two pieces. Events 

of the intervening years have confirmed to her that "Economists are the fortune-tellers of 

our age [.. .], and though their claims are extravagant [...], they are not quite baseless" 

(233). Recalled from a distance of eight years, the greenhouse of West's memory proves 

now "to have been the only solid building in Nuremberg" (248). That is to say, the 

certainty that the national industrial enterprise would reestablish itself is the only truth in 

her original observation of events in Nuremberg that history confirms. However, in the 

"reckless and speculative prosperity" that the nation now enjoys, the essential failings of 

the German character may be seen to persist: the one-legged man who grew cyclamens 

continues to terrify the observer 

because his absorption in industry left a vacuum in his mind which sooner 

or later would be filled. If no religion or philosophy or art came to bind 

this man's imagination to reality, then the empty space would be flooded 

with fantasy which would set him at odds with life. Above the greenhouse 

the Schloss had soared like a huge doll's house, designed to house all the 

characters out of Grimms' Tales; and some of those tales are very brutal. 

(248) 
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In this last article, a coda to the articles of 1946 and 1949, West considers The 

Sword in the Scales (1954), a recently published book by Hans Fritzsche, Goebbels' 

radio administrator during the Third Reich and one of two defendants in the Nuremberg 

trial to win acquittal, and condemns his self-pitying account of the trial as a deformed 

version of the most ambitious moral experiment of the time. Nevertheless, fraudulent 

though it be, she would not have it suppressed, for it throws a bright light on certain 

aspects of the German character noted in her two earlier articles. In his polemic, 

Fritzsche attacks the legitimacy of the trial in Nuremberg on the grounds that the charges 

were arbitrary and the proceedings mismanaged (Wolfe 77). He portrays one defendant 

as a martyr in the hands of heathens, charges that the Americans faked a film of 

Reichsbank bags of gold teeth and jewelry stored in the Merkers salt mines, and protests 

the imposition of legal conventions in the trial which, in any case, are alien to the German 

legal system. Evidently, the German citizen in the dock takes no oath to tell the truth and 

may lie in his own defense; moreover, he need not enter a pleading, may refuse to answer 

any or all questions, and is not subject to detention during trial (West, Train of Powder 

243). 

While sarcastically acknowledging the tenderness of the German conscience on 

certain procedural points—that the British and American legal process and German legal 

process are asymmetrical and that errors in translation of testimony caused minor 

confusion—West argues that Fritzsche's attitude toward the proceedings reveals the 

Germans' failure to "learn from the trial how to reinvigorate their faith in the law that had 

been systematically and brutally degraded by the Nazis for more than a decade" (Orel 



337 

113). The events of the 1930s and 1940s, she concludes, reveal a Germany that failed to 

develop stable modes of engagement with reality that might curb excess; this failing was 

registered in overproduction, overconsumption, fanaticism, sadism, a literature of 

grandiosity, and disastrous political overreaching. In no regard, it seems, had Germany 

devised political structures that might discourage and correct the national tendency to 

totalitarianism, nor, as Fritsche's book demonstrates in the present, has it developed 

means of investigation and criticism of the nation's persistent tendency to eclipse 

standards that regulate civilized life. Such structures, of course, are felt by the English to 

be the glory of national life, accounting for their conspicuous success in regularizing the 

otherwise disorganizing effects of imbalance in power in the public sphere. 

The trial in Nuremberg, West writes, had aimed to impress upon Germany a 

larger sense of democratic processes: to demonstrate "the Rule of Law in all its beauty to 

a Germany which had seen its courts hopelessly degraded by the Nazi regime" (240). 

But, at the time of writing, it is unclear to her whether tendencies expressed in totalitarian 

political formations continue to be observable in the character of the people. The realist 

knows, she argues, that the "possibilities of affecting human conduct by international 

action are slim" (234). Perhaps the German struggle against the Russian suppression of 

the country by Russia may yield positive effects, for even though the Germans are 

enlaced in the darkness cast by an absurd political relationship like snakes 

sleeping through the winter under a rock [.. .], they [are] not sleeping; the 

entangled coils [are] sliding back and forth in contact that [is] an 
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argument. Dumbly, they [are] discussing what government should be, 

which is to say that they [are] discussing what life is. (249) 

Destiny, it seems, is errant, caring "nothing about the orderly presentation of its 

material" (250). Advancing a view of historical experience as tragic. West argues that to 

its subjects history seems "sluttish and drunk with exhilaration" (250). For West, the law 

is the self-correcting mechanism which civilization has developed to regulate power 

operations and to repress disorder and injustice. In the interests of civilized life, then, the 

effort must be made to search out, record, adjudicate, and remedy where one can the facts 

of ruinous historical events. The lawyers and military officers and government officials 

assembled at Nuremberg and the economists and financiers and urban planners who met 

at postwar settlement conferences, she writes, have done just that: altogether, theirs have 

been valiant and praiseworthy efforts to compose a comprehensible interpretation of the 

German entanglement with the defects of its own nature. In the disentanglement of the 

stark facts of German totalitarianism, which originated in economic disorder, she writes, 

[b]rave were the economists who met together and tried to set the world's 

ledgers straight; brave the Western Germans who inscribed the neat 

pattern of industry on a patch of earth known to be specially unstable; 

brave the Berliners and East Germans who set about understanding the 

problems of the state when international action had wrecked the state to 

which they naturally belonged; [...] It is only by making such efforts that 

we survive. (250) 
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In "Opera in Greenville" (1957), West again explores an historical context from 

which emerged individual conduct of unthinkable brutality. The landscape in which the 

central event of this work—the lynching of a black man by thirty-one white men in 

1947—is situated is not German but American, and the city is Greenville, South Carolina. 

Like the Germany of her articles on the Nuremberg trial, Greenville is the site of a 

surpassing strangeness that for West requires patient inquiry. From the first paragraph, 

she senses that an endemic combativeness exists in the environment: "[L]ong arguments 

with the difficult material conditions that reality offers are in process here. [.. .] The 

psychological climate is at once depressed and ferocious" (106). The residents of this 

modem city are made torpid by the humid heat that causes them "to walk with a slow, 

dragging pride"; and they are politically challenged by the North, the antagonist for 

whom they feel the "same hatred [. ..] that the Irish feel for the English" (76). The 

situation under examination is one which the law approaches through conventions of 

rhetoric, through argumentation concerning matters of fact. But the discourse by which 

the residents of Greenville represent their long arguments with life. West perceives, is 

operatic, a defensive conversation that is decorous, mannered, originating in a 

romanticized view of life. Rhetoric concerns the best available argument that may be 

made from an examination of the facts in a case; opera entertains situations that are 

implausible or histrionic or inflated to heroic proportion. The law and its language are 

prosaic, empirical, denotative, based in experience, but the Southerners in the courtroom 

on this occasion are "interested in the picturesque rather than in the retributive" (86). The 

formal adjudication of the case of twenty-four-year-old Willie Earle, who was beaten and 



340 

executed by a mob, resides in the domain of rhetoric, but the state of mind of the 

participants in the lynching, the court officers who are hearing the case, and the 

spectators in the courtroom resides in opera, in "romances in the form of statements" 

(90). In West's telling, there is an insurmountable divide in these discourses: the two 

will not meet. 

The facts in the case are not in dispute. On February 15, 1947, a black man 

named Willie Earle had engaged the services of a white taxi driver named Brown for an 

eighteen-mile trip to his home outside Greenville. At some point, the ride was 

interrupted, and Earle arrived home on foot. Brown was found bleeding from deep knife 

wounds a mile or so away from Earle's home and was taken to a hospital, where he died. 

The record of Brown's fare for that night named Earle, and he was picked up and jailed 

the next day. That night, a mob forced the jailer, who offered no resistance, to hand Earle 

over. A little later, someone placed a telephone call to a Negro undertaker to tell him that 

there was a "dead nigger" by a slaughter-pen on a byroad near Greenville. The 

undertaker telephoned the county coroner, whose men found Earle's mutilated body 

there. He had been beaten, stabbed, and shot. 

Arguing guilt or innocence, rhetoric assigns responsibility for an act where it can 

and designates punishment or release. In opera, spectacle and melodic line constitute the 

argument. In Greenville County, West observes, romantic fantasy has planned the jail 

building as a scene from the feudal imagination. Perhaps designed to replicate castles as 

pictured in books, it displays arches and parapets and a rounded and crenellated tower. 

"The bombast and fustian that mark much of southern life" inhabit the courtroom as well 
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(Wolfe 78). Brutish prejudice and corny sentimentality and fussiness and coquettishness 

and winking insolence and thunderous rage are present from time to time in the 

recitatives and crescendos and gestures of the attorneys for the defense. Northern 

agitators, radio commentators, and certain national publications, they note plaintively, 

interfere in the rightful business of the South: taking care of its own problems. For 

"[Lynching] was impossible for anybody to understand who had always lived in a 

peaceable community where there was no race problem" (104). Why, the act for which 

the defendants had been arrested and indicted was, in fact, "a social prophylactic" (77). 

"We might have been sitting each in a glass case built by history," West recognizes: 

"Here was such a breach as divides England and Ireland" (105). 

When they were handed down. West perceives, the acquittals of all defendants 

were not the deliverance they had looked for: Although they had been saved from the 

electric chair, these "deprived children of a difficult history [...] had been plunged back 

into chaos" (112). For, in order to win the acquittals, attorneys for the defense had had to 

skirt conventions of legal argumentation and to subvert constitutive principles of the law, 

and in the end, they impoverished the communal store of civilized practices and 

weakened the line that separates civilized standards from brute criminality (112): "Not 

only had [the defendants] been encouraged to use the knife and the gun in ways that may 

get them into trouble [. . .] but they had been exposed to a greater danger of having the 

knife and the gun used on them" (112). A lawless environment, it is clear to West, 

threatens the defendants as well as their black victim in ways in which they cannot 

imagine. 
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The Vassall Affair (1963), the last of West's works on treason, nominally 

concerns the detection, trial, and conviction of William Vassall, a clerk in the British 

admiralty assigned to the embassy in Moscow in the early years of the cold war. There, 

he had a homosexual liaison with a Russian agent and handed over sensitive documents 

to the Russian government. Upon his return to England, he served in the Naval 

Intelligence Division, where over the years he photographed more than 19,000 classified 

documents for the U.S.S.R. From time to time, partial evidence of his activities was 

reported to the authorities, but none of his colleagues or supervisors collated the data to 

form a narrative indicating that he was a probable security risk, and so he continued to 

photograph for the Russians tactical publications and instructions concerned with radar, 

communications, torpedo and anti-submarine technology, gunnery trials, and general 

matters concerning naval liaison with Commonwealth countries (West, The Vassall 

Affair 11). Neither the facts in the case nor Vassall's guilt was in dispute at trial, nor are 

they West's primary interest here. They are preliminary data in an exploration of larger 

concerns uncovered in the inquiry. Her real subject is the "Euclidean value" of the 

tribunal as an institution in British public life, that is to say, its ability to measure with 

certainty the truth in contested security matters and to expose "problems presented to the 

modem state by espionage" (31). In this case, the 1956 tribunal of inquiry called into 

existence after Vassall's trial and conviction did, she argues, fulfill its purpose in laying 

bare security failures in government units. At the same time, however, the inquiry was 

attended by an unforeseen consequence potentially fatal to the health of the polity: 

because it took the form of an attack on journalists, it brought into disrepute the 
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protective value of the press in a working democracy and weakened its standing in the 

life of the nation. 

Vassall benefited not from the inattention or demonstrable misconduct of his 

colleagues and superiors, she concludes, but from the size of the state apparatus and "its 

complexity [which] served him as a shelter" (98). That he was able to evade detection 

for so long, the tribunal discovered, he owed to "a disharmony which constantly arises in 

a complicated modern state with a large population" (17). However, concerning the 

entanglement of the press in this case. West is not sanguine. When the tribunal took up a 

second issue, the possible malfeasance of ministers of the Crown in failing to curtail 

spying and espionage in official ranks, it acquitted the ministers and their subordinates, 

but the journalists who had ferreted out the espionage were ordered to reveal their 

sources, and upon refusing to do so, they were handed prison sentences for contempt of 

court. It was supposed by the tribunal that knowledge which journalists had discovered 

in the course of their research, although not germane in one line of inquiry, might be 

mined to open hitherto undiscovered veins of information, bring in new indictments, and 

"in a remote way afford a basis for criticism of the security organizations" (56). In The 

Vassall Affair, West vehemently opposes this opportunistic extension of the original task 

of the tribunal of inquiry. While she does not categorically deny the right of the state to 

command a journalist to reveal his sources, she does stipulate that in less exigent 

circumstances the custom must be observed as if it were law. For "society [.. .] knows it 

will often have a good use for the information which the journalist hands over [...] from 

his unknown informants. Therefore it is not the wisest of actions to put (except under 
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pressure of extreme necessity) a journalist into the witness-box and ask him to reveal his 

sources" (56). 

In all her political journalism of the postwar period, this is the sole instance in 

which West asks that the law stay its hand. In The Meaning of Treason. A Train of 

Powder, and The Vassall Affair and later in The New Meaning of Treason, her subject is 

the magisterial presence of the law—its saving position as a brake on the irrational and 

the unjust where they appear in acts of prejudice, faction, abuse of power, and romantic 

excess in the life of nations. However, in the case of the tribunal convened after the 

Vassall trial, whose action in other respects she approves, her reverence for the law meets 

uncomfortably with her respect for free inquiry, gathering of facts, and construction of 

knowledge that may be needed by the polity in a particular issue; for only when the 

protection of channels of public information is an absolute value, she insists, is it possible 

for the truth in an issue to "work its way through to the public mind" (88). When inquiry 

into breaches of security has failed to produce convictions, she argues, a fall-back 

strategy of trying journalists for contempt of court undermines the nation's third line of 

defense against espionage. The first line of defense, of course, is manned by officers and 

workers in the security organizations; the second is created by tribunals specially formed 

to inquire into ways and means of spying; a "third line of defence [...] can be found," 

she declares, "only in a state of public opinion which is alive to reality [.. .] and 

imderstands that it is not a good thing to aid one's country's enemies" (88). 
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The injury inflicted by treason on the body politic is real and pervasive, she 

writes, and the professional expertise of traitors is not in doubt. How, then, might a 

healthy, defensive public opinion concerning the threat posed by treason be formed? 

There is only one answer: through the Press. They have already done a 

great deal toward creating it. [...] If the public is now alive to the danger 

of treason and recognizes the professionalism of traitors, it is due almost 

entirely to the Press. These are not subjects which attract politicians, for 

they demand much inquiry into English and foreign documents and 

literature which is of no use in a constituency or on a platform. [.. .] What 

our Press has done for us in this respect is shown by a comparison with the 

situation in the United States. The British public is much better informed 

than the American public on all matters concerning Communist 

infiltration, which on the other side of the Atlantic is a subject not of 

knowledge but of emotional reaction. (89) 

Always the empiricist, West argues in this work that the law, which develops 

slowly in response to social adaptations of various kinds, has been dangerously laggard in 

response to what is experienced by the social organism—^the state—as a threat to its 

integrity. The press, however, has developed as a protective force, working ultimately 

toward the survival of the social organism. Her determination in this matter constitutes, 

she says, an axiom of political science according to which 

no nation can be healthy unless the people realize what the State is doing 

to them. Rousseau had some penetrating observations on that which have 
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not lost their appositeness. Every Government department gives out 

neutral informative matter in hand-outs and easy, expansive Press 

conferences; but matters in a state of flux and of a controversial nature are 

given out by word of mouth through officials appointed for that purpose. 

The journalist may sometimes say in imprecise terms that his information 

comes from official sources, and sometimes he is denied even that 

candour; but in any case he must not name the official. This system works 

well. The news gets through to the public. [...] How long the system has 

worked can be grasped by anybody who takes the trouble to read "The 

History of the Times." (West, The Vassall Affair 59) 

In 1962, West reported with open distaste the trial of Dr. Stephen Ward, the 

osteopath who had introduced Minister of War John Profumo to Christine Keeler, a 

young model whose social circle included a Soviet intelligence agent. When questioned 

by British security in the matter, Profumo admitted to an affair with Keeler and agreed to 

end it, but, in fact, he continued it for another two years. In the end, prolonged 

investigation detected "no compromise of British military, scientific, or administrative 

data, and West discounted the possibility that there had been any significant breach in 

government security" (Rollyson, A Life 346). To her outrage, published accounts of the 

scandal accepted as a matter of course the tactical use of women as objects in political 

maneuvering and concentrated solely on the prospective security risk that Profumo's 

errancy posed to the state. Public condemnation of Keeler and other young women 

implicated in the case infuriated her. She was offered vast sums, Rollyson reports, to 
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write a book on Christine Keeler but declined. Instead, she returned to The Meaning of 

Treason and revised it (346). 

In this work, she conflates the three sections of the original edition into one 

section, entitled "The Revolutionary," and adds two sections: "The New Phase," which 

identifies a new class of traitor whose social status and education delay discovery; and 

"Decline and Fall of Treason," a survey of the state of mind of the British public 

concerning the treason trials of the last twenty years. Retaining accounts of the trials of 

William Joyce and John Amery, who attacked the state through defection, she publishes 

accounts of recent attacks on the state through espionage, specifically through theft of its 

intellectual resources by diplomats and scientists. In her reading of the matter, 

subversion of the state through mass violence, as in the fascist violence of the 1930s and 

1940s, has been succeeded by subversion through the perfidy of mandarins in the 1950s 

and 1960s. In this last book-length political journalism of her career, her subjects are 

physicists, engineers, and technicians coimected with research into atomic energy on both 

sides of the Atlantic—Col. Rudolf Abel, Dr. Klaus Fuchs, Bruno Pontecorvo, and 

Americans Julius and Ethel Rosenberg and David and Ruth Greenglass—and highly 

placed British foreign service officers Guy Burgess, Donald Maclean, and Harold Philby. 

West recognized that the issue of British spies was especially sensitive in the 

context of the Cold War, for the British government had guaranteed the loyalty of its 

scientists and diplomats to American security services. Britain's dependence upon 

American political and military good will at mid-century was manifestly clear to her, and 

she feared that an increasingly dismal record of security breaches might lead the 
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American government, losing faith in Britain's abiUty to poHce the nation's scientists and 

diplomats, to dissolve the postwar Anglo-American alliance. Everything—everything, 

she declares—must be done to reassure American security forces of the loyalty and 

competence of their British colleagues in the joint effort to contain Soviet subversion. 

Reform will begin, she writes, in a public airing of the means and circumstances of recent 

cases of treason, and she calls for a new examination of the meaning of treason. The 

New Meaning of Treason is dedicated to the memory of Harold Ross, who had died since 

the publication of the original edition. 

The most important section of The New Meaning of Treason is its lengthy middle 

section, entitled "The New Phase" and largely comprising new material. "Her initial 

concept [in The Meaning of Treason] was based on the types of traitors she encountered; 

here her model is history" (Deakin 73). In the twenty years since the trials of Joyce and 

Amery, she observes, demographic and technological changes have refined the methods 

of the traitor, and a new phase in treason ensues from the convergence of several 

conditions: the severing of the landed aristocracy from the intellectual life of the nation 

and the concurrent emergence of a new class of intellectuals; the vexed relationship 

between science and state; the persistent incentive of economic insecurity. Taken 

together, she argues, these conditions of existence provide the matrix for adaptations of 

various sorts, among them treachery against the state. As the envirormient poses 

challenges in several venues, she supposes, men come to "perceive their loyalty 

differently, and as loyalty changes to meet the changing threats of the envirormient, so 

treachery changes also" (West, The New Meaning of Treason 140). And the law—^the 
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body of institutions that the social organism has developed to cope with challenges 

inimical to its survival—^has been slow to recognize this mutation. 

In West's account, treason is not an anomalous development in social life, nor is it 

peculiar to the war between Britain and Germany or specific to the intrigue and 

subversion that mark Britain's relationship with the Soviet Union. It was well known in 

the ancient world and in the near past, and always it has been associated with barbarism 

and the taint of dishonor; 

It is a business which has been carried on since the beginning of history. 

Faint cries from the past tell us how the Illyrians were ashamed when 

those of their blood without pride worked for Rome, and how Central 

Europe blushed over the renegades who joined the yellow barbarian 

hordes; and the Republic of Venice entered on its books the figures of its 

competition in the traitor market on the Mediterranean coasts with the 

great corrupter, Islam, who for centuries made aliens like William Joyce 

beys and pashas and tutors to the children of its great, and picked the 

Christian Free Corps from the galley-slaves. The traitors who stood in the 

dock in the Old Bailey were enduring their two-hundredth incarnation. 

(141) 

In present day Britain, she writes, changes in the conditions of existence have exposed 

new targets and new points of attack in the state, prompting the development of new 

methods of treason. By the mid-nineteenth century, "the industrial revolution had created 

a new field of power other than that which had been cultivated by the landed aristocracy" 
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(143). A rising class of industrial tyrants came to disregard the guidance of the old sages 

and prophets of the landowning aristocracy in matters of state (143). In their harsh 

competition for political power, both industrialists and landed property owners lost 

ground against the advance of a new kind of intellectual: often moving from the working 

class into the middle class, highly educated, trained in science and technology, certain 

that principles of empirical thought should be brought to problems of the state. The 

evolution from feudal order to modem state brought with it wholly new problems of 

governance, and the complex of legal and administrative adaptations necessary to the 

management of the modem state have now become so complex that it must be governed 

by a bureaucracy of experts (145). A new cohort of intellectuals—civil servants, 

scientists, teachers, doctors, lawyers, officials in local government—^has formed a 

socialist state that responds to their interests, and in the ideological complex that has 

emerged from this vast transfer of power, West detects the first condition of the new 

phase in treason. Although this new class of intellectuals is inspired by the hopeful 

promise of humane ideals in govemance and the leveling of social distinctions, it is, she 

believes, perilously ignorant of conditions that have made the world what it is. 

Disclaiming long established practices of their land, the new intellectuals have not 

learned the first lesson that a healthy organism leams: that its survival lies in defending 

itself from depletion. 

A second, related condition in the formation of the new phase in treason is the 

arrogant social isolation of scientists in the new world order. Certain that they form an 

elect class which should be allowed to do as it likes, she writes, they espouse the socially 
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narrow view that all scientific questions should be left entirely in scientific hands. This 

was, she perceives, the real argument of government scientists who defended Dr. Alan 

Nmm May, charged with violating the Official Secrets Act for delivering uranium and 

scientific notes to Soviet agents: 

The claim that [...] because Dr. Nunn May was a scientist he should be 

allowed to break the law without paying the penalty, rests upon the 

assumption [...] that because a man has scientific gifts he is likely to be 

superior to his fellows in all intellectual respects, including that kind of 

general farseeing ability, tender towards the future of the individual and 

the race, which we call wisdom. This assumption is based on no evidence 

whatsoever. (160) 

In point of fact. West notes, scientists are apt to be "simple-minded" when they venture 

out of their specialized fields (166). Often they know little about the economic and social 

complexities of their time and place. About historical forces, international politics, and 

the imperatives of nation states they may even be so naive as not to be able "to tell Hans 

from Ivan" (166). The Russian mind, she observes, is advantageously oriented to take 

advantage of the naive idealism of scientists: strongly materialist, it displays a 

pronounced affinity for a scientific outlook, and it promotes the certainty that scientific 

objectivity is its own reward. In keeping with this orientation, "The Bolsheviks have 

steadily pursued a policy based on their awareness of the [scientist's belief] that he is 

called to wear a double crown and surpass Caesar as well as Archimedes" (171). This 

view confers upon scientists a sense of divine mission that may be easily used to the 
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greatest possible advantage by communist networks of subversion and espionage. 

Believing that they must share hypotheses and findings of their experimentation in the 

name of the international advancement of science, scientists come to believe as well, 

West speculates, that they need not respect restrictions of secrecy that are, after all, based 

in political antagonism, for to them the mission is superior to the claims of technological 

and military security of any one nation. 

A third condition that prompts espionage among the new mandarin class, she 

perceives, is financial grievance among scientists, which translates to political 

unreliability and the hunger for political power. Economic insecurity contributes 

significantly to the destruction of the essential balance between allegiance to the state and 

the welfare of the individual. Taken together, these conditions—a new field of social 

power, the naivete of scientists, economic resentment—are precisely the unrecognized 

conditions. West argues, within which disloyalty among mandarins and public officials is 

engendered. In its old meaning, she concludes, treason is the criminally treacherous 

handing over of one's allegiance—^through defection or subversion or military 

challenge—^to the service of an enemy state. In its new meaning, it is the criminally 

treacherous assault on knowledge possessed by the state and critical to its continuance. 

The new traitor operates by overcoming the defenses of the state concerning information 

needed for its survival. Often, the traitor is one among the most highly educated citizens 

in a specialized field—linguistics, biological sciences, experimental physics, 

communications technology, for example. Disturbingly connected to imagination and 

high intelligence, treason is perhaps an intelligent adaptation to modifications in cultural 
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surroundings. In the relationship between environment and species, she speculates, the 

traitor may have evolved as a necessary type: 

The relationship between a man and his fatherland is always disturbed if 

either man or fatherland be highly developed. A man's demands for 

liberty must at some point challenge the limitations the state imposes on 

the individual for the sake of the masses; and if he is to carry on the 

national tradition, he must wrestle with those who, claiming to be 

traditionalists, desire to crystallize it at the point reached by the previous 

generation. It is our duty to readjust constantly the balance between 

public and private liberties. Men must be capable of imagining and 

executing and insisting on social change, if they are to reform or even 

maintain civilization, and capable too of furnishing the rebellion which is 

sometimes necessary if society is not to perish of immobility. Therefore 

all men should have a drop of treason in their veins, if the nations are not 

to go soft like so many sleepy pears. (361) 

In these four works of the middle years in a long career, West searches out forces 

harmful to the continuance of civilization and examines laws and institutions that have 

evolved in the drive of the social organism to maintain order in the public sphere. In this 

body of work on the major catastrophes of her century, "she treads the common ground 

of public events and does so with a thoroughness and a practicality that appeal to the 

reader's common sense" (Wolfe 70-71). It is Wolfe's notion that, in these pieces. West 

reveals a "godlike love of common experience" earnestly and precisely rendered. In this 
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regard, Orel is in agreement. For him, West's concept of treason is best understood as 

characteristically British: 

The tribesman makes his ceremonial bond with his chief, the subject 

swears his oath to support his king. In Britain, loyalty retains this personal 

characteristic. [However], in the western and northern rim of Europe one 

can find hereditary monarchs, but not elsewhere in Europe, and most 

importantly, not in that area which was causing Europe's political 

paroxysms. In most of these countries which had abolished their 

monarchies, the basis of authority had been transferred to a written 

document, a set of precepts that transcended any particular individual. In 

this transfer one's loyalty assumes a different nature. (The New Meaning 

of Treason 110) 

In The Court and the Castle (1957), which will be taken up in the next chapter, 

West's preoccupation with allegiance and betrayal in the treason trials of mid-century 

moves from its narrow legal setting to the broader venue of the historical relationship of 

monarch and subject and state as mediated in the nation's literature. In the dynamic of 

king and courtier and court that has evolved over centuries in the life of the nation, she 

discovers, resides a protective adaptation that regulates competing claims of the 

collective and private wills. In this power dynamic, which is registered over and over in 

literature, she discovers, the usurper—like the traitor of her political journalism—"is 

more clever than the king he supplants [...]. His added intelligence makes him capable 
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of sinning more subtly than the deposed king, and his disrespect for the legitimacy of the 

throne shows him capable of sinning on a gross public scale" (Wolfe 64). 
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' Upon receiving his presentation copy of The Meaning of Treason in 1947, Ross was 

surprised and gratified by West's dedication of the book to him. In a letter to West 

(November 25, 1947), he reported, "[I]t is "the most notable honor of my life. [...]! am 

much flattered. [...]! can't wait until people begin to notice the dedication, notably my 

lawyer, who [. . .] regards you as the greatest living writer and has read your Yugoslavia 

book over several times. And there are many others" (Kunkel, Letters From the Editor 

323-324). He was proud to have published West's articles on the British treason trials 

and believed that they were as definitive of their subject as John Kersey's Hiroshima had 

been of his. 

2 • • • • The wife of a Fascist leader in Mosley's inner circle was once asked whether Joyce had 

ever been a guest in her home. "She answered in horror, 'Oh, no, never. That was the 

great thing that worried us all, about what to do after Tom [the name by which Mosley 

was known to intimates] had become dictator. We didn't know how we were going to 

get rid of all these dreadful common people we had had to use to get power'" (West, The 

Meaning of Treason 86). 

^ Concerning West's report on the lynching trial in Greenville, South Carolina, Ross 

wrote to a New Yorker staff writer (June 5, 1947), "She had been to Greenville for the 

lynching trial and turned in a terrifically long piece [...]. She wrote sixteen thousand 

words, all in a few days, and all good, in my judgment, by God, and I don't know another 

person, male or female, on any continent, that can do that. She is about the brightest 

thing I have ever encountered" (Kunkel, Letters From the Editor 310). To West he wrote 

(January 7, 1948), "I enclose a clipping revealing that there was only one lynching in our 
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South all last year [...]• This must be a new low. [...]! think probably your piece was a 

strong influence against lynchings. I think the South has got self-conscious about them 

and that it has gained a certain amount of enlightermient—or anyhow, restraint" (332). 

During a tour of the German countryside at the time of writing of the second article, 

West recorded with disgust the complaint of "rank Nazis" in the touring party who 

earnestly explained "how awful Hitler had been, and all they meant was that he was such 

a damned fool they couldn't get on with the job of Nazifying the country" (Scott, 

Selected Letters 236). 



358 

CHAPTER 8 LATER LITERARY CRITICISM 

The Court and the Castle 

In 1905, American industrialist Dwight Harrington Terry endowed a foundation at 

Yale University to support the delivery and publication of an annual series of lectures in 

religion, science, and philosophy. His objectives were two: to promote disinterested 

scientific inquiry and to assist the assimilation of scientific truth into the public 

understanding of a "broadened and purified religion" (qtd. in West, The Court and the 

Castle 306). Terry proposed that the lectures inquire into the great laws of evolution and 

derive interpretations of literature and sociology that are "in accord with the spirit of 

these laws to the end that the Christian spirit might be nurtured in the fullest light of the 

world's knowledge" (306). He stipulated that they were to be subject to no philosophic 

or religious test, nor were speakers who espoused unorthodox or radical convictions to be 

excluded on the grounds of unorthodoxy or radicalism. His deed of gift stipulates only 

that speakers "pursue loyalty to truth, lead where it will, and devotion to the human 

welfare" (306). 

For a century, Terry Lecturers have included scholars, scientists, political 

thinkers, and theologians central to American and European intellectual life. Terry 

Foundation Lectures published by the Yale University Press include John Dewey's The 

Common Faith. Carl Jung's Psychology and Religion. Jacques Maritain's Education at 

the Crossroads. James B. Conant's On Understanding Science. Erich Fromm's 

Psychoanalysis and Religion, and Paul Tillich's The Courage to Be (307). West was 

delighted by the invitation to deliver the thirty-first Terry lectures, for the conjunction of 
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intellectual concerns specified in the founder's deed of gift and the chance to develop 

within this forum for distinguished thinkers her account of some materials and methods 

of political and religious thinking as mediated through literature were congenial to her. 

In 1957, she delivered a series of sixteen lectures which was published under the title The 

Court and the Castle: A Recurrent Theme in Shakespeare. Proust, and Kafka. For 

students of West, this complicated work is the culmination of her career in literary 

criticism. According to Wolfe, author of the most incisive and sympathetic scholarly 

reading of The Court and the Castle. "None of her other books relates literary and social 

issues as cogently as The Court and the Castle, and none is the result of more sustained 

thought and study. Like J. B. Priestley's vastly underrated Literature and Western Man. 

[it] is the distillation of a lifetime of reading" (56). 

By 1957, the sixty-four-year-old West had been a professional writer for forty-

five years. She was still very much a presence in the review pages of The New 

Statesman and Nation. Times Literary Supplement, and the Evening Telegraph and 

greatly looked forward to her monthly review books. However, after the publication of 

Black Lamb and Grey Falcon and The Meaning of Treason in the 1940s and A Train of 

Powder in 1954, topical works of documentary particularity on the character of nations 

and states, her thinking tended increasingly toward retrospective, toward broad syntheses. 

In a lengthy critique of compelling imaginative interest, she brings together in The Court 

and the Castle insights into the nature of social and political organization and the role of 

literature in recording the struggle of the individual to balance claims of selfhood and 

claims of the public good. For Wolfe, West's long "practice of relating literature to life 
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[...] gains for The Court and the Castle a sharp cutting edge. By telling us what kind of 

person she is and by frankly discussing her experiences in and out of books, Rebecca 

West takes hold of the reader. He knows he is going to be entertained and instructed by 

someone to whom literature and politics are no dry intellectual exercises" (56). 

In The Court and the Castle, the figures of West's critique—^king, court, courtier, 

castle—are suggested by a formulation of Paul Valery, in her estimation "the greatest 

critic this age has seen, perhaps the only first-rate critic among us" (West, The Court and 

the Castle 237). It was Valery's conviction that the artist derives a truer representation of 

the position of the individual by considering it in its relationship to abstractions that 

designate social formations. In the fourteenth lecture, whose subject is Proust, West 

quotes at length from an essay by Valery which outlines his account of the relationship 

between the operation of social history and the work of the subtle novelist: 

What calls itself "the great world" is composed purely of symbolic figures. 

Nobody can play a part in it unless they represent an abstraction. It is 

necessary that all social forces should meet one another: that somewhere 

money should be talking to beauty, that politics should be on good terms 

with elegance', that literature and birth should come to an agreement and 

have tea together. As soon as a new force arises, not much time elapses 

before its representatives appear in society; and the course of history sums 

itself up clearly enough in the arrival at regular intervals of new social 

types. [.. .] As a bank-note is a piece of paper as well as a bank-note, so a 
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personage of the great world combines a token-value as representative of 

a force with a human body and soul. (238) 

In addition to the influence of Valery's notion that history is the successive 

relationships of social forces and social types, there lies across The Court and the Castle 

the long shadow of the towering influence cast by Hippolyte Taine (1828-1893), a 

disciple of Spencerian social thought, in literary studies of the latter half of the nineteenth 

century. Spencer devised elaborate inferential structures according to which the 

evolution of modes of thought and social formations might be understood as obeying the 

same laws of descent and development as those observed in the descent and development 

of the species. Taine observed that this process is at work as well in literature, which 

records the operation of the evolving moral condition of a people. His Historv of English 

Literature (1863) offers broad outlines of an historicist literary criticism which is based 

upon the notion that literature offers a transcript of the geographic, social, and political 

conditions of the age whose general laws may then be discerned in the psychology of a 

race (Taine 609). That being so, Taine supposes that by the study of national literature 

one might retrace "the style of man's feelings and thoughts for centuries back" (609). He 

is particularly interested to "relate scientific method to literary creation and criticism" 

(Adams 608). 

Accordingly, he looks for what historicist criticism of the 1980s and 1990s has 

come to call formations—^the "grand causes," "the general structure of things," "the grand 

features of events," "frameworks," and "imprints"—in which might be discovered the 

operation of "a system in human sentiments and ideas [which] has for its motive power 
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certain general traits, certain marks of the intellect and the heart common to men of one 

race, age, or country" (Taine 612). He discerns three mechanisms or master agencies 

whose operation in history brings nations into certain religious, social, economic, and 

literary conditions: the race, the surroundings, and the epoch (613). In his usage, race is 

a collective term for the "irmate and hereditary dispositions which man brings with him to 

the light" (614). In terms derived directly from Darwinian usage, he writes of variation 

in peoples according to the operation of differences in material conditions in their 

experience. Surroundings designate the material world but include social constraints as 

well, the "persistent and gigantic pressures brought to bear upon [aggregates of men] 

from generation to generation" (615). When, through the acquired momentum of certain 

repeated experiences of the world negotiated through circumstances of race and 

surroundings, a formation or institution is produced and maintained for a period of time, 

the interval that is characterized by the appearance of that formation or institution he calls 

an epoch. An epoch may embrace decades or centuries, during which a "creative and 

universal idea is displayed over the whole field of action and thoughf (615). These three 

faculties, then—race, surroundings, epoch—^produce causes of varying magnitude and 

permanence which act upon the civilized body and whose presence is recorded in 

literature. 

In a brief lecture (1929) delivered at the City Literary Institute in London, entitled 

"Tradition in Criticism," West had praised the cogency of Taine's historicist approach to 

literary studies according to which an authentic literature makes note of "the organs of 

society of vital importance, [of] the practices and regulations that provoke revolutions. 
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[of] feudal rights and seigniorial justice, [of] the mode of recruiting and governing 

monastic bodies, [of] revenue measures [.. .], of corporations and trade-unions, [of] 

tithes" (qtd. in "Tradition in Criticism" 191). A few years later, in a little remarked essay 

after the manner of Taine, entitled "Mind and Materialism" (1936), she praised the most 

active literary minds of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—Dickens, 

Thackeray, Shaw, and Wells—^men who detected and expressed in imaginative form the 

conditions that shaped social life after the industrial revolution, and she confirmed her 

conviction that the chief subjects of the time—"war, unemployment, authority, the 

conception of property, bases of governance"—are threshed out in "the problems of 

every department of life, moral, philosophic, legal, administrative" (32). It is specifically 

in literature, this essay affirms, that the "history of the vanished world and the picture of 

entire communities" are preserved in comprehensive form (32). To remarkable extent. 

West's writing in general and The Court and the Castle in particular reflect Taine's 

notion that the "end to which literature is to be put is a total historical vision" (Adams 

608). Like him. West was certain that "there is no region of history where it is not 

imperative to till [the] deep level of human nature" that lies buried in letters, speeches, 

theological disquisitions, sermons, narrative, legislation—all the "inexhaustible artifacts 

of genuine history" (Taine 611). Working within this vein of thought in The Court and 

the Castle. West discovers the existence of deep structures or master ideas of English 

history, the permanent and universal causes identified by Taine, in the evolving political 

constitution of the nation, which she believes to be the highest expression of the English 

genius. Implicit in this work is the conviction that in order to understand the soul of a 
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nation, one must confront its dominant ideas which are themselves products of a series of 

given causes originating in the concurrent operations of race, place, and time. 

The sixteen lectures that comprise this work are organized in three sections 

designated by metaphors deriving from English political organization that identify the 

power of the individual will (the Court of Kings) and the power of the collective will (the 

Crowded Court) relative to shifting environmental circumstance and to the community of 

souls (the Castle of God). In The Court and the Castle, West records the operation of a 

vast structure of reality, a dynamic within whose movement forces representing the 

individual and the community contest for power. In her construction of the matter, in the 

evolution of societies—^here, four hundred years of European history—^political and 

social structures are formed, some of them provisional and some enduring, that are 

models "in miniature for achieving salvation or damnation" (Deakin 69). From time to 

time, these structures weaken and recede and are succeeded by others. However, the 

fundamental dynamic, which is the relationship between the individual and society— 

courtier and court—relative to instruments of salvation, is always of "nagging concern" 

(West, The Court and the Castle 68). In West's view, whatever the instrument of power 

at any historical moment—divine right of kings, rightful inheritance, rule of Parliament, 

military force, popularity, the pressure of numbers in mass society—mankind seeks to 

transcend its tendency toward evil (Deakin 68). In the interests of order and continuity, it 

seeks to regulate the sinful will in the direction of improvement and enter into a 

relationship with the divine—^the seat of religious revelation which West calls the Castle 

of God (West, The Court and the Castle 305). For in his relationship to the state are 
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revealed man's abhorrence of disorder and his longing for the regulation of his impulses. 

It is her notion that these motives are never lost but are absorbed and relocated in the 

succession of political formations that characterizes European history and that is 

registered in great literature. 

The recurrent theme of the subtitle is the Spencerian notion, so fundamental to her 

thinking, that human institutions are rooted in the physical struggle for survival; more 

narrowly stated, it is the notion that political alliances, social organization, and religious 

idealism are the agencies, renewed in differing forms throughout the ages, through which 

the struggle for control of the conditions of existence is expressed. In literature. West 

argues, is collected the most comprehensive knowledge of certain truths about man's 

position: that he is perilously placed in a universe that is often inimical to his welfare and 

that history is a record of his accommodations to shifts in circumstance and successive 

relocations of instruments of power presented by his envirormient. Through a survey of 

historical contexts—^the Tudor England of Shakespeare's knowledge, the eighteenth-

century commercial England of Fielding, the milieu of the civil servant in Trollope's 

nineteenth-century England, the twentieth-century European nation-states of Proust and 

Kafka—she examines efforts of writers in significant periods of European life to respond 

to this reality. 

In the eight lectures of Part One, the Court of Kings, West takes up the issue 

which, she argues, runs through Shakespearean tragedy and the history plays: the idea 

that "political power destroys the man who wields it" and the parallel idea that "artistic 

power was also a sword which corroded its sheath" (56-57). For Shakespeare, she says, 
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the dispiriting truth is that power may not be innocently exercised. It is his conviction, 

she perceives, that the whole of the court of kings, being made up of men, is corrupt: a 

flaw "runs horizontally through humanity wherever it is gathered in space" (27). 

According to this doctrinaire Augustinian view, which underlies a central principle of 

Calvinist Protestantism, the evil in the world does not attach specifically to single men in 

specific situations but attends the very constitution of the species. It "has its roots in the 

generations that went before and also were corrupt: it has its roots in the race. [...] 

What excites Shakespeare in FHamletl is the impossibility of conceiving an action which 

could justly be termed virtuous, in view of the bias of original sin" (27-28). 

West takes the position that in Hamlet. Shakespeare represents an acute fatalism, 

the meaning of which has eluded generations of readers who, failing to perceive the 

play's Augustinian ethos, have misread the character of Hamlet. Unanimously, it would 

seem, readers have seen in Hamlet a monitory representation of a malign irresolution. 

Not at all, argues West. For her, this view is the fabrication of "readers who want to 

protect themselves from the duty of revising their opinions about the universe, which 

would be forced on them if they accepted the real significance of Hamlef (10). Taking 

inspiration from an essay by Turgenev, in which Hamlet is conceived as "beyond all 

things else egotism and skepticism personified," she argues that Hamlet is decidedly "not 

averse to action, even of the most violent kind" (10). In point of fact, he commits four 

murders and kills one man in self-defense; moreover, he is remorseless, "permit[ting] 

himself to joke with vulgarity over the body of Polonius and to send Rosenkrantz and 

Guildenstern, unsuspecting of their role in Claudius's plans, to their deaths in England" 
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(16). And in all this, writes West, he "takes as his government his individual impulses" 

(16). No, says West: Hamlet is not the "ideal figure of moral fastidiousness,"compact of 

thought and fancy, too fragile ever to find it easy to commit [himself] to the coarseness of 

action" [but] a bad man in a diseased world" (8). 

In Hamlet. West writes, Shakespeare vividly figured his sense of human character 

and the tenor of history. Directing attention from the flood of experience to a small 

constellation of courtiers—^the court—and to its cynosure—^the king—^the play uses "the 

public life as a symbol of the private life and [describes] the government of the state as 

[the dramatist] conceived it when [he] was thinking of man's attempts to order his 

nature" (84). In her account, the pessimism of the play is extreme. Mankind is corrupt, 

she reasons; human institutions are accordingly imperfect; one who cooperates with 

them, then, commits himself to imperfection (84). On the one hand, the need of the state 

for unity through political order is indisputable, for "without power nothing is possible. 

Power is an indispensable evil" (Krutch 21). On the other hand, the conviction that all 

worldly systems of governance are sullied by the ineradicable baseness of human nature 

entraps the conscience in inconsistency: 

[Hamlet] is Calvinist in its allegation of total depravity, and indeed there 

are echoes of Calvin's voice all through this play. [.. .] For Calvin had the 

same sense as Shakespeare that man is an extraordinarily beautiful 

creature. Again and again [in Institutes of the Christian Religion! he 

extols man as a token of God's glory, replenished with infinite miracle. 

There was much divergence between Shakespeare and Calvin when they 
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came to examine the flimsiness of this pretty toy of creation. The 

quintessence of dust, Shakespeare called him, and Calvin spoke of a 

cottage of clay. But Calvin promised that some of this clay would be 

translated to predestined glory, while Shakespeare is silent and leaves his 

damned world damned forever on his page. (West, The Court and the 

Castle 75-76). 

West imagines their difference in this regard as recorded on pages in a ledger in 

which sin and death are entered on the debit side, representing Shakespeare's view, and 

beauty on the credit side, representing Calvin's promise. On the debit side is entered the 

notation that the exercise of power is of necessity an engagement with evil. On the credit 

side is the notation of Hamlet's dazzling physical and mental splendor (29). "His mind 

travels like lightning [...]. How superior [. . .] he is in mind and temperament, how 

daring, how proud"; and he is never more the quintessential Renaissance man—"a 

statesman, a true Macchiavellian"—^than in his dying moments, when, thinking for the 

future of his subjects, he chooses a ruler for them (29). For West, there is lasting and 

overpowering beauty in this political act, which "shows bravery in [its] intention that 

[his] species shall survive as if it were marble. Yet all the same, how horrid is the sphere 

in which [this fragile creature] shows [its] excellence" (31-32). 

In the history plays as well, the same central issue—the taint connected to the 

human enterprise, especially in its aspiration to power—^predominates. It is West's 

notion that the history plays—Richard the Second. Richard the Third. Henry the Fourth. 

Henry the Fifth. King John—^record the predominant political process of English history. 
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which was the working out of a theory of monarchy in the English nation (83). In play 

after play, she writes, Shakespeare revisits his conviction that the course of monarchic 

development in English life is a history of usurpation, tainted in its inception and bearing 

the plain imprints of sin and death. West reiterates Shakespeare's profound absorption 

with the Augustinian line of thought that catches in its paradox even the man who seeks 

to exercise power blamelessly: 

[N]o idea was stronger in his mind than that men must take on themselves 

the guilt of royalty if people were not to perish. He knew that man is a 

political animal and must not abdicate if he wants to keep his high place 

among animals, and he wrote constantly of the man who fails morally by 

being unable to assume the dangerous role of governor: the good man 

born to be king, who cannot rule because of his virtues, which disincline 

him to perform the harsh task but who is for that reason a bad man—since 

as soon as he ceases to govern, a man inferior to himself becomes king in 

his stead. And he wrote constantly of the worse man, the usurper: of 

Henry Bolingbroke, who was a good man apart from this taint; of Richard 

Crookback, who was no better than that taint, who was that taint itself. 

There seemed to Shakespeare something inherent in the usurper's position 

which was against virtue. (43-44) 

How, then, have the English managed to circumvent the dilemma posed by the 

Augustinian condemnation of matter and still form a polity that manages power and 

authenticates an enduring monarchy? This difficulty is. West acknowledges, not easily 
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grasped, and she infers that the answer may lie in the demonstrated triumph of the 

experimental ethos in English political life: "Our ancestors were trying out certain 

political ideas on an empirical basis and improvising theoretical justifications for them 

with tumbling fluency and exquisite subtlety" (60). In a world in which man's nature is 

thought to be corrupt and his will dangerous, what has evolved among the English is a 

containment strategy of sorts, a conditional mechanism by which a monarch comes to the 

throne through a fixed sequence of enabling rituals, including oath-taking and 

anointment, which calls into being a contract between monarch and subjects that is 

preserved by reciprocal obligations. In West's understanding of the matter, Englishmen 

of the Elizabethan age were working toward the legitimation of a practical, provisional 

system which would, it was hoped, achieve permanence and put an end to disorderly 

succession but which, "should kings do evil, would be elastic enough to permit reform" 

(68). The history plays show. West believes, that Shakespeare was never comfortable 

with this conception of the relationship between monarch and subjects. Indeed, she 

argues, he thought power "so dangerous in all its incarnations" that "no man bom of 

woman could exercise it without falling into sin" (68). In West's account, he "recoiled 

with horror" from attempts to take away power from an anointed king "no matter how 

venal that king might be" (68). The history plays reflect his acute "discomfort with 

claims to power asserted by monarchs and usurpers alike and his refusal to embrace the 

doctrine of resistance and the doctrine of nonresistance" (68). Clearly, says West, the 

two political assumptions which dominate his imagination are irreconcilable; "Hence 
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kings and usurpers, though moving in opposition, are equally immoral. This is not clear 

political thinking" (68). 

In point of fact, she writes, "it may not be political thinking at all" (68). Perhaps 

he was thinking not of political values but of religion, a subject which allows manifest 

internal contradiction since its system of values is thought to dwell in a world beyond the 

world of experience.^ For her, Shakespeare's work—deeply Calvinist in its import— 

denies out of hand that man is free equally to choose between good and evil, that the 

human endeavor in the world might reach moral perfection through its ovra efforts. This 

conviction distributed in the plays is most likely the foundational conviction, she argues, 

that explains the apparent inconsistency of his political thinking: 

This is not to regard Shakespeare as a religious writer. If he called on 

God, his cry was private. But his work is like the mold used for taking 

copies of sculpture, a form surrounding an empty space, which is enclosed 

by the negative impression of the object. He describes a world which is 

hollow, and its hollowness is the negative impression of God. This is man 

without grace; so we can understand what grace must be. (71) 

In the four lengthy lectures that make up Part Two, entitled The Crowded Court, 

West takes as her subject the turn of literature from its sharp focus on the individual to a 

consideration of the character of its age. In the preceding section. The Court of Kings, 

she argues that Shakespeare foregrounded the individual in his world largely because "for 

him the court was a specific, identifiable place and the courtiers were few enough that 

they could be set apart and characterized" (Deakin 68). The work of the major English 
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novelists of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, however, is both artifact and engine 

of an increasingly complex social organization. Fielding, as it happens, encountered an 

enlarged court in which "courtiers were more numerous, so that wickedness was diffused. 

It was more venal perhaps, but less murderous" (68). And however altered the 

proportional power of the court and courtier from that of Shakespeare's time, she 

maintains, the fundamental dynamic—^the relationship between the individual and group 

relative to aspirations to salvation—remains the same. In this middle section. West 

perceives the operation of great change in the new presumption that "the survival of 

society was more essential to the moral purpose of the universe than the survival of the 

individual" (The Court and the Castle 114). For Shakespeare, both the human will and its 

counterpart, the social order, were alike fatally corrupt. For Fielding, Austen, Emily 

Bronte, Dickens, Thackeray, and Trollope, however, the scene was happier. Optimists 

one and all, empiricists, to varying degree "celebrants of the prevailing social code," 

these writers "wholeheartedly approved the existence of the world as affording scope for 

human action" (109). Accordingly, these great English novelists of the eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries, examining group values in the social landscape, pursued an avid 

interest in the crowded court, in the customs and institutions of the public sphere. Each 

participated "in the same argument that engaged Shakespeare" but on the opposing side: 

They "believed that incorrupt will existed and could save mankind" (109). Put simply, 

they "chose the world over the individual" (120). 

The problem attending the exercise of power in the world that had so troubled 

Shakespeare fretted Fielding as well, but he cheerfully accepted "the contractual basis 
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that validates monarchy" and the dictum that "a king who does evil must go" (95). 

Believing that goodness native to humankind could transform the social world, he 

"became infatuated with the idea of good government, [seeing] it in the simplest terms, in 

Shakespearean terms: as a movement of honest people against First, Second, and Third 

Murderers" (97). In consequence, he reposed confidence in the authority of Parliament 

and the "dispassionate deafness of [its] laws" (96). "Bigoted Protestant" that he was. 

West argues, the central fact of his fiction is its saturation with belief in some redemptory 

principle—realized in the public sphere in a practical ethic or humanist ideal—whose 

operation he observed in the world (96). In this regard, she insists, he is "as far as might 

be" from Shakespeare's position regarding human natiire as evidence of "the advanced 

putridity of life" (103). He thoroughly rejected the doctrine of total depravity, she notes, 

and placed his faith in "the analytic intelligence, the power of observation, and the 

knowledge bestowed by conversation," attributes which, "allied with imaginative power," 

would, he was persuaded, engender representations of experience "in a form that favors 

the continuance of society" (106). 

In the nineteenth century. West argues, a great shift in emphasis directed the 

artist's first loyalty to the claims of the court. The work of Jane Austen, for example, 

unequivocally demonstrates her distinct preference for the claims of society, and this 

preference was felt as well by "Scott, Thackeray, Dickens, and Trollope, each in his own 

way stressing the [. ..] aptness [of the individual] to conform to the group or institution of 

which he was a part" (Deakin 69). In part the consequence of his vast literary production, 

in part the consequence of his steady and true representation of the character of English 
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social life, West is persuaded, Trollope is a greater writer than the others. West's 

judgment here does not necessarily imply that Trollope's characters are mere ciphers with 

no individual dimension and no will free of social restraint, although his "view of the 

world as a necessary court crowded with necessitous courtiers made it difficult for him to 

present the essence of any man's life in a simple and shapely form" (West, The Court and 

the Castle (161). But it does mean, in keeping with Valery's formulation, that any man's 

life is more truly represented in "art that comprehends the modifying forces of his full 

social landscape, whatever those may be" (161). In their sensitivity to the broad social 

landscape of nineteenth-century England, West writes, the novels in the Barchester series 

and the Palliser series are products of the "superb phase" of Trollope's genius (137). 

These novels of the ecclesiastical envirormient and the arena of the civil servant, she 

argues, reveal his "great understanding of the morphology of society, [. ..] the structure 

of England in his time" (141). Notably, they record the emergent political reality of 

Victorian England, the fact that power was no longer concentrated in the single and 

visible figure of the king but diffused in the departments of Parliament and administered 

by the civil service, whose decrees are enforced by the army; it was "scattered all over 

London in ministries and municipal buildings and all over the country in councils. 

Trollope was under an obligation to note all he could of this huge and crowded scene" 

(148). And so, his novels recount the experience of characters whose quality derives 

from their relationship to the "vaster reality" of the group ethos: 

He had to say in what part of the modem state the character had found 

security; and it was necessary to describe the degree of that security. 
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[.. .] He had above all to describe the man's relations with the other 

inhabitants of the modern state, what place he held in their social 

hierarchy, and whether he was likely to go higher or sink lower. [...] If a 

man was to be seen in this way, as part of a group, many samples of the 

group had to be given [. . .] so that it can be realized how vast was the 

forest in which this tree stood. (161-162) 

The public campaign for women's rights became entangled in this dynamic of 

courtier, court, and salvation that characterizes the evolution of the national life, 

complicating the novelistic convention—^the depiction of the group—so intricately 

developed by Trollope. Although the great male novelists of Victorian England created 

memorable female characters, one may not infer, she argues, that Dickens, Thackeray, 

and Trollope admired independence of mind in woman. True, George Eliot is notable for 

having considered at length the interior lives of her characters, male and female, but her 

interest was primarily in the larger operations of culture, and her fiction repeatedly 

registers her belief in "the redemptory power of the group" (165). Not until Hardy and 

Meredith took up the issue of the position of women relative to established loci of power. 

West perceives, did English literature end its neglect or disapproval of independent will 

in female characters. It was they who resolutely focused the British novel on the court 

and specifically on heroines who struggle to establish their own moral values outside the 

narrow confines of convention. 

What had "long been empty space in fiction"—a social field in which women 

obey their own imperatives in determining their fate—Meredith and Hardy "filled with 
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two long galleries [of] portraits of beautiful and rebellious women" (176). In West's 

account, the heroines of Meredith's novels are splendid creatures—self-directed, well-

spoken, imaginative, courageous. Hardy saw sober, watchful, more retiring heroines, 

women of the peasant and yeoman class who nonetheless had strong individual being. 

"Though his style was chastity itself, he put all his heroines back in the biological 

framework" (177). That is to say, he looked squarely at the lives of Wessex country 

women; he watched them work, heard them speak, assessed their position in the social 

dynamic, and tried to imagine the meaning to them of their interior lives. In West's 

reading, "He saw women as possessing imagination of a sort which never lit the clay of 

their menfolk, and he even set their power higher, as a magical gift" (177). For West, 

Meredith and Hardy—especially Hardy—^brought the history of imaginative literature to 

a critical point, for in their hands, "The novel was taking aboard a load of revolutionary 

thought which it was to carry as its chief cargo till our own day" (180). Their feminism, 

she supposes, was not an isolated affinity but was bound up with their broader rejection 

of existing social institutions: 

There is a curious expression of this belief in Ibsen's remark that the 

future of Europe rested with women and workmen. Women were to break 

down the class system and also improve the race by choosing the fittest 

mates, and to kill superstitition by practicing a rational code of ethics 

which would permit them to leave mates who had proved themselves 

unworthy; while the working classes were to be given a large share of the 

national wealth, and government was to be conducted by all [...]. All 
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these things were in fact about to happen. [...] Meredith, Hardy, and 

their followers induced the cultured to accept these changes. (180-181) 

In order to understand the English novelists and novel readers of the nineteenth 

century. West is persuaded, it is necessary to grasp certain fundamentals of the teachings 

of Rousseau (184). Although much of his work is insipid and flawed by internal 

contradiction, she perceives, close study of his early work reveals his affinity for claims 

of the courtier over the court. In Kmile. for example, he "regards civilization as a system 

of constricting outrages practiced on the natural man" (185). However, the principal 

idea advanced in The Social Contract seems to reverse this formulation: what Rousseau 

envisions in The Social Contract in fact, is an equilibrium in which the state would move 

without cease toward equality and in which the citizen would willingly sacrifice his 

individual being to interests of the state. "The better the state is constituted," he 

speculated, "the more does public rather than private business preoccupy the minds of 

citizens" (qtd. in The Court and the Castle 189). 

It is indisputably true that the "ecstatic sentimentality" of his fiction and the 

peevish, contradictory swings of his philosophic discourse—valorizing now the claims of 

courtier over court, then the claims of court over courtier—were confounding to writers 

whose commitment to claims of the courtier was strong (197). It is West's conviction 

that Rousseau's thinking is, nevertheless, distributed in attitudes and dispositions of the 

British novel of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. His contribution, she says, was 

not so much clear outline as atmosphere, not definition or principle but state of mind: the 

"British atmosphere was saturated with Rousseauist discontent with all existing 
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institutions" (197). The distinguished heirs of his restless discontent—Meredith and 

Hardy in the nineteenth century and Galsworthy, Wells, and Shaw in the early 

twentieth—assumed "that there was no part of the existing structure of society which did 

not deserve to be razed to the ground, and that it would be quite easy to replace it by a 

substitute which could completely satisfy the needs of man" (197). The process whose 

operation was sensed by Shakespeare in the tragedies and history plays—^the passage of 

power through successive usurpations—is registered in the work of these novelists even 

though the locus of power has passed from simple center to complex matrices, monarch 

succeeding feudal lords, capitalist democracy displacing monarch, secular bureaucracy 

complicating capitalist democracy, each ruthless in its rise to dominance and savage in its 

decline. As in the tragedies and history plays, she writes, one observes in the work of 

Meredith, Hardy, Galsworthy, Wells, and Shaw the acutely realized detection of the 

operations of power in the social space. With "great difficulty," she perceives, these 

accomplished realist writers represented moral aspects of power as they were felt in the 

contemporary scene, for 

the governing class had no palace; their name was legion; they were dotted 

all over Great Britain in solid Victorian mansions . [. ..] What was 

usurping their power was a steadily mounting income tax, a huge increase 

in the social services, and a number of persons in the Houses of 

Parliament, the Civil Services, and various agencies of local goverrmient. 

[...] It would be hard to unify this conflict of huge, interlaced, sluggish 

. forces, covering immense areas, indeed covering all the social space we 
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know [...]; and it would be hard to shape the picture of it into a pattern of 

events memorable for beauty. (199) 

Some few novelists of the period were notably impervious to the influence of 

Rousseauian disaffection with the group, and among these she counts James and Kipling. 

In her account, James was concerned not so much with the shifting locus of power 

between king and court as with the preservation of power in a lateral site, the aristocratic 

life. He mistook the particular for the whole—^the refinement and formality cultivated in 

the social life of the aristocracy for the permanent authority of the court. Kipling as well, 

she observes, worked "at the edge of the historical process" within which court and 

courtier contest for power (209). However, he was notably uninterested in social 

conditions peculiar to his time, and he accepted, indeed, uncritically approved the 

institutions of church and state of his time and the infrastructure of empire (209). At 

heart a technocrat, "He was the first important writer to feel the romantic charm of 

machinery" (209). 

When corruption is found to be diffuse throughout the court, as it happens, 

responsibility caimot be assigned to an identifiable entity. A medieval or Renaissance 

monarch in whom supreme power resided was present and visible to courtiers, Wolfe 

notes, and when corruption was discovered, blame might be assigned to his person and 

reform begun (67). In a capitalist democracy, however, power is scattered, its corrupting 

effects "no longer contained but made contagious" (67). Such was the case in the France 

of Proust's time, during which time the court had become "an amorphous institution" 

(West, The Court and the Castle 275). In France at mid-century. West argues, the power 
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relation between courtier and court whose points of connection had once been knowable 

became occluded, and this situation provided opportunity for the usurper—in this case, 

the rising bourgeoisie—^to disrupt the operations of the coiirt and to assume sovereignty 

in French national life. By the late nineteenth century, however, the political climate 

created by the bourgeoisie had become demonstrably corrupt, and the paradigmatic event 

that exposed the diffusion and dilution of power among the presidency, legislative 

assemblies, civil service, and army of the republic was the Dreyfus affair: 

At this very [...] hour [of the Dreyfus affair], it became obvious that 

men's affairs had become uncontrollable. Proust, like Trollope, complains 

of congestion. The problem of organizing the vast populations of the 

modern world could only be solved by the use of machinery so 

complicated that no ordinary man, unless he be one of a small number of 

statesmen and bureaucrats in positions of administrative power, can have 

any sense that there is a connection between his individual will and the 

actions of the state. (275) 

Perceiving the instability of the court as an uncertain locus of power, discovering 

moral filth in the public sphere, Proust constructed a fictional world by recording in 

meticulous detail the transactions and ceremonies of the social landscape. He concerned 

himself with the operations of power in a "supposed court" that presided over the social 

landscape, "the hierarchy of families who in the past have established their value to the 

state and who carry on a stately tradition" (248). In the lives of the great bourgeois 

families of France, the merchant families whose holdings and investments provided the 
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matrix of vast political power, he studied patterns of social life among the privileged of 

his age: "Their personal beauty, their charm of manner, and the splendor of their houses 

persuaded him [at first] that perhaps they had made a life which was the moral equivalent 

of the visible beauty of that medieval and Renaissance France so often recalled by their 

historic names" (257-258). He found, alas, that the power that once resided in kings and 

courts had passed through duplicity and venality to "courtiers of a particular stripe"—^to a 

bourgeoisie whose ascendancy was owed "in great part to its practice of wearing 

benevolent masks so continually that its enemies [were] often deceived and [laid] down 

their arms" (263). 

The modern state constructed in the interests of bourgeois venality, such as that of 

Proust's France, provides no mechanism to restrain the mass fanaticism that permits 

state-sanctioned persecution: "Nobody could extirpate anti-Semitism, and nobody could 

stop the Dreyfus case, except by a process which was [...] slow and operated by [...] a 

multiplication of delegated power" (274). Nobody or nothing. West argues, except a 

mind that is enlightened by "the mnemonic function of art, holding for itself a reserve of 

sustaining power during intervals when barbarism swamps civilized institutions" (274). 

If not in king or court, anointed individual or social body, Proust's work affirms, one 

might escape misrule and find the stable and just exercise of power in the social 

landscape by means of memory, of self-cultivation, of 

immersion in the ancient artistic process. [The narrator of A la recherche 

du temps perdul is going to take his grateful apprehension of the beauty of 

this earth and his shamefaced resentment against its hideousness, and will 
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reconcile them in a shapely and luminous work of art, which can make life 

stand still and let the reader examine it at his leisure. [.. .] Swann is saved 

by his loyalty to beauty, his readiness to discern it and appreciate it and 

evangelize it. [...] Swann belongs to the order of characters who [.. .] do 

not rebel against society; they realize themselves to be living in time and 

not in eternity; they are capable of compromise; yet they preserve intact a 

moral sense which comes into action when evil threatens to vanquish good 

and they abandon compromise. (271) 

In West's view, Kafka experienced a reality that was as constrained as Proust's. 

For centuries, she observes, the Habsburg royal house had maintained order in Eastern 

Europe through a sclerotic bureaucratic system that regulated all aspects of commercial 

life, public services, and social protocol (287). The bureaucracy was the "publicly visible 

surface" of a vast field of power operations commanded by the court (287). A Czech and 

a professional bureaucrat living in a division of the Habsburg Empire during its long and 

dangerous decline into decrepitude, Kafka had. West argues, a "feeling for the 

bureaucratic system in which he lived something like the emotion which Shakespeare felt 

for the monarchy" (287). That is to say, the bureaucracy—although faceless, without 

individual character—was to him a knowable center of power, a cynosure of man's effort 

to regulate his environment, and he was led to portray the character of this domain in his 

art. He did not, however, have deep feeling for the interior life of the courtier, and he 

wholly refused to chart character; indeed, he "would have liked so far as possible to write 

a novel absent character, concentrating on theme" (293). Asked about the personages 
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portrayed in America. Kafka responded impatiently, "I was not describing people, I was 

telling a story; these characters are only images, symbols" (qtd. in The Court and the 

Castle 293). His refusal to create characters, individuated beings, West argues, responds 

to his sense of man's helplessness to handle the besetting problems of the operations of 

power in the modem world, and his novels, then, are most accurately seen as documents 

that represent the dominating fact of the life of his age: the profoundly estranging social 

distances implicit in the social landscape created by the modem state, whose material 

surface is bureaucracy. For West, Kafka is one of few authors whose "sense of the tmth 

is so authentic, whose artistic process is so sure," that his work 

can keep pace with the cruelty of history. [. . .] Many passages might be 

read as prophetic visions of the occupation of his country, of the 

deportations, of the concentration camps. Though the unjustified arrests, 

the irregular trials, the murderous executions are symbols chosen to 

illustrate his themes, they also come oddly close [. . .] to the forms in 

which destiny was to [completely] destroy his world. (297-298) 

As in The Strange Necessitv thirty years before and in Henry James ten years 

before that, early expressions of the historicist inclination of her thought. West follows in 

The Court and the Castle an empiricist line of inquiry into relationships between 

aesthetics and the material facts that govern existence. Driving the central arguments of 

all three major works of West's literary criticism is the foundational assumption of 

historical determinism associated with Spencer and Taine. Detectable as early as 1916 in 
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Henry James are specific metaphors from Taine's introduction to The History of English 

Literature: 

What is your first remark on turning over the great, stiff leaves of a folio, 

the yelloyv sheets of a manuscript—a poem, a code of laws, a declaration 

of faith? This, you say, was not created alone. It is but a mould, like 

fossil shell, an imprint, like one of those shapes embossed in stone by an 

animal which lived and perished. Under the shell there was an animal, 

and behind the document there was a man. Why do you study the shell, 

except to represent to yourself the animal? So do you study the document 

only in order to know the man. (609) 

Here, in a few metaphors—mould, fossil shell, imprint, document—is the theme of The 

Court and the Castle: literature, law, and faith—^the works of the aesthetic impulse, the 

political sensibility, the religious aspiration—are artifacts in the long process of 

humankind's adaptation to necessity, each testifying to the efforts of generations of men 

to curb defects of human nature and to manage power. The necessary engagement with 

power is here represented in art, there divided into political structures, elsewhere 

assimilated in the absorption of religion with salvation and damnation. Unsurprisingly, 

"it is a tendency of creative literature, when it rises above a certain level, to involve itself 

with statecraft and with religion: to exist and to belong to Him" (West, The Court and 

the Castle 305). 

The Court and the Castle opens paths that would be explored thirty years later by 

a classic new historicist proposition—^the idea that parallel discourses may testify to and 
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support the truth of a material reality. For example, in The Court and the Castle, 

confirming the truth of Fielding's supposition that conditions in the eighteenth century 

permitted the accumulation of great private fortunes, West draws upon a specialist's 

knowledge of economic instruments: "The financial disorders of Fielding's age had been 

lessened by the better actuarial organization of the state" (The Court and the Castle 129). 

The financial anxiety of the rising middle class of his time, a consciousness which 

saturates his novels, she attributes to the circumstance that "the rate of interest on 

invested capital and the expansion of trade were not so perfectly adjusted to the rate of 

increase in the population that it was possible for all the children of every middle-class 

couple to enjoy the same standard of living as their parents; and thus it happened [. . .] 

that a high proportion of the middle classes had to seek employment" (129). From the 

letters of Elizabeth Montague, some of which concern the English attitude toward money 

at a particular time, one might gather substantive data about a woman's precarious 

dependence on the solvency and status of her parents which so preoccupied Jane Austen. 

The concern of Dickens and Thackeray and Trollope with liability and financial stability 

and testacy has a parallel in the Joint Stock Companies Act of 1844 which constituted 

British company law, making possible the bequest of aimuities (170). The bitterness of 

wives, such as that of Lady Glencora toward Plantagenet Palliser concerning his 

squandering of her own money, to which he had legal right, "was not to be rectified until, 

through the advocacy of Dr. Pankhurst, a bill was passed [in 1870] which gave married 

women the right to own property" (171). 
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As with Henry James and The Strange Necessity, The Court and the Castle was 

not widely reviewed, but where reviewers read closely and grasped the breadth and depth 

of West's critical effort, it was regarded with great respect. Writing in The Spectator 

(1958), Frank Kermode remarks the book's intellectual power of a caliber rarely seen in 

literary criticism. "He thought her Trollope chapter 'exceptionally fine' and the ones on 

Proust and Kafka the best he had ever read. But he admitted his 'discomfort' with the 

alien mode of her thinking [...] and took issue with her 'Calvinist Hamlet'" (Rollyson, 

The Literary Legacy 194). In a review in Saturday Review of Literature (19571 Joseph 

Wood Krutch cites the breadth and range of The Court and the Castle: "A review caimot 

cast a net wide enough to capture more than a small part of an idea as elaborately 

developed as the idea which Miss West has here developed" (22). Writing in 

Commonweal (1957), a conservative Catholic journal of social and cultural issues 

relative to religion, Anthony Bailey recognizes in The Court and the Castle "a type of 

well-written cultural criticism which is not often met with nowadays, in which literature 

is studied not just as literature, but as an intense reflection of the writer's time and place 

in the universe" (315). Although he approves her picture of Hamlet as complete 

opportunist, he is unconvinced by her darkly Calvinist Shakespeare. In point of fact, he 

writes, "Probably there was never a great writer who so carefully omitted all serious 

reference to religion from his work. While it may be true that he viewed society and the 

court as hopelessly corrupt, [...] there is yet a self-enhancing majesty [.. .] that is present 

in his summation of man" (315). 
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Arguing the contrary in his review for The Nation (1958), Jacob Korg 

disbelieves the presence of a Calvinist subtext in Hamlet. In his reading, the assignment 

of categories that supports this finding—king, court, courtier—is entirely too slippery: 

"Miss West confesses that she would not be at all surprised if Shakespeare thought of his 

kings as symbols of the will, of their courts as symbols of personality, and of the usurpers 

as symbols of the will's futile attempts to reform itself (15). Misled by a woolly logic, 

he observes, she uses "one symbol for the will itself and another for the will in [its] 

struggle to reform" (15). And in any case, he adds, it is doubtful that the English 

novelists of West's discussion "had much to say either about the relations of kings and 

courtiers or about the spiritual situation they are supposed to represent" (15). 

While reviewers generally remarked the broad sweep of The Court and the Castle. 

only John Wain seems to have fully appreciated the intellectual economy of this 

complicated work. In a review in The London Magazine (1958), he places West within 

the very small company of critics who respond at all points to the major challenge 

presented to the reader by the literary artist's encounter with experience. It is his notion 

that this series of lectures, which studies the working of the human will in the sphere of 

public action as represented in great literature, is that rare thing in literary criticism: a 

work "which really engages with fundamentals" (62). In readings that are free of 

distortion and imbalance, he writes, West's approach in The Court and the Castle clears 

up "many of the most obstinate difficulties of literary criticism, from 'intention' to the 

psychological riddle as to why a pessimistic masterpiece [such as Hamlet] induces in the 

reader not despair, but courage" (64). His review is, he acknowledges, incomplete 
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compared to the range and scope of West's analysis of the forces whose effects are 

recorded in great literature: 

The book is too profound and densely packed for me to be able to assess 

until I have had time to live with it, to keep it beside me as companion to 

my reading, as one keeps The Sacred Wood or Countries of the Mind or 

The Wound and the Bow. Meanwhile, I hope I have at least conveyed my 

sense of the book's importance and my feeling of obligation to its author. 

(65) 

The work received no extended critical consideration until 1971, when Wolfe—-

recognizing the deep structures of West's argument—praised its scope and unity. In 

Rebecca West: Artist and Thinker, he remarks her willingness to discuss contradictory 

evidence and the openness with which she handles passages that seem to disprove the 

argument of the whole. For him, her sure historical grasp confers a unifying control on 

her material and the assurance that a "fine critical insight can stretch the boundaries of 

literary scholarship" (61). Correctly, he connects the thesis of this work to thought of the 

social reformers and historians of the nineteenth century who understood original sin to 

be the doctrinal formulation of what evolutionary science confirms in the operation of 

history. 
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' In The Court and the Castle, West's notion of the tragedies and history plays as 

repository and mediator of anxieties concerning the corruption of human nature that 

engrossed Shakespeare's time anticipates the central argument of critic Stephen 

Greenblatt's Hamlet in Purgatory (2001). In this work, Greenblatt places Hamlet at the 

site of the violent ideological struggle of Protestants in England to discredit the Catholic 

doctrine of purgatory. In his reading, consciousness of this struggle is distributed in the 

play's general preoccupation with corrupt matter and in its absorption of images of 

purgatory into the representation of everyday life. "The Protestant attack on the 'middle 

state of souls' and the middle place these souls inhabited destroyed this method [the 

rescue of souls of the dead through intercessory prayer and financial offerings to the 

Church] for most people in England, but it did not destroy the longings and fears that 

Catholic doctrine had focused and exploited. Instead, [...] the space of Purgatory 

becomes the space of the stage" (257). 
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