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‘There was Nowhere’: Literary Women and Contingent Identity in the Modernist 

Fiction of Katherine Mansfield and May Sinclair 

 

Claire Drewery 

 

‘There was nowhere’.1 The poignant final words of Katherine Mansfield’s 1921 short story 

‘Life of Ma Parker’ are revealing, not only in terms of the predicament in which the titular 

protagonist ultimately finds herself, but of the general positioning of women throughout 

Mansfield’s literary oeuvre. The story’s bleak final pronouncement on the situation of a 

working-class woman, whose time is so commoditised that she is unable to find a private 

space in which to grieve for her dead grandchild, reflects the familiar interstitial positions 

occupied by Mansfield’s fictional women. Typically unresolved, oblique and transitional, 

these incursions offer mere glimpses of the half-formed, as-yet inaccessible subjectivities 

falling between the social categorisations and classifications of Mansfield’s time. Noteworthy 

instances include the moment in which Bertha Young of ‘Bliss’ momentarily acknowledges 

her bisexuality but is left in stasis, unable to anticipate ‘what is going to happen now?’, or 

when ‘Prelude’s’ Linda Burnell visualises sailing away on her aloe, briefly contemplating a 

life outside her role as an unsatisfied wife and mother. Ma Parker looks for a place to exist, 

however briefly, outside the constraints of her ‘hard life’ – if only to ‘have her cry out – at 

last’ – and finds ‘nowhere’.2 The always-contingent nature of subjectivities in flux invariably 

leaves these women occupying no stable position in society from which these experiences 

might be articulated.   

As the above examples illustrate, Mansfield engaged prominently with the 

contemporary representation of subjective consciousness now recognised as a leitmotif of 

literary modernism. The shift from Victorian exteriority and realism to modernist interiority 
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and impressionist representational modes characterise what Charles Taylor defines as a 

reflexive or inward turn working ‘against the presumptions of the unified self’.3 This 

coincides with a broader epochal shift from humanism to anti-humanism which, albeit the 

demarcation between the two is notoriously unclear, has been variously located within 

Nietzsche’s attack upon the Enlightenment (‘Death of God’), Althusser’s heralding of Marx 

as the ‘founder of “theoretical anti-humanism”’, or Heidegger’s mid-twentieth-century 

existentialism.4 The critic Paul Sheehan locates what he terms an ‘anthropometric turn’ as far 

back as the mid-nineteenth century. Here, the human no longer possesses ‘an a priori 

connection to humanism’, hence the human as a ‘given’ becomes the human as a ‘problem’.5 

Considering Mansfield’s stories in the light of this shift reveals how prescient her work truly 

was, not only in negotiating different social spheres for women, but also in anticipating the 

schism in twentieth-century thought between theories of social constructivism – the notion of 

the human as a product of preexisting language, discourse and power structures – and 

essentialism: the idea of a fixed, unchanging, unified subject. For Mansfield, short fiction 

became a space in which to question the gendered constraints governing women’s social roles 

and sexuality, to experiment with new potentialities for women both within and beyond 

existing parameters, and to negotiate possible reformulations of the category of the subject.  

Another modernist author engaged in a literary reconsideration of the humanist 

subject was May Sinclair, whose representations of the constraints upon women’s social and 

familial roles offer fascinating comparisons with those of Mansfield. To date, however, the 

many illuminating connections between these two writers remain only tacitly explored. My 

2011 book Modernist Short Fiction by Women considers Mansfield and Sinclair alongside 

two modernist contemporaries, but there has since been no detailed critical comparison of the 

many commonalities in their writing.6 There are, however, also significant differences 

between them, in particular relating to their views on the modernist ‘stream of consciousness’ 
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technique. Both women reviewed various instalments of Dorothy Richardson’s Pilgrimage, 

each drawing quite different conclusions about her psychological style. In a now-famed 

review written for the Egoist in 1918, Sinclair first applies the term to the form previously 

designated the ‘psychological novel’: ‘[i]n identifying herself with this life’, she wrote, 

‘which is Miriam’s stream of consciousness, Miss Richardson produces her effect of [. . .] 

getting closer to reality than any of our novelists’.7 The review reflects Sinclair’s 

commitment to the stream of consciousness form as a means of representing ‘reality’, albeit 

Richardson herself forcefully rejected the term and Sinclair also viewed it as not 

unproblematic.8   

Mansfield, on the other hand, was irritated by the technique and its perceived egotism. 

Unimpressed with both Richardson’s novel sequence and her literary style, she reviewed the 

third instalment, The Tunnel, for the Athenaeum in April 1919. The review criticises 

Richardson for ‘holding out her mind’ and ‘hurtling objects into it as fast as she can throw. [. 

. .] But the pace kills’.9 Sinclair’s own experiment in the stream of consciousness style, the 

semi-autobiographical Mary Olivier: A Life, appeared the same year and was also reviewed 

by Mansfield, who critiques the novel in similar terms to The Tunnel. This review questions 

whether one can ‘think for one moment of the mystery of life when one is at the mercy of 

surface impressions?’, concluding that ‘it is too late in the day for this new form’.10 

Mansfield herself was seemingly anxious about the reception of this review. In a letter dated 

18 June 1919 she wrote to Ottoline Morrell: ‘Have you seen “Mary Olivier”. [sic] I reviewed 

it this week. Will you tell me if you think I am wrong about it? It took me hours to do’.11 

Mansfield’s husband John Middleton Murry wrote to her afterwards that Sinclair had been 

‘terribly upset’ by this review ‘because she thought that K. M. is the only person who really 

knows how to do it’.12 Sinclair expressed the same view in rather more vehement terms in a 
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letter written on 1 July 1919 to Catherine Dawson Scott, referring to Mansfield’s ‘[v]irulent 

sneers and jeers’ about the novel.13  

Given their strength of disagreement about one of the more recognisable aesthetics of 

literary modernism, it is perhaps unsurprising that comparative accounts of Mansfield’s and 

Sinclair’s biographical and literary connections have been largely omitted from recent 

explorations of their modernist networks. Yet both were renowned and prolific literary critics, 

both made an art form of the short story, and both experimented with poetry: Sinclair under 

the pseudonym of Julian Sinclair and Mansfield consistently throughout her career.14 Albeit 

that the two women were of different nationalities and different generations, their lives and 

positions within the modernist canon share many similarities. In common with her literary 

protagonists, Mansfield herself was something of a peripheral figure. Her life and work 

existed on the fringes of literary modernism and its coteries, and she was privately scathing of 

the elitism and myopia of the ‘Blooms Berries’, as she dubbed them. At the centre of the 

Bloomsbury circle, Virginia and Leonard Woolf for their part referred to Mansfield and 

Murry as ‘Grub Street’, a derogatory term meaning literary hacks. Mansfield was, however, a 

respected critic, who, from 1919–1920, wrote more than a hundred reviews for the 

Athenaeum periodical then edited by Murry. She also enjoyed an uneasy relationship with 

Virginia Woolf, as documented in Angela Smith’s monograph Katherine Mansfield and 

Virginia Woolf: A Public of Two (1999), Sydney Janet Kaplan’s chapter in Katherine 

Mansfield and the Bloomsbury Group (2017), and Ruchi Mundeja’s chapter in Todd Martin’s 

edited volume The Bloomsbury Handbook to Katherine Mansfield (2022).15 Further chapters 

in the latter two volumes by Jay Dickson and Gerri Kimber trace Mansfield’s friendships at 

Garsington, the home of Ottoline Morrell, and with Aldous Huxley.16 This growing body of 

work continues to illuminate our critical understanding of Mansfield’s life, work and literary 

connections, and now amounts to a sizeable body of scholarship.   
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Like Mansfield, Sinclair was also a peripheral author, in her case working on the cusp 

between the two eras of the Victorian and the modern. She was a polymath whose versatility 

of form, as well as the rich interdisciplinarity of her extensive output, has traditionally made 

her writing difficult to categorise. She was a fictional writer, suffragist campaigner, 

biographer and diarist whose Journal of Impressions in Belgium (1915) chronicles her brief 

experiences of volunteering in Hector Munro’s ambulance corps.17 She was also an idealist 

philosopher and an essayist, often around themes of sublimation, symbolism and 

psychoanalysis. Her novels and short stories straddle modernist experimentation and popular 

fiction, and she corresponded with an extensive circle of literary acquaintances. In one of the 

first detailed studies of Sinclair’s letters, Philippa Martindale traces her intellectual and 

political networks which include, but are not limited to: the Women Writers’ Club, the 

Society of Authors, the Society for Psychical Research, the Women’s Freedom League, the 

Medico-Psychological Clinic of London, the Aristotelian Society and the PEN Club.18 

Despite her status as a well-known author and sought-after critic, however, the subtitles of 

Suzanne Raitt’s 2000 biography, A Modern Victorian and Kunka and Troy’s first collection 

of edited essays on Sinclair, Moving Toward the Modern (2006), reveal a critical tendency to 

view Sinclair as a solitary figure positioned between the Victorian doctrines of hard work and 

sacrifice and modernist experimentation.19 

Despite their influence as authors and critics, then, both Mansfield and Sinclair 

existed on the fringes of the literary networks surrounding Pound, Woolf and others, and this 

has long been reflected in their canonical status. That Sinclair’s work defies straightforward 

categorisation, and Mansfield worked mainly in the short story form which has never enjoyed 

the same status as the novel, are likely contributory factors to the critical neglect of their 

writing. After Mansfield’s early death, when Murry published her private notebooks and 

extensive body of letters, it is impossible to determine whether the details of her life eclipsed 
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her literary writings in the critical canon. Whether coincidentally or otherwise, however, 

scholarly interest in Mansfield burgeoned long before Sinclair was rescued from obscurity by 

the appearance in 1973 of T. E. M. Boll’s first biography of the woman and her life.20 Until 

this time Sinclair was all-but forgotten, unusually so for an author who achieved considerable 

fame and acclaim in her lifetime. Unlike Mansfield, however, she left no personal journal, 

lived uneventfully, and died in seclusion at a comparatively old age. She was also famously 

guarded about her personal information. In 1921 she wrote that she objected ‘most strongly to 

the personal note, & in any case it bores me to write about myself’.21 Whether Sinclair’s 

reticence contributed to her literary obscurity in the decades following her death is, like the 

question of Murry’s part in Mansfield’s critical reception, largely a matter of speculation. 

Despite the differences in early critical responses to Mansfield and Sinclair, however, 

in more recent scholarship an equilibrium has been reached. The last two decades have seen a 

resurgence of scholarly interest in both writers, in particular extensive critical editions of their 

works commissioned by Edinburgh University Press. Of these, nine volumes of the Mansfield 

edition have appeared to date, including four Collected Works of Fiction and Non-Fiction, 

four Collected Letters, and one Collected Poems. The first tranche of the Sinclair edition, 

comprising her two volumes on philosophical idealism and the two most philosophical and 

autobiographical of her literary works, Mary Olivier: A Life (1919) and Arnold Waterlow: A 

Life (1924) is due for publication in 2026. In addition, new edited essay collections have 

appeared on both authors: on Mansfield Todd Martin’s edited volumes Katherine Mansfield 

and the Bloomsbury Group (2017) and The Bloomsbury Handbook of Katherine Mansfield 

(2021), and on Sinclair May Sinclair: Re-thinking Bodies and Minds edited by Bowler and 

Drewery, (2016) and May Sinclair in Her Time, edited by De Bont, Brasme and Marie 

(2024).22 A 2020 special issue of the Literature Compass periodical, also edited by Bowler 
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and Drewery, examines developments in literary criticism in the century since Sinclair first 

coined the term ‘stream of consciousness’.  

It is therefore significant, given the unconventional lives of Mansfield and Sinclair, 

that their fiction is populated by similarly unconventional women: ranging from the elderly 

spinster – often viewed as superfluous or ‘mad’ – to the bisexual wife, the independent 

intellectual, the women who retreat from unsatisfactory offerings of ‘love’ into the sanctuary 

of the convent, and the mother whose identity becomes increasingly split as she tries, 

unsuccessfully, to juggle her two competing roles as mother and novelist. The interstitial 

positions typically occupied by these women encompass the ‘othering’ discourses of 

superfluity, hysteria, madness, sequestering, imprisonment, and solitude.  

For the theorist Michel Foucault, such discourses are disseminated through what he 

terms ‘discursive fields’, or in other words regulatory practices contained within sites such as 

the judiciary, education, medicine, and media. It is both within and through these fields, he 

argues, that subjectivity is produced, governed and constrained. Dianna Taylor offers a useful 

summary of this process. She writes that human subjectivity is enabled by way of various 

‘practices of the self’ and shaped through ‘institutions such as schools, courts of law, 

hospitals and the state security apparatus, as well as by the more general prevailing norms 

and values of the society in which we live’.23 According to Foucault, discursive fields are 

always socially and historically specific. He claims that the system of social ‘planes’ from 

which it is possible to speak is not ‘established by the synthetic activity of a consciousness 

identical with itself, dumb and anterior to all speech, but by the specificity of a discursive 

practice’. He therefore seeks to account for ‘a field of regularity for various positions of 

subjectivity’.24  

Over half a century earlier, the work of modernist women writers reflects a similar 

negotiation with the various subject positions then available and also breaks down traditional 
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notions of a unified, rational subject. The modernist reconceptualisation of subjectivity was 

typically characterised by a heightened emphasis on interiority and representations of inner 

consciousness, as well as a recognisable move from the rich description and unified subject 

of Victorian realism to the fragmented, ambiguous, experimental narrative styles of 

modernism. This trajectory is clearly discernible in the novelistic output of May Sinclair; 

albeit she was experimenting with modernist styles of expression as far back as her 1904 

novel The Divine Fire. By 1910, when The Creators: A Comedy was published, there is a 

notable renegotiation of existing socially sanctioned, subjective ‘norms’ of women’s 

identities. 

Like The Divine Fire, The Creators is a social satire of the eccentric public tastes, 

professional rivalries, geniuses and imposters embroiled in the literary marketplace. It 

encompasses various staples of Sinclair’s fiction: a character with pretensions to mysticism 

(Nina Lempriere), various sub-plots surrounding sexual tensions and love triangles between 

the five ‘creators’ of the title, and two key biographical elements of Sinclair’s own life: the 

care of an ailing parent and the ultimate embracing of emotional isolation as the price to be 

paid for intellectual freedom. Throughout several interwoven plotlines, The Creators exposes 

the conflicts women experience between their expected roles within the family and the social, 

public sphere of politics and the professions. The protagonist, Jane Holland/Broderick, 

confronts the comically exaggerated attitudes of patriarchal society and struggles with the 

competing demands of maternity and her work as a professional author. She is described at 

one stage as ‘a fine juggler on her tight-rope, keeping in play her golden balls that multiplied 

till you could have sworn that she must miss one. And she never missed’. Inevitably, Jane 

arrives at ‘the pitch where perfection topples over. She moved with tense nerves on the edge 

of peril’.25  
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The tension Jane experiences between the two conflicting subject positions of 

motherhood and author is represented as two separate selves: her first novel after her 

marriage, she realises, ‘was the work of some one unfamiliar, unrecognisable, forgotten by 

the happy woman that she was. So immense was the separation between Jane Holland and 

Jane Brodrick’.26 The book she ‘gives birth’ to concurrently with her child is, Sinclair’s witty 

prose suggests, ill-conceived. It is brought forth ‘not by divine compulsion, but because 

Brodrick wanted a book and she wanted to please Brodrick. Such a desire was the mother of 

monstrous and unshapen things’.27 By contrast, the character of Laura Gunning consciously 

rejects maternity to preserve her art. She ‘wasn’t going, she said, to have a little baby. She 

didn’t want one’. Conversely, ‘Laura was elated because she had had a book.  She had 

thought she was never going to have another, and it was the best book she had ever had’.28  

The ironic language through which Sinclair equates artistic production with childbirth 

highlights the contrast between both women’s identities as creators in the home and literary 

marketplace. It also draws attention to the role of gender in subject formation, an area of 

specific interest to poststructuralist feminists writing after Foucault in the 1980s. For Chris 

Weedon, the privileged discourses which both regulate and shape these subjectivities include 

‘rationality, science, common sense, superstition, religious belief, intuition and emotionality’. 

She expends particular attention on ‘common sense’ as discourse regulating gendered subject 

positions because it ‘looks to “human nature” to guarantee its version of reality’.29  

This notion of human nature as a form of ‘common sense’ is a reiteration of the 

essentialist, humanist position with which Sinclair constantly takes issue. Her engagement 

with questions surrounding women’s subjectivities, roles and rights is sometimes ambivalent; 

the women of The Creators often view their ‘genius’ as a blight on their womanliness. In an 

impassioned speech, Nina recalls the idea of the split self in her assessment of the ‘curse’ of 

literary genius in a woman. ‘It’s giving you another sex inside you’, Nina declares, ‘and a 
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stronger one, to plague you. When we want a thing we can’t sit still like a woman and wait 

till it comes to us, or doesn’t come. We go after it like a man; and if we can’t get it peaceably 

we fight for it, as a man fights’.30 The combative language in this passage is gendered as 

masculine, indicating the terms under which access to the privileged domain of literary 

production are made available. Nina’s observations pre-empt Weedon’s later assertion that 

‘gender, race, class, age and cultural background’ determine and regulate access to the range 

of subject positions available, and that those excluded ‘will have to fight for access by 

transforming existing power relations’.31 A similar rhetoric characterises one of Sinclair’s 

most vehement demands for women’s admission into the public sphere as equal citizens. Her 

pamphlet ‘Feminism’, written for the Women Writers’ Suffrage League in 1912, was a direct 

response to Almroth Wright’s Unexpurgated Case Against Woman Suffrage, in which his 

chief objections amount to the claim of female ‘hysteria’: women, he complains, are taught 

nothing about ‘the defects and limitations of the feminine mind’ or made to understand that a 

husband and children are physiological requirements’.32 Wright, a medical doctor, thus relies 

heavily upon accepted notions of human nature to frame his opposition to women’s 

enfranchisement. Sinclair takes issue with this essentialist stance in eminently rational terms. 

Whoever charges the whole of the suffragist movement with ‘hysteria, neurosis, and 

degeneracy’ she wrote, ‘stands self-convicted of a lack of balance and acumen’.33  

Written two years before the pamphlet, The Creators exposes the numerous tactics 

used to mould Jane into her allotted ‘place’ in society. Having completed her novel she 

suffers a breakdown, a satire of the consequences believed inevitable in the period when 

women, in defiance of their ‘nature’, sought alternatives or additions to their maternal 

functions.34 Jane’s brother-in-law, Dr Henry Brodrick, symbolises the power of scientific and 

medical discourses and views literary ‘genius’ in women as a ‘malady, a thing abnormal, 

monstrous, not of nature; or if normal and natural – for Jinny – a thing altogether subordinate 
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to Jinny’s functions as a wife and mother’.35 Here again, the novel engages with key 

discourses of feminism’s first wave, anticipating the schools of equality and difference 

identified in 1926 by Judith Hubback and Winifred Holtby as ‘old’ and ‘new’ feminism. 

These positions broadly align with Victorian notions of separate spheres for the genders. 

Holtby elaborates: the Old Feminists supported ‘equality of liberties, status and opportunities 

between men and women’, whereas the New Feminists adopted a more essentialist stance, 

advocating policy reforms surrounding family allowances and birth control affecting the lives 

of women ‘doing work that only women can do’.36  

In The Creators, the values of old feminism as well as elements of Sinclair’s own 

biography are reflected in her representation of the remaining two women writers: Laura 

Gunning and Nina Lempriere. In common with Sinclair herself, Laura has care of an infirm 

parent whose demands on her time invariably affect her capacity to write. Chapter VII reveals 

that Laura’s father ‘had had a sunstroke, and it had made him dream dreams’.37 ‘Sunstroke 

insanity’, a diagnosis used in the late nineteenth century, recalls a further aspect of Sinclair’s 

life frequently incorporated into her fiction: her own fear of hereditary madness as explored 

through Laura’s father, the mentally unwell Aunt Charlotte in Mary Olivier and, in The Tree 

of Heaven, a motley collection of eccentric aunts.38 Laura does eventually marry but Nina, 

who remains single and whose artistic trajectory mirrors Sinclair’s own, is the undisputed 

literary genius of the novel. The character typifies Sinclair’s depictions of women whose 

disappointments in love and emotional isolation are the necessary conditions for fulfilling 

their role as artists. Nina has suffered, but ‘her genius was appeased by her suffering’.39  

For the three female Creators, then, an often-painful negotiation with the intellectual 

and feminist discourses of their time leads to uneasy compromises: the abandonment of either 

their art or a family life, or the seemingly impossible attempt to balance the conflict between 

the two. Nina’s emotional isolation, the novel suggests, is the ideal condition for nurturing 
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literary ‘genius’ through sublimation.40 Laura, eventually widowed, is content to make her 

living as a journalist. And whilst Jane’s marriage endures, the novel ends with the ambiguous 

question of whether she is happy, leaving the answer for the reader to judge. Excepting Nina 

who, like Sinclair herself, remains a shadowy, elusive figure on the periphery of the narrative, 

the other female creators do not fit neatly into the narrow subject positions structured around 

the separate spheres argument and regulated by powerful contemporary discourses of 

hysteria, common sense, and human nature.  

Mansfield’s writing similarly strives to reach beyond narrow social parameters 

surrounding women’s sexuality and gender, albeit the outcomes for her protagonists can be 

every bit as bleak as the inevitable failure of the separate spheres ideology to offer real 

alternatives to Sinclair’s women. In her 1918 story, ‘Bliss’, Bertha Young’s roles as wife and 

mother are molded within the established 1918 paradigms of respectable, middle-class 

femininity. Aware from the outset that she does not desire her husband, Bertha’s momentary 

sexual attraction to a female friend and her first ever pang of desire for her husband enables a 

fleeting recognition of her unacknowledged bisexuality. Moments later, she is forced to 

confront the likely probability of the same friend’s affair with her husband. The structure of 

the hegemonic nuclear family has, ostensibly at least, crumbled in an instant. 

‘Bliss’ concludes on a similar questioning note to The Creators: ‘what is going to 

happen now?’, but likewise offers no definitive answers. The story’s famously ambiguous 

last sentence: ‘the pear tree was as lovely as ever and as full of flower and as still’, 

emphasises the state of stagnation Bertha has reached: she has, for the first time, encountered 

the possibility of an identity beyond contemporary social norms, but lacks any available 

discourse through which to articulate it.41 This dilemma finds an explanation in the work of 

Jeffrey Weeks, who notes that whilst a male homosexual identity was emerging in the late 

nineteenth century ‘it would be another generation before female homosexuality reached a 
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corresponding level of articulacy’.42 In this light, Bertha’s struggles to fit into her allotted 

subject positions as wife and mother are subtly conveyed through her nervous, hesitant 

actions and repeated experience of being ‘shut out’ or excluded from her supposed domain of 

the domestic space. She ‘hardly dared’ to breathe for fear of heightening her state of 

emotional bliss; ‘hardly dared’ to look into the mirror at her own reflection; and ‘did not 

dare’ to rebuke the nurse for allowing the baby to clutch at a dog’s ear.43 Bertha’s apparent 

reluctance to dare disturb her universe carries a distinct echo of T. S. Eliot’s 1915 poem ‘The 

Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock’, in which the titular protagonist also utters three repetitions 

of same phrase: ‘“Do I dare?” and “Do I dare?” [. . .] Do I dare …’.44 Prufrock’s pent-up 

sexuality, nervous hesitancy and oscillating emotional states anticipate Bertha’s own, and in 

both cases these traits are symbolised by the characters’ overly intense responses to fruit. In 

Prufrock’s fourth and final repetition of the phrase he wonders ‘do I dare to eat a peach?’, 

whilst ‘Bliss’ emphasises the absurdity of Bertha’s having bought purple grapes ‘to tone in 

with the new dining-room carpet’.45  

Bertha’s role is that of a bystander; an outsider looking in on her own life. A 

particularly prominent instance of this is the scene where she witnesses what might be a 

moment of intimacy between her husband and her friend. Elsewhere, she finds herself 

physically and metaphorically ‘locked out’ of her home and has to rattle the letter-box to gain 

admission. She enters the nursery ‘at another wrong moment’ and becomes embroiled in a 

power struggle with the Nanny over her baby.46 Yet, within this outsider status, is a latent 

recognition not of her own superfluity but of the ‘idiotic’ nature of civilisation itself. Bertha 

is frustrated that she cannot articulate ‘quite what I mean’, nor find an expression for her 

inexplicable state of euphoria – the ‘Bliss’ of the story’s title – without being ‘drunk and 

disorderly’.47 These references again gesture toward a lack of available language 

corresponding with her experience.  
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Whilst The Creators appears to present its women characters with the stark choice of 

either career or family – Jane’s predicament shows that to desire both is to be restricted by 

social constraints on femininity and regulated as eccentric, hysterical and ‘unnatural’ – 

Bertha does momentarily glimpse what a life outside these conventional subjective norms 

might be like. The story, however, ends on a note of stasis: contingent subject positions may 

be glimpsed but not necessarily occupied. ‘Bliss’ encapsulates this dilemma in the symbol of 

the fiddle-case: the empty receptacle being a recurrent image in Mansfield’s short fiction to 

symbolise vacant, latent subject positions. Bertha memorably asks: ‘Why be given a body if 

you have to keep it shut up in a case like a rare, rare fiddle?’48 Her reference to the place of 

the body in the social system of women’s identities is revealing in the light of gendered ideas 

of the subject position. As Weedon elucidates, women’s bodies were, from the eighteenth-

century onwards, ‘subject to a process of hysterization, made into nothing but wombs, and 

simultaneously made “nervous”’.49 Jane Holland’s split subjectivity in The Creators leads her 

doctor to this conclusion, whilst Bertha’s ecstatic contemplation of her fruit bowl in ‘Bliss’ 

leads her to regulate her own emotional responses: ‘I’m getting hysterical’.50 The body itself 

thus becomes a site of power through which subjects are governed and controlled.   

What is illuminating about Mansfield’s portrait of Bertha Young is that, despite the 

character’s superficial nativity, social awkwardness and girlish effusiveness, she implicitly 

recognises the ways in which these sites of power operate. Her metaphorical fiddle-case 

represents the linguistic gaps in her own narrative and the lack of available subject positions 

for her to occupy. The story’s representation of contingent sexuality is also a response to the 

contemporary anti-humanist reconceptualisation of subjectivity. As Weeks suggests, ‘[w]hat 

links the anti-essentialist critique is a recognition of the social and historical sources of sexual 

definitions’.51 In other words, sexuality itself is a historical construct and gender has no 

essential meaning.  
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The ambiguity in the story’s closing line mirrors The Creators’ conclusion, 

suggesting an ultimate lack of agency over the historical discourses governing subjective 

construction. That Bertha’s illusions about her life have been dismantled appears liberating, 

but for women in 1918 ‘there was nowhere’ in social discourse for a still-contingent, fluid 

sexuality to be accommodated. As Weeks further points out, during this period independence 

remained still difficult for ‘respectable young ladies’, so ‘it is likely that most women with 

lesbian inclinations fitted inconspicuously into the general world of women’.52 Bertha 

occupies precisely this position, illustrating how the interstitial spaces which constrain and 

regulate women’s subjectivities are also the locus in which resistance is produced. At the age 

of thirty, Bertha has finally recognised her own sexuality but is nonetheless still dependent 

upon the institution of marriage for her economic survival. Similarly, Sinclair’s Jane 

confronts the very real barriers facing women in the 1910s who desire roles outside the 

constraints of the nuclear family, becoming increasingly divided against herself. The 

breakdown she promptly suffers on completing her book just as promptly earns her the 

censorious label of ‘hysteric’.  

I have thus far illustrated how the fiction of Mansfield and Sinclair negotiates the 

subject positions already available to women within hegemonic, 1910s society. Both The 

Creators and ‘Bliss’ depict worlds in which discourses of heteronormativity and the ‘separate 

spheres’ ideology are privileged. Both further interrogate the seeming impossibilities of 

occupying both spheres simultaneously, or conceptualising a sexuality outside rigid, 

contemporary norms. Equally, however, both Mansfield and Sinclair were concerned with the 

fates of women who do not desire marriage yet possess no exceptional literary genius, 

independent income or other means of supporting themselves financially. The remainder of 

this essay will discuss their representations of spaces existing beyond the discourses of the 

family, specifically the convent.  
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For Michel Foucault, the monastic order is a key area of his analysis of regulatory 

discourses, notably in Discipline and Punish (1975). Niki Kasumi Clements’s article 

‘Foucault’s Christianities’ presents a clear and useful summary of Foucault’s engagement 

with Christianity, in which she notes that ‘[w]hat begins as suspicion towards confession as a 

tool of Catholic power anticipating modern psychoanalysis becomes a critical genealogy of 

subjectivity from western antiquity to modernity’.53 This observation is significant in the 

context of modernist women’s writing. Again, themes of social sequestering and 

incarceration are represented in both Mansfield and Sinclair though images of empty 

receptacles, but in their short stories focusing specifically on cloistered environments is a 

discernible ‘inward turn’ toward a characteristically modernist space: that of human 

consciousness. In Mansfield’s ‘Taking the Veil’ (1922), the protagonist sequesters herself in 

a convent – whether physically or psychologically remains ambiguous – as an alternative to 

the restrictive subject positions otherwise available to her. Edna is seeking escape from an 

unsatisfactory love triangle, a theme replicated from both The Creators and ‘Bliss’, but in this 

story a very different subject position for women is offered: that of the nun.   

The trope of the woman seeking sanctuary within the cloistered walls of the convent 

is well established in both literary and social history. The Gothic novels of Ann Ward 

Radcliffe, for instance, include prominent examples of women retreating into convents: The 

Mysteries of Udolpho (1794) involves the retreats of both Emily St Aubert and Signora 

Laurentini di Udolphoin into the convent of St Clare – the latter again to escape the 

complications of a messy love triangle – and in The Italian (1797) Ellena is forcibly 

incarcerated in a convent to prevent her marriage. In her article ‘Willing Woman and the Rise 

of Convents’, Gloria McAdam argues that convents ‘constitute the most obvious example of 

female separatism in Western culture’ but are traditionally sites of silence, and the nuns 

sequestered within them are marginalised within the patriarchal structure of the church. 
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Notwithstanding, ‘[w]henever convent life has been an option for women they have opted for 

it’.54 To identify the reasons for this McAdam traces the historical conditions under which 

such a retreat has been possible. She finds that in 1703 there were only twenty-five nuns in 

two convents in England but twenty-two English foundations abroad, thus reflecting the 

significance of the Italian setting of Radcliffe’s novels. By the nineteenth century, numbers in 

the UK had swelled to around 10,000 nuns in 600 convents.55  

Whilst Sinclair’s short fiction adopts some recognisable hallmarks of the Gothic genre 

– notably an ambiguity as to whether ghostly manifestations are apparitional or, in Freudian 

terms, the haunting of the self from within the psyche – Mansfield did not typically work 

within these conventions.56 ‘Taking the Veil’ adopts a more ordinary, domestic setting and 

free indirect discourse to represent the inner sanctum of Edna’s consciousness. In common 

with Radcliffe’s heroines, Edna retreats into a convent to escape a love triangle. Engaged to 

her childhood sweetheart, she falls suddenly and inexplicably ‘in love’ with an actor she sees 

on stage and her ambitions for her future instantly change. Like Bertha Young, Edna 

fleetingly witnesses subjective possibilities outside her expected destiny as a wife which she 

cannot quite articulate: ‘It was – really, it was absolutely – oh, the most – it was simply – in 

fact, from that moment Edna knew that life could never be the same’.57 A single moment 

dismantles the current structure of her life, but the breakdown of the syntax here hints at 

ellipses and linguistic gaps which gesture toward, but cannot reach, the possibility of an 

outside. Edna realises that her engagement is ‘so completely over’ that she ‘found it difficult 

to believe that Jimmy did not realize it too’. More significantly, she realises that ‘[i]f she did 

not marry Jimmy, of course she would marry nobody’.58 Through this realisation, Edna 

imagines a subjectivity for herself beyond the norms and expectations of gendered 

femininity.  
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Significantly, Edna is aware that her ‘love’ for the actor ‘would never be. It was very 

odd. She didn’t even want it to be. Her love was too intense for that. It had to be endured, 

silently; it had to torment her’.59 There are strong similarities between this view of love and 

that espoused in Sinclair’s 1922 short story ‘Where Their Fire is Not Quenched’, another tale 

in which the protagonist seeks refuge in a convent. In that story, Harriott Leigh ends her 

affair because she is repelled by her married lover’s openness about his sexual needs: 

everything high and noble in love, she accuses him, ‘you dragged down to that, till there’s 

nothing left for us but that’.60 Her own, ambivalent responses to her sexuality lead her to 

desire a form of spiritual love: ‘something just beyond it, some mystic, heavenly rapture, 

always beginning to come, that never came’.61 Harriott, the narrative obliquely suggests, 

craves the physical satisfaction which eludes her so enters a convent in search of spiritual 

solace. Inevitably she finds none, only the superficial trappings of faith: ‘the semi-religious 

gown, the cloak, the bonnet and veil, the cross and rosary, the holy smile’.62  

Unlike The Creators’ Nina Lempriere, Harriott possesses no sublimative capacity. 

She is neither mystic, nor artist, nor can she claim a true religious vocation. Unable to 

channel her libido into ‘higher’ forms, she is fated to wandering around in a timeless, post-

death space in an endless repetition of her dissatisfying union. Edna, by contrast, attempts no 

such elaborate pretensions to sublimation but is nonetheless described, albeit ironically, in 

quasi-mystical terms. The similarities with Sinclair’s language are marked here: ‘[I]n a blue 

gown with a white head-band [Edna] goes from the convent to the chapel, from the chapel to 

the convent with something unearthly in her look, in her sorrowful eyes, and in the gentle 

smile [. . .] A saint!’63  

The question of whether relinquishing love amounts to Edna’s own living burial 

remains ambiguous. She gives away her ‘last’ photograph, together with the feminine 

paraphernalia of the outside world, donating ‘her jewellery and so on to her best friends’.64 
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On entry into the convent her hair is cut off and she muses ‘[w]ill she be allowed to send one 

curl to Jimmy? It is contrived somehow’.65 Here, Edna’s conflict over her choice between the 

veil of the nun or that of the bride are evident: she experiences a divide similar to Jane 

Holland’s choice between motherhood and authorship, or Bertha’s sense of conflict within 

herself as she recognises her fluid sexuality. The society in which Edna lives offers no means 

of circumventing the existing discursive positions open to 1920s women, even within the 

walls of the convent.  

Ostensibly, the story represents the act of taking the veil as a form of social ‘death’: 

the exchanging of one set of patriarchal constraints for another, with no recourse to 

alternative forms of subjective identity. The language of the story is, however, sufficiently 

oblique to allow for a more nuanced consideration of contingent subjectivity in Mansfield’s 

story. The day Edna enters the convent she sends the actor a box: ‘full of white flowers. But 

there is no name, no card. Nothing? Yes, under the roses, wrapped in a white handkerchief, 

Edna’s last photograph with, written underneath, “The world forgetting, by the world 

forgot”’.66 The box, a recurrence of the ‘empty receptacle’ image, denotes Edna’s symbolic 

burial. That this in turn pre-empts her incarceration in two further receptacles: her ‘icy cell’ 

followed by her coffin, is undeniably a bleak prognosis.67 Alternatively, this may be read as 

Edna’s symbolic burial of both the unsatisfactory options of ‘love’ offered to her by a 

restrictive, patriarchal society. Faced with either unrequited love for an unobtainable beloved 

– the linchpin of literary sublimation in the Christian Renaissance Humanism espoused by 

Petrarchism – or a less lofty domestic arrangement of engagement to a man she has known all 

her life, Edna chooses a third alternative: neither.  

In McAdam’s account, the convent represents a respectable alternative for early 

twentieth-century women because all three subject positions of nun, wife and mother 

originate from discursive assumptions about women rooted within the Christian religion. 
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Amongst the most pervasive images of the nineteenth-century woman is the ‘Angel in the 

House’ of Coventry Patmore’s poem – later viciously murdered by Virginia Woolf’s 

figurative inkpot – who upholds contemporary values of women as loving, self-sacrificing 

wives and mothers. Women were viewed as possessing ‘an innate moral and religious 

superiority’ which, whilst considered ‘best expressed in the concerns of family and home’, 

might be extended to the pursuit of an extended mission ‘to uphold the morality of the 

nation’.68 In the light of both the religious context and Patmore’s poem, it is significant that 

the name Mansfield’s Edna chooses to adopt on entry to the convent is Angela, deriving from 

the Greek word ángelos, meaning Angel.  

By this period, however, a religious life was no longer the privilege of those who 

could fund it by means of a dowry; women could now do so through work. This necessarily 

entailed the kind of activities deemed ‘women’s work: care of the poor and the sick, 

needlework, laundry and education, however, ‘it is clear that the preferred means of income 

was from education’.69 Thus, Mansfield’s story obliquely suggests that Sister Angela inhabits 

an active as opposed to an enclosed order, and as she is seen greeting ‘the little children who 

run to her’, this hints at a likely role of caring or education.70 As McAdam therefore 

concludes, ‘if Patmore’s Angel was abroad in the nun’s scheme of things, it was an Angel out 

of the House and girded for battle’.71  

Which of these two possibilities is realised in ‘Taking the Veil’ remains unclear. A 

further ambiguity in the narrative rests on the question of whether the space in which Edna 

negotiates these competing subject positions is merely that of her own consciousness. 

Through free indirect discourse, Mansfield amalgamates large timespans within short 

passages, leaving open the question of whether these events are ‘true’ or happening entirely 

within her character’s own imagination. The timeline of events blurs past, present and future 

in indistinct ways. Within the space of a line is a rapid move from summer to winter: ‘A big 
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bee, a golden furry fellow, crept into a freesia [. . .]. Happy, careless flower! Sister Angela 

looked at it and said, “Now it is winter”.72 In a further condensing of time, Edna’s possible 

imagining of her own final illness is relayed through a typically elliptical passage. She is 

found ‘tossing in high fever – in delirium – and she never recovers. In three days all is 

over’.73 The linguistic gaps here represent a similar technique to that used in ‘Bliss’, and hint 

toward a transition to death which remains beyond subjective experience.  

Mansfield’s story typically offers readers no certainties. The empty receptacles of the 

box, the cell, the coffin, and the convent itself are suggestive but simultaneously evasive as to 

the possibility of the new discursive formations which might occupy them in the future. 

Whether Edna’s/Angela’s incursion in the convent is a conscious imagining or a physical 

experience, it is, however, evident that the constraining subject positions she must negotiate 

are identical with those confronted by Sinclair’s creators and Mansfield’s Bertha Young. 

Bertha’s frustrated ‘what is going to happen now?’ finds an echo in Edna’s anguished if self-

contradictory assertion ‘It’s all been a mistake, a terrible dream. [. . .] How could she have 

done it? She has not done it’.74  

Edna’s still-living consciousness is now contemplating the outside of ‘the Convent 

with its narrow windows’ rather than cloistered within its walls.75 Her flitting reverie 

ultimately veers from her contemplation of the religious life back to the patriarchal, nuclear 

family. She imagines having a son, but when she comes to consider her future daughter an 

ellipsis cuts off the narrative mid-sentence: ‘his baby sister. . . .’.76 This hints toward 

subjective possibilities for the next generation of girls which cannot yet be glimpsed. Edna is 

relieved that ‘nobody knows her secret’ and determines she is once again ‘in love’ but the 

nature of that secret, and what precisely she is in love with, remain as indistinct as the source 

of the unidentified ‘bliss’ in Bertha’s story.77 Edna’s conclusions as to the possibilities she 
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has contemplated remain beyond the confines of a text encapsulating a world of contingent 

subjectivities for women who are yet to be. 

Michel Foucault famously referred to the inability of our times to conceive of 

difference: ‘we were afraid to conceive of the Other’, he wrote, ‘in a time of our own 

thought’.78 A reconceptualising of the other, I would conclude, is the project in which 

Mansfield and Sinclair were engaged. Philippa Martindale perceptively suggests that ‘what 

may not be conceivable to contemplate consciously as possibilities for herself, Sinclair 

instead could envisage, explore and hypothesise for her female protagonists’.79 Similarly, 

Mansfield’s stories adroitly draw attention to the gaps and interstices within language and 

discourse itself. Her distinctive, modernist representation of ‘reality’ entails a gesturing 

toward what cannot yet be articulated, but which represents future possibilities of a 

renegotiation of the subject. As Lois McNay concludes, even in the 1980s, when social and 

feminist discourse had moved on significantly from conditions surrounding the first wave, 

‘the subject of discourse cannot be bypassed so easily’ as Foucault assumes, because an 

emphasis on the fragmentation of the subject ‘denies those groups traditionally excluded from 

mainstream discourse the space in which to construct alternative identities for themselves’.80  

  Conversely, Mansfield and Sinclair maintain the centrality of the subject in the 

formation of new political identities, and in this sense move beyond Foucault’s anti-humanist 

critique. As McKay also points out, the question of precisely who speaks, and the issues of 

power they communicate, are as important as the means by which ‘subjects are positioned in 

a discursive structure’.81 Both Mansfield and Sinclair implicitly recognise this, presenting in 

their fiction a palpable struggle within and beyond discourses of female identity which was 

well ahead of their time. For the women of the 1910s and 20s there was ‘nowhere’ in the 

social structure to accommodate the contingent subject positions Mansfield and Sinclair 

imagined for their female characters. For the generations which followed them, however, 
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some of the possibilities envisioned by these two remarkable writers have already been 

realised. For the women of the future, new subjectivities and new discursive possibilities will 

continue to be regulated, renegotiated, and reconceptualised.  
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