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Introduction

This book was conceived when two writers who seemed to embody entirely different concerns—the South African “agnostic” novelist Olive Schreiner and the author of America’s champion best-seller, Margaret Mitchell—turned out to have a great deal in common. Born nearly half a century and half a world apart, both wrote about race and its place in the history of a bitterly divided country, about a time of difficult change from one era to the next, and about women who were too strong to fit into established feminine patterns. And both had an extraordinary effect on readers: in the 1880s, Schreiner’s The Story of an African Farm was widely perceived as a spiritual bridge between Darwinian science and the need for God; in the mid-1930s and for a long time after, a significant number of Americans viewed the Civil War and Reconstruction—with all their implications for the contemporary racial order—as Mitchell had portrayed them in Gone with the Wind. Whatever the merits of their prose or their arguments, these women told stories that changed the way people thought and lived.

Fascinated by this kind of naïve power—both Schreiner’s and Mitchell’s books were first novels—I began to consider other literary women of influence (very different from women of literary influence) whose domain is somewhat off the usual critical path. The resulting group is emphatically diverse; there is hardly a woman here who would not be scandalized to find herself in company with most of the others. Hannah Arendt and Ayn Rand, Gertrude Stein and Mae West, Doris Lessing and Anaïs Nin, Zora Neale Hurston and Eudora Welty, Marina Tsvetaeva and Mary McCarthy: what could they possibly have in common? Part of the excitement of working with such contrary figures lay in comparing their different versions of absolute truth: the individualism of Rand versus the Communism of Lessing, the ideal of sexual liberation in Mae West versus that of Nin or Lessing or McCarthy, the voice of the American South as heard by Hurston and by Welty. And yet, again, similarities began to emerge, not in what these women wrote but in how they contrived to get it written: that is, in how ambitious women worked out their destinies in an age of momentous transition for their sex, when—to paraphrase Olive Schreiner on religious faith—the old ways seemed outworn but new ones had not been invented.

This book is organized into three sections within an overall (if elastic) chronological sequence. Broadly speaking, the first section deals with issues of sexual freedom (Schreiner, Stein, Nin, West), the second with race (Mitchell, Hurston, Welty), and the third with politics—particularly with the idea and reality of Communism (Tsvetaeva, Rand, Lessing, Arendt and McCarthy). There are, however, many overlapping interests and crossings of category. Marina Tsvetaeva, for example, might easily have been placed within the first group—for her life’s lesson about sexual desire as a driving source of creativity—but her experience under Stalin offers a valuable check against some of the more theoretical responses to the Soviet state that follow. Mae West may not seem to belong in this book at all, but it is precisely the point that she was, by necessity, a writer as well as a performer; if she hadn’t made herself up, characters and plays and scripts and jokes and all, no one would have done it for her. And this process of self-creation is only slightly less true—less obviously, literally true—for many of the others. (Can there be two grander, braver, more perversely endearing heroines in twentieth-century fiction than Gertrude Stein and Ayn Rand?)

Certain bases of comparison, then, are obvious: this book is constructed around them. Others appeared only as I went along, and these themes will emerge from story to story: the undermining dangers of romantic love, knowingly avoided or helplessly pursued; the vital, unused energies of an earlier generation of mothers who were strong enough to push (or weak enough to drive) their daughters out into the world; physical beauty as a useful weapon and as a mirror-lined trap; the question of a feminine style in writing, aspired to or despised; the opposition between moral and artistic purpose—or, as it was often defined, between proper womanly sacrifice and disgracefully unfemale selfishness. There were so many possibilities for error and catastrophe, all so eagerly embraced, and all likely to prompt furious exasperation from today’s reader—along with the affectionate gratitude that these women deserve. For they had hardly any models to follow, apart from a handful of suicidal literary heroines; one of the reasons we can judge so harshly now is because we have had them.

It might reasonably be asked whether this book represents a progress. What are the advances made in the lives and attitudes of women over the course of a century, from Olive Schreiner to Doris Lessing? The rights and advantages that Schreiner fought for—the votes, the jobs—have been well established. But what of internal change? That has turned out to be the most difficult subject to grapple with, impossible to summarize because so distinct from life to life. These are, after all, women of a transitional age—as Schreiner defined it, as Lessing also experienced it, as many women still do. These are lives in which success is hard won, retreat and even breakdown are common, love is difficult, and children are nearly impossible, lives in which all that is ever certain is that books and plays and poems are being written.
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A Woman’s Place

Olive Schreiner

On a summer day in 1897, Canon Ernest Roland Wilberforce, a member of the great ecclesiastical family that had led the century’s battles against slavery and against Darwinism, paid a call on a middle-aged South African lady visitor to London to ask her aid in bringing about the spiritual regeneration of England. The canon’s confidence in the abilities of this lady, Olive Schreiner, was based on her novel The Story of an African Farm, whose appearance fourteen years earlier had been met with denunciations of blasphemy from some of the sterner Church of England pulpits and with almost compassionate accounts of the snares of agnosticism from more ecumenical platforms. By her own report, Schreiner had hardly set foot in a church since adolescence. In those progressive London quarters where the displaced energies of orthodoxy were being reinvested in the many compensatory religions of late Victorianism—art, philanthropy, socialism, the various ideals of human progress toward perfection on earth—Schreiner’s book earned her the position of licensed freethinker, of a dispenser of Truth during the last historical moment when that substance was still widely viewed as sufficiently objective and monolithic to merit a capital initial.

But the canon—urged on, perhaps, by more than a decade’s plummeting Sunday attendance—had his reasons. The continuing popularity of Schreiner’s book, in edition after edition, was due largely to a constituency of the spiritual-minded unchurched, an educated and ever-growing population of reluctant unbelievers who felt themselves cast from the Heaven of their parents and grandparents by the revelations of science. For many of those to whom the irreconcilability of geology and Genesis amounted to a sorrowful enlightenment, an edict of liberation accompanied by a theft of purpose, Schreiner’s novel became a kind of guidebook. Selling some hundred thousand copies between its publication in 1883 and the end of the century, African Farm was one of those rare books that are not merely read but copied out and shared and appealed to, a book that was spoken of as affecting courses of action, as providing certain of its readers with freedom of thought while depriving others of peace of mind. Written for an age that fell “between faith and reason,” as one of her characters describes it, African Farm tempered an insistent rejection of illusion with a passion for the moral and emotional impulses of Christianity. Its message was complex and forceful, and vague enough to offer courage in unexpected directions: John Galsworthy dispensed it to friends troubled with religious doubt; Gladstone thought it proved that God is Love. For the majority of its readers, however, African Farm served as a means of internal fortification: it reduced and assuaged the powerful desire to kneel.

The religious theme in fiction was itself anything but new. Schreiner’s book appeared, in fact, toward the end of “an age of Religious Novels”—so christened as early as 1846 by the Dublin Review, in tallying the new genre at more than a third of the previous year’s output of fiction. “Theological romances” were written in demonstration of every conceivable point of contemporary faith and prejudice: anti-Tractarian and evangelical, antievangelical and Jesuitical, anti-Jesuitical (plenty of these) and Broad Church, High Church, and no church whatever, with even the last subjected to argumentative and hairsplitting distinctions among freethinkers, agnostics, and atheists. Whether set in the decadent imperial Rome of the early martyrs or in a modern-day England where conversions and lapses undid marriages and tore families apart, the dramatized doctrines and the bickering over incompatible salvations were attended to raptly by several generations, as a continuing celestial soap opera, until the inspirational wellsprings suddenly emptied and dried as the century drew to a close.

From this library gone wholly to quaintness and dust Schreiner’s book stands out, in part because its position is more inquiring than dogmatic and its questions are so simple and urgent. Her principal characters, a saintly shepherd boy and a rebellious orphan girl, are consumed each by a single idea, forming the book’s double theme—he by the injustice of God to men, she by the injustice of men to women. As characters, these two consist of little else, yet their story does not disintegrate into the dry set-piece polemics of Charles Kingsley or of Mrs. Humphry Ward. Olive Schreiner was a missionary’s daughter, writing compulsively of her own laborious struggle for intellectual liberty. She started on African Farm when she was not much more than twenty years old and was still living in the orbit of her family and her early moral education, still virtually trembling with the effort of resistance and the agitation of discovery. Her achievement was to take the genre’s formulaic admixture of story and argument (a contemporary reviewer listed the issues Schreiner raised as “Orthodox Christianity, Unitarian Christianity, woman suffrage, marriage, Malthusianism, and immortality”) and reforge them in the heat of youth, under relentless emotional pressure. The book retains an awkward, self-conscious vitality, as the record of a difficult transitional passage not only in the nineteenth-century history of ideas but in the continual reawakening of those ideas, independently and personally, in maturing minds.

In the 1880s, it already seemed ironic and a little shameful that Schreiner’s novel was published with the author’s name given on the title page as “Ralph Iron.” The ploy of using a male pseudonym in order to gain serious attention went back to the Brontës, but by the time African Farm appeared, three years after the death of George Eliot, the virile mask amounted to little more than a convention. Eliot herself—who as Mary Ann Evans had offered her own tart opinions of “silly novels by lady novelists”—had been identified after the sensation of her first books, and it was she who made possible the notion of the authoress as social sage; her later works, especially, were intended and accepted as examples of moral philosophy. As happened with the books of her predecessors, Schreiner’s African Farm was scrutinized for signs of Ralph Iron’s true identity—sexual and social—and the male disguise was soon undone. There was hardly a reviewer, in fact, who failed to note that the book was evidently the work of a woman. The deduction was not based on points of inflection and detail, as had happened with, say, Charlotte Brontë, who was given away by such minutiae as Grace Poole’s attention to curtain rings (which went to prove that Jane Eyre, in the words of one sleuth, “could have been written only by a woman or an upholsterer”). With Schreiner the evidence was far more broad-based, inhering in the desperate earnestness with which the novel struck its second dominating theme: the crushing suppression of possibility in women’s lives.

The subject of woman’s place was only a little newer to fiction than that of God’s absence, and they were not unrelated. For Schreiner’s generation, the two had been set side by side in Eliot’s novels. Yet Eliot’s great works were concerned more with women’s obligations than with their rights. If there was no God, it was all the more imperative to behave as though there were, in order to assure motives for ethical behavior and to stave off Germanic nihilism. Social proprieties were the new household gods—if households were to continue, there must be gods—and women were the keepers of the altar. According to Eliot, woman’s greatest gift was for “a sublimer resignation” to her lot.

Olive Schreiner wrote African Farm at roughly the age at which George Eliot first refused to accompany her father to church. Duty had been the daily bread of Schreiner’s missionary upbringing, resignation what she was meant to feel on seeing her brothers sent off to school. To Schreiner these were not noble abstractions but hard and unreasoning—and certainly unsublime—constrictions. If the gods were false, the keepers of the altars were not holy vestals but slaves or fools. Schreiner, who had little ability for characterization, spoke directly through her heroine, and, whatever the artistic failings of the method, the result for the reader was a startling access of self-consciousness, a woman’s voice newly direct and insolent and bitter:


The world tells us what we are to be, and shapes us by the ends it sets before us. To you it says—Work! and to us it says—Seem!… The less a woman has in her head, the lighter she is for climbing.

Yes, we have power; and since we are not to expend it in tunnelling mountains, nor healing diseases, nor making laws, nor money, nor on any extraneous object, we expend it on you. You are our goods, our merchandise, our material for operating on; we buy you, we sell you, we make fools of you.… We are not to study law, nor science, nor art; so we study you.



Schreiner read Eliot’s The Mill on the Floss when she was very young, and again after completing African Farm; she deemed it suffocating. As a woman who suffered chronically and excruciatingly from asthma, Schreiner was something of a specialist in suffocation. Canon Wilberforce may well have imagined that he would find in her another St. Teresa, capable of shaping the spiritual reform the age demanded (Teresa, after all, had begun as a novelist). But Wilberforce arrived on Schreiner’s doorstep in an age which—as George Eliot had warned—could neither create nor support another Teresa, and an age in which even that true Teresa of “far-resonant action” was to be appropriated as patron saint of the epidemic of hysterical illness that disabled and devoured generations of women whose gifts were not for resignation. It was in reference to St. Teresa’s career of mysterious physical afflictions that the French neurologist Charcot and, later, Breuer and Freud identified as “stigmata” their female patients’ inexplicable ailments: convulsions, obstructed vision, amnesia, depression, loss of speech, anorexia (recently “discovered”), paralysis. Olive Schreiner’s asthma was but the central woe in an extensive array of debilities that, as much as any other factor, determined the course of her life. Mental endowment was not excluded by hysterical disease, as Breuer was eager to explain; intelligence was, in fact, rather likely to exceed the average. What was rendered nearly impossible was achievement.

The title The Story of an African Farm is misleading insofar as these words suggest a chronicle of activity and livelihood and social community, of the prospering interaction of man and land. Schreiner’s geography was as alien to English expectations as the remotest reaches of empire would allow: no lowing in the pastures, no rosy dairymaids up to their elbows in curds and whey, but a measureless expanse of arid land burning under a blank sky. Her African terrain was equally far from the beguilingly exotic turquoise-and-gold of the leopard hunt. That sort of adventure was best written in Piccadilly, as Schreiner explained; the artist in Africa “must squeeze the colour from his brush, and dip it into the grey pigments around him.” Schreiner’s book was the first to place the landscape of the vast and barren South African karroo—like Emily Brontë’s moors or Willa Cather’s Southwestern mesas—on the map of literature.

In The Story of an African Farm the desert itself collaborates in human despair, and it was not beyond English reviewers of the it-can’t-happen-here variety to lay blame for the author’s desolate vision on the broad and flat-topped African mountains, peakless and unaspiring, which directed thoughts not upward but outward in futile dispersal. Africa was the pathetic fallacy reversed: the dry wilderness imposing its own bleak expressive life on the vision of those who beheld it. In claiming this wasteland for literature, Schreiner provided the twentieth century with a landscape it would require:


Week after week, month after month, the sun looked down from the cloudless sky, till the karroo-bushes were leafless sticks, broken into the earth, and the earth itself was naked and bare; and only the milk-bushes, like old hags, pointed their shrivelled fingers heavenwards, praying for the rain that never came.



Beneath this pitiless sky lie the scattered buildings of an ostrich farm belonging to the fat and irritable Tant’ Sannie, a Boer woman whose occasional moderation of temper is based on the religious conviction that she is spied on and appraised through “chinks in the world above.” Growing up beside Sannie’s placid and freckled stepdaughter, Em, is Em’s orphaned cousin, a girl named Lyndall, whose perfections of diminutive beauty, particularly in the matter of hands and feet, are offered for the reader’s constant admiration and for piquant contrast with the girl’s intellectual grit. (Olive Schreiner stood barely five feet tall; to the end, her husband, whose published account of his wife tends toward vituperative damnation, offered praise for her tiny hands and feet.) Lyndall yearns to go to school but is thwarted by her aunt.

In the farm outbuildings live a genuinely devout German overseer and his son, Waldo, the shepherd with his mind fixed on God. Waldo builds an altar out of stones and watches for a sign as his offering—the mutton chop of his dinner—melts into pools of fat under the only burning eye his Heaven reveals. Waldo is tormented by doubt—on matters ranging from contradictions in Scripture to the existence of evil—but he is a compulsive believer, a genuine religious spirit.

When Waldo’s kindhearted father dies, the one loving parent these children have known is replaced by a near monster called Bonaparte Blenkins, a red-nosed swindler who flatters his way into Sannie’s dumb affections. For an invented trespass Waldo is taken to the fuel house and horribly whipped, with Blenkins’s assurances that he is acting as a father and in accord with God’s will: “I hope the Lord will bless and sanctify to you what I am going to do to you.” That night, alone and bleeding in the dark—“he had not dared to stand still, and had not known it would end”—Waldo prays, and his prayers meet, again, with silence.

At this turning point, Schreiner’s narrative halts. In the novel’s second section, we are returned to Waldo’s spiritual search, taken up again from the beginning—this time as it unfolds in the mind of the boy himself. Never an easy or vivid storyteller, Schreiner slips gratefully into the strangely modern device of a soft, crooning monologue of drifting consciousness, strewn with Waldo’s childhood memories—“We pull the green leaves softly into pieces to see the silk threads run across”—and culminating in the night that he howls and prays in the fuel house, and reaches his conclusion: “Now we have no God.”

Three years go by. A stranger rides onto the farm; he is the authorial voice on horseback, and the story he tells Waldo forms what Schreiner (and many of her readers) saw as the allegorical core of the book. In this story, a reinvented Pilgrim’s Progress, a hunter searches for “a vast white bird,” which is Truth, and which he has seen only as a reflection on the water. His search brings him through the Land of Absolute Negation and Denial; it requires the release of the seductive black bird called Immortality. Pressing onward, the hunter passes his life hacking a series of stairs out of the sheer, towering rock of a mountainside. He never reaches the top—never glimpses Truth—but dies in the happiness of knowing that others will climb higher, using the steps he has cut. At the last, a white feather drifts down into his hand.

Waldo, for one, is mightily impressed. The modern reader is in something of the position of the narrator observing the boy’s overexcited reaction: “There was something superbly ridiculous, unless one chanced to view it in another light.” The philosophical Stranger leaves the boy with one last lesson: “To all who have been born in the old faith there comes a time of danger, when the old slips from us, and we have not yet planted our feet on the new.” But that new life will come someday, although “we of this generation are not destined to eat and be satisfied as our fathers were; we must be content to go hungry.” Then the Stranger pulls a book from his saddlebag—“It may give you a centre round which to hang your ideas”—and rides off.

In the years that follow, the proud and independent Lyndall fulfills her dream by getting herself sent away to school, but she returns disillusioned and bitter. Girls’ finishing schools are machines for compressing the human soul into the smallest possible area: “I have seen some souls so compressed that they would have fitted into a small thimble.” She wears a ring set with diamonds but claims that it betokens no engagement: “I am not in so great a hurry to put my neck beneath any man’s foot; and I do not so greatly admire the crying of babies.” Her sardonic awareness of her beauty almost redeems the author’s Thumbelina descriptions: Lyndall allows herself the pleasure of thought only “when I am not too busy to find a new way of doing my hair that will show my little neck to better advantage,” as she says. “Professional duties always first, you know.”

Finally, Waldo goes off to see the world. Lyndall’s ring-giver appears, and though she refuses to marry him—she does not love him—she agrees to run away with him, deep into the Transvaal. Lyndall, one finally learns, is pregnant. Her baby dies after three hours, and—in a singular touch of Victorian madness—Em’s beau, who has fallen in love with Lyndall, dresses in women’s clothing in order to be near her and to nurse her through her last illness. Lyndall, aged seventeen, dies rather vaguely but presumably of complications from childbirth. Her final epigrammatic insights (Gladstone copied them out in his diary) show a new, resigned grace: “Holiness is an infinite compassion for others,” and the seemingly most un-Lyndall-like “Happiness is a great love and much serving.”

When Waldo returns and hears the news, all the religious consolations he has known or read of race through his head, concluding with:


The soul’s fierce cry for immortality is this,—only this:—Return to me after death the thing as it was before.… Your immortality is annihilation, your Hereafter is a lie.… All dies, all dies! the roses are red with the matter that once reddened the cheek of the child.



Only in the obliterating unity of the cycles of nature, this flux where death is change, is there any comfort. Almost at peace with the thought, Waldo goes out to sit in the sunshine at the side of the wagon house among the startled, scattering chickens. And he dies there, just sitting, and of no apparent cause. Schreiner doesn’t even propose a broken heart. The death is very gently managed: lifted, actually, from the scene in Wuthering Heights where Nelly Dean goes to tell Heathcliff of Cathy’s death—he, of course, already knows—and finds him having stood all night so still against the old ash tree that the dew has soaked his hair and the birds pass around him fearlessly. The homely chickens of the African farm—now Em’s farm—are so sure that this particular being poses no further threat that they clamber freely onto his shoulders and hands and nestle to sleep in his coat sleeves. Em, who comes to set a glass of milk by his side, says to herself, “He will wake soon.” Olive Schreiner concludes, “But the chickens were wiser.”

Lyndall—a name that African Farm made popular for South African girls—was the family name of Schreiner’s mother, Rebekah Lyndall. The daughter of a London evangelical minister, Rebekah attributed her missionary commitment to the fervor aroused during an antiphonal hymn at a revival meeting: “Who will go and join the throng?” “I will go and join the throng.” She was, by all accounts, well educated and intelligent, an accomplished young woman. In 1837 she married Gottlob Schreiner, a Lutheran from Germany, a former shoemaker who had been sent to London to continue his missionary training. Rebekah was nineteen. When she and her new husband entered the vestry to sign their names, the minister tore the wreath off her bonnet as unbefitting a missionary’s bride. The couple set off for Africa three weeks later—just a few months after Victoria came to the throne and three years before Dr. Livingstone embarked for the “Dark Continent.”

In Africa, Rebekah bore twelve children in twenty-four years. Five died in infancy or very young, the normal perils of childhood exacerbated by the dreadful conditions and acute privations of the missionary life. Gottlob, a man of guileless love and fervent dedication, was a pronounced worldly failure even there: falling into disgrace with distant authorities through various infractions, he had to abandon mission after mission, dragging his family behind him. They managed with no roads, no sanitation, and often no home at all, the family living in wagons or in other people’s outbuildings. There are tales of floods and of other catastrophes, and occasional mention of Rebekah’s suffering from what Gottlob identified as “inflammation of the brain.” Gottlob was eventually stripped of his missionary status altogether, but at the time of Olive’s birth, in 1855—the ninth child, with three already buried—the Schreiners had found temporary peace at a station in Wittebergen, on the edge of Basutoland. Even here Rebekah had a devastating range of household tasks to perform: the cooking, the sweeping and whitewashing of rooms, the making of clothes and of shoes, the rearing and basic education of the children. Olive Schreiner remembered Rebekah walking wearily out into the African twilight with a book under her arm when the children were finally put to bed. She envisioned her mother—“with her French and Italian, her flower painting and music”—as a grand piano closed up and locked, and tragically mistaken for a common dining table.

As a mother, Rebekah was cold and strict, having charged herself with the perfect preservation of London drawing-room gentilities even in the rudest mud hut—indeed, there more than anywhere, as insulation from the “gross sensual heathen” (Rebekah’s words) among whom the family lived. It wasn’t only black Africans’ example that had to be repelled. Olive Schreiner’s most searing early memory was of a beating—fifty strokes with a bundle of quince rods—that she received from her mother at the age of five for the offense of exclaiming “Ach, how nice it is outside,” the meaningless exclamatory Ach being Dutch—that is, Afrikaans, and therefore vulgar. English was the sole language permitted in the household. (Olive’s German father, it may be noted, was self-consciously ill at ease with English all his life.) “The bitter wild fierce agony in my heart was against God and man,” she wrote of the beating many years later, and she clearly recast it as Waldo’s faith-breaking ordeal in the fuel house, although even all-suffering Waldo is spared the lesson that unmerited pain may be delivered by the most righteous and beloved of hands.

Schreiner wrote—in letters—of only one other beating, meant to quell her self-will: she had stepped into the doorway to catch raindrops in her hand after being told to remain inside. She noted, however, that the two beatings “did me such immense harm that I think they have permanently influenced my life,” and explained, “They made me hate everything in the heavens above and on the earth beneath.” But the girl’s wild anger was subverted by an intense and almost equally unbearable sympathy—a sympathy for whatever suffered—which was essential to the growth of the woman’s broad ethic of compassion and her politics of emotional socialism.

That sympathy only increased with a tragedy that further challenged the credibility and the succor of conventional belief. “The most important event of my childhood,” Schreiner wrote, was the birth of a baby sister, Ellie. “My love for her has shaped all my life.” The love long outlived the child, who died at the age of eighteen months, when Olive was nine years old. It was this small death that, Olive recalled, “first made me realise the falsity of what I had been taught and made a freethinker of me.”

By the time Olive Schreiner wrote about this loss, thirty years after the experience, she admitted to feeling none of the Heaven-storming enmity that marks the diaries and letters of other nineteenth-century women of religious conscience—women like Annie Besant, who had been a minister’s pious wife—whose faith was snapped through witnessing the suffering or death of a child. By contrast, Olive Schreiner recalled the death of her sister as an experience more akin to a giving than to a taking, as the revelation of something larger and deeper than could be contained by the creed she had been taught. Bereavement carried her once and for all beyond the orthodox presumption of a select and exclusionary salvation. In a letter of 1892 she replied to questions about her religious faith, posed by an evangelical minister on the brink of resigning his post, with the lesson of her sister’s death: “I cannot conceive of either birth or death, or anything but simple changes in the endless existence: how can I then believe or disbelieve in Immortality in the ordinary sense?… I used to love the birds and animals and inanimate nature better after she was dead; the whole of existence seemed to me more beautiful because it had brought forth and taken back to itself such a beautiful thing as she was to me.”

Schreiner’s childhood thirst for transcendence and her budding moral intuition were nourished by volumes of Emerson and of Mill—she scorned romances and hardly admitted to reading novels—and, above all, by one book that seemed to explain fully the inner workings of existence itself: First Principles, by the English savant Herbert Spencer. Although this book had provided the same revelatory function for legions of readers since its publication in 1862, and although Spencer’s theories of social Darwinism (“the survival of the fittest” is his phrase) were even more lastingly influential, he is perhaps best remembered today as the dyspeptic prig who won George Eliot’s heart and returned it untouched, fathoming neither its depths nor its value. His Casaubon-like life’s achievement, the Synthetic Philosophy, in ten volumes (of which First Principles was, naturally, the first), accounted for all phenomena—from the solar system and nature to human thought and culture—through patterns of evolution based on the sharing and redistribution of matter and energy. The man who swore to George Eliot that he never frowned because he was never puzzled, had a formula—the same formula—for everything.

While hardly among the first to offer the ideal of Progress on earth as the thinking person’s replacement for Heaven after death, Spencer was one of the few who thought the offer guaranteed: fulfillment was a matter of time, the world was on course. This was freethinking with a net, and it wasn’t the only one Spencer offered, or even the largest one. For the ball of Herbert Spencer’s universe was set rolling toward perfection by an all-purpose God-who-would-not-speak-His-name, who exists in Spencer’s terminology as the Unknowable: “an Infinite and Eternal Energy whence all things proceed.” The First Principle itself stated that all that was objectively knowable—the contents of all those coming volumes—rested upon “an Absolute that transcends not only human knowledge but human conception.” Here was a tower of reason founded on a cushion of cloud: not only were religion and science not incompatible; they were hardly distinguishable.

It was First Principles that saved the teenage Olive Schreiner from furious atheism and despair and enabled her to write what her contemporaries called “an agnostic novel”—a designation attesting to the value of the new-minted word as a compromise between belligerent denial and the solace of belief. First Principles was given to Olive Schreiner by the first “freethinker” she ever met, a young man called Willie Bertram, who passed through her life for only a few hours on a tour of inspection for the Native Affairs Department. It became, accordingly, the mysterious book that the Stranger gave to Waldo “round which to hang your ideas”—a fact Schreiner volunteered to various friends; the book is named among the small collection that Waldo takes away from the farm. First Principles was for Schreiner what The Way of a Pilgrim was to her twentieth-century sister Franny Glass: a spiritual how-to for sneaking past reason and up to God. (African Farm, of course, became just another such book of the famished soul’s last resort.) Willie Bertram committed suicide at the age of thirty-five, and even Herbert Spencer was reported to have said, toward the end of his days, “I have passed my life in beating the air.” Olive Schreiner was told, after Spencer’s death, that during the old man’s final illness he had asked to have read to him the allegory of the hunter seeking Truth from The Story of an African Farm.

In 1881, when Olive Schreiner was twenty-six and had been working as a governess on a series of isolated homesteads, she sent off an application for nurse’s training to the Royal Infirmary in Edinburgh.


Religion: Freethinker—Father Lutheran
Weight: There are no scales here
Where Educated: At home



Through diligence and ingenious methods of forestalling sleep, she had already written two novels and several stories, in full or in part; a version of African Farm had been sent off to a publisher the previous year and returned with a list of suggested revisions. Longing for escape, she now envisaged a medical career. In later years, when her invalidism was well established, Schreiner claimed alternately to have been a sickly or a robust child, depending on the effect desired: lifelong suffering or dramatic collapse. She dated the onset of her asthma to a wagon journey of some four days’ duration, made in cold rain and without food, when her father had lost yet another position and she—in early adolescence—was sent from her parents’ home to live with an older sister. It was not the trip itself but the attempt to eat again, upon arrival, that brought on acute pains in her chest and stomach, pains that were to plague her all her life.

The voyage to England, en route to Edinburgh, was difficult for her. Arriving in March 1881, she wrote in her journal, “I have not much hope. I shall never be well.” In the nursing program, she lasted three days; an older brother, Fred, was called north from his home in England to rescue her. After recovering that summer under Fred’s protection—throughout her years in England, her “Dadda,” as she called him, provided financial support and, in times of crisis, a physical haven—she began a course of training at the Women’s Hospital in one of the poorer sections of London. There she lasted five days before “inflammation of the lungs” forced her withdrawal. Another period of rest was sponsored by Fred, following which she began to attend lectures at the Women’s Medical School. “The second lecture I went to I got my feet wet and sat in wet boots and got congestion of the lungs,” she wrote home. “I am very strong and well now, but have made up my mind that scribbling will be my only work in life.”

In the winter of 1882, Schreiner carried her revised manuscript of African Farm from publisher to publisher. It was accepted, finally, by no less a figure than George Meredith, an author himself well practiced in matters of the woman’s predicament, his most recent heroine having been nearly married off in exchange for a cellar of port; two years after The Egoist, Meredith was working as a reader for the firm of Chapman & Hall. The publisher’s only request of Schreiner was that the pregnant Lyndall be allowed a lawful wedding—a mere two or three lines—in order to placate the railway booksellers. The request was, of course, hotly refused. The Story of an African Farm was published, in two volumes, in early 1883, its spine embossed with a gold ostrich and its cover with a bit of desert landscape. The newly celebrated author was then living in a London boardinghouse, almost without acquaintances. She had spent much of the past two years—by her own account—in crying and in administering to herself large doses of potassium bromide, intended to suppress the action of her nervous system.

This constricted life opened out with a letter of admiration from a young medical student and aspiring literary critic named Havelock Ellis. African Farm had meant a great deal to him, he wrote, and he remarked on its affinities with the works of Thomas Hardy, whom Schreiner had not read. Ellis, four years younger than Schreiner, was a man of delicate health and mild but steadfast disposition. He had lost his religious faith in adolescence and sought palliatives similar to those found and now offered by Schreiner. (In the first bloom of his crisis, Ellis had written to Herbert Spencer but was discouraged from discipleship by a form-letter response.)

Ellis was soon introducing Schreiner into the progressive London circles of utopian societies and dream-ridden fellowships. She joined the Fellowship of the New Life—Ellis was a founder, George Bernard Shaw an early and mostly irate member—which was committed to the advent of socialist politics and sexual equality via “the cultivation of a perfect character for each and all.” The overwhelming unlikelihood of achieving this required first step—a pure and unspotted soul demonstrated by every member—rendered any practical outcome of the fellowship’s efforts virtually unthinkable. Mutual self-examination came to seem not its means but its goal, attained in an atmosphere of earnest Socratic titillation.

Havelock Ellis was himself interested very little in politics and very much in sex. Among the earliest “scientific” explorers of sexuality (“Perhaps some of the ideals you have realized in life have also been mine,” Freud gracefully acknowledged), he meticulously studied, interviewed, catalogued, classified, and duly published, in many volumes. Ellis might be called the Herbert Spencer of sex: all-encompassing; immensely popular and useful in his time (his was a strong voice for tolerance); soon outdated and unread. There is another parallel: as Spencer elaborated theories of life in isolation from any contact with mere vulgar living, so Ellis became the paramount English authority on an act that he himself was for long years—for his full lifetime, according to his most recent biographer—incapable of committing. His enduring virginity perhaps lent him a certain objectiveness in his field of endeavor.

Olive Schreiner was the first woman Ellis loved. She taught him—as he said, gratefully—“to be able to long.” He enabled her to fulfill her interest in medicine by encouraging her in her role of perpetual patient. But Schreiner’s steady debilitation was as much the result of her needs and maneuvers as they were of his. In her letters to him she shifts from discussions of books and literary techniques to feeble cries of pain when she suspects that she has angered him; ever after, his sympathetic ear brings out the fullest play of her every wretched symptom. Ellis was tender, solicitous, devoted, and able to prescribe and deliver drugs: the potassium bromide she was already taking, and also quinine, chlorodyne, and, on occasion, opium pills and morphine.

As a pair, they struggled on in perpetual joint opposition to what they helplessly were, to what their times had made them. He revered her intellect; he suggested that thinking too hard brought an excess of blood to her head. She recounted every aspect of her sexual experiences to him, and he maintained dutiful records of such information as her longing for a past lover to tread on her and stamp her “fine into powder.” Neither took cognizance of the difficulties such longings might cause a mind that was set on a hard and tenuous independence. She aimed at seducing him, and although they were never “what can be technically, or even ordinarily, called lovers”—in Ellis’s words—they were intimates up to that point, and perhaps, as Ellis would have maintained, beyond it. Evidence of both the physical extent and the temperamental limits of their relationship is offered by one of Ellis’s slyer comments in recalling a few days’ idyll spent together outside London. He had brought along his microscope for her use, he wrote. “She wished to observe living spermatozoa, which there was no trouble in obtaining.”

For Schreiner, the relationship was insufficient. She continued to keep Ellis abreast of her multiplying symptoms, but she drifted from his day-to-day activities, leaving the Fellowship of the New Life for a rebel offshoot, the Men and Women’s Club. There, between lectures on the sex lives of Periclean Greeks, medieval Russians, and early Buddhists, the man with whom she soon fell hopelessly in love—an academic mathematician, Karl Pearson—and the man who fell just as hopelessly in love with her—Dr. Bryan Donkin, the Marx family physician—could joust in her presence on the question of the existence and the degree of the sexual instinct in women.

Olive Schreiner signed one of her letters to Karl Pearson “your man-friend”—letters to Ellis were often signed “your little sister” or even “your little child”—and far from complaining of her pains and inadequacies, she strove to produce for him an air of brisk competence and intellectual readiness. She had written little and published nothing since African Farm. To Pearson she now, in 1886, outlined a plan for a comprehensive study of woman’s place in world society, to be based on “scientific” data and to range from cave life through Greece and Rome to the future. The history of women had been one of Pearson’s strong private interests, and she may have hoped for a collaboration. Instead, he pronounced her the better man for the job and handed over the notes of several years’ preliminary research. She suggested other collaborations. She became jealous of the women in his life while claiming not to be one herself. He rejected her or withdrew from her, and she broke down completely. Poor Dr. Donkin found her “in a state of complete temporary madness” and tried to intervene, encouraging Pearson to come to see her.

If Pearson came, he didn’t stay long. Mortified, Schreiner wrote him a letter of staunch denial. “I never thought you loved me as a woman. You are drawn to me intellectually and I am of great interest to you.” Donkin’s interpretation of her breakdown had been mistaken: “You will forgive him. I do.” She sent Pearson a final gift: her childhood Bible. Then she packed her bags and left the country.

Schreiner spent the better part of the next three years travelling in Italy and in Switzerland, continually on the move, constantly in pain, sending Ellis agonized letters with pleas for drugs: “What is given for hysteria? (Awful sensitiveness in lower part of body.) Isn’t valerian a good thing?” For outsiders she could still summon an appearance of daunting, almost pugnacious strength. Even so dedicated and influential an agnostic as Leslie Stephen found her “a desperate freethinker,” and also “hard and conceited.” (Such “conceit” seems to have been a specifically female affliction, almost a clinical one. When Stephen’s own daughter Virginia, aged fifteen, showed symptoms of hysteria—anorexia, depression, irrational fears—some two years after the death of her mother, the London specialist who was called in pointed to an excessive level of education and corresponding mental activity; more than a decade later he was treating the now adult Virginia Woolf for the same problems. “The danger of solitary work and want of social friction may be seen in conceit developing into insanity,” he wrote.)

Schreiner labored in weary confusion at her second novel and—perhaps—at the big projected history of women, but all she managed to produce was a stream of symbolic “Dreams,” brief allegories on her old themes. She claimed that they came to her whole, unaided by conscious thought; they could not be criticized because they were not “written.” Published individually in London newspapers and then in 1890 as a collection, the “Dreams” met with success, championed by the likes of Shaw and Oscar Wilde. They seem today at once affecting and almost comically overwrought. A flat, oracular tone replaces the youthful breathlessness of African Farm. God has emerged from hiding with a quantity of epigrammatic reassurances: “In the least Heaven sex reigns supreme; in the higher it is not noticed; but in the highest it does not exist.” The sole poignant note in this little story of the three Heavens, in which a single creature rises to the highest sexlessness, comes in Schreiner’s slipping from the pronominal “it,” with which the narrator remarks the risen creature, into God’s own careless use of “he.” The battle within was always the hardest one; she was as exhausted as she claimed to be.

[image: ]

In late 1889 Schreiner returned to southern Africa—not a country, and no longer even resembling a colony so much as a British-controlled corporation overseeing diamond and gold production. In London, she had come to a sense of political futility—all that talk changing nothing. Now she was a great celebrity in a small and volatile society, and her opinions carried force. These were slow, however, in developing. For a long while, she rebelled against the trespasses and the materialism of the British by romanticizing the scrubbed and sturdy farming families of the Boer republics, who had come to Africa to live and work the land, not to rob it and flee. She saw no other claims, and was long considered a powerful friend—later, even an apologist—for the cause of the white Afrikaners.

Despite this partisanship, Schreiner was captivated by the British empire builder Cecil Rhodes, even comparing that ruthless archexploiter with her own dreamy Waldo. (Rhodes adored African Farm.) He was to her “the only big man we have here.” Schreiner stood in furious public opposition to Rhodes over his parliamentary support for the so-called Strop Bill, which authorized flogging and imprisonment for workers in the mines. But a bond of personal affection is still apparent in a skit that she wrote: Rhodes is sent to Hell but turned away because he is too large to fit through the gates; a special place must be found for him upstairs. Schreiner’s first stirrings of concern for the native African population—seldom noticed by her before, and then only in the gross stereotypes of her childhood—seem to have begun at this time, in a surge of empathy brought on by her own memories of being whipped. Of her rediscovered homeland she writes to a friend, “There are money-making whites and downtrodden blacks and nothing in between. And things will have to be so much worse here before they can be better.”

In December 1892 Schreiner met another would-be Waldo. Samuel Cronwright was a young farmer—eight years her junior—who had given up thoughts of a church career when beset by religious doubts. By the time he read African Farm, two years before meeting its author, Cronwright felt he had already lived through the book’s spiritual struggles. He emerged from Schreiner’s work “more than ever a Freethinker,” newly impressed by “the imperativeness of mental truth.” He vowed that if he ever met Lyndall he would marry her.

The real Lyndall, when he did meet her, struck him as very strong, very bold, fearlessly opinionated, “just life and force and brilliancy personified.” She liked him, too. Her first letter after their meeting assured him that “a short description of the ostrich and its habits, as you would write it, would be of real value.” To this end, she offered the literary services of her agent in London. She sent Cronwright some of her allegories, making certain to correct any false impression that might arise: “I do not think the celibate life the ideal.” Cron, as she called him, was soon sent off to meet Rebekah, now a widow and retired to a Roman Catholic convent. The telegram that mother sent daughter leaped back more than fifty stark years to recall a bride with forbidden flowers on her hat: “Called. Feast reason. Mental champagne.”

Cronwright was no intellectual gentleman farmer. He was a man of almost vainglorious physical strength, who sweated proudly over his eleven thousand acres, who bragged of sitting bucking horses and hefting hundred-pound bags of grain—a single-bullet leopard-and-antelope man. The letter Rebekah sent after her telegram fairly cooed over “his physical manliness, his muscular prowess”—perhaps one should recall that it was Cronwright who published the letters—and Olive requested a photograph of him in rolled-up shirtsleeves to take with her on a trip back to England.

Her reasons for the trip are not quite clear. She sailed a day before her younger brother Will was sworn in as attorney general of the Rhodes Cabinet, but her plans were made well before that, and her mind was not on politics. A clue may lie in a story she wrote before she left and which she immediately sent to Cronwright: a retelling of her disastrous parting from Pearson, in which a nameless and cynical hero awakens to the love of a nameless, wise, and infinitely self-controlled heroine just as she vanishes forever, from the room and from his life; she has gone off to India, alone, seeking knowledge. Schreiner penned a farewell to Cronwright—“my brother, my boy”—and informed him of a plan to settle down in Europe to finish one of her “big books.” It is likely that he had proposed to her, and that her resistance, as with her breakdown over Pearson, was both genuine—she desperately required the financial independence another book would provide—and contrived. In her journal she muses over whether or not he will follow. In England, she stayed among friends, and her writing was confined to long letters back to Cronwright. By August the marriage was set.

Set—and nearly destroyed by a confession that Schreiner apparently made immediately upon her return to the Cape that fall. Cronwright’s coyly edited letters leave us such hints and elisions as “Cron, it was all my fault about X.… Your Olive was so weak and she’s so ashamed.” Without direct accusation Cronwright makes it easy to suppose a sexual transgression, although none of her subsequent biographers have in fact so supposed; these letters have been either ignored or consigned to ineffable mystery. Circumstances would have been especially opportune during her stay at a free-spirited ashram that an old friend, Edward Carpenter, had set up in Derbyshire, a kind of protohippie commune where city bohemians and Oxford dons mixed with the brawnier class of local quarrymen and colliers—the place where E. M. Forster was to be literally touched into writing the sexually explicit Maurice by a hand placed on his backside. (The hand belonged to George Merrill, Carpenter’s longtime lover. “I believe he touched most people’s,” Forster noted.)

Once back in Africa, Schreiner was too sick to rise from her bed. Cronwright saw her once and then seems to have turned his back. She sent word that she could not walk, could not speak. She wrote letters of supplication and quivering self-abasement, begging that her “wickedness and weakness” should not shake his ideal. In African Farm Lyndall sneers at woman’s ever-present easy way out: “A little weeping, a little wheedling, a little self-degradation, a little careful use of our advantages, and then some man will say—‘Come, be my wife.’ ” Lyndall was seventeen; Olive Schreiner was now thirty-eight. She and Cronwright were married, by civil ceremony, on February 24, 1894.

The marriage wasn’t a giving up. It was, on the part of both, a difficult effort to meet a stern ideal. He took her name, becoming Samuel Cronwright-Schreiner, and she kept her own: she felt herself already too well known for anything else. They signed an antenuptial contract that kept their properties and incomes separate. In marriage, a woman had to be “absolutely and entirely monetarily independent of the man,” she wrote to a friend. “That is the great thing; let love bind you, not a common account in the bank.” The fact is that her writing brought her very little money. With the steady aid of her brother Fred now concluding in a dowry gift, she would continually fall back on Cronwright’s benefactions and on carefully accounted and unrepayable “loans.”

The newlyweds settled down in happiness on his farm. Within weeks, she found that she could not breathe; there were terrible asthma attacks every night. She said the siting was bad. Cronwright felt he had married a genius (“In Olive I had a sacred trust”), and he agreed to give up his farm and move with her to a place where she could live and work in peace. He did not yet know that there was no such place. She knew it—as early as 1885 she had written to Ellis, “It isn’t my chest, it isn’t my legs, it’s I myself, my life”—but her knowledge was intermittent, pushed aside, unendurable. She asked for two years on a homestead that she bought for them—he would be without occupation there—in order to complete the “big” novels she was working on; she aimed at making them both financially independent. In the four years they went on to live there, Schreiner did not write any “big books” but, rather, political pamphlets and articles and speeches, often in collaboration with Cronwright. She had a baby—her only one, a girl—who lived only sixteen hours. The child was buried in their garden. When they moved, the coffin went with them.

In 1896 Schreiner completed a long story, a political allegory based on Cecil Rhodes’s most recent and brutal retaliations against uprisings of the Matabele and the Mashona, long residents of the state that was to become Rhodesia. The hero of her title, “Trooper Peter Halket of Mashonaland,” is a softish English soldier in Rhodes’s company, not much more than a boy, whose routine racial and cultural presumptions are tinged with revulsion at the beatings and hangings and shootings carried out and often enjoyed by his companions. Alone one night at a desert campfire, he is visited by a barefoot man of mercy, a Jew from Palestine (“ ‘Have you ever been without grub?’ said Peter cheerfully.… ‘Forty days and nights,’ said the stranger”), who wins his allegiance. The next morning, Peter cuts loose a native prisoner and is summarily shot by his commander. Trooper Peter was issued on its own, in 1897, as a novella. Its frontispiece was a photograph of a large spreading tree in the African landscape, with eight white frontiersmen calmly disposed beneath it and three black men hanging from its boughs.

The Cronwright-Schreiners travelled together to London in January 1897 to see to the new work’s publication. It was during this extended visit that both Canon Wilberforce and a Wesleyan minister, Hugh Price Hughes—encouraged, doubtless, by the materialization of the figure of Jesus in her narrative—paid separate calls on Schreiner, appealing for her spiritual force. Trooper Peter was, as could have been predicted, a polemical bombshell. The Spectator’s review suggested that it might have been another Uncle Tom’s Cabin but for Schreiner’s no longer acceptable inflated rhetoric. In New York, the Tribune blasted, “Let the English explain away, if they can, the murder and rapine which Olive Schreiner lays at their doors.” As for Schreiner, she spoke of Trooper Peter sometimes as her most important work, at other times as a complete failure: it didn’t save a single life. The unnerving photograph was removed from later editions. When the novella was published in South Africa in 1974, the frontispiece was finally restored, but with the plate tipped in for easy removal in case of censorship.

For Samuel Cronwright, Trooper Peter, despite its impact, was not what she had promised—not one of the “big books” she had set out to write. Indeed, “she did not seem to remember that I had taken the grave step of giving up my livelihood at her special request.” If Wilberforce had expected Olive Schreiner to be another St. Teresa, Cronwright had believed she could become another George Eliot. She aroused the expectations; she lived in their daily smashup.

Cronwright took back what he could of his life. There was no money for a new farm, but he trained for the law in Johannesburg and eventually became a businessman and a member of the Cape Parliament. He and Schreiner shared a political life, campaigning against the outbreak and the continuation of the Boer War. In 1900 Cronwright went alone on a six-month speaking tour of England to rally antiwar support. Other years, they were apart for similar lengths of time, as Schreiner would go off for months—usually to the coast during the hot African summers—in search of air and calm. During these periods, she wrote to Cronwright constantly, letters of vague politics and insistent devotion. By 1906 there were marked changes. A suffragist friend had given her W. E. B. Du Bois’s The Souls of Black Folk, and she wrote to Cronwright
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