

[image: ]




[image: ]




2003 Modern Library Paperback Edition

Introduction copyright © 2003 by Francine Prose
Biographical note and reading group guide copyright © 2003 by
Random House, Inc.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. Published in the United States by Modern Library, an imprint of The Random House Publishing Group, a division of Random House, Inc., New York, and simultaneously in Canada by Random House of Canada Limited, Toronto.

MODERN LIBRARY and the TORCHBEARER Design are registered trademarks of Random House, Inc.

LIBRARY OF CONGRESS CATALOGING-IN-PUBLICATION DATA
Sinclair, May.
Life and death of Harriett Frean/May Sinclair; introduction by Francine Prose.
p. cm.
eISBN: 978-0-307-76967-1
1. Repression (Psychology)—Fiction. 2. Women—England—Fiction.
3. Single women—Fiction. 4. England—Fiction. I. Title.

PR6037.I73L5    2003
823’.912-dc21          2003051000

Modern Library website address: www.modernlibrary.com

v3.1




MAY SINCLAIR

Mary Amelia St. Clair Sinclair was born in Liverpool in 1863. She was the youngest of six children, and the only daughter. When May was seven, her father, an alcoholic shipowner, went bankrupt and left his family. Though her formal education consisted of a single year at the Cheltenham Ladies’ College, May Sinclair earned a living writing poetry, translations, criticism, and popular literary fiction. She lived with her mother until Mrs. Sinclair’s death in 1901. While she never married, May Sinclair’s sparkling circle of literary friends included Thomas Hardy, Henry James, Sarah Orne Jewett, Arnold Bennett, H. G. Wells, John Galsworthy, George Gissing, and Rebecca West.

A member of the Women Writers’ Suffrage League and the Women’s Freedom League, May Sinclair was a staunch advocate of women’s rights. She was also an early champion of the new practice of psychoanalysis, co-founding the Medico-Psychological Clinic and the Tavistock Square Clinic, both in London. During World War I, she briefly served on the Belgian front with an ambulance unit led by the head of the London Medico-Psychological Clinic.

Dubbed England’s “leading woman novelist between the death of George Eliot and the rise of Virginia Woolf” by Punch, her twenty-nine works of fiction include The Divine Fire (1904), The Three Sisters (1914), and The Tree of Heaven (1917), as well as Mary Olivier: A Life (1919) and Life and Death of Harriett Frean (1922), two semiautobiographical novels that are noteworthy for incorporating Freudian theory into literature and utilizing stream-of-consciousness writing, a term that Sinclair herself had coined in a review of Dorothy Richardson’s novel Pilgrimage.

In the late 1920s, May Sinclair began to suffer from Parkinson’s disease. She spent the last two decades of her life in a rural nursing home, removed from the public eye. She died on November 14, 1946, in Buckinghamshire, England.
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INTRODUCTION

Francine Prose

For a novel in which there is no physical violence or starvation, in which family members love one another and never raise their voices, in which the characters are, even in the grip of passion, scrupulously polite, Life and Death of Harriett Frean nonetheless manages to be one of the more disturbing novels I have read or can imagine.

First published in 1922, May Sinclair’s spare, brief book has a deceptively conventional structure—the progress of a woman from birth to death. It tracks the cosseted childhood of its title character, her school years, early friendships and first love, her stunted adulthood, her progressively more circumscribed old age and, at last, her demise. Along the way she suffers the predictable tragic losses that all of us must face: the loss of friends, of love, of parents, of health, of life. But what makes the book so frightening is how few compensations there are, how rare, minor, and misguided the pleasures and satisfactions that might have made it worth Harriett’s while to endure the griefs and deprivations.

Harriett Frean is a book that benefits from rereading—if you can bear a second immersion in Harriett’s earthly career—for every aspect of the novel has been chosen with great care, and for a purpose. But only when we have grasped the shape of the whole can we return to the early chapters and fully comprehend the compelling reasons for each element’s inclusion.

The book begins with a nursery rhyme that baby Harriett loves, a seemingly benign, silly refrain that, in retrospect, comes to sound as portentous as the prophecy of the witches in Macbeth or the chanting of a Greek chorus foreshadowing the hero’s destiny. It’s a familiar bit of doggerel: “ ‘Pussycat, Pussycat, where have you been?’ / ‘I’ve been to London, to see the Queen.’ / ‘Pussycat, Pussycat, what did you there?’ / ‘I caught a little mouse under the chair.’ ” And like Harriett’s parents, we’re inclined to ask, Why does the baby think it so funny?

Perhaps her infant consciousness is responding to something cautionary or premonitory. Because by the novel’s end, the rhyme about the feline who comes to London to do something grand and winds up doing something much smaller (something, in fact, which hardly required leaving home) has become to seem like a parable of the frustration, the distraction, the mis-perception, and the trivialization of human experience that characterize Harriett’s life. Meanwhile, in the opening pages, the rhyme is used to express the comfy, repressed, faintly eroticized connection that the little girl has (and the grown woman will later have) with each of her parents, a bond that will form and sustain and stifle her at once. First Mamma comes into her bedroom and gives her “the kiss-me-to-sleep kiss.” Then Papa follows with his “kiss-me-awake kiss.”

“Then they played. Papa was the Pussycat and she was the little mouse in her hole under the bed-clothes. They played till Papa said, ‘No more!’ and tucked the blankets tight in.

“ ‘Now you’re kissing like Mamma——’ ”

Soon enough, we begin to appreciate the true cost of all that idyllic, lovey-dovey parent-child affection. Along with their love, Harriett’s parents administer, in discreet daily doses, a series of lessons regarding their notions of good behavior, a system that includes not being selfish, not being greedy, not appearing to be greedy, not pushing or shoving, not disobeying. Not betraying the trust of our loved ones. Not being mean, and so forth. When through a misunderstanding Harriett is given (and passively settles for) a plate of crumbs rather than any of the sweet treats being offered at a children’s tea, her mother praises her thoroughly unchildlike display of self-abnegation and restraint.


“I’m glad my little girl didn’t snatch and push. It’s better to go without than to take from other people. That’s ugly.”

Ugly. Being naughty was just that. Doing ugly things. Being good was being beautiful like Mamma. She wanted to be like her mother.…

Suddenly a thought came rushing at her. There was God and there was Jesus. But even God and Jesus were not more beautiful than Mamma.



Harriett is encouraged in this idolatry by her adoring father, the perfect Victorian male, the more-than-perfect Victorian male, a liberal freethinker whose main vice, it seems, is reading Darwin in secret. Eventually, Harriett’s father will turn out to be a bit of a self-deluded fraud who bankrupts himself and his hapless neighbor with some sketchy investment advice.

In a few short pages, May Sinclair succeeds in rendering the oppressive weight and strength of the chains of family love, of the craving for parental approval. When Papa gives Harriett this phenomenally mixed message: “ ‘Forget ugly things. Understand, Hatty, nothing is forbidden. We don’t forbid, because we trust you to do what we wish. To behave beautifully.’ ” Harriett quite naturally concludes that “She would always have to do what they wanted; the unhappiness of not doing it was more than she could bear. All very well to say there would be no punishment; their unhappiness was the punishment. It hurt more than anything.”

Life and Death of Harriett Frean begins to resemble a nightmare of sorts as it forces its readers to confront the horrifying question: What if you woke up one morning and discovered that you had grown old without progressing much beyond the eager-to-please little girl who did everything her parents wanted? Reading May Sinclair’s novel may actually make you feel grateful to live in a time when people talk about things like a young person’s need to “separate” from his or her parents. No one offers such advice to Harriett, though there is reason to wish someone had.

When the inevitable crisis occurs—Harriett falls in love with Robin Lethbridge, the fiancé of her frail, pathetic best friend, Priscilla—she much prefers the vision of herself nobly giving up Robin, behaving in the way her parents call “beautiful,” to the prospect of a real life with the man she loves. Mourning the loss of the love that this sacrifice has involved, she is comforted only by her parents’ reassurance that she has done the right thing.

After Harriett rejects Robin, there is a chapter break, and by the time the novel resumes something dramatic has changed. The author’s tone, for one thing. It’s as if the authorial eye has pulled back from Harriett and focused on a young woman for whom there is not much chance, a woman destined for a future ruled and determined by upper-middle-class convention, petty snobbery, class consciousness, and self-regard.


Towards spring Harriett showed signs of depression, and they took her to the south of France and to Bordighera and Rome. In Rome she recovered. Rome was one of the places you ought to see; she had always been anxious to do the right thing. In the little Pension in the Via Babuino she had a sense of her own importance and the importance of her father and mother. They were Mr. and Mrs. Hilton Frean, and Miss Harriett Frean, seeing Rome.



On their return, Mr. Frean enjoys an extremely modest literary success as the author of a book entitled The Social Order. Harriett and her mother have snappy if stultifying discussions on such topics as whether it is better to read Gibbon first and then see Rome or see Rome and then read Gibbon. Thinking of her lost love, Robin, Harriett feels “a thrill of pleasure in her beautiful behavior, and a thrill of pride in remembering that he had loved her more than Priscilla.”

It’s a faint pleasure and a thin thrill, as events transpire. Priscilla becomes the victim of a mysterious neurological disorder that transforms the reluctant Robin from a husband into a nursemaid. Within a few years, Harriett’s father loses his money—along with that of the unfortunate neighbor’s—and promptly sinks into a fatal decline. Harriett’s mother dies not long after, while Harriett consoles herself by recalling the most glorious moment of her life—the moment when she gave up Robin for the higher good.

Unfortunately, this moment will turn out to have been more or less pointless, harmful to all concerned, as rife with folly and deception as her father’s financial affairs. Indeed, what Harriett discovers when she goes to visit Robin after Priscilla’s death makes her heroic and exalted renunciation seem like a senseless joke. When Harriett, against her will, puts together the pieces of what she learns of Robin’s life from his second wife, she understands that giving up Robin—a gesture intended to provide a model of nobility and high-mindedness—was in fact a grievous misjudgment that ruined everyone’s life. And when Harriett at last accepts the unpleasant truth about who Robin was and who he’s become, the most serious damage, we are told, is to Harriett’s self-esteem.

From that point on, Harriett’s life goes, if it is possible, rather steadily from bad to worse. An appalling household incident (in which Harriett is indirectly involved in the death of a servant’s baby) leaves her with little more than “a feeling of insecurity” and reveals her to be ultimately quite heartless. “It rested with Maggie to go or stay,” is how she justifies her treatment of her maid. “If she was incompetent I wasn’t bound to keep her just because she’d had a baby. At that rate I should have been completely in her power.”

There follows an uncomfortable, oddly gratuitous scene in which Robin’s young niece informs Harriett—just in case she and the reader haven’t figured it out—that her attempt to act beautifully and to save her friend Priscilla’s pride was actually “an insult, handing her over to a man who couldn’t love her.” Robbed of her illusions and lacking enough insight to fill the gaps created by their loss, Harriett descends into a dessicated middle age: “She had no clear illumination, only a mournful acquiescence in her own futility, an almost physical sense of shrinkage, the crumbling away, bit by bit, of her beautiful and honorable self.”

In its last section, Life and Death of Harriett Frean is Tolstoy’s “The Death of Ivan Ilyich” minus the three days of screaming in pain and the predeath revelation that Ivan has lived his whole life wrong. Harriett falls into
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