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INTRODUCTION


IN THE SPRING OF 1932, at the age of eighty, Alice Pleasance Liddell Hargreaves sailed into New York Harbor to collect an honorary Ph.D. from Columbia University for having inspired, for having been, Alice in Wonderland. Her doctorate in musedom, possibly the only one in academic history, was conferred on the elegant, faintly imperious, and still rather pretty old woman to honor the hundredth anniversary of the birth of Lewis Carroll, whom she knew as Charles Dodgson, and whom she had seen only rarely since she was eleven, when her parents abruptly ended her friendship with the thirty-one-year-old mathematician.

The ceremony—held in the rotunda of Low Library, decorated for the occasion with masses of white flowers—got off to an unfortunate start when university president Nicholas Murray Butler sat on the flowered throne intended for Alice, who remained standing as the enthroned president summarized her doctoral qualifications: “Awakening with her girlhood’s charm the ingenious fancy of a mathematician . . . you as the moving cause—Aristotle’s ‘final cause’—of this truly noteworthy contribution to English literature.”

Lewis Carroll’s muse wore a smart brown suit and a corsage of rosebuds and lilies of the valley. In her acceptance speech, she spoke of her old friend, dead for more than forty years, as if he were still alive. She confidently expressed her faith that “Mr. Dodgson knows and rejoices with me in the honor you are doing him.” And the audience applauded this incarnation of the goddess: what remained of the little girl who had caused a genius to flower on a golden summer afternoon beneath a haystack beside a river.

THE DESIRE TO EXPLAIN the mystery of inspiration, to determine who or what is the “moving cause” of art, resembles the impulse to find out a magician’s secrets. It’s a childish, suspect desire; we fear the truth will spoil the fun. Doesn’t the mystery add to our delight? Still, it’s human nature to want to see through the sides of the box in which the magician’s assistant is being sawed in half, or into the mind of the poet at the instant when the sonnet appears in all its neonatal glory. During Alice Liddell’s stay in New York, reporters asked her to tell, once again, how she begged Mr. Dodgson for a story—as if it were a small, obvious step from that bright summer afternoon to the incandescence of Wonderland.

One difference between magic and art is that magic can be explained. Were he willing, Houdini could have told his fans how he escaped from the chains and straitjacket, suspended under water. But the artist can never fully account for the alchemical process that turns anatomical knowledge and fresco technique into the Sistine Chapel. To create anything is to undergo the humbling and strange experience—like a mystical visitation or spirit possession—of making something and not knowing where it comes from. It’s as if the magician had no idea how the rabbit got into his hat.

But we find that hard to accept, and so we look around for some 
myth to help explain, or at least surround, the genesis of art. The logical solution to the mystery of creation is divine intervention—a simple enough explanation, except for the dizzying speed with which our ideas about divinity change from era to era, from culture to culture. The Greeks assumed that a deity had to be involved. Significantly, they picked goddesses—nine of them—and had the common sense to make these celestial sisters more abstract, private, and distant than their heavenly colleagues, with their juicy soap operas of betrayal, jealousy, mortal lovers metamorphosed into animals and plants. Perhaps the Greeks intuited that the muses’ important, elusive work was beyond the limited reach of anecdote and gossip.

In fact, we know remarkably little about the origin of the muses. Were the nine goddesses born in sequence or in a litter like puppies? Were they the result of one act of love or of a nine-night affair between the amorous Zeus and Mnemosyne, the goddess of memory? The muses’ birth order may be unclear, but their lineage is inspired. Mate the life force with a sense of the past, and what you get is a culture. In Hesiod’s poem, Theogeny, the nine muses appear to the poet and his fellow shepherds as they tend their flocks in the fields and tell them that without art and history, men are, essentially, bellies.

Mortals have yet to agree on the origin of the word muse. Some trace it back to the term for ardor, others to the same root as mind, or memory, or mountain. And which mountain did the muses inhabit: Helicon, Parnassus, or Olympus? After centuries of debate, some consensus has emerged, at least about their number, their names, and their dominions: Thalia inspired comedy, Melpomene tragedy, Euterpe lyric poetry, Erato love poetry, Terpsichore dance, Calliope epic poetry, Urania astronomy, Polyhymnia sacred poetry, Clio history. We know what props they carried (Erato is customarily shown with a bunch of wild grapes, Euterpe with a flute) when, led by Apollo, they arrived to entertain at the wedding of Cadmus and Harmonia, and the funeral of Patroclus.


They loved water and played in sacred founts; the swan was their holy bird. Pegasus belonged to them, a present from Athena. They showed Echo how to sing and play, taught the Sphinx her riddle. A few had half-mortal children who suffered hideous fates. Clio’s son, Hyacinthus, was accidentally killed by Apollo in a discus-throwing game. Urania’s son, Linus, was slain for inviting Apollo to take part in a music contest.

The muses could be nasty to those who challenged them or their leader. When Marsyas boasted that he was a better musician than Apollo, the muses sentenced the flute-playing satyr to be tied to a tree and skinned. The daughters of Pierus—would-be rival muses—were transformed into birds. The nine goddesses blinded the Thracian bard Thamyris for claiming that his power was greater than theirs, and plucked the Sirens’ feathers for similar offenses. Sadly, as is so often the case, art failed to make the muses nicer. And yet their blessing could inspire and cheer the poet and his audience. “Happy he whomsoever the Muses shall have loved,” wrote Hesiod. “Sweet is the sound that flows from his mouth.” And when one “pines away troubled at heart, yet if a minstrel, servant of the Muses, shall have chaunted the glories of men of yore . . . quickly does he forget his melancholy, nor does he at all remember his cares.”

Whether or not we share Hesiod’s exalted estimation of the psychotherapeutic benefits of poetry, these verses from Theogeny demonstrate a faith in the muses’ direct involvement in artistic creation. Or at least that’s what the Greeks concluded about the source of the art, when the gods (with their Olympian omnipotence and wide range of lower impulses) still permitted a smooth conjoining of the holy and the profane. But once the gods stopped descending to earth to lecture shepherds and have sex with mortals, the culture needed an alternate explanation for the ways in which the life force expressed itself in culture.

In severing Eros from Agape, Christianity dug a chasm between religious and secular art. A vision of Jesus on the cross could inspire
a great painting of the Crucifixion, but might put a bit of a damper on the erotic poet. There were no deities to oversee the lyric, the love song, the dance. Another source was needed, an alternate explanation for creativity—for what cannot be summoned at will and seems beyond the artist’s control. Since a reversion to paganism was clearly out of the question, there was nowhere to go but down—from the divine to the mortal. And since falling in love is the closest that most people come to transcendence, to the feeling of being inhabited by unwilled, unruly forces, passion became the model for understanding inspiration. Why does the artist write or paint? The artist must be in love. And so the troubadour’s lady, the ideal unattainable object of courtly love, became the compromise candidate, positioned somewhere between the Virgin and an actual flesh-and-blood woman.

Telescoped by the passage of time, this progression from the ethereal to the corporeal has come to seem so seamless and inevitable that when Homer asks the goddess to sing through him, or when Dante tells us how each poem in Vita Nuova reflects a delicate shift in his feelings for Beatrice, modern readers naturally understand that both poets mean the muse. We recognize that the heavenly muse invoked by Milton and Spenser belongs to a purer, loftier, and more attractive branch of the same family as Gala Dalí, the shamelessly earthy muse of her husband, Salvador. When a Surrealist artist was working well, he was said to be in love with Gala, much as an eloquent Attic bard was believed to have been visited by Calliope. Is God speaking through them, or the God of Love? It hardly seems to matter.

But of course it matters. To state one obvious fact: You can know more about a woman than you can about a goddess. Homer’s muse is ageless. But Dante reminds us that when he first saw Beatrice, in Florence, in 1274, both were children of nine—a figure (the number of the circles of hell, the number of the muses) that haunted the poet’s life. The sighting of Beatrice, dressed in red, was a conversion 
experience, the birth of a new religion. Incipit vita nuova. When he saw her, a new life began.

Exactly nine years later, at the ninth hour of the day, Dante again met Beatrice, this time dressed in white. She looked at him and greeted him. Back in his room, Dante had a vision of a man holding the naked Beatrice, wrapped in a crimson cloth, and feeding her a burning object—as it happened, Dante’s heart. After this ghoulish meal, the man in the vision began to weep, enfolded the lady in his arms, and the pair ascended to heaven. Dante then gives us the sonnet that his imaginings inspired, a toned-down version of his dream, a poem that conceals a hidden writing lesson on how to turn morbid fantasy into art.

And so goes the Vita Nuova, in forty-two sections written between 1292 and 1300 and constructed on the frame of a love affair, with its predictable milestones—Beatrice grows jealous (Love, in another vision, dictates the poem that pacifies her), Beatrice mocks the poet—events that serve as pretexts for floods of feeling, exquisite self-contemplation, more sonnets, ballads, and songs. Beatrice’s father dies, she too succumbs to the plague. Begun two years after her death, Vita Nuova displays its author’s remarkable powers of recall as Dante reports every word of an inner conversation he had with himself in Latin when he was nine—a three-way chat involving his heart, his brain, and his animal instinct. The final chapter offers a promise to honor Beatrice’s memory in a new, more noble way, a vow that Dante kept in the Paradiso.

The Vita Nuova is at once a send-up of conventional contemporary poetry with its formulaic declarations and vaporous fainting fits, its swooning obeisance to the God of Love—and an authentic record of the poet’s love for a woman named Bice, the daughter of Folco Portinari and later the wife of a banker. Part of our ceaseless fascination with the couple derives from the myth of the boy who saw his child-muse from afar and felt her image branded on his heart forever, as well as our intuition that Dante is speaking of something 
deeper and more complex than this story of childhood infatuation. In any case, the Florentine poet and his muse have maintained such a hold on subsequent generations that centuries later Dante Gabriel Rossetti would press himself and his muse, Lizzie Siddal, into the mold of Dante and Beatrice, confusing their lives and identities with those of the long-dead couple and ignoring, with tragic result, the realities (Bohemian poverty, opium addiction) that distinguished Pre-Raphaelite London from Dante’s Florence.

Reviving a past century’s muse was a project doomed to failure. Because what the lives of the muses demonstrate is that every historical period re-creates the muse in its own image. Each era endows the muse with the qualities, virtues, and flaws that the epoch and its artists need and deserve. In eighteenth-century London, where Samuel Johnson’s fame relied on a conjunction of an eloquent prose style and dazzling social skills, Mrs. Hester Thrale—a sharp-tongued, lively, intelligent woman married to a rich brewer who gave lavish dinner parties at which his wife and Dr. Johnson could talk—functioned as the muse of literature and of conversation. The Victorian muses—Alice Liddell, Lizzie Siddal—come to us trailing clouds of innocence, naïveté, and repression, as well as various unsavory Victorian fantasies about children and young women. Serially involved with Nietzsche, Rilke, and Freud, Lou Andreas-Salomé was the muse most suited to bridge the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries. More recently, the brilliant photographer, Lee Miller, deployed the skills she’d learned as Man Ray’s muse to progress from muse to artist.

Like Gala Dalí, the twentieth-century muse could double as publicist and agent, a vital sideline to inspiration in a society just beginning to appreciate the commercial benefits of commodifying the celebrity artist. Yoko Ono was, in many ways, Gala’s spiritual heir; coincidentally, the two muses and their artists lived in New York’s St. Regis Hotel at the same time. For all her ingeniousness, Gala could hardly have imagined the scale and efficacy of Yoko’s promo
tional abilities, though, to be fair, the muse of the charismatic Beatle had an easier time in the marketplace than did the muse of the greasy mustachioed Surrealist, obsessed with grasshoppers and goat shit. Yet Yoko had doubts that Gala did not, for Yoko harbored reasonable suspicions, shared with her female contemporaries, about the drawbacks of being a muse rather than an artist. Initially, she attempted a sort of job-sharing arrangement with her husband, an admirable if impossible effort that she ultimately abandoned, and struggled with him, even after death, over who was the real artist, and who was the muse.

Not that either Ono or Lennon would have used the word muse, for the concept of musedom has become progressively more ironized in our unromantic times. Even in the longest lists of acknowledgments, contemporary writers are reluctant to identify or thank their sources of inspiration—dreading, perhaps, the test case laying claim to a percentage of their profits. Such fears will hardly be assuaged by the title character in Albert Brooks’s 1999 film, The Muse. As played by Sharon Stone, the Hollywood goddess of directors and blocked screenwriters is shallow, frivolous, fickle, and above all, mercenary as she trades high-concept film ideas for costly gifts from Tiffany’s.

The word muse itself has become so paradoxically fraught and extraneous that, among modern muses, only Suzanne Farrell is widely referred to as a muse—perhaps because the ballet is still so firmly rooted in the aesthetic and the language of the past. The term does appear periodically in an essay or article. A New York Times review of Yoko Ono’s winter 2000 retrospective art exhibition at the Japan Society identified her as a muse, a designation that could hardly have thrilled the artist. But by and large, as Arlene Croce pointed out in her provocative 1996 New Yorker essay “Is the Muse Dead?” the notion of the muse incarnate—“devastating to modern feminism” and at odds with the most basic tenets of Freudian psychology—has become a quaint, even suspect anachronism: “At the 
end of the American century, making art and thinking about art seem increasingly wistful, not to say futile, occupations. Mention the Muse and people smile. We don’t know who that is any more, and we may never know.”

Certainly, feminism has made us rethink musedom as a career choice. Doesn’t the idea of the muse reinforce the destructive stereotype of the creative, productive, active male and of the passive female, at once worshiped and degraded, agreeably disrobing to model or offer inspirational sex? Shouldn’t the muse be retired for good, abolished along with all the other retro, primitive, unevolved sexist myths? A more generous solution might be to offer more choices rather than fewer, to give men and women equal opportunity to be either artist or muse or both, though cases such as John and Yoko (and F. Scott and Zelda Fitzgerald) point up the difficulty of equitably dividing the labor of creation and inspiration.

Perhaps uniquely in the lives of the muses, the partnership of Suzanne Farrell and George Balanchine suggests that the roles of inspired and inspirer, artist and muse, can be divided and shared between a man and a woman, two artists collaborating to produce work that neither could accomplish alone. But this blurring of boundaries was not expressly acknowledged. Farrell was inevitably described as Balanchine’s muse, and no one seems to have proposed that the reverse was also true.

To say that Farrell and Balanchine might have been each other’s muse raises the complicated, thorny questions: Do women artists have muses, and are there male muses? For whatever reason, these are, almost inevitably, the first questions people ask when the subject of muses arises. The facile answer is that male artists get muses, while their female counterparts—Virginia Woolf, for example—are more often given (in lieu of a muse) male psychiatric nurses like Leonard Woolf.

There’s probably no biological reason why a man can’t provide the elements of inspiration: energy, passion, the spur of satisfied or 
unrequited love. Indeed, the lives of the muses repeatedly demonstrate that such details as gender, physiology, and what is generally considered to be “normal” or “appropriate” heterosexual desire have little bearing on the alliance of Eros and creativity. Consider such unusual couples as Charles Dodgson and Alice Liddell, or Gala and Salvador Dalí. History abounds in same-sex artists and muses—Diaghilev and Nijinsky, W. H. Auden and Chester Kallman, Natalie Barney and Romaine Brooks—men and women who worked their inspirational magic often despite the additional strains and challenges of social censure and the need to keep their connection secret. Gertrude Stein’s most appealing and accessible book was, after all, the putative “autobiography” of her loyal muse, Alice B. Toklas.

One of the likelier candidates for the role of male muse may be Denys Finch Hatton, Isak Dinesen’s dashing aviator lover. Her description, in Out of Africa, of her joy in telling him stories during his visits to her Kenya plantation is one of literature’s most luminous accounts of the way in which love can arrange the conjunction of inspiration, appreciation—and editing:

“Denys had a trait of character which to me was very precious, he liked to hear a story told. . . . Fashions have changed, and the art of listening to a narrative has been lost in Europe. The Natives of Africa, who cannot read, have still got it; if you begin to them: ‘There was a man who walked out on the plain, and there he met another man,’ you have them all with you, their minds running upon the unknown track of the men on the plain. But white people, even if they feel that they ought to, cannot listen to a recital. If they do not become fidgety, and remember things that should be done at once, they fall asleep. The same people will ask you for something to read . . . They have been accustomed to take in impressions by the eye.

“Denys, who lived much by the ear, preferred hearing a tale told, to reading it; when he came to the farm he would ask: ‘Have you got a story?’ I had been making up many while he had been away. In the evenings he made himself comfortable, spreading cushions like a  couch in front of the fire, and with me sitting on the floor, cross-legged like Scheherazade herself, he would listen, clear-eyed, to a long tale, from when it began until it ended. He kept better account of it than I did myself, and at the dramatic appearance of one of the characters, would stop me to say: ‘That man died at the beginning of the story, but never mind.’ ”

On the surface, the passage offers a luminous vision of the storyteller inspired and encouraged by the acutely attentive, profoundly comprehending listener—an image not unlike that of Charles Dodgson enchanting Alice with his tales on their golden afternoon. And isn’t the ability to make the artist feel that he (or she) is in the presence of the perfect audience one of the essential attributes of such famous muses as Lou Andreas-Salomé, whom Freud described as “the great understander”? But certain revealing turns of phrase hint at the ways in which Karen Blixen’s relation to Denys Finch Hatton was in fact quite different from that of male artists to their muses.

Comparing herself to Scheherazade, Blixen raises the possibility of the homicidal sultan as Scheherazade’s harsh muse, threatening death as the ultimate penalty for artistic failure—an effective, if somewhat drastic, mode of providing inspiration. Consciously or unconsciously, Blixen was equating the fiercely independent Finch Hatton with the wild beasts—lions, birds of prey—that frequented her farm. His presence could be neither summoned nor compelled, he came only when he chose to, and she had some reasonable anxiety about keeping his attention. And so the stories functioned as a means of securing and ensuring his love, and perhaps (in the tradition of Scheherazade) of extending their life together—that is, the length of his visits.

Few male artists seem to have suffered from similar concerns, nor did many of them appear to have been much troubled by the possibility of boring or tiring their muses. Whether we like it or not, the distribution of power is simply different, depending on the gen der of the artist and the muse. Of course, the muse’s ability to grant or withhold inspiration is an important ability, which explains the blocked screenwriters flinging pale blue Tiffany boxes at the muse-as-Sharon-Stone. But even when the muse retains her strength and influence by remaining elusive or unobtainable, the male artist is generally less preoccupied by the challenge of staying fascinating or attractive to her than he is engaged by the evolution of his own feelings. Artists rarely create for the muse, to win or keep the muse’s love and admiration, but rather for themselves, for the world, and for the more inchoate and unquantifiable imperatives of art itself. Their muses are merely the instruments that raise the emotional and erotic temperature high enough, churn up the weather in a way that may speed and facilitate the artist’s labors.

That so many of the muses seemed to have functioned as nearly blank scrims for their artists to project on points to yet another reason for the rarity of male muses. Though one hesitates to generalize, women seem less inclined to idealize men to the point of featureless abstraction. Perhaps for reasons connected with the survival of the species, women are trained to pay close attention to the particular needs, the specific qualities of an individual man, while men often find it more useful for the purposes of art to worship a muse who fulfills a generic role: the Ideal Woman, or in Charles Dodgson’s case, the Ideal Child Friend.

Not entirely coincidentally, the various subsidiary activities included in the muse’s job description—nurturing, sustaining, supporting, encouraging—are traditionally considered to be woman’s work. It’s difficult to imagine Denys Finch Hatton fussing, as did so many female muses, over questions of household management and the nutritiousness of Karen Blixen’s diet.

In any case, we are, these days, more likely to agree that a city, a country, or a continent can function as a muse than to cite a woman or a man as the source of inspiration. Like the Greeks, who thought that pilgrims might hear helpful or instructive voices at certain  springs and the homes of oracles, we believe that a change of scenery can aid the creative process. When Lafcadio Hearn moved to Japan, he altered his formerly purple prose style to match the spare, elegant sensibility of his adopted country. Delacroix, Matisse, and Paul Bowles found a congenial climate for art in North Africa, Gauguin in Tahiti. A recent show at New York’s Museum of Modern Art, “The Museum as Muse,” explored the ways in which artists have been influenced by the places where their work has been exhibited.

We have, as a culture, reached the point at which nearly anything—geography, ambition, expensive tastes, an abusive childhood, poverty—seems a more probable motivation for making art than the promptings of longing or love. Gauguin, among countless others, was driven by the craving for fame and success. Hunger—the wolf at the door—has had a long and brilliant career as muse. So has sublimation, according to Freud. And then there is always debt. A successful eighties art dealer was rumored to have kept her painters productive by introducing them to trendy restaurants, Cuban cigars, and flashy cars. A compulsive shopper, Balzac provided himself with similar reasons to keep writing. He was also a caffeine addict, which sped the process along.

For to take the muse incarnate seriously makes us acutely self-conscious, which is perhaps why the muse is now most readily invoked in the ironic orbit of the fashion industry. It’s no longer the heterosexual poet or painter seeking the erotic spark generated by a mistress and muse, but rather the gay designer observing how a stylish woman chooses a wardrobe and puts herself together—how a goddess channels the secrets of female beauty and narcissism. Loulou de la Falaise, we hear, was Yves St. Laurent’s muse. According to an item in the January 1, 2001, issue of New York magazine, “Designers Marc Jacobs and Stephen Sprouse must have been plenty inspired at the December 11 opening of the new Louis Vuitton store on Fifth Avenue. There were muses all over the place! Jacobs arrived with Zoe Cassavetes, Michelle Hicks, and Deborah Harry.” 

Perhaps the fashion muse marks a return to the spirit of the Renaissance, when the muse was under no obligation to do anything, but simply to be beautiful, or even more simply to be. Beatrice had only to smile or not smile at Dante, while Laura became Petrarch’s ideal, and the Renaissance’s second most celebrated muse, merely by leaving a church in Avignon on April 6, 1327. Though, or because, she was married to someone else and the mother of several children, though she never returned Petrarch’s affections, and though they were separated for long periods, Petrarch continued to adore Laura until her death in 1348. His love is the subject of the hundreds of poems in Canzoniere.

Accidentally, or unconsciously, Dante and Petrarch, medieval and Renaissance poetic tradition discovered that the absent, distant, or unattainable muse was an ingenious solution to the question of what to do when the muse did descend from the airier realm and incarnate herself as a woman. Problems would naturally arise when an artist didn’t much like women—so much more difficult, willful, and stubborn than a Greek water sprite, dancing into one’s studio with her lyre or laurel wreath.

In some cases, the whole idea of muses can inspire a certain sort of man to get in touch with his inner misogynist, a special liability for the muses’ biographers, who often despise their subjects with such venom that books such as Rudoph Binion’s Frau Lou: Nietzsche’s Wayward Disciple provide the horrific fascination of watching a posthumous mugging. Such responses represent a venerable tradition, dating back to Hesiod railing against the lazy, materialistic “deadly female race and tribe of wives.” Just the thought of the muse can trigger a related compulsion—the urgent need to explain why a woman can never hope to graduate from muse to artist:

“She is either Muse or she is nothing,” wrote Robert Graves. “This is not to say that a woman should refrain from writing poems; only, that she should write as a woman, not as an honorary man . . . It is the imitation of male poetry that causes the false ring in the  work of almost all women poets. A woman who concerns herself with poetry should, I believe, either be a silent Muse and inspire the poets by her womanly presence . . . or the Muse in a complete sense . . . impartial, loving, severe, wise.”

In his 1953 book, A Choir of Muses, the French historian and philosopher Étienne Gilson echoes Graves’s pessimistic assessment of women’s creative potential: “It may prove that social conditions inhibited woman’s creative powers . . . Often one hears this urged; and it is plausible if it is not wholly convincing. . . . With so many women musicians, why no equal, I will not say of Bach, but of Mozart or even Chopin? The very emotions of women seem to need male musicians to express them.”

And yet the life of Lee Miller suggests that the muse can change jobs and become as serious an artist as the one she inspired. Among the lives of the muses, her story stands out as one in which a muse went on to produce important work, after which she succumbed to the absolute worst-case scenario of domestic hell, alienation, and creative sterility.

Both Gilson and Graves confidently explain that wives cannot be muses, that certain disqualifications—excessive familiarity, for one—prevent an artist’s wife from inspiring her mate. Darkly, Graves warns that the domestication of the muse can actually destroy the poet’s talent. “The reason why remarkably few young poets continue nowadays to publish poetry after their early twenties is not necessarily—as I used to think—the decay of patronage and the impossibility of earning a decent living . . . the reason is that something dies in the poet. Perhaps . . . he has also lost his sense of the White Goddess: the woman he took to be a Muse, or who was a Muse, turned into a domestic woman and would have him turn similarly into a domesticated man. Loyalty prevents him from parting company with her, especially if she is the mother of his children and is proud to be reckoned a good housewife; and as the Muse fades out, so does the poet. . . . The White Goddess is anti-domestic; she is the  perpetual ‘other woman,’ and her part is difficult indeed for a woman of sensibility to play for more than a few years, because the temptation to commit suicide in simple domesticity lurks in every maenad’s and muse’s heart.”

Well, perhaps not every maenad and muse. The lives of the muses are filled with the extreme measures that muses have taken to keep from committing career suicide through domesticity, from being demoted to art wives. The willed or instinctive strategies they employed to avoid becoming the sturdy linchpins holding together the machinery of daily art production range widely. Mrs. Thrale resisted by having servants to do the work of the art wife; Lizzie Siddal rendered herself helpless with opium addiction; Lou Andreas-Salomé withheld sex; Lee Miller protected her interests with competence, restlessness, and flight, and later with drinking and depression. Alice Liddell had her youth and her ferocious mother; Gala Dalí her own nastiness. Suzanne Farrell nearly sacrificed her career to avoid becoming an art wife, while Yoko Ono attempted to persuade Lennon that he was one.

So the muses struggled against the dubious lure of supplementing their inspirational capacities with the humbler duties of child care and housework. In some instances, one might wonder why they bothered. The humble, reliable Rose Beuret—the mistress whom Rodin finally married after decades during which her chores included wetting down his maquettes—fared better than his more glamorous muse and fellow sculptor Camille Claudel, who went mad, destroyed most of her own work, and was dispatched to a mental asylum.

But other cases, such as Charis Weston’s marriage to the photographer Edward Weston, illustrate what her sister muses were resisting: the unpleasantness that can result when the muse’s duties change from posing nude in the sand dunes to cataloguing negatives and shopping for organic crackers. The understandable resentments and unconscious hostilities of the art wife may result in the  demoted muse wanting credit for her contribution to the artist’s work—a fatal mistake that, Gilson warns, the true muse never makes. The aggressive faux-muse “only too easily wants to be a more active collaborator than her function as Muse allows; she will not be content just to be there and let the artist do the rest. She will interfere in the work, fancy that she had some share, and claim rights of origination . . . Obviously it is not pleasant to find oneself relegated to the rank of occasional cause, and when the Muse makes claim for the recognition of her usefulness, the artist is in for trouble. Dante placed Beatrice in heaven, but he never said she had written the Divina Commedia. From the moment the Muse claims rights over his work, other than those recognized by the poet, irreparable misunderstandings arise, and it is time for them to part.”

Understandably, Charis Weston wants credit. At eighty, Alice Liddell was still enjoying, and trading on, her position as “the moving cause” of Lewis Carroll’s books. Hester Thrale counted the works she inspired Dr. Johnson to write: three political pamphlets, the new edition and revision of his Dictionary, and The Lives of the Poets. In her memoir and in a TV documentary, Suzanne Farrell describes Meditation as the first of the ballets Balanchine made for her. Muses know they are muses, though they can accept or resist it. That it might be in the muse’s best interests—psychological, fiscal, or professional—for her to acknowledge her musedom was a possibility that Gilson and Graves would hardly have factored into their recipes for the muse incarnate.

Meanwhile, the artist’s own preference for the fantasy muse over the real-life woman is not entirely about clinging to the ideal in order to evade the messy realities of sex, jealousy, domestic tedium, and so forth. For artists, like the rest of us, sooner or later notice that the power of longing is more durable than the thrill of possession. Perhaps what makes unsatisfied desire thrive in the jungly climate of the creative psyche is the artist’s insistence on retaining access to the emotions and perceptions of childhood and  adolescence, stages at which romantic fantasy is safer than, and even preferable to, erotic gratification. And unrequited desire may itself be a metaphor for the making of art, for the fact that a finished work so rarely equals the initial impulse or conception, thus compelling the artist to start over and try again.

Longing is an intense emotion, and artists cling to the belief or experience that art is born of strong sensations, preferably, as Wordsworth suggested, recollected when tranquillity makes it easier to do the work. Strong emotions are what artists crave from their love affairs with the muse, and so the lives of the muses are nothing if not intense—before, during, and after the time during which they actively inspire their artists. The force of the connection is such that the sudden withdrawal of the muse’s affections—as when Lou Andreas-Salomé broke with Nietzsche and then with Rilke—can affect the artist, to put it crudely, like turning on a faucet.

Feelings this heated inevitably shade into the erotic. Bonnard’s early portraits of his wife Marthe so accurately and lovingly capture the intimacy and abandon of sex that they seem almost too personal for strangers to see. The painter never lost his obsessive fascination with her body, which appears in canvas after canvas, portrayed—in the bathroom and the tub—with a ripe, unhurried sensuality belying the fact that Marthe was by many accounts a peevish, mendacious hypochondriac and recluse whose frequent baths may have been related to her chronic ill health.

Throughout, the lives of the muses greatly expands our limited notions of Eros. Lewis Carroll’s photograph Portrait of Alice Liddell as the Beggar Child is suffused by erotic desire, though like the photographer’s attachment to his model, it is not explicitly sexual. Lou Andreas-Salomé maintained a chaste relationship with two of the three geniuses she inspired. Though Suzanne Farrell may never have slept with Balanchine, it’s hard to imagine a more impassioned romance.

By contrast, Charis Weston’s affair with Edward, Lee Miller’s with Man Ray, and (at least at first) Yoko Ono’s with John Lennon were exuberantly carnal. Moreover, these three muses were gifted  with such a rare degree of sexual confidence that, in defiance of Gilson’s belief that true muses do not choose their poets, they courted or pursued their artists and took decisive action when the men proved hesitant or shy.

If certain artists require the goad of unsatisfied longing and if others, conversely, utilize the power of sex to generate energy, raise the spirits, and focus the mind, still others seek from their muses not pleasure but forgiveness—what Étienne Gilson calls “the nostalgic luxury of sanctuary.” The dramatic scene that ratcheted up the level of intimacy between Samuel Johnson and Hester Thrale involved his anguished sense of sin and his pleas for pardon, a request echoed years later in the famous letter in which he asked his muse to confine him to his room, possibly in the padlock and fetters he entrusted to her care. The horror of the vile but nameless evil that Charles Dodgson noted in his diary and which kept him awake at night intensified his devotion to the ideal of a spotlessly innocent child. John Lennon would recall the acceptance and permission he received from his first encounter with Yoko’s work. “I climbed the ladder, you look through the spyglass and in tiny little letters it says ‘yes.’ So it was positive. I felt relieved. It’s a great relief when you get up a ladder and you look through a spyglass and it doesn’t say ‘no’ or ‘fuck you’ or something, it said ‘yes.’ ”

Every chapter in the lives of the muses adds to the infinite variety of what can transpire between a muse and an artist. Some muses, like Lou Andreas-Salomé, Alma Mahler, and Vera Stravinsky, operate serially, progressing from genius to genius, while some artists—Picasso was one example, Balanchine another—tire of their muses, discard them, and acquire new ones.

Possibly because we tend to idealize the alliance between artist and muse, we imagine that the young, idealistic, and innocent artist is most in need of the muse’s intercession. We think of Lou Andreas-Salomé jump-starting the young Rilke’s poetic gift by introducing him to the pleasures and pain of love, by bolstering his sense of mission, by helping him turn experience into art, and by offering him experience suitable for transformation. Yet the artist can be any age; Samuel Johnson was fifty-seven when he moved in with Hester Thrale. Morever, the relationship between an artist and a muse can change over time. Gala’s initially salutary influence on Salvador Dalí’s work became destructive when his increasingly greedy goddess advised him to sign blank sheets of lithographic paper on which someone else could print, lowering the value of his art and wrecking his reputation. The songs on The White Album, Plastic Ono Band, and Imagine—inspired by Lennon’s love for Yoko—are among his best compositions. But in the less palmy days of their marriage and the final years of his life, Lennon produced (with Yoko’s help) shallow, facile recordings that cannibalized his early work.

Given the vast differences that divide the lives—and even the stages in one life—of one muse from another, is it possible to generalize about the muses? Certain themes emerge. Many of these muses seem to have provoked the intense dislike of their contemporaries. Nearly everyone hated Gala. The ferocity with which John’s fellow Beatles and fans resented Yoko resulted from a mixture of jealousy, race and gender bias, and simple irritation. William Rossetti’s hostility to his brother’s muse seems mostly based on the fact that Lizzie Siddal was intelligent, dignified, and, like her husband, took too many drugs.

Rather than thanking the muses for doing their demanding, important jobs, we tend to be jealous of them, envious of some aura of glamour that we imagine surrounding them. We resent their inconsiderate insistence on standing in the way, on disrupting and triangulating the fantasy love affair between art lover and love object—our romance with the artist. One possible solution to our muse-envy is to put ourselves in their places, to identify with them, to project our feelings onto them, just as their artists so often did.
  All of which suggests another common motif in the lives of the muses: inspiration as a social and communal activity. The muses and their artists attract the curiosity and attention of the neighbors and of the larger world. Lewis Carroll’s friendship with young Alice Liddell and her siblings received enough notice that he found it wiser not to discourage rumors that he was in love with their governess. When Yoko’s and John’s community became global, their love affair raised a tempest of press coverage and public debate. The sexual and private lives of the muses have often provoked fantastic rumors, feverish speculations that long outlive them. Lizzie Siddal’s biographers weigh in authoritatively on the subject of her sex life; when Suzanne Farrell returned to the New York City Ballet from the exile that followed the disintegration of her romance with Balanchine, the entire company turned out to watch their first rehearsal together. Predictably, such scrutiny decreases the chances of the muse and her artist having a “normal” relationship, although—given these lovers’ personalities—the odds for normalcy would at best have been slim.

At the same time, the cultural and personal mythology—the sense of themselves as heroic, as larger-than-life—to which these couples subscribed was part of what sustained their love and inspired the artist. Though their trip to Russia was among the great tourist disasters, Lou Andreas-Salomé and Rilke enshrined it as a  major turning point in the poet’s development. At eighty, Alice Liddell was still actively dining out on whatever transpired between her and Charles Dodgson on the “golden afternoon” of July 4, 1862. Gabriel Rossetti’s conviction that he and Lizzie Siddal were the reincarnations of Dante and Beatrice led to the full flowering of the Pre-Raphaelites’ obsession with the Middle Ages. In the fairy tale version of John’s and Yoko’s love, the night they recorded Two Virgins was the scene in which the prince and princess ride off into the sunset, and their desire to recapture that experience resulted in years of unfortunate collaborations.

In some instances, art draws successfully on the private iconography that the couple has adopted. Balanchine’s Don Quixote features a moving duet between a shuffling old man and a lithe, energetic young woman, a visual metaphor for the choreographer’s feelings about his relationship with Suzanne Farrell. And the visual symbols Dalí employed to represent Gala—a rose, a classical bust—provide the grammar of the secret language spoken by his paintings.

Despite their quirks and eccentricities, these artists and their muses turn out to share certain qualities, experiences, and patterns of behavior with ordinary lovers. The muse is often that person with whom the artist has the animated imaginary conversations, the interior dialogues we all conduct, most commonly with someone we cannot get out of our minds. That Samuel Johnson’s A Journey to the Western Isles of Scotland evolved from letters to Mrs. Thrale suggests that, during his travels, he was editing and selecting the impressions that he hoped would most engage and please her.

Like many lovers, artists display an endearing tendency to overestimate the beloved. Nietzsche thought that Lou’s sentimental lyric, “Hymn To Life,” was a poetic masterpiece. And Lennon seems to have believed that Yoko was a genius. In return, muses provide a high degree of sympathetic comprehension, which may make their artists feel as if they are being seen to a depth that no one else has fathomed.

Finally, muses assumed a responsibility that was, in retrospect, inevitable when the muse’s nature shifted from divine to human, and installed itself in a body. Like many women, the muses concerned themselves with what their lovers ate. Lou had Rilke dining on groats and combing the forest for nuts and berries, Lee Miller put Man Ray on a bizarrely restrictive diet, Yoko introduced John to the joys of a strict macrobiotic regimen.

Nurturer and diet police, understander and mirror—these attributes of the muse are the familiar roles that women have been expected and obliged to play, just as they are aspects of essentialist  male-female behavior. And yet none of these muses was a “traditional” woman—assuming that such a creature exists.

Every one of them was extraordinary, either for who she was, or what she did, or for the unique and heroic qualities with which her artist endowed her. Each was a product of her time, and each moved outside and beyond it, either through personal courage, originality, and determination, or through her mysterious role in the process that turns experience into art. The lives of the muses at once illumine and deepen the mysteries of Eros and creativity, as each muse redraws the border between the human and the divine, the mortal and the eternal.
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ON A SPRING MORNING in 1766, Henry and Hester Thrale visited Dr. Samuel Johnson in his rooms at Johnson’s Court.

The lively, attractive young couple had known the famous writer since 1764, when the playwright Arthur Murphy had brought Johnson to dinner at the Thrales’ estate in Streatham Park, a few miles from central London. Since then, he had been a regular guest at Streatham, and at the Thrales’ city place in Southwark, on the grounds of their profitable brewery. But lately, Johnson’s visits had tapered off, and the Thrales had reason to suspect that he was suffering from one of the profound and terrifying fits of melancholia that had plagued him for most of his fifty-seven years. Already, they had grown close enough for Johnson to have confided his fears about “the horrible condition of his mind, which he said was nearly distracted.”

Unlikely on the surface, the friendship was a tremendous coup for the socially ambitious Thrales. Johnson was famous not only for having written the Dictionary, the Rambler essays, The Life of Savage, and Rasselas but for his witty conversation. Among fashionable Londoners, watching the doctor talk had become a sort of spectator sport; at parties, guests crowded, four and five deep, around his chair to listen.

Johnson brought his own celebrity talking-and-sparring partners—David Garrick, Oliver Goldsmith, Sir Joshua Reynolds—along with him to Streatham, possibly because brisk repartee was not his host’s strong suit. Well meaning and personable, properly 
insistent on his masculine right to overeat, hunt, and cheat publicly on his wife, Henry Thrale lacked, according to Johnson, the finer social skills. “His conversation does not show the minute hand; but he strikes the hour very correctly.” He was the sort of rich, dull, solid fellow—“such dead, though excellent, mutton,” to quote Virginia Woolf’s wicked assessment of Rebecca West’s husband—who turns up, with surprising frequency, in the lives of the muses.

Johnson liked the wealthy brewer; he admired the manly way he ran his household, and enjoyed the benefits of his expensive tastes in food and wine. Driven by an increasing horror of solitude and a craving for human companionship, the writer was drawn to the vibrant domesticity of Streatham, and especially to his hostess, a slight, dark-eyed Welsh fireball, who was disputatious, flirtatious, quick, well educated, and (unlike many of their contemporaries) unafraid of a man whom she described as having “a roughness in his manner which subdued the saucy and terrified the meek; this was, when I knew him, the prominent part of a character which few durst venture to approach so nearly.”

Chroniclers of the period record the sparkling sorties that flew back and forth across the table between Samuel Johnson and Mrs. Thrale. And her own Anecdotes of the Late Samuel Johnson, LL.D., published in 1785, functions as a compendium not only of the writer’s witticisms, but also of their exchanges on subjects ranging from faith to incredulity, from ghostly apparitions to the value of everyday knowledge, from marital discord to convent life, from the pleasures of traveling by coach to the rewards of reading Don Quixote, from the correct way to raise children to the necessity of constantly measuring one’s minor complaints against the greater sufferings and privations of the poor.

The Thrales were tolerant of the writer’s notorious eccentricities. Eventually, they would assign a servant to stand outside his door with a fresh wig for him to wear to dinner, since he so often singed the front of his wig by reading too close to the lamp. Nearly blind, 
disfigured by pockmarks, Johnson suffered from scrofula and a host of somatic complaints, as well as an array of psychological symptoms that, today, would virtually ensure that he was medicated for Tourette’s, obsessive-compulsive disorder, bipolar disorder, to name just the obvious syndromes. (The ongoing discussion of Johnson’s “case” in medical literature has made him one of those figures, like Van Gogh and Lizzie Siddal, whose health care improved dramatically after death.) Happily, Samuel Johnson’s own more permissive era was sufficiently enchanted by his intelligence, humor, and unflagging energy to overlook his rocking from foot to foot, mumbling, twitching, emitting startling verbal outbursts, obsessively counting his footsteps, touching each lamppost in the street, and performing an elaborate shuffle before he could enter a doorway.

The Thrales were used to the doctor’s tics. Yet nothing could have prepared them for the scene they found on that May morning when at last they were admitted to the writer’s rooms at Johnson’s Court. His friend John Delap was just leaving, and it must have been instantly obvious—from how pathetically he begged Delap to include him in his prayers—that the great Samuel Johnson was veering out of control.

Left alone with the Thrales, Johnson became so overwrought, so violent in his self-accusations, so reckless in alluding to the sins for which he said he needed forgiveness that Henry and Hester were soon caught up in the general hysteria. “I felt excessively affected with grief, and well remember my husband involuntarily lifted up one hand to shut his mouth, from provocation at hearing a man so wildly proclaim what he could at last persuade no one to believe; and what, if true, would have been so very unfit to reveal.”

It was an extraordinary scene: the handsome brewer clapping one hand over the mouth of London’s most celebrated literary figure, while his agitated wife looked on in dread and horror. Something irreversible was happening to their friendship! The balance of power and need was being tipped forever by what Johnson was let
ting them see. They’d arrived as friends and hosts flattered by the doctor’s affections, but uninvited, and perhaps a bit uncertain about their welcome and the future of their friendship. And now they had been drawn into this theatrical, eroticized tableau, from which they would emerge as guardians, saviors, confessors, surrogate mother and father.

Eventually, the crisis passed. Mr. Thrale left to attend to business, but not before instructing his wife to persuade Dr. Johnson to leave his house and move to Streatham, where the Thrales could look after him and help him recover his health.

That day, or soon after, Dr. Johnson did go to Streatham, where he remained, a more-or-less permanent house guest, for the next sixteen years.

INSPIRATION IS UNPREDICTABLE, it comes and goes when it pleases. The muse can appear at any time—to spur a young artist’s early efforts, to pull an older one out of a stall, or to give an elderly one the will to go the distance. This last was the case with Samuel Johnson, who, by the time he met Hester Thrale, had long since perfected his brilliantly logical literary strategies, his persuasive prose style. A large part of his best work was behind him, and he had nearly finished his monumental edition of Shakespeare’s plays.

But his mental instability had begun to pose an increasingly perilous threat not only to his literary productivity but to his survival. Years later, after his death, Mrs. Thrale would take credit for having functioned not just as his muse but also as the perpetually supportive psychiatric attendant who enabled Johnson to maintain the clarity—the sanity—required to continue writing. “To the assistance we gave him, the shelter our house afforded to his uneasy fancies, and to the pains we took to soothe or repress them, the world perhaps is indebted for the three political pamphlets, the new edition and correction of his Dictionary, and for the Poets’ Lives, which he would scarce have lived, I think, and kept his faculties entire, to have writ
ten, had not incessant care been exerted at the time of his first coming to be our constant guest in the country; and several times after that, when he found himself particularly oppressed with diseases, incident to the most vivid and fervent imaginations. I shall for ever consider it as the greatest honour which could be conferred on any one, to have been the confidential friend of Dr. Johnson’s health; and to have in some measure, with Mr. Thrale’s assistance, saved from distress at least, if not from worse, a mind great beyond the comprehension of common mortals, and good beyond all hope of imitation from perishable beings.”

Hester’s claims were by no means empty. Dr. Johnson himself, and many of their contemporaries, testified to the crucial influence she exerted on his domestic existence and on his inner life. Johnson’s A Journey to the Western Isles of Scotland, a record of the trip he took with Boswell in 1773 and one of the great travel books in English literature, began as letters to Mrs. Thrale, a flurry of communiqués mixing observation, description, reflection, and sentiments that sound more like those of a suitor than a house guest: “I am perpetually thinking on you,” he wrote. “Nothing puts my honored mistress out of my mind . . .” The ideas, and perhaps the phrases, that comprised The Lives of the Poets were born and nurtured in conversation with Mrs. Thrale, and Boswell records her scolding Dr. Johnson, when he was composing The Life of Pope, for being too lazy to go interview a man who had known the poet.

Their friendship was in theory platonic, though there exists one fervid note from Samuel Johnson to Mrs. Thrale in florid French—and in the language of bondage and restraint. And then there was the business of “Dr. Johnson’s padlock,” which turned up, after her death, among Hester’s effects. Something deeper and fiercer than simple camaraderie is suggested by the fury with which Samuel Johnson broke off all relations with Mrs. Thrale when, after Henry died, she married her daughters’ singing instructor, the handsome Italian Gabriel Piozzi. Though Johnson later attempted to mitigate 
the violence of his first response to the news of her engagement, their relationship never recovered. The painfully contradictory portrait of the writer offered by Mrs. Thrale’s Anecdotes of the Late Samuel  Johnson, LL.D., reflects the rage and bewilderment that persisted years after her friend selfishly tried to deny her the happiness she found with Piozzi.

Ultimately, like all the various and unpredictable pairings of artists and muses, Samuel Johnson’s relationship with Hester Thrale broadens our regard for the mysteries of love. Wherever they stood on the spectrum between best friends and dominatrix and slave, they were, inarguably, the focus of one another’s romantic attentions for almost two decades. Hester’s wicked high energy was a blessed distraction for the depressive writer, who, in turn, diverted and consoled her as she lost, one after another, eight of her twelve children.

At the time their alliance began, more than a decade had passed since the death of Tettie, Johnson’s formidable, much older wife, whom he had initially adored, then neglected, a lapse for which he suffered dreadful remorse. Despite his popularity, he missed the comforts of family, which happened to be precisely what Hester longed to escape. For by the time she met Johnson, she’d been married to Henry Thrale for two years—long enough to discover the alarmingly narrow dimensions of the domestic prison to which, she’d begun to realize, she had been condemned for life.

HESTER LYNCH SALUSBURY THRALE had not been raised for intellectual stagnation, for the need to placate an unsympathetic, unfaithful husband, for being almost constantly pregnant, and for perpetual worry about her children’s survival, fears that inspired her to dose her babies with home remedies and purgatives concocted to induce “a gentle Puke.” It’s unclear what sort of future Hester’s mother, or her alcoholic unreliable father, or her wealthy adoring older uncle (who called her “Fiddle”) could have been imagining when they encouraged her in her studies. “Although Education was 
a Word then unknown, as applied to Females; They had taught me to read, & speak, & think, & translate from the French, till I was half a Prodigy.”

As a girl, she was writing Italian, translating Racine, Don Quixote, and a treatise on the ancient gods of Spain (“This was a strange thing for a Child to do,” she observed later), as well as keeping a diary in which she practiced the skills she would deploy throughout her life. A natural writer, she started off with imitations of Alexander Pope. The year before her marriage, she began contributing poems and unsigned political satires to newspapers. Later, encouraged by Dr. Johnson, she would keep three notebooks—one in which to record Johnson’s sayings, another for observations on her celebrity guests, and a third for her observations on family life. To Henry Thrale’s credit, he gave her the notebooks in which she recorded her Thraliana, a massive compilation of autobiographical anecdotes and ruminations. Eventually, she published this, as well as her best-selling Anecdotes of the Late Samuel Johnson, LL.D., and an ambitious, idiosyncratic series of books on philology and history.

But neither intelligence nor education could save the bright young woman from being married off to a man she didn’t love. Her father opposed the match, swearing that he would not sell his daughter “for a barrel of porter” to a well-known womanizer who would give her the pox. (Later, when Henry Thrale came down with a venereal infection, his wife would bitterly recall her father’s warning.) But when John Salusbury died suddenly—in the midst of a battle over Hester’s marital prospects—her fate was sealed despite “all my assurances that nothing resembled love less than Mr. Thrale’s behaviour.” They were married in 1763, when Hester was twenty-two and Henry was in his mid-thirties. Her uncle gave her away in church, “leaving me to conciliate as I could a husband who was indeed much kinder than I counted on to a plain girl, who had not one attraction in his eyes, and on whom he never had thrown five minutes of his time away, in any interview unwitnessed
by com
pany, even till after our wedding-day was done.” Soon after the wedding a thoughtful acquaintance informed her that Henry had proposed to several young women, but none of them—until Hester—would agree to live in a brewery.

Decades later, Hester described her efforts to adjust to the tedium relieved only slightly when her first child, Hester Maria, was born in 1764. “Autumn came, and a daughter came, and I became of a little more importance. Confidence was no word in our vocabulary; and I tormented myself to guess who possessed that of Mr. Thrale . . . We kept, meantime, a famous pack of foxhounds . . . but it was masculine for ladies to ride. We kept the finest table possible at Streatham Park but his wife was not to think of the kitchen. So I never knew what was for dinner till I saw it.” 

Even more affectingly, she recalled her futile attempts to snag her new husband’s attention: “I was now a married Woman: young enough to be proud of being such,—& silly enough to expect that my husband’s heart was to be won by the same empty Tricks that had pleased my Father & my Uncle; so I wrote Verses in his Praise instead of theirs . . . These sentimental Jeux D’Esprit I had been so long accustom’d to, that It seemed odd when I observed them repress’d as Impertinent, or rejected as superfluous; but it was Natural to try, & try again: so Instead of Dressing showily, or behaving usefully—I sate at home and wrote Verses.—my next Effort Doctor Johnson praised as a very pretty one: though he did not see it till Years after it had been presented—neglected, & forgotten.”

Both passages express an irritated turning away from Henry Thrale, and a grateful turning toward books. “Driven thus on literature as my sole resource, no wonder if I loved my books and children.” Another source of solace was her new friendship with Dr. Johnson. The great man’s presence at her house must have seemed to Hester a fulfillment of what she had been raised to do: read and write, discuss literature, and practice her charms on an older man not unlike her wealthy uncle. Not only did the muse provide her artist with his ideal audience, but the 
artist fulfilled a similar function for his muse. For the first time since her marriage, Mrs. Thrale had an adult (other than her widowed mother, who lived with them) to talk to, someone who would listen to her and reassure her that all her study and effort had not been in vain.

Soon after they met, they agreed to collaborate on a translation, from the Latin, of Boethius. But their budding friendship suffered a setback when Johnson traveled to Brighton to visit the Thrales, only to discover that his hosts had already gone home. Hester was about to give birth (her daughter Frances would live only a few days), and Henry had decided to run for Parliament, to which he was elected and to which he would be returned for the next fifteen years.

Initially furious, Johnson soon forgave the misunderstanding and volunteered to help Henry with his political campaign. His visits grew even more frequent—then ceased altogether during that spell of depression that confined him to his home, and which prompted the Thrales to make the fateful visit that so radically altered the terms of their relationship.

WHEN IT BECAME CLEAR that Samuel Johnson was permanently installed at Streatham and Southwark, the Thrales set aside rooms for him; soon he was fully integrated into the life of the household. He was far more involved than Henry in the upbringing of the children. It was Johnson who first began calling Hester’s eldest daughter Queeney—a nickname that proved all too apt for the smart, stubborn girl who, her mother correctly feared, had “a heart void of all Affection for any Person in the World.”

Johnson went fox hunting with his host, and submitted to Henry Thrale’s patriarchal authority. Thrale could prevail upon him to be reasonably civil and even to change his clothes, “almost before it became indispensably necessary to the comfort of his friends.” Johnson traveled with the Thrales, first on a brief trip to Kent and later on more ambitious journeys to Wales and France. Separated 
from them, he sent Hester affectionate letters. “I count the friendship of your house,” he wrote, “among the felicities of life.”

Unsurprisingly, James Boswell had little love for Mrs. Thrale, whom he considered a competitor for Johnson’s allegiance and possibly a rival biographer. And yet we can thank Boswell—and Hester’s friend, the novelist Fanny Burney—for giving us a sense of the lively table talk at Streatham and Southwark, the flirtatiously pugnacious exchanges between Johnson and Mrs. Thrale. Ultimately, even Boswell admitted that Mrs. Thrale’s conversation cheered and energized the melancholy writer, even when the two were alone.

Doubtless, their private discussions touched on subjects unsuitable for dinner conversation. Dr. Johnson entrusted Mrs. Thrale with his hypochondriacal fears and spiritual dilemmas, including, as some biographers have suggested, his concerns that his mortal soul would be eternally damned because of his sexual fantasies involving restraint and bondage.

His anxieties—and openness—on this subject peaked around the time of Mrs. Thrale’s greatest unhappiness; her mother was dying, her daughter Penelope had lived only ten hours, the children were down with the measles, her husband had barely survived a public scandal and a financial crisis. It was during this anguished period that Dr. Johnson sent Mrs. Thrale the letter, in French, that has been widely read as evidence of his masochistic desires.

In the note, Johnson asks where he may confine himself “within prescribed bounds . . . I beg you to spare me the obligation of constraining myself, by taking away from me the power of leaving the place where you want me to be . . . You must act the Mistress completely, so that your judgment and your vigilance may come to the aid of my weakness . . .” He complains of her having neglected to enforce certain rules, of her having forgotten so many promises that he has been reduced to asking her (for something) so often that the memory horrifies him. Finally, he concludes, “I want always to be 
sensible of your rule, my Patroness, and I want you to hold me in that slavery which you know so well how to render pleasant.”

Even allowing for the sentimental excesses of locution that can so easily lead us to misinterpret the intentions of our forebears, it is a peculiar letter, especially since it was meant to be sent from one room of Streatham Park to another. And Johnson’s biographers have amassed enough evidence to suggest that the vocabulary of confinement and slavery was neither metaphorical nor accidental.

In a 1777 conversation with Boswell about his concerns for his own sanity, Johnson remarked, “Madmen are all sensual in the lower stages of distemper. But when they are very ill, pleasure is too weak for them, and they seek pain.” Six years before, he had jotted down a brief journal entry in Latin: “De pedicis et manicis insana cogitatio [Insane thoughts about leg irons and handcuffs].” Even more telling was the passage Mrs. Thrale inscribed in her diary in the spring of 1779, “Says Johnson a Woman has such power between the Ages of twenty five and forty five, that She may tye a Man to a post and whip him if She will.” In a marginal note, she added, “this he knew of him self was literally and strictly true I am sure.” That winter, Hester wrote, “How many Times has this great, this formidable Doctor Johnson kissed my hand, ay and my foot too upon his knees! Strange Connections there are in this odd World!” To which she added the comment “a dreadful
and little suspected Reason for ours, God knows—but the Fetters and Padlocks will tell Posterity the Truth.” And there was a padlock, which, after Hester’s death, was discovered among her possessions, labeled, “Johnson’s padlock, committed to my care in 1768.”

One can’t help wondering why the muse who so loyally kept her artist’s “secret far dearer to him than his Life,” who guarded the confidence he entrusted to her so closely that she refrained from revealing it even to her own diary, later felt compelled to identify an artifact that might betray the nature of his tormented fantasies. But 
by then, she and Dr. Johnson had long since fallen out, and though she seems not to have been vindictive, she might have wondered why the man whose own private yearnings were so perverse should have been so intolerant of her ordinary, understandable wish to remarry. And what was the Thrales’ visit to Johnson’s rooms, described at the start of this chapter, if not a scenario involving high drama, loss of control, and restraint?

In any case, Hester’s reply to Johnson’s 1773 letter asking her to lock him up and treat him as her slave remains a model of tact, levelheadedness, and sympathy. “What Care can I promise my dear Mr Johnson that I have not already taken . . . You were saying but on Sunday that of all the unhappy you was the happiest, in consequence of my Attention to your Complaint . . . If it be possible shake off these uneasy Weights, heavier to the mind by far than Fetters to the body. Let not your fancy dwell thus upon Confinement and severity.—I am sorry you are obliged to be so much alone; I foresaw some ill Consequences of your being here while my Mother was dying thus; yet could not resist the temptation of having you near me . . .” She suggested that Johnson might wish to put some distance between himself and the people or the place that stirred such unruly





































































OPS/images/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





OPS/images/MSRCover.png
T H ENETVAESSEOIE
THE MUSES

Nine Women & the Artists They Inspired

FRANCINE PROSE

AUTHOR OF BLUE ANGEL,
NATIONAL BOOK AWARD FINALIST






