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“[The history of most women is] hidden either by silence, or by flourishes and ornaments that amount to silence.”

—Virginia Woolf
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Foreword

ONE OF the many privileges of being a professional writer is that in rereading what you have written, you can take stock of how far you’ve come and see the stepping-stones along the way. I couldn’t, for instance, have written my farewell to the world of the old New Yorker magazine—the center of my life for many years, and the subject of this book’s final essay—without first grappling with the life stories of women who stood on their own feet quite satisfactorily. In the period covered by these essays, it feels as though I’ve travelled quite a distance.

Any progress I have made is probably more visible to me than it is to the reader—who may see, more easily than I, how far I need to go. But I harbor the modest hope that my retelling of these stories of creative women—in love affairs, friendships, marriages, and families; in relation to each other and to talented men—will prove a fraction as helpful to some reader as it has proved to me. To those women of the past who left a record of their lives, as well as to those of my subjects who are still living, I owe a tremendous debt of gratitude. I am especially thankful for my encounter with the Russian writer Nina Berberova, one of the most remarkable literary women of her generation. I am sorry that she died, as she did, after giving me of her time but without seeing her “profile” appear in The New Yorker. But if this trick of fate had to happen to anyone, she was philosophically better equipped to handle it than most: throughout her long life she had eerie intuitions about mortality and time. Her story remains as full of what she liked to call “juices” as when she was alive. I have elected to leave my piece just as I wrote it—as if, indeed, she were. (I have also left the world of the extraordinary Miriam Rothschild just as I found it in May 1987.) For Nina, bold and honest writers could seem more vital, even after death, than living people who dwelled in the past and let themselves be silenced or ground down.

I don’t believe I could have written about women in the way I have without all the biography and criticism by and about women that has made itself felt in the past twenty years or so. Many a new book, article, or memoir guided by feminist principles shone a spotlight on aspects of experience that had previously been neglected or repressed. I remember that when “Ornament and Silence,” the title essay of this book, first appeared, one male novelist of my acquaintance—a great man, famous for the subtle perceptiveness of his prose—admitted to being shaken by the piece and by the strong response it had evoked in his wife. He said it was as if, for the very first time, he was tuning in to a private language in which women had been communicating among themselves all along.

Two events of significance for me occurred as I was embarking on the period covered by this book. The first was apparently very small and very personal: A man of my own age, with whom I was talking at a party, withdrew his attention from me to look hungrily over my shoulder at a pretty young woman many years my junior. As a younger woman I had relied on the attention of older men and depended on their approval. I saw very clearly, in that instant when the man’s gaze shifted, that one kind of power had passed from me. The time had come to develop other resources. The second event, which took place in stages, was larger and very much more public: the sale of The New Yorker, where I had worked for more than half my life; the abrupt end of the long tenure of its second editor, the extraordinary William Shawn; and, eventually, the painful dispersal of the tightly knit, decent, and fiercely independent little community of writers and artists among whom I had had the luck to come of age. I can see that, among other things, these essays have been my attempt to come to terms with these personal and public losses, and to move beyond them. I wasn’t going to be able to fall back on being an attractive young thing anymore; I could no longer hide behind being a daughter of the paternal old New Yorker. For the next stage of my life, I would need to summon up new courage and explore new forms of speech.

KENNEDY FRASER
New York, 1996


ORNAMENT AND SILENCE

THERE WAS a time when my life seemed so painful to me that reading about the lives of other women writers was one of the few things that could help. I was unhappy, and ashamed of it; I was baffled by my life. For several years in my early thirties, I would sit in my armchair reading books about these other lives. Sometimes when I came to the end, I would sit down and read the book through from the beginning again. I remember an incredible intensity about all this, and also a kind of furtiveness—as if I were afraid that someone might look through the window and find me out. Even now, I feel I should pretend that I was reading only these women’s fiction or their poetry—their lives as they chose to present them, alchemized as art. But that would be a lie. It was the private messages I really liked—the journals and letters, and autobiographies and biographies whenever they seemed to be telling the truth. I felt very lonely then, self-absorbed, shut off. I needed all this murmured chorus, this continuum of true-life stories, to pull me through. They were like mothers and sisters to me, these literary women, many of them already dead; more than my own family, they seemed to stretch out a hand. I had come to New York when I was young, as so many come, in order to invent myself. And, like many modern people—modern women, especially—I had catapulted out of my context; in important ways, the life of my mother, in her English village, was not much help. I remember reading in those dark years a review by John Updike in which he smoothly compared the lives of Jean Rhys and Colette. The first was in the end a failure, the second a triumph, he said. I took it personally, felt a stab in the heart. And poor Jane Bowles, said someone else, in the Times—you’d have to admit that hers was a desperate life. The successes gave me hope, of course, yet it was the desperate bits I liked best. I was looking for directions, gathering clues. I was especially grateful for the secret, shameful things about these women—the pain: the abortions and misalliances, the pills they took, the amount they drank. And what had made them live as lesbians, or fall in love with homosexual men, or with men with wives?

Often the secrets were buried in footnotes or almost elided in the text. Such was the case with Virginia Woolf’s memoir “A Sketch of the Past,” which happened to be published (in the volume Moments of Being) some thirty-five years after her death, around my armchair time. Like someone climbing into an old governess cart, I had embarked on the first pages and set off to joggle and drowse down the rhythmic byways of her so very English prose. Here were the dear old familiar things again—the nursery, the drawing room, the girlhood in the tall Victorian dollhouse that was the Stephen family home in Hyde Park Gate. Here the luminous, bee-buzzing, flower-scented Eden of summers at St. Ives. She was so seductive, so charming, such a stylist always. Then, suddenly, the cart was stopped, the lullaby cut off. Something—what was it?—had happened to her in the hall. Her half brother Gerald Duckworth, already a young man then, had set her on a ledge when she was six and sexually molested her. It was a shock seeing all this written down. “I can remember the feel of his hand.… I remember how I hoped that he would stop,” she wrote. The story was like a dream; it came and went, enfolded by the text. She was a woman in her late fifties, within a year of committing suicide, when she took up her pen and wrote the memory down. “By putting it into words … I make it whole; this wholeness means that it has lost its power to hurt me,” she said. “I have no motive for lying about it.” Here was her introduction to powerlessness, to shame, to the trance. Afterward, she was always ashamed of her body and of seeing her face in a mirror. She called it her “looking-glass shame.” As far as I know, I was not molested as a little girl, but as a woman I knew about powerlessness, and I knew about the trance. Honest personal writing is a great service rendered the living by the dead. She, too, read hungrily about the lives of others, for the consolation of knowing that whatever she had experienced and felt they had experienced and felt as well. But so much about people was still a mystery; so much in their memoirs was unspoken or suppressed. “Something has been left out from fear. Something has been altered, from vanity,” she once wrote. She could read, at the beginning of the twentieth century, far fewer life stories of women than we can read at its end. (The question of women’s stories is thoughtfully addressed by Carolyn Heilbrun in her book Writing a Woman’s Life.) Virginia Woolf was a feminist, and she knew and lamented that much of women’s side of history has been lost in anonymity and self-deprecation—“hidden either by silence, or by flourishes and ornaments that amount to silence.”

THE BOOK about Virginia Woolf by the American scholar Louise DeSalvo makes a real contribution to the literature of women’s lives truthfully described by women. Virginia Woolf: The Impact of Childhood Sexual Abuse on Her Life and Work is an original and courageous work. It carries to a deeper level the dialogue that I (like so many others) have long continued with the life of a prodigiously creative, life-loving woman who was at the same time so powerless against self-hatred that after a lifetime of trying she finally killed herself. DeSalvo’s subtitle, with its emphasis on the crucial fact that Virginia was a survivor of incest, may not do full justice to the rich texture of the book, which also embraces the lives of other women in her family and has broad and valuable lessons for women now. Both in form and in emphasis, the book feels vigorous and new: not linear but looping organically through time and around the aspects of the young Virginia’s experience in her family to build a compelling and, in the end, forward-rushing kind of truth. Insights, events, personalities appear in one of the essays, vanish for a while, then resurface in a later essay to be viewed from a different angle and in ever-clearer light. DeSalvo is a professor, and she has clearly read deeply in published and unpublished texts about her subject, which she approaches sometimes with indignation and always with a woman’s heart.

Virginia Woolf’s previous biographers have dealt with her childhood sexual experience according to their limitations: tactfully, awkwardly, snidely, or with angry denial. DeSalvo honors the extensive testimony of Virginia Woolf herself, in letters and memoirs and juvenilia, and the obvious clues in her mature fiction, including early, unpublished drafts. Virginia Woolf looks squarely at the link between its subject’s incestuous encounters with Gerald Duckworth and the even more destructive ones with his older brother, George (both were sons of Virginia’s mother, Julia Stephen, by her first marriage), and Virginia’s sadness, madness, fear of sex with men, and death. Her relations with George seemed to have begun when she was thirteen, after her mother’s sudden death. She had the first of her nervous breakdowns then. DeSalvo (and at least some Woolfians before her) would claim that, far from being the onset of the inexplicable “madness,” this shutting down was a natural response in a young girl being sexually abused by an older relative who might have been expected to protect her in a time of grief. Many of her symptoms, such as wildly changing moods and a racing pulse, may have been brought on by drugs that were prescribed to treat her—drugs whose effects were ill understood in 1900.

George’s sexual attentions persisted until another bereavement—the death of her father, when she was twenty-two—and another, more devastating breakdown. She heard voices telling her to starve her hateful body, and jumped out of a window; fortunately, it was too low for her to hurt herself. Her older sister, Vanessa, who had also been sexually involved with George, was at last driven to break their girlhood’s long silence by telling an outsider—Dr. Savage, Virginia’s physician—and Dr. Savage confronted him. When, a few years later, Virginia wrote the first of her memoirs of childhood, “Reminiscences,” she referred to the time after her mother’s death as one of “oriental gloom,” when “a finger was laid on our lips.” She wrote of the family’s “sultry and opaque life which was not felt, and had nothing real in it, and yet swam about us, and choked us and blinded us.” There was more than mourning going on. As her nephew and biographer, Quentin Bell, put it, in his tolerant, silver-age way, there was “George making himself disagreeable … Eros came with a commotion of leathern wings, a figure of mawkish, incestuous sexuality.” He recorded his aunt’s conviction that “George had spoilt her life before it had fairly begun.”

In maturity, Virginia made a point of telling about George. In her late thirties, she wrote the memoir “22 Hyde Park Gate,” an amazingly candid account of George as the “lover” of “those poor Stephen girls,” and read it aloud to the members of the Memoir Club. These were mostly old friends from the inner circle of Bloomsbury, but nonetheless it was a public gathering. Speaking frankly to a group of men and women was a far greater emotional risk than writing a letter to some indignant, tenderhearted female or confiding in her by the embers of the teatime fire. Victims of incest often stay silent at the time because they are afraid that by speaking they will break the family apart, and later because they feel that the universe might split open; it seems safer to pretend that nothing happened or that they themselves are loathsome or mad.

With her reading to the Memoir Club, she was taking a heroic step; she was “coming out.” Even so, she would do her little self-deprecatory dance. “Maynard, Desmond, Clive, and Leonard all live stirring and active lives … all constantly affect the course of history one way or another,” she said. “Who am I?” She could always turn things so wittily, charm you with that famous hooting laugh. Her memoirs, she told Maynard & Co., were only about herself, about an intimate, feminine world, were “always private and at their best only about … seductions by half-brothers.” Yet her whole work shows how passionately she valued the substance of the “private” world, exploring the most secret, fluid feelings of women and children in a culture that, like today’s, more highly valued the solid, public actions of men. In her time, there was little public information about the great taboo of incest, but she did think of joining something called the British Sex Society, in order to find out how common incest was. She had no access to today’s collective wisdom and “support groups.” She was alone in her commitment to airing her pain, and could not know that many of the symptoms of her lifelong illnesses were shared by many, many others who had been sexually abused as children. Her style was never more prancing or her wit more dazzling than when she described the merry-go-round of manipulation, seduction, rivalry, and rage that involved her, her sister, and George. Yet, however endearingly these disclosures are packaged, she is in deadly earnest about the damage; she knew that those “seductions by half-brothers” mattered very much.

“The happiest time of a happy childhood” was how Bell referred to Virginia’s summers before her mother’s death. In promoting the myth of an unclouded beginning, with an angelic mother and a father—Sir Leslie Stephen—who was an adorably eccentric genius, many of her biographers have been content to follow the more comfortable markers laid down by Virginia Woolf herself. The innocent, spritelike girl-child—Alice in cherub wings of pinafore—in the sheltered paradise of the upper-middle-class nursery was a powerful stereotype, dear to the Victorians, and it remains so to us, their successors. DeSalvo paints a bleaker picture, of children ignored by their parents, taught—by any means and at any cost—to control what they feel, and left to the care of servants who were no more than children themselves. Virginia Woolf described in her fiction her characters’ pain in childhood and linked it to their emotional lives as adults in a way that was ahead of its time. “It’s a fallacy to think that children are happy.… I’ve never suffered so much as I did when I was a child,” says Richard Dalloway, M.P., in The Voyage Out.

In her final period, she was working on her posthumous novel, Between the Acts, a story of children in a pageant who confront adults with their cruelty and failure. At the same time, she was writing about Gerald molesting her, and describing depression in her childhood well before her mother’s death—including an experience of “hopeless sadness” and “dumb horror” that left her feeling unprotected and numb, cut off even from her beloved Nessa, who was sponging herself at the other end of the bath. Yet she still fled back into denial, lost her nerve. “How beautiful they were those old people,” she wrote after reading her father’s letters to her mother. “With … the little hum and song of the nursery.” For many years, when she wrote directly of her parents the portrait was idealized; she borrowed her memory of her mother from her father’s sentimentalized memoir of his late wife. Yet in the main her later memoirs and her fiction give views of parents that seem more real. The father in To the Lighthouse is, like Sir Leslie, given to fits of violent, flowerpot-throwing temper. Stephen seems to have been an emotionally unstable man, demanding even by the standards of Victorian patriarchs. “I am a man without a skin,” he would wail. He expected women to march to his emotional drum. “When I am sad, you should be sad. When I am angry, you should weep,” he is said to have told Vanessa, who (unlike Virginia) openly admitted to being angry with him. Woolf was lenient with her particular patriarch, perhaps, but she was harsh on patriarchs in general. She thought that the model of the patriarchal family, with men given license to bully and rant while women and children submitted and served, was unwholesome. She went further: such a model in private life, when it was mirrored in the public life of nations, led to Fascism. “The tyrannies and servilities of the one are the tyrannies and servilities of the other,” she wrote.

In her final memoir Virginia Woolf described the Stephen-Duckworth family as a lonely “caravan, absolutely private, silent, unknown.” Brothers came and went in a larger world—away to boarding schools, to university, into professions. Of the girls and women cloistered in the dim, tall house DeSalvo draws a poignant group portrait. There was, for Virginia as a child, the frightening example of young Laura, the daughter of Sir Leslie’s first marriage: first violently punished for “badness” and slowness in reading, then segregated from the rest (like Mrs. Rochester) in a distant part of the house, and, finally, banished to an asylum. Then there was the beautiful Stella Duckworth, George and Gerald’s sister, who had been given the family nickname of The Old Cow. She worshipped her mother with a never-satisfied yearning, while Julia pushed her away, first with long, grim mourning for the dead Duckworth, then with absorption in her new husband, her sons, the four children of her second marriage, and her elaborate, debilitating ministry to the Deserving Poor. She treated young Stella like a personal slave. She was the charming, self-sacrificing “angel in the house” of Virginia Woolf’s essay “Professions for Women,” who must be killed off if a young woman is to realize herself. Julia knew she treated Stella harshly, but she also drove herself unmercifully hard. “She sank, like an exhausted swimmer, deeper and deeper in the water” was Virginia’s way of describing her mother’s overwork before her death, at the age of forty-nine. Julia burdened her firstborn daughter with duties beyond a child’s capacities because “Stella seemed to her more a part of herself” than a person in her own right. Julia had, moreover, waited slavishly on her mother, Maria Jackson, and continued to do so when summoned by her. (Maria Jackson had at some point decided to take refuge from life in a fairly mysterious invalidism, in the style of Alice James, and often stayed in bed, medicating herself with morphia and chloral.) When her mother died, young Stella was expected, in the custom of the time, to take over supervision of the household, with its nine family members and seven servants, and to become mother to the younger children. In addition, she spent hours in tearful embraces with the widower and in visits to the Deserving Poor. After Stella’s marriage, which was shortly followed by her death, it was young Vanessa who was moved up to the front line of domesticity, just as, some years later, fresh waves of young men were hurled into the battles of the First World War.

THERE WAS always Vanessa, Virginia’s “co-conspirator,” “The Saint.” Vanessa had been there from the beginning, knew all that she knew. “How did we ever get out of it? It seems to me almost too ghastly and unnatural now ever to have existed,” Vanessa wrote after reading her sister’s “Reminiscences,” which Virginia presented in the form of a story of Vanessa’s life. Vanessa wasn’t going to forget or to leave her stranded, Virginia made sure of that: she clung with a grip that Vanessa’s daughter, Angelica Garnett, later called a “stranglehold.” Vanessa was the painter, the silent one, the one who always coped. Virginia was the writer, the clown, the one who broke down. For, in spite of the sister, there were always times when Virginia seemed to lose herself, to be desolate and alone. And, in spite of husband, work, friends, and fame, the feelings were there all her life. “I feel at the moment a helpless babe on the shore of life, turning over pebbles,” she said when she was a woman in middle age. “So the ocean tosses its pebbles, and I turn them over, naked, a child, and no one helps me.” Writing helped. From childhood on, it was a way to create a self, “set up some stake against oblivion.” It was her escape rope out of the princesses’ tower and into a larger world, into the “great conspiracy of civilized people.” If you’re bent on saving your life by speaking out, naturally you get it wrong sometimes, you go too far. She gossiped; she gave away people’s secrets; she tried to talk to old Lady Strachey about homosexuality—which was obviously absurd. “You have the wildest ideas about such things,” her older sister wrote reprovingly. She made a point of informing Clive Bell, the new husband Vanessa was so dotty about, that Vanessa had been madly in love with Jack Hills, Stella’s widower, right after their half sister died. (It was illegal in England at that time to marry your dead wife’s sister, but the couple could have gone to live abroad.) The sisters exchanged a mountain of letters, writing sometimes twice each day; they talked and talked. But there was much that was never spoken, a fund of silence at the core. Virginia wrote often in her fiction of the agony of unexpressed feeling between people who love each other: the chasm, she called it, the abyss. Divisions between people were the source of all evil, she said. But the sisters played “the Victorian game of manners” so beautifully—the game that could be so “helpful in making something seemly and human out of raw odds and ends,” she said.

For women, especially, the odds and ends of Bloomsbury could be extremely raw. After a year of ecstatically happy marriage to Clive, Vanessa gave birth. Straightway, he turned his back on mother and child and began some sort of affair with Virginia. (“He came from a society which hunted birds, animals, and in his case, girls,” his son, Quentin, said.) There is no evidence of Vanessa’s taking the pair to task. Incest breeds incest. From their experience with their half brothers and their brother-in-law, the sisters had learned that no one is off limits; that men could change partners at will; that jealousy and rivalry are tolerable because they serve the greater good of keeping the group bound up together, the magic circle intact; and that only the familiar, however painful, is safe. Vanessa’s self-respect was already low; even more than most women, she found it hard to say, “No more! Enough!” Before long, Vanessa fell in love with a former lover of her brother Adrian—the handsome young painter Duncan Grant. Soon after the birth of Angelica (who was the couple’s daughter but until she was disillusioned, at the age of seventeen, believed that Clive was her father), Duncan lost interest in being Vanessa’s lover. For the rest of her life, until her death, at the age of eighty-one, Vanessa continued to run an elaborate household for him and a succession of his male lovers and to paint side by side with him in the studio at Charleston.

“There must have been a strong element of masochism in her love for him,” said Angelica, who tried to come to terms with her life and her mother’s in her own valiant, elegant memoir, Deceived with Kindness: A Bloomsbury Childhood, which came out in 1984. Like her mother, her aunt, and her grandmother, Angelica was both beautiful and frequently depressed. All the women in the family were beauties except Great-Aunt Julia Margaret Cameron, who became a well-known photographer and took photographs of the rest. So many of the women’s portraits have a pall of sadness—the suggestion of a self locked off, and a distant, downcast eye. Angelica hung a group of them in the passageway at Charleston, and could see that depression and self-denigration were a legacy handed down. Feelings and habits of mind “like motes of dust spiralling downwards settle on the most recent generation,” she said. Her mother was one “in a chain of women who, whether willingly or not, had learnt certain traits, certain attitudes from one another through the years.”

In her own, unconventional way, Vanessa reproduced the old family life of Hyde Park Gate. She was still the angel in the house. She justified her self-sacrifice and Duncan’s selfishness by declaring him a genius. She cocooned Angelica, neglecting her education—trained her for the magic circle but not for life in a larger world. “The walls round us were high and the conditions inside the castle odd,” Angelica wrote of her childhood years at Charleston. She had been another sprite, another make-believe princess, living in a shimmer of Post-Impressionist color and avant-garde sex. She was in her late teens, reeling from the news of her father’s identity and from the death of her older brother in Spain, when Duncan’s former lover David (Bunny) Garnett made his move. He was almost thirty years her senior and had a wife who was dying. The seduction of Angelica told the old, old stories of incestuousness and the aphrodisiac effects of premature death. He was still emotionally tied to Duncan and to Vanessa, whom he had also at one time tried to seduce; after some chilliness when he and Angelica were first married, the four of them remained very close.

“I seemed unwittingly to have plunged into a stagnant pool where nothing ever changed,” Angelica wrote, looking back, and using the watery imagery so frequent in her family’s myth. (It is no coincidence that in the end Virginia chose to drown herself.) Like her aunt at the time of her last memoir, Angelica was a woman in her late fifties when she wrote; she found herself quite alone, and she was writing for her life. She had been hospitalized for depression and treated with “jade green pills.” Unlike Virginia, she had seen her mother grow old, and more and more sad. She had witnessed the price Vanessa paid for the choiceless choices, for the life of the trance—for a lifetime of pretending that nothing untoward was happening or that things didn’t hurt. For years and years, Vanessa went on humbly yearning for Duncan to take her as a lover again. Virginia, who called herself “a sexual coward,” liked to reinvent her sister as the great Earth Mother, the sensual adventuress, but in fact both women were celibate for most of their lives. Vanessa longed for Duncan to accept her as a woman and, even more, for him to validate her as an artist. Her continual self-denigration became embarrassing to her daughter and their intimates, and so did the way her paintings began to look more and more like his. (Virginia was also tormented by self-doubt, and after finishing a book was greatly at risk of breakdown or suicide.) In spite of a life that included laughing children, brilliant visitors, sexual drama, and the making of art, Vanessa, too, felt disconnected and alone. In 1918, the year of her daughter’s birth, she had painted what Angelica believed to be a self-portrait, of a young woman standing naked and solitary beside a tub of water. It seemed to Angelica to be Vanessa’s attempt at sending a message to the “great conspiracy”—a parting of the curtain and a clear insight into the truth of her life. But the canvas was put away, hidden in the attic, out of sight. So at the end of Vanessa’s life she and her daughter sat facing each other in silence across the family abyss. “When I visited Charleston I would sit with her by the studio stove, unable to utter a word,” Angelica wrote. “Neither of us knew what was wrong: we were submerged by inertia and depression.… The key to emotion was lost.” But by telling strangers about this secret sadness Angelica has found the key. Here is real courage: this revelation of her truth, this determination of a middle-aged, underwater woman to break the surface of the myth and come up for air.

DeSalvo’s book has something of the same momentum, carries the same kind of hope. I suspect that the world of Bloomsbury scholars is itself a kind of magic circle, carrying an unspoken threat of punishment to any initiate who betrays it or launches out. I was touched by DeSalvo’s thanks to her husband, at the beginning of her book, for urging her not to obfuscate; he supported her, then, while she took her own risks, violated the taboos. She has done a considerable service. My admiration for Virginia Woolf has increased, and I am more than ever saddened by the example of her death. And I am affected by the other lives DeSalvo shows with such sensitivity: the silent ones, powerless to help, sitting with their sponges at the far end of the tub. Less gifted, less overtly self-destructive women than their brilliant relative, they yet found the old female ways of keeping themselves from living life. Shutting down behind self-pity and secret shame; sacrificing themselves to childish mothers and selfish men; vaguely yearning, self-medicating; painting someone else’s pictures; obediently tracing the magic circle, afraid, entranced. There are so many different ways to drown.

1989


GOING ON

TIME IS flowing fast for me now,” said the Russian writer Nina Berberova, who is ninety-one. “I must not lose time. That is my secret. Now that I am an old woman, I give my secrets away.” She was inviting me to spend the day at home with her in Philadelphia; her voice on the phone was deep and strong, with a heavy Franco-Russian accent. When I first met her, she was eighty-nine; she was still dyeing her hair a robust red-brown. After she turned ninety, she let her hair go snow white, and she looked quite transformed. From the very first encounter, I was amazed by everything about her: her freedom, her mystery, her curiously galvanizing presence, which is also felt (by the susceptible reader) in her prose.

“Where does it come from, the divine electrical energy in you?” she once asked Maxim Gorky, when she was a girl in her twenties, living under the great man’s roof. I can just imagine the look she gave him.

“Where does it come from in you?” Gorky said.

I’ll always be grateful that I met Nina. After my first visit, I came back from Philadelphia to New York like someone bewitched. The train was rattling and rattling along, and I stared blindly out. You’ve met a great woman, I thought.

She dresses quite dashingly, in the good-quality clothes she has been able to afford since she became internationally famous, in her late eighties. Before international fame overtook her, she was living in exile, first in France (for twenty-five years) and later in America (since 1950), and writing all the time. But most French and American readers knew nothing at all about Nina Berberova. She and her gifts were screened off from the West by the Russian-language ghetto of the émigrés (who had their own newspapers, journals, and publishing houses) and then by the somewhat hermetic community of professional Slavicists. Before she left her native St. Petersburg, in 1922—travelling by boxcar with her lover, the famous poet Vladislav Khodasevich, and his precious eight-volume set of Pushkin—all that Nina had published was a single poem. The thread of her whole long life would be spun outside Russia, and, with that long life, the twin thread of a prodigious body of work: poetry, novels, novellas, short short stories, reportage, plays, theatre and literary criticism, four biographies, and a lengthy autobiography.

Her fourth biography—a semi-fictionalized meditation on the life of the Baroness Moura Budberg, who was Gorky’s companion in the years when Nina and Khodasevich were also part of his household—is subtitled The Iron Woman. Written when Nina was in her late seventies and first published when she was eighty, the book may well be her masterpiece. She was in her early twenties when she lived under the same roof as Moura, who was nine years older than her. She admired Moura’s physical vitality, her lack of sentimentality, her determination to forge for herself a new, post-Revolutionary
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