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INTRODUCTION

The Old Wives’ Tale has three claims to fame. It is one of the most successful attempts, if not the most successful, to rival in English the achievement of the French realistic novel from Balzac down through Flaubert, Zola and Maupassant. It is one of the most complete and satisfying novels of English provincial life. And it is a standing proof that a writer of the male sex can write with real perception about the imaginative and emotional lives of women.

As time hastens by, this rich and bountiful book takes on added benefits. Bennett was an historical novelist, not in the sense that his characters wear period costume and utter strange oaths, but in the sense that the main subject of his important works is the effect of time on human lives. Above and beyond his chosen human subjects, there is always the goddess History herself, benign, sardonic, accusing, according to her mood. ‘The Old Wives’ Tale’, the young J. B. Priestley noted, ‘has two suffering heroines, Constance and Sophia Baines, and three conquering heroes, Time, Mutability and Death.’ Knowing that History must be the over-arching presence, Bennett planned his story to begin in the misty distance of the 1860s and to finish at the moment he took up his pen to write it, in 1907. He wanted it, that is, to span the immense gulf from Ancient to Modern. But to us, who see the modern of 1907 as separated from us by seismic upheavals and long, slow marches, its historical patina is enriched. The up-to-date, progressive elevation from which Bennett viewed mid-Victorian England is now further behind us than mid-Victorian England was behind him. Which means that his novel must either be forgotten, hopelessly out-dated and flung aside, or must survive as a classic – that is, an abiding statement, a work of art that speaks for its time so effectively that it will be read as long as that time has any place in the collective memory.

Of these two alternative fates for the book, the reading public has already chosen the second. Hence this edition.

I

‘What am I to do with poor Arnold? He’ll never be able to earn his own living.’ Most fathers fail to assess their sons correctly, but this judgement by Enoch Bennett (1843–1902) must surely stand out even so. But then Arnold, the oldest of a brood of nine children of whom six survived, was a retiring lad with a stammer, who seemed unlikely to push himself forward; such gifts as he displayed were verbal – he won two literary prizes, one for verse and one for prose, during his school days – and literary promise did not enter much into the consciousness of a busy man in the Potteries in the 1870s.

In other respects it was a fortunate environment for a nascent writer. The pottery towns were growing very fast. When Josiah Wedgwood opened up the industry at the end of the eighteenth century, the six villages strung along the valley of the Trent – Longton, Fenton, Stoke, Hanley, Burslem and Tunstall – were villages and nothing more. There was a tradition of skill in clay-working, but it was no more than could have been paralleled, in those decentralized days, in most areas of England. Nor was the local clay anything out of the ordinary; Wedgwood fetched his clay all the way from Cornwall. It was the presence of a small but high-quality coalfield that decided the generation of Wedgwood and Spode that these six villages could become the centre of the pottery industry. And this they brought about; so resoundingly that to this day the Potteries is the only district in England that is known by the name of a trade.

The six villages grew into towns; the population boomed; in the classic manner of unplanned industry, factories and houses mushroomed in a mad jumble on the sides of the steep little hills of which the district is composed; and over it all hung a thick canopy of smoke. Where there’s muck there’s brass, not that much brass seems to have found its way into the pockets of the miners and potters who made it possible. The place grew from its rural beginnings into the twelfth largest gathering of population in England, until finally, in 1910, the absurdity of calling it by six names instead of one, and of having six mayors, six corporations, six town halls, though the eye could not see any boundaries, was conceded and the City of Stoke-on-Trent came into being.

We must picture the Potteries of Arnold Bennett’s boyhood as a place whose dominating ethos was that of work. For lotus-eating or elegant trifling, the district was simply not organized, though the kind of recreations that appeal to ordinary people flourished well enough – choral singing, fit-up travelling theatres, and of course football (Stoke City F.C. is one of the oldest in the country). An energetic, competitive, individualistic place, it bred characters like Bennett père, who after starting his working life in a pot-bank, set up a pawnbrokery combined with a drapery and sewing business, studied law in such leisure as he had, and at the age of thirty-four qualified as a solicitor, practising in Hanley for the rest of his life.

As for Arnold, he began tamely enough with a secondary school education and a grounding in law in his father’s office. At the age of twenty-one he moved to London, to take a job as a shorthand clerk with a firm of solicitors. One step at a time! He had behind him some small successes in local journalism, and he had a general willingness to use his pen to make extra money, if this proved feasible.

It proved feasible. He won a parody competition in a weekly paper. Leaving the law office, he became assistant editor of Woman, reviewing books and writing general articles, many of them under feminine names such as ‘Barbara’ and ‘Sarah Volatile’. More work flowed in: he did it rapidly and competently. He began to write seriously, using a part of his mind that was not called into play by his money-earning work. Not that he ever despised money-earning work. His attitude, throughout life, was that everything he wrote should be as excellent as he could make it, though he distinguished between the kinds of excellence needed by different genres.

Mr James G. Hepburn, in the Introduction to the first volume of his invaluable edition of Bennett’s letters, has given us a glimpse of his remarkable energy and industry:

By the end of 1900 Bennett was doing more work of more sorts than seems credible. He was editor (until September) of one journal, and a mainstay of two others. He was reviewing books at the rate of more than one a day, and also writing literary criticism of a high order. He counted the number of articles he wrote during the year as 196. Also during the year he wrote six short stories, one one-act play, two full-length plays (collaborating with Eden Phillpotts and Arthur Hooley), one sensational novel (The Grand Babylon Hotel, soon to have a sensational success), and most of the first draft of Anna of the Five Towns (which was to please the serious critics almost as much as The Grand Babylon Hotel pleased the public). In addition, he advised the C. Arthur Pearson organization on fifty manuscripts of books.

Amid this staggering output, the backward-looking eye catches one detail in particular. Bennett had begun the literary use of his native background. Already in 1895 he had published in The Yellow Book a grim and intense short story, ‘A Letter Home’, in which ‘home’ is ‘Bursley, Staffordshire’. But in Anna he launched out fairly as chronicler of the district, making up place-names which were easily penetrated by the people back home, but which, especially when read by the large public who took care never to go near the Potteries, nudged his settings away from pure documentary and in the direction of imaginative literature. His biggest change was to make the Six Towns into five, for the sake of euphony – surely a wise decision, though one long resented by the inhabitants of Fenton, the town he left out.

So Bennett wrote and wrote: devising, describing, judging, reporting, but always writing. Fulfilment was not, however, to come from industry alone. London had much to offer; but, for a young man who felt certain that the initiative in European fiction had passed from English writers to French, Paris had more. Bennett moved to Paris in 1903, some five years after setting out as a professional writer.

Three years is the average length, in England, of a university education. Paris was Arnold Bennett’s university and he stayed there five. He was young, alert, receptive, and he was living amid an incredible whirl of creative activity. The best way for us nowadays to get an impression of what Paris was like at that time is to read Roger Shattuck’s brilliant book, The Banquet Years, which surveys Paris during, roughly, the fifteen years on either side of 1900 and includes in its purview both the social scene and the arts – painting, music, theatre, poetry. It was a time of confidence, of daring experimentation, of seemingly inexhaustible energy; to read about it is to feel, even at this distance of time, that the possibilities of life and art are unlimited if we would just let them be so.

Arnold Bennett is not mentioned in Mr Shattuck’s book. But he was there, noticing everything, appreciating and assessing everything, compensating gloriously for the narrowness of his youth in Burslem without for a moment jettisoning the gifts that Burslem had given him – the shrewdness, the pertinacity, the meticulous eye for detail and instinct for craftsmanship. He acquired perfect French; he made friends who included such men as the composer Maurice Ravel and the writer Marcel Schwob, who among other things had made the French translation of Hamlet in which Sarah Bernhardt swept her audiences along on a tide of emotion, so compellingly that she was to go on doing so even as a very old lady with a wooden leg. He attended concerts, operas, plays. He bought a book every day. He was not ‘educating himself’. I doubt whether such a thing as a self-educated person really exists; certainly Arnold Bennett was not one. Paris educated him; and in his work he offered back to France, like a true artist, some of the richness she had given him.

II

For Bennett had not crossed the Channel out of idle curiosity or for diversion. He had gone to France with the intention of writing a masterpiece. And ever since the illumination that came to him on that evening in 1903, when the obese and ungainly middle-aged woman sat at his table in the restaurant, he had been increasingly convinced that this masterpiece would be ‘The History of Two Old Women’, soon to be re-tided in his mind ‘The Old Wives’ Tale’. But first, the conditions had to be right. He needed peace, order, comfort. Marriage and a settled background appealed to him strongly. In 1906 he made a try for this domestic happiness, becoming engaged to an American young lady, Eleanor Green. The engagement did not last. But the following summer he proposed again, to a charming and accomplished young Frenchwoman, Marguerite Soulié. He was accepted. The marriage was to last until 1921; and, whatever were the strains that finally tore it apart, its early days were happy and peaceful.

This happiness and peace bore fruit immediately in solid work. The couple rented a house at Les Sablons, on the edge of the Forest of Fontainebleau. By good fortune the landlord and his wife were an elderly couple whose memories went back nearly forty years to the Siege of Paris in 1870, and could supply details of what life had been in those days: though the chief thing they supplied, as Bennett tells the reader in his Preface, was confirmation of something that he had always suspected: the big events, that get into the history books, are, from the point of view of ordinary life, a background. Whatever is happening on the public scene, one’s own struggle goes on, and Bennett noted with interest in his Journal that when he questioned the old couple, ‘they seemed only to attach importance to the siege because I did. Like inhabitants of picturesque town or curious village.’ The italics are Bennett’s. He was really impressed by this circumstance.

Armed with the insight thus gained, and with the printed sources that he names in his Preface, Bennett set to work amid the ordre et beauté of his new home. And such work! Only those who know the back-breaking toil of writing a novel are likely to appreciate the astonishing fact that The Old Wives’ Tale, all two hundred thousand words of it, was finished – not just drafted but finally finished, ready for the printer – in eleven months: months in which he also wrote short stories, plays, a guide to literary taste, innumerable articles, and a brilliant comic novel, Buried Alive.

The completing of The Old Wives’ Tale, with or without this accompanying torrent of subsidiary work, was not only a personal achievement. It was the long-promised fulfilment of a literary programme. Twenty years’ study of the French novel had borne fruit in English.

III

To the young Arnold Bennett, casting a critical eye back at his predecessors in the art of fiction, the classic English novel of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries appeared energetic but woolly, original and inventive but careless, lacking in that cool, scrupulous craftsmanship demanded by the scientific objectivity so necessary in modern times – as ‘modern’ was understood in the later years of the nineteenth century. With the large-scale confidence of youth, he made this block judgement without pausing much to consider the obvious exceptions; he seems, for instance, to have taken little interest in Jane Austen – surprising, that, for one would have expected him to be fascinated by her exposition of feminine psychology and by the perfection of her self-limited art. His main conclusion, however, was surely right, or at any rate right for him, which is what matters to an artist. The way ahead lay in the study of the French novel. And so we find the young Bennett quoting with approval Stendhal’s remark that a novelist, before sitting down to his day’s work, ought to read through a few pages of the Civil Code – i.e. something dry and precise, concerned only with definition, which would help to discipline him against the purple patch and the lyric flight that draws attention away from the book’s march along its main highway. And we find him at the age of thirty-two writing in his Journal:

As regards fiction, it seems to me that only within the last few years have we absorbed from France that passion for the artistic shapely presentation of truth, and that feeling for words as words, which animated Flaubert, the de Goncourts, and de Maupassant… None of the (so-called) great masters of English nineteenth-century fiction had (if I am right) a deep artistic interest in form and treatment; they were absorbed in ‘subject’.

That reference to ‘the last few years’ is almost certainly a bow in the direction of George Moore, who, though his language was English, had more the temperament and approach of a Continental than an English writer, and who had pioneered the adaptation into English of the methods of the French realists and even, in A Mummer’s Wife, opened Bennett’s eyes to the notion of using the pottery towns as a setting for fiction by placing his scene in Hanley.

There is plenty of ‘subject’ in The Old Wives’ Tale, of course, but nothing to get in the way of that ‘artistic shapely presentation of truth’. The book is beautifully crafted, built as it is on a series of parallels; some of them parallels of contrast, some of similarity, and some whose subtleties cannot be caught by either term, so delicate is their blend of the like and the unlike. The groundwork of the novel, obviously, is provided by the all-pervading parallel of the lives of the two sisters. Bennett had first envisioned this as a matter of crude contrast – prim conventionality against ‘guilty splendour’, the goody-goody over against the baddy-baddy. This comes out clearly in the account he gives in his Journal (18 November 1903) of the book’s genesis. This account is not as full as that given in the Preface which Bennett added to the book for the second (first American) edition of 1911, but in one respect it is more valuable. The New York Preface makes no mention of his having conceived it as the story of two women. He speaks of it as an account of how a slender girl, with the attractiveness of youth both in those things she is aware of and those she is unaware of, turns by small and unnoticed degrees into a heavy, clumsy, risible old woman. The Journal entry, written much closer to the event and with the excitement of the idea still about it, says that from that first moment ‘I gave this woman a sister, fat as herself.’ The point of the story was to have been, originally, that two sisters, living totally contrasting lives and acted upon by totally contrasting influences, nevertheless both finish up old and fat and fussy, dropping parcels in restaurants, and that after all there is, in their later years, nothing much to tell them apart. Not merely death, but age, is seen as the great leveller. Here is the Journal entry.

Wednesday, 18 November – Last night, when I went into the Duval for dinner, a middle-aged woman, inordinately stout and with pendent cheeks, had taken the seat opposite to my prescriptive seat. I hesitated, as there were plenty of empty places, but my waitress requested me to take my usual chair. I did so, and immediately thought: ‘With that thing opposite to me my dinner will be spoilt!’ But the woman was evidently also cross at my filling up her table, and she went away, picking up all her belongings, to another part of the restaurant, breathing hard. Then she abandoned her second choice for a third one. My waitress was scornful and angry at this desertion, but laughing also. Soon all the waitresses were privately laughing at the goings-on of the fat woman, who was being served by the most beautiful waitress I have ever seen in any Duval. The fat woman was clearly a crotchet, a ‘maniaque’, a woman who lived much alone. Her cloak (she displayed on taking it off a simply awful light puce flannel dress) and her parcels were continually the object of her attention and she was always arguing with her waitress. And the whole restaurant secretly made a butt of her. She was repulsive; no one could like her or sympathize with her. But I thought – she has been young and slim once. And I immediately thought of a long 10 or 15 thousand words short story, ‘The History of Two Old Women’. I gave this woman a sister, fat as herself. And the first chapter would be in the restaurant (both sisters) something like to-night – and written rather cruelly. Then I would go back to the infancy of these two, and sketch it all. One should have lived ordinarily, married prosaically, and become a widow. The other should have become a whore and all that; ‘guilty splendour’. Both are overtaken by fat. And they live together again in old age, not too rich, a nuisance to themselves and to others. Neither has any imagination. For ‘tone’ I thought of ‘Ivan IIytch’, and for technical arrangement I thought of that and also of ‘Histoire d’une fille de ferme’. The two lives would have to intertwine. I saw the whole work quite clearly, and hope to do it.

But as the book matured in his mind during the four years between the initial conception and the writing, he came to see it as something more interesting and more profoundly true–a contrast of circumstances encasing a basic similarity of life-style. Constance and Sophia, products of the hard-working, respectable trading class, imbued from birth with the values of ‘the Square’, turn out in the end to have lived the same life despite their utterly different paths. Sophia has looked after her Paris hotel with exactly the same thrift and devotion that Constance has shown in managing the affairs of household and drapery shop; she has refused to be tempted down the by-paths of sensual indulgence or mercenary vice for the same reason that these things have never entered Constance’s life – because they are not part of her tradition, they do not belong within her scheme of realistic alternatives. She is a Baines, and she lives out her life as a Baines. And in this she resembles Constance so deeply that the differences between them are differences of the surface. When they meet again on Knype station, Constance is vaguely shocked at the modish semi-nakedness of the poodle Fossette, and impressed by Sophia’s Paris clothes, but Sophia has not changed – she is a Baines with a poodle, a Baines decked in haute couture.

On a minor scale, episode and detail balance each other in the two stories. Chirac meets his fate in a balloon, attempting to escape from beleaguered Paris; the irrepressible Dick Povey, archetype of the provincial ‘card’, sails over the Potteries in a balloon to advertise the cause of Federation. Daniel Povey is taken away after murdering his wife, and a crowd gathers in St Luke’s Square to stare unwaveringly at his house; a crowd likewise gathers to watch the execution by guillotine of the murderer Rivain. Rivain has murdered a courtesan; that is, a woman who, however necessary the part she plays in sustaining the fabric of society, is conventionally seen as morally worthless; Daniel Povey’s wife was in practice hardly any better, ‘the dishonour of her sex, her situation, and her years’, whose husband ‘for thirty years had marshalled all his immense pride to suffer this woman’.

Sometimes the parallels and repetitions are striking because of the immense distance of years, the heavy flowing tide of experience, that separates them. The irresistible charm of Gerald Scales, a young man of style in a milieu that, as Bennett would probably say, ‘recks naught’ of style, leads Sophia to linger in the shop, prolonging their delicious conversation, for the fatal few minutes that lead to her father’s death. The shop is empty because one of the trio of elephants at a circus has turned wild and had to be destroyed, and the staff have hastened out to see the carcass; Mrs Baines’s only moment of collapse is when she sobs in her sister’s arms, ‘If only it had been anything else than that elephant!’ Years pass, mountain ranges of experience are traversed, and the grown-up Sophia is dining in Paris; not, this time, with a man she is in love with, but one who is in love with her. The city is starving, but they get a good dinner, and as the proprietor of the restaurant places before them ‘an unnamed soup’ he remarks casually that he is friendly with the butcher who has purchased the bodies of the three elephants from the Jardin des Plantes. More years pass, the story is curving towards its close, the sisters are united again in the Five Towns, and as Sophia looks through the window of the Loop Line train, she suddenly sees the surprising sight of ‘two camels and an elephant in a field close to the line’. That the animals once again go in threes is probably an accidental, unimportant detail; but the recurrence of the elephant motif, I will wager, is not; it is the kind of detail that Bennett sowed scrupulously in his fictions, to add texture by a subdued pattern of recurrence. Such effects work subliminally, whether or not the reader notices them. They give the novel the density, the slow and rich unfolding, of life itself.

Again, Bennett clearly admires, and indicates that we are to admire, the pertinacity and pluck with which Sophia, when left on her own, learns the hotel business and becomes a success at it, till finally ‘her Pension consisted of two floors instead of one, and she had turned the two hundred pounds stolen from Gerald into over two thousand’. He does not shrink from the word; she has stolen the money, though some of us might think, as the law thinks, that a wife has as good a right to the contents of a man’s pockets as he has himself. It is a good thing, in Bennett’s eyes, that Sophia has committed this theft; it has helped her to survive. ‘The act’, he says, ‘was characteristic of her enterprise and of her fundamental prudence.’ But of course we remember that in Book Two, describing Constance’s life as wife and mother, no domestic episode is treated at greater length, or given more prominence, than Cyril’s ‘crime’, the theft of some cash from the till. In a commercial society, stealing money is the one unforgivable offence; you can rob someone of dignity, leisure, reputation, and some excuses will be forthcoming, but steal his money and you are in the dock straight away.

If Cyril had stolen cakes, jam, string, cigars, Mr Povey would never have said ‘thief’ as he did say it. But money! Money was different. And a till was not a cupboard or a larder. A till was a till. Cyril had struck at the very basis of society.

‘And on your mother’s birthday!’ Mr Povey said further.

These parallels, and the general scrupulousness of design and balance, testify to Bennett’s faithfulness to the writer’s craft. The book is like the kind of clothes and furniture favoured by the respectable inhabitants of the Square – plain, never showy, but ‘good’, made of the best materials and wrought to last. The same care is evident in the historical references that come down through the story like a hand-rail on a long staircase. Some of these are the routine references to public events that any historical novel uses – the Great Exhibition, Inkerman, the Dreyfus Case, Federation in the Potteries. All we need notice about them is that they are absolutely reliable. If Bennett brings in a piece of factual information from outside the story, the reader can be assured of its accuracy. If he says that electric tramcars appeared between Bursley and Hanbridge at a certain time, they did appear at that time. If Dick Povey can drive his motor car from the Potteries to Manchester in an hour and three quarters, that will be the time taken by a car of those days on the roads of those days. Others are slighter, more glancing; they challenge the reader to keep awake. Cyril Povey as a young man, cosmopolitan, sophisticated and incomprehensible to his mother, has only one picture up in his studio, ‘a Japanese print, which struck [Constance] as entirely preposterous, considered as a picture’. Dating and detail are exactly right. Japanese art, through the medium of the print, made its first Western impact in Paris, became an important ingredient in the work of the Post-Impressionists, and baffled the lay mind by its entirely unfamiliar approach to perspective.

In fact Bennett’s working rule, and perhaps the rule of any novelist in this documentary tradition, is never to invent anything if it can be found ready-made in reality. The two rival marching songs, for instance, sung in the streets of the Potteries as people went to vote for or against Federation (p. 605), sound like a novelist’s picturesque inventions, but they really were sung and the words were reported in the Staffordshire Sentinel (Bennett’s Signal) for 25 November 1907. Character and episode, of course, have to come from the writer’s imagination; but the factual husk is more effective if it is transferred straight from life.

In making use of this husk, the only freedom Bennett permits himself here is a freedom now and then to bend chronology a little. In describing the execution of Rivain, Bennett, since he himself had never seen an execution, had to rely on written descriptions, and tells us explicitly in his Preface that he took his material from ‘a series of articles… in the Paris Matin’. These articles are actually concerned with an execution that took place in 1891, and the song chanted by the crowd,

Le voilà!
Nicolas!
Ah! Ah! Ah!

comes in fact from a popular song of the nineties. To suit his narrative, Bennett has transferred the whole episode back into the sixties, and has kept the song, which in fact had not yet been composed at the time when he set his scene, because it is too good a detail to resist.

Another instance of the same freedom, this time so minor as to be almost microscopic, concerns a garment. When Gerald Scales drapes himself picturesquely over the snowy doorstep of the Baines house, and spins them his no doubt fanciful tale of having been set on by muggers, he is wearing ‘an ulster, and a maud over the ulster’. A ‘maud’ is, or was, a grey striped plaid worn by shepherds in the Scottish lowlands, hence any travelling-rug or shawl resembling this. So far, so good; but the ‘ulster’, a long travelling-coat of rough serge, often with a belt, was first introduced by the Belfast firm of J. G. M’Gee in 1867 – and Gerald Scales is depicted as wearing one on New Year’s Eve 1865. Bennett correctly sees Gerald as the kind of young man who would certainly have worn an ulster for winter travel, when they were new and fashionable; and, if told that he had dated it a few months too soon, would no doubt have replied imperturbably that young Scales, being a traveller for a clothing firm, had probably got hold of an advance model.

In accordance with this general faithfulness to realism, the novel has its own consistent time-scheme, indicated to the watchful reader though never heavily insisted on. From the pointers scattered through the book, we can date every important event: death of John Baines, 1864; elopement of Sophia, July 1866; Constance and Samuel married, 27 May 1867; Cyril Povey born, 1874; death of Mrs Baines, 1875; Constance and Sophia meet again, 1896. Since the sisters are sixteen and fifteen when the book opens, they must have been born around 1847 and 1848, so that their lives span the distance between Early Victorian and Edwardian. So keenly did Bennett bring the book’s forward frontier right up to his own day that the last public event that occupies his characters, the Federation of the Five Towns, did not in fact take legal effect until after the novel was published. He knew it was coming, and that was enough.

IV

So far, I have been writing about Bennett as if everything he did had been achieved by working to a formula. Imitate the French novel. Keep your prose grey and truthful. Make use of home background. Focus on middling humanity. In fact, of course, all art, in proportion as it is art, achieves its enduring vitality by virtue of the individuality, the indispensable crumb of uniqueness, that the artist puts into it. The mark of any genuine work of art is that it could only have come from that one person, among all the teeming millions who inhabit the earth.

The sources of Arnold Bennett’s inspiration, and the tradition in which he placed himself, are clear enough to see. Equally obvious is the high seriousness of his objectives. In that Journal entry about the germ of The Old Wives’ Tale, one notices the willingness to measure himself against the highest standards of European letters. The two works that occur to him as pace-setters are Tolstoy’s ‘The Death of Ivan IIytch’, possibly the greatest short story ever written, and Maupassant’s ‘Histoire d’une fille de ferme’, a classic story of Normandy peasant life. He did not, however, propose to scale the heights merely by imitating the best models. He had something uniquely his own to contribute; there is a Bennett flavour as there is a Fielding flavour or a Jane Austen flavour or a Conrad flavour. It inheres partly in his honesty, partly in his compassion, but perhaps most of all in his irony.

An ironist Bennett certainly was. Almost every sentence he wrote is tinged with an irony that must have been an integral part of the constitution of his mind, as natural to him as breathing. It is never easy to define irony, unless it is the saeva indignatio of Swift or the delicate rapier-play of Wilde. I think the nearest I can get to it is to say that Bennett’s was a kindly, a tolerant irony. He saw human beings as inclined to be silly and fussy, but he did not hate them for it. He was free of any temptation to set himself on a pedestal and look down on the rest of humanity; he knew that, seen through any other pair of eyes, he was just as funny as anyone. Beyond that, his touch is so light as to make critical description seem ponderous and blundering. Take, for instance, the moment when Mrs Baines and her sister are preparing for the funeral of John Baines.

Dress and the repast exceeded all other matters in complexity and difficulty. But on the morning of the funeral Aunt Harriet had the satisfaction of beholding her younger sister the centre of a tremendous cocoon of crape, whose slightest pleat was perfect. Aunt Harriet seemed to welcome her then, like a veteran, formally into the august army of relicts.

This is undoubtedly ironic, and irony is always to some extent associated with mockery, but if we ask, ‘What is being mocked here?’ we see at once that the question is much too crude. Nothing is actually ridiculed. Human beings react to great issues, like death, by concentrating very hard on small issues, like the meticulous pleating of a crape garment. Widows live out their widowhood with a kind of disciplined dignity that makes them, in some ways, resemble an army. The word ‘relict’ itself, much used in self-approvingly formal, not to say pompous, Victorian circles, rests on certain assumptions about marriage that now seem comical, and did in fact seem so to Bennett (if the surviving female partner is a ‘relict’, the implication is that the active, responsible partner was the male; a widower is never described as a relict). All this clutter of social and sartorial procedure, set against the stark backdrop of eternity, makes human beings appear somewhat small-scale, like scurrying Lilliputians. Bennett sees this, but he sees it with kindliness. If human beings are Lilliputian, that is not their fault. He noted in his Journal his firmly held belief that the ‘distinguishing mark of a great novelist’ was ‘a Christ-like, all-embracing compassion’.

This compassion is so closely interwoven with Bennett’s ironic attitude that the two are a seamless fabric. Where we find the one, we find the other, except on the exceedingly rare occasions when he is writing about something he wishes overtly to attack and feels the need to make his irony cutting. (Example: the description of the thought-processes of the Marquess of Welwyn on p. 268.)

Setting aside such very rare sallies, Bennett’s irony, which makes up the greater part of his individual flavour, is pronounced and all-pervading without being hostile or condescending. Take, as a slightly more extended example, his description of the betrothal of Miss Elizabeth Chetwynd, the remote and formidable aunt of Sophia’s schoolmistress, to the celebrated preacher Archibald Jones.

For Archibald Jones was one of the idols of the Wesleyan Methodist Connexion, a special preacher famous throughout England. At ‘Anniversaries’ and ‘Trust sermons’, Archibald Jones had probably no rival. His Christian name helped him; it was a luscious, resounding mouthful for admirers. He was not an itinerant minister, migrating every three years. His function was to direct the affairs of the ‘Book Room’, the publishing department of the Connexion. He lived in London, and shot out into the provinces at week-ends, preaching on Sundays and giving a lecture, tinctured with bookishness, ‘in the chapel’ on Monday evenings. In every town he visited there was competition for the privilege of entertaining him. He had zeal, indefatigable energy, and a breezy wit. He was a widower of fifty, and his wife had been dead for twenty years. It had seemed as if women were not for this bright star. And here Elizabeth Chetwynd, who had left the Five Towns a quarter of a century before at the age of twenty, had caught him! Austere, moustached, formidable, dessicated, she must have done it with her powerful intellect! It must be a union of intellects! He had been impressed by hers, and she by his, and then their intellects had kissed. Within a week fifty thousand women in forty counties had pictured to themselves this osculation of intellects, and shrugged their shoulders, and decided once more that men were incomprehensible. These great ones in London, falling in love like the rest! But no! Love was a ribald and voluptuous word to use in such a matter as this. It was generally felt that the Reverend Archibald Jones and Miss Chetwynd the elder would lift marriage to what would now be termed an astral plane.

Who is the target here? The dignified couple? The women all over the country who picture this ‘osculation of intellects’? The airs and graces of successful preachers, in that day when successful preachers were much as television personalities are now? Marriage itself, even? Yes, all of them. One is, in the end, driven back on the banal statement that Bennett’s irony is directed at life itself. But it is an irony of acceptance, not of rejection.

There remains the question of Bennett’s success in depicting female characters from within rather than, as most male writers necessarily must do, from without. I do not know any way in which this matter can be judged except by the counting of votes. No literary judgement is capable of proof, in any case, any more than our judgements of people are capable of proof; we get to know others as well as we can, and then we like or dislike them according to our own needs and sympathies. Flaubert is generally said to have succeeded triumphantly with the character of Madame Bovary; if I say that I accept this belief, all I am actually saying is that he, a middle-aged Frenchman, drew a portrait of a young woman which I, a middle-aged Englishman, find entirely credible. On what am I basing my judgement? Simply on my own notion of what young women are like, which might be a tissue of misapprehensions. In the end it is humanity that decides. People have gone on reading about Madame Bovary because they find she comes across as a real person in a real setting, and that therefore her touching story continues to affect them.

In the case of Bennett, the same test will be applied; it has already been applied, for two generations. He wrote very often about women, putting them in the central place in his novels. These full-length portraits are not always equally successful; The Old Wives’ Tale is the acknowledged masterpiece, Leonora an under-rated achievement, Anna of the Five Towns more interesting for its sketch of a social scene than for its portrait of Anna, while Hilda Lessways by common consent is, at best, a pardonable failure. But in these novels, not to mention other and slighter stories such as Helen with the High Hand and Lilian, he places the woman at the centre and devotes to her the book’s main insight and sympathy. Partly he may have been following the example of the French novel (for French nineteenth-century fiction concerned itself very much with women), but the basic reason must have been his interest in them, his willingness to see their point of view. Ernest Hemingway wrote a volume of short stories called Men Without Women. Bennett could have reversed this and called his masterpiece Women Without Men. He bundles the male characters offstage as fast as possible, in order to allow the unrestricted play of feminine character. John Baines enters the story as a hopeless invalid and shortly dies. Samuel Povey hardly reaches middle age. Gerald disappears, except for one death-mask scene, after having set in motion the machinery of Sophia’s life. Chirac has scarcely time to declare his love for Sophia before being whisked up in a balloon and never heard of again. Cyril Povey is an important character, but his life mainly happens offstage – indeed, it could be said that the essence of Cyril’s importance, the essence of his effect on Constance, is precisely that his life happens offstage. As soon as he is old enough to study art in London, he slides gently out of the story, never having shown much wish to be in it. Only Mr Critchlow, an allegorical figure of mocking old Father Time himself, enters the book already old and survives, ‘fabulously senile’, determinedly occupying a central part of the stage, till the end.

This ruthless pruning away of the male characters, making us feel sometimes that we are in a world of spiders rather than human beings, leaves Bennett free to show his women as reacting to life directly, and not through the intermediary of men. I personally am convinced of the accuracy of his view of women, but, as I say, my opinion may be worthless. The best critical method, if you are a male reader, is to get your women friends to read the book and pass judgement on the female characterization. I have done this for twenty-five years, and the suffrage has been overwhelming: it is good; it tells the truth; it sees us as we are – or, bearing in mind that Bennett is an historical novelist, as we were.

V

When Arnold Bennett lay dying in his flat in Chiltern Court, Baker Street, the road under his windows was thickly spread with straw. This, a traditional method of muffling the clop of hoofs and the grinding of iron-rimmed wheels, was increasingly irrelevant in the motor age, and its employment in Bennett’s case must have been one of the last. Still, employed it was, in an effort to give the dying man some rest; and in the early hours of the morning a milk van, loaded as they were in those days with heavy metal churns, capsized outside Chiltern Court – perhaps because the straw concealed the line of the kerb – with a clanging and grinding and gonging that must have been audible a mile away. Bennett’s earthly existence was already over, for he had died before midnight; but perhaps his spirit, looking down, found some quiet enjoyment in the small ironic comedy. It was so much the sort of thing he always expected to happen.

JOHN WAIN
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PREFACE

In the autumn of 1903 I used to dine frequently in a restaurant in the Rue de Clichy, Paris. Here were, among others, two waitresses that attracted my attention. One was a beautiful, pale young girl, to whom I never spoke, for she was employed far away from the table which I affected. The other, a stout, middle-aged managing Breton woman, had sole command over my table and me, and gradually she began to assume such a maternal tone towards me that I saw I should be compelled to leave that restaurant. If I was absent for a couple of nights running she would reproach me sharply: ‘What! you are unfaithful to me?’ Once, when I complained about some French beans, she informed me roundly that French beans were a subject which I did not understand. I then decided to be eternally unfaithful to her, and I abandoned the restaurant. A few nights before the final parting an old woman came into the restaurant to dine. She was fat, shapeless, ugly, and grotesque. She had a ridiculous voice, and ridiculous gestures. It was easy to see that she lived alone, and that in the long lapse of years she had developed the kind of peculiarity which induces guffaws among the thoughtless. She was burdened with a lot of small parcels, which she kept dropping. She chose one seat; and then, not liking it, chose another; and then another. In a few moments she had the whole restaurant laughing at her. That my middle-aged Breton should laugh was indifferent to me, but I was pained to see a coarse grimace of giggling on the pale face of the beautiful young waitress to whom I had never spoken.

I reflected, concerning the grotesque diner: ‘The woman was once young, slim, perhaps beautiful; certainly free from these ridiculous mannerisms. Very probably she is unconscious of her singularities. Her case is a tragedy. One ought to be able to make a heart-rending novel out of the history of a woman such as she.’ Every stout, ageing woman is not grotesque – far from it! – but there is an extreme pathos in the mere fact that every stout ageing woman was once a young girl with the unique charm of youth in her form and movements and in her mind. And the fact that the change from the young girl to the stout ageing woman is made up of an infinite number of infinitesimal changes, each unperceived by her, only intensifies the pathos.

It was at this instant that I was visited by the idea of writing the book which ultimately became The Old Wives’ Tale. Of course I felt that the woman who caused the ignoble mirth in the restaurant would not serve me as a type of heroine. For she was much too old and obviously unsympathetic. It is an absolute rule that the principal character of a novel must not be unsympathetic, and the whole modern tendency of realistic fiction is against oddness in a prominent figure. I knew that I must choose the sort of woman who would pass unnoticed in a crowd.

I put the idea aside for a long time, but it was never very distant from me. For several reasons it made a special appeal to me. I had always been a convinced admirer of Mrs W. K. Clifford’s most precious novel, Aunt Anne, but I wanted to see in the story of an old woman many things that Mrs W. K. Clifford had omitted from Aunt Anne. Moreover, I had always revolted against the absurd youthfulness, the unfading youthfulness of the average heroine. And as a protest against this fashion, I was already, in 1903, planning a novel (Leonora) of which the heroine was aged forty, and had daughters old enough to be in love. The reviewers, by the way, were staggered by my hardihood in offering a woman of forty as a subject of serious interest to the public. But I meant to go much farther than forty! Finally, as a supreme reason, I had the example and the challenge of Guy de Maupassant’s Une Vie. In the nineties we used to regard Une Vie with mute awe, as being the summit of achievement in fiction. And I remember being very cross with Mr Bernard Shaw because, having read Une Vie at the suggestion (I think) of Mr William Archer, he failed to see in it anything very remarkable. Here I must confess that, in 1908, I read Une Vie again, and in spite of a natural anxiety to differ from Mr Bernard Shaw, I was gravely disappointed with it. It is a fine novel, but decidedly inferior to Pierre et Jean or even Fort Comme la Mort. To return to the year 1903. Une Vie relates the entire life-history of a woman. I settled in the privacy of my own head that my book about the development of a young girl into a stout old lady must be the English Une Vie. I have been accused of every fault except a lack of self-confidence, and in a few weeks I settled a further point, namely, that my book must ‘go one better’ than Une Vie, and that to this end it must be the life-history of two women instead of only one. Hence, The Old Wives’ Tale has two heroines. Constance was the original; Sophia was created out of bravado, just to indicate that I declined to consider Guy de Maupassant as the last forerunner of the deluge. I was intimidated by the audacity of my project, but I had sworn to carry it out. For several years I looked it squarely in the face at intervals, and then walked away to write novels of smaller scope, of which I produced five or six. But I could not dally for ever, and in the autumn of 1907 I actually began to write it, in a village near Fontainebleau, where I rented half a house from a retired railway servant. I calculated that it would be 200,000 words long (which it exactly proved to be), and I had a vague notion that no novel of such dimensions (except Richardson’s) had ever been written before. So I counted the words in several famous Victorian novels, and discovered to my relief that the famous Victorian novels average 400,000 words apiece. I wrote the first part of the novel in six weeks. It was fairly easy to me, because, in the seventies, in the first decade of my life, I had lived in the actual draper’s shop of the Baineses, and knew it as only a child could know it. Then I went to London on a visit. I tried to continue the book in a London hotel, but London was too distracting, and I put the thing away, and during January and February of 1908, I wrote Buried Alive, which was published immediately, and was received with majestic indifference by the English public, an indifference which has persisted to this day.

I then returned to the Fontainebleau region and gave The Old Wives’ Tale no rest till I finished it at the end of July 1908. It was published in the autumn of the same year, and for six weeks afterward the English public steadily confirmed an opinion expressed by a certain person in whose judgement I had confidence, to the effect that the work was honest but dull, and that when it was not dull it had a regrettable tendency to facetiousness. My publishers, though brave fellows, were somewhat disheartened; however, the reception of the book gradually became less and less frigid.

With regard to the French portion of the story, it was not until I had written the first part that I saw from a study of my chronological basis that the Siege of Paris might be brought into the tale. The idea was seductive; but I hated, and still hate, the awful business of research; and I only knew the Paris of the Twentieth Century. Now I was aware that my railway servant and his wife had been living in Paris at the time of the war. I said to the old man, ‘By the way, you went through the Siege of Paris, didn’t you?’ He turned to his old wife and said, uncertainly, ‘The Siege of Paris? Yes, we did, didn’t we?’ The Siege of Paris had been only one incident among many in their lives. Of course, they remembered it well, though not vividly, and I gained much information from them. But the most useful thing which I gained from them was the perception, startling at first, that ordinary people went on living very ordinary lives in Paris during the siege, and that to the vast mass of the population the siege was not the dramatic, spectacular, thrilling, ecstatic affair that is described in history. Encouraged by this perception, I decided to include the siege in my scheme. I read Sarcey’s diary of the siege aloud to my wife, and I looked at the pictures in Jules Claretie’s popular work on the siege and the commune, and I glanced at the printed collection of official documents, and there my research ended.

It has been asserted that unless I had actually been present at a public execution, I could not have written the chapter in which Sophia was at the Auxerre solemnity. I have not been present at a public execution, as the whole of my information about public executions was derived from a series of articles on them which I read in the Paris Matin. Mr Frank Harris, discussing my book in Vanity Fair, said it was clear that I had not seen an execution (or words to that effect), and he proceeded to give his own description of an execution. It was a brief but terribly convincing bit of writing, quite characteristic and quite worthy of the author of Montes the Matador and of a man who has been almost everywhere and seen almost everything. I comprehended how far short I had fallen of the truth! I wrote to Mr Frank Harris, regretting that his description had not been printed before I wrote mine, as I should assuredly have utilized it, and, of course, I admitted that I had never witnessed an execution. He simply replied: ‘Neither have I.’ This detail is worth preserving, for it is a reproof to that large body of readers, who, when a novelist has really carried conviction to them, assert off hand: ‘Oh, that must be autobiography!’

ARNOLD BENNETT




BOOK ONE: MRS BAINES
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CHAPTER 1: The Square

I

Those two girls, Constance and Sophia Baines, paid no heed to the manifold interest of their situation, of which, indeed, they had never been conscious. They were, for example, established almost precisely on the fifty-third parallel of latitude. A little way to the north of them, in the creases of a hill famous for its religious orgies, rose the river Trent, the calm and characteristic stream of middle England. Somewhat farther northwards, in the near neighbourhood of the highest public-house in the realm, rose two lesser rivers, the Dane and the Dove, which, quarrelling in early infancy, turned their back on each other, and, the one by favour of the Weaver and the other by favour of the Trent, watered between them the whole width of England, and poured themselves respectively into the Irish Sea and the German Ocean. What a county of modest, unnoticed rivers! What a natural, simple county, content to fix its boundaries by these tortuous island brooks, with their comfortable names – Trent, Mease, Dove, Tern, Dane, Mees, Stour, Tame, and even hasty Severn! Not that the Severn is suitable to the county! In the county excess is deprecated. The county is happy in not exciting remark. It is content that Shropshire should possess that swollen bump, the Wrekin, and that the exaggerated wildness of the Peak should lie over its border. It does not desire to be a pancake, like Cheshire. It has everything that England has, including thirty miles of Watling Street; and England can show nothing more beautiful and nothing uglier than the works of nature and the works of man to be seen within the limits of the county. It is England in little, lost in the midst of England, unsung by searchers after the extreme; perhaps occasionally somewhat sore at this neglect, but how proud in the instinctive cognizance of its representative features and traits!

Constance and Sophia, busy with the intense preoccupations of youth, recked not of such matters. They were surrounded by the county. On every side the fields and moors of Staffordshire, intersected by roads and lanes, railways, watercourses and telegraph-lines, patterned by hedges, ornamented and made respectable by halls and genteel parks, enlivened by villages at the intersections, and warmly surveyed by the sun, spread out undulating. And trains were rushing round curves in deep cuttings, and carts and waggons trotting and jingling on the yellow roads, and long, narrow boats passing in a leisure majestic and infinite over the surface of the stolid canals; the rivers had only themselves to support, for Staffordshire rivers have remained virgin of keels to this day. One could imagine the messages concerning prices, sudden death, and horses, in their flight through the wires under the feet of birds. In the inns Utopians were shouting the universe into order over beer, and in the halls and parks the dignity of England was being preserved in a fitting manner. The villages were full of women who did nothing but fight against dirt and hunger, and repair the effects of friction on clothes. Thousands of labourers were in the fields, but the fields were so broad and numerous that this scattered multitude was totally lost therein. The cuckoo was much more perceptible than man, dominating whole square miles with his resounding call. And on the airy moors heath-larks played in the ineffaceable muletracks that had served centuries before even the Romans thought of Watling Street. In short, the usual daily life of the county was proceeding with all its immense variety and importance; but though Constance and Sophia were in it they were not of it.

The fact is, that while in the county they were also in the district; and no person who lives in the district, even if he should be old and have nothing to do but reflect upon things in general, ever thinks about the county. So far as the county goes, the district might almost as well be in the middle of the Sahara. It ignores the county, save that it uses it nonchalantly sometimes as leg-stretcher on holiday afternoons, as a man may use his back garden. It has nothing in common with the county; it is richly sufficient to itself. Nevertheless, its self-sufficiency and the true salt savour of its life can only be appreciated by picturing it hemmed in by county. It lies on the face of the county like an insignificant stain, like a dark Pleiades in a green and empty sky. And Hanbridge has the shape of a horse and its rider, Bursley of half a donkey, Knype of a pair of trousers, Longshaw of an octopus, and little Turnhill of a beetle. The Five Towns seem to cling together for safety. Yet the idea of clinging together for safety would make them laugh. They are unique and indispensable. From the north of the county right down to the south they alone stand for civilization, applied science, organized manufacture, and the century – until you come to Wolverhampton. They are unique and indispensable because you cannot drink tea out of a teacup without the aid of the Five Towns; because you cannot eat a meal in decency without the aid of the Five Towns. For this the architecture of the Five Towns is an architecture of ovens and chimneys; for this its atmosphere is as black as its mud; for this it burns and smokes all night, so that Longshaw has been compared to hell; for this it is unlearned in the ways of agriculture, never having seen corn except as packing straw and in quartern loaves; for this, on the other hand, it comprehends the mysterious habits of fire and pure, sterile earth; for this it lives crammed together in slippery streets where the housewife must change white window-curtains at least once a fortnight if she wishes to remain respectable; for this it gets up in the mass at six a.m., winter and summer, and goes to bed when the public-houses close; for this it exists – that you may drink tea out of a teacup and toy with a chop on a plate. All the everyday crockery used in the kingdom is made in the Five Towns – all, and much besides. A district capable of such gigantic manufacture, of such a perfect monopoly – and which finds energy also to produce coal and iron and great men – may be an insignificant stain on a county, considered geographically, but it is surely well justified in treating the county as its back garden once a week, and in blindly ignoring it the rest of the time.

Even the majestic thought that whenever and wherever in all England a woman washes up, she washes up the product of the district; that whenever and wherever in all England a plate is broken the fracture means new business for the district–even this majestic thought had probably never occurred to either of the girls. The fact is, that while in the Five Towns they were also in the Square. Bursley and the Square ignored the staple manufacture as perfectly as the district ignored the county. Bursley has the honours of antiquity in the Five Towns. No industrial development can ever rob it of its superiority in age, which makes it absolutely sure in its conceit. And the time will never come when the other towns – let them swell and bluster as they may – will not pronounce the name of Bursley as one pronounces the name of one’s mother. Add to this that the Square was the centre of Bursley’s retail trade (which scorned the staple as something wholesale, vulgar, and assuredly filthy), and you will comprehend the importance and the self-isolation of the Square in the scheme of the created universe. There you have it, embedded in the district, and the district embedded in the county, and the county lost and dreaming in the heart of England!

The Square was named after St Luke. The Evangelist might have been startled by certain phenomena in his square, but, except in Wakes Week, when the shocking always happened, St Luke’s Square lived in a manner passably saintly – though it contained five public-houses. It contained five public-houses, a bank, a barber’s, a confectioner’s, three grocers… , two chemists… , an ironmonger’s, a clothier’s, and five drapers… . These were all the catalogue. St Luke’s Square had no room for minor establishments. The aristocracy of the Square undoubtedly consisted of the drapers (for the bank was impersonal); and among the five the shop of Baines stood supreme. No business establishment could possibly be more respected than that of Mr Baines was respected. And though John Baines had been bedridden for a dozen years, he still lived on the lips of admiring, ceremonious burgesses as ‘our honoured fellow-townsman… . He deserved his reputation.

The Baineses… shop, to make which three dwellings had at intervals been thrown into one, lay at the bottom of the Square. It formed about one-third of the south side of the Square, the remainder being made up of Critchlow’s (chemist), the clothier’s, and the Hanover Spirit Vaults. (‘Vaults… 1 was a favourite synonym of the public-house in the Square. Only two of the public-houses were crude public-houses: the rest were ‘vaults’.) It was a composite building of three storeys, in blackish-crimson brick, with a projecting shop-front, and, above and behind that, two rows of little windows. On the sash of each window was a red cloth roll stuffed with sawdust, to prevent draughts; plain white blinds descended about six inches from the top of each window. There were no curtains to any of the windows save one; this was the window of the drawing-room, on the first floor at the corner of the Square and King Street. Another window, on the second storey, was peculiar, in that it had neither blind nor pad, and was very dirty; this was the window of an unused room that had a separate staircase to itself, the staircase being barred by a door always locked. Constance and Sophia had lived in continual expectation of the abnormal issuing from that mysterious room, which was next to their own. But they were disappointed. The room had no shameful secret except the incompetence of the architect who had made one house out of three; it was just an empty, unemployable room. The building had also a considerable frontage on King Street, where, behind the shop, was sheltered the parlour, with a large window and a door that led directly by two steps into the street. A strange peculiarity of the shop was that it bore no signboard. Once it had had a large signboard which a memorable gale had blown into the Square. Mr Baines had decided not to replace it. He had always objected to what he called ‘puffing’, and for this reason would never hear of such a thing as a clearance sale. The hatred of ‘puffing’ grew on him until he came to regard even a sign as ‘puffing’. Uninformed persons who wished to find Baines’s must ask and learn. For Mr Baines, to have replaced the sign would have been to condone, yea, to participate in, the modern craze for unscrupulous self-advertisement. This abstention of Mr Baines’s from indulgence in signboards was somehow accepted by the more thoughtful members of the community as evidence that the height of Mr Baines’s principles was greater even than they had imagined.

Constance and Sophia were the daughters of this credit to human nature. He had no other children.

II

They pressed their noses against the window of the showroom, and gazed down into the Square as perpendicularly as the projecting  front of the shop would allow. The showroom was over the millinery and silken half of the shop. Over the woollen and shirting half were the drawing-room and the chief bedroom. When in quest of articles of coquetry, you mounted from the shop by a curving stair, and your head gradually rose level with a large apartment having a mahogany counter in front of the window and along one side, yellow linoleum on the floor, many card-board boxes, a magnificent hinged cheval glass, and two chairs. The window-sill being lower than the counter, there was a gulf between the panes and the back of the counter, into which important articles such as scissors, pencils, chalk, and artificial flowers were continually disappearing: another proof of the architect’s incompetence.

The girls could only press their noses against the window by kneeling on the counter, and this they were doing. Constance’s nose was snub, but agreeably so. Sophia had a fine Roman nose; she was a beautiful creature, beautiful and handsome at the same time. They were both of them rather like racehorses, quivering with delicate, sensitive, and luxuriant life; exquisite, enchanting proof of the circulation of the blood; innocent, artful, roguish, prim, gushing, ignorant, and miraculously wise. Their ages were sixteen and fifteen; it is an epoch when, if one is frank, one must admit that one has nothing to learn: one has learnt simply everything in the previous six months.

‘There she goes!’ exclaimed Sophia.

Up the Square, from the corner of King Street, passed a woman in a new bonnet with pink strings, and a new blue dress that sloped at the shoulders and grew to a vast circumference at the hem. Through the silent sunlit solitude of the Square (for it was Thursday afternoon, and all
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