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Book Review  

Kathleen Jones, Katherine Mansfield The Story Teller (Edinburgh:  Edinburgh University Press, 

2010) 528 pp., £25.  ISBN  9780748643547 

 

As its title suggests, 'story-telling' is a central concept in Kathleen Jones's impressive new 

biography of Katherine Mansfield:  Mansfield as the creator of stories, and Mansfield as the 

subject of stories.  Jones recognizes the essential paradox at the heart of any attempt at 

biography:  the impossibility of ever telling the 'whole story'.   The biographer is herself, 

foremost, a 'story-teller'.  The more she amasses the 'facts', diligently scours the archives, tracks 

down informants, and discovers previously unknown sources--diaries, letters, manuscripts--the 

more difficult the task of illumination, the search for the right method to make all this become 

'alive'.   

 As a skilled and successful author of four biographies of women writers, Kathleen Jones 

undoubtedly has absorbed and refined the traditional conventions of the genre.  Such long 

experience appears to have led her to question those very same conventions.  In this way, she 

seems to parallel the creative process of Mansfield herself, struggling to discover the right 

technique to convey her unique vision, and breaking with established narrative conventions to do 

so.  Consequently, in an implicitly meta-critical turn, the seemingly fractured structure of this 

book makes its own comment on the problematic nature of the genre itself.  Jones thus 

juxtaposes two 'stories':  one about Katherine Mansfield, the other about John Middleton Murry.  

She tells one story (Mansfield's) partially in the reverse:  beginning with her death at 

Fontainebleau and circling  back to Fontainebleau at the very end, all the while presenting 

Mansfield's story through a present-tense point of view.  The juxtaposed Murry story moves in a 
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traditionally linear fashion, taking up Murry's life after Mansfield's death and examining the 

persistence of his obsessive interest in her throughout his three later marriages.  That story is 

presented in the past-tense.   Although I was a bit disconcerted by this structure at first, I soon 

began to appreciate Jones's method.  Katherine Mansfield is 'alive' for us throughout the years 

Jones describes; her after-life, as depicted in the Murry sections becomes more remote, more 

'finished'.  She remains there a presence that is used by others:  Murry, his second wife who tried 

to make herself a double of Mansfield, his children who suffered the effects of Murry's fixation 

on Mansfield, not to mention the biographers, critics, and friends who perpetrated the often-

conflicting and partial views of 'their' Katherine Mansfield.   

 The circularity of the book's structure allows for an interweaving of past and present that 

ultimately makes it a book without an ending, as Kathleen Jones's own search for the 'story' and 

the numerous people--scholars and critics--who have become absorbed in its unfolding also 

figure in that circularity.   In situating herself boldly within the book's parameters, Jones can 

make it a study of both the search and the discovery, both the physical objects which remain and 

their textual representations.  In her lovely, evocative introduction, we find Jones walking though 

the streets of present-day Wellington, simultaneously absorbing the city's ambiance and 

superimposing Mansfield's responses to the same objects in view.  She gives us a glimpse of her 

scholarly expertise here as well, such as her extensive research at the Turnbull Library, and her 

conversations with Vincent O'Sullivan and Margaret Scott, the latter 'one of the few people still 

alive to have known Katherine's surviving family and friends' (20).  She draws our attention to 

the overwhelming significance of New Zealand in any attempt to understand Mansfield's life and 

work:  'To go to New Zealand in search of Katherine Mansfield is to be aware of the heart of her 

duality'. (21)  
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 Among its many strengths, this biography goes further than earlier ones in exploring the 

complexities of Mansfield's relationship with Ida Baker, who now emerges as a far more 

intelligent and sympathetic figure, a woman whose talent for writing was  largely suppressed, but 

is apparent in the passages Jones quotes from her diary and other papers housed in the Turnbull 

Library.  Jones's skill as a writer is apparent in her depiction of Mansfield's personality during 

adolescence:  her fears and faints, her impulsiveness, her nervous excitement.  (Here is a 

biographer who fully understands the psychology of teen-age girls!)   Such imaginative 

sympathy is evident also in her wise analysis of Mansfield's involvement with Garnett Trowell 

and the tragic loss of their baby during Mansfield's stay in Bavaria, a traumatic event that would 

continue to torment her for the rest of her life.  Equally impressive is the care Jones has taken to 

study the medical history and come to new conclusions about the various diagnoses and 

treatments Mansfield endured.   

 Most Mansfield biographers have been hard on Murry, but Jones approaches him with 

greater sympathy.  While noting that his diaries 'are a harrowing record of emotional 

inadequacy', she still comes away from them finding herself 'more compassionate and better able 

to understand why he had behaved as he did, and why Katherine went on loving him "in spite of 

all"' (21).  She is able to base her interpretation of Murry on a far greater range of sources than 

were available to her predecessors.  Her extensive use of Murry's unpublished writings enhances 

this book immensely, and she is the only biographer, to my knowledge, who has been able to see 

the diaries of his daughter, Katherine Middleton Murry.   Although Murry's 'official' biographer, 

F. A. Lea,  had access to Murry's journals,  he used them very cautiously, suppressing some 

details in order to protect people who were still alive in 1959, when his book appeared.    

Moreover, he would not have had access to the harrowing accounts of domestic strife revealed in 
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the books published by two of Murry's children many years later.  Less  than a third of Lea's 

biography concerns Murry's relationship with Katherine Mansfield, however, and Jones makes 

up for that deficiency many times over.    

 

 

Sydney Janet Kaplan 

University of Washington    
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