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Famous in her day for what she herself con-
sidered one of her lesser accomplishments, Mary
Russell Mitford deserves attention as one of the
first women successfully to enter the expanding
nineteenth-century marketplace of prose and as
the virtual founder of the local-color movement
of regional fiction. Her finest work, Our Village
(1824-1832), five volumes of sketches of English
country life, became a local and international suc-
cess and generated large numbers of imitations
and descendants through the century, both in En-
gland and America.
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Like many other writers of the later Roman-
tic period, Mitford’s literary life spanned many
genres; she only reluctantly engaged in the prose
work that alone brought her financial success.
Mitford began her publishing carcer with an ex-
tensive production of poetry between 1810 and
1813; at the time, she was living in an elegant
house outside of Reading, with her father and
mother, in relative middle-class comfort. But the
family had not always been—nor was it to
remain—well off. In 1785 her mother, Mary Rus-
sell, a distant relative of the dukes of Bedford,
had inherited a substantial estate; the thirty-six-
year-old heiress almost immediately married
George Mitford, a surgeon ten years. younger, al-
ready addicted to high spending and gambling.
They settled in the market town of Alresford, in
Hampshire, in a gentility apparenty little dis-
turbed by Dr. Mitford’s slight practice of medi-
cine. Mary, their only surviving child, was born
two years after the marriage, and grew up preco-
cious, reading and reciting poetry from the age




Mary Russell Mitford

DLB 110

of three, the companion of her father on many ex-
cursions in the countryside. Her father's extrava-
gance quickly consumed his wife’s property and,
m the mid 1790s, led him away from rural
Alresford to the more sophisticated seaside resort
of Lyme Regis. Setting up in grand style, he tried
for about a year to recoup his fortunes at gam-
bling. When the attempt failed, the family fled to
uncomfortable lodgings (and possibly debtors’
prison) in London, where Dr. Mitford tried to
piece together a living with odds and ends of a
practice.

On Mary's tenth birthday, she playfully se-
lected a lottery ticket for her father; the twenty-
thousand-pound prize enabled the family to reset-
tle, this time in the prosperous town of Reading.
Mitford was sent for four years to the fashion-
able Abbey School in London—whose alumnae
included L.E.L. (Letitia Elizabeth Landon, the
poet) and the future Caroline Lamb. Here
Mitford excelled in languages (including Latin)
and literary studies, but she was summoned
home in 1802 to grace the parlor at her father’s
newest folly, a grand mansion on parklike
grounds just outside Reading. Here, with occa-
sional trips to London and Northumberland,
Mitford lived for the next two decades. Always
an avid reader, she kept an extensive correspon-
dence on literary and local topics, and before
long she began to compose poetry with an eye to
publication. As the family money inevitably disap-
peared and life grew shabbier, Mitford tried to
earn an income with her poems. Poems (1810),
the first production, was a small volume of miscel-
laneous poems about nature and flowers, com-
bined with poems of praise for her father’s Whig
friends. Encouraged by Sir William Elford, an el-
derly man of letters with whom she carried on a
lengthy correspondence, Mitford took on a full-
length narrative poem about the newly revealed
fate of the Bounty mutineers on Pitcairn Island.
Both FElford and, through him, Samuel Taylor
Coleridge took an active role in seeing this poem,
Christina, The Maid of the South Seas, into print in
1811; it met with considerable success in Britain
and the United States. As the family furniture
and eventually the house itself were put up for
sale, Mitford began to voice her hope that her pub-
lications might bring in substantial revenues. In
1812 she published a2 poem of country life,
Watlington Hill, concentrating on descriptions of
country-house scenery and hunting. A year later,
inspired by the poems of Sir Walter Scott and Rob-
ert Southey, she wrote and published Narrative
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Mnsature of Mitford at age four (from Consiance Hill,
Mary Russell Mitford and Her Surroundings, 1920)

Poems on the Female Character in the Various Rela-
tions of Human Life, comprising two ambitious
poems—“The Rival Sisters” and “Blanche of
Castille,” capitalizing on the current English inter-
est in Spain. Although this volume appeared to
promise a sequel, it apparently never saw light.

By 1820 Dr. Mitford’s lottery winnings had
been spent, and the family was forced to sell
their mansion. They moved to a cottage outside
Reading, on the turnpike road at Three Mile
Cross, the village Mitford was to make famous as
“our village.” Though life in the tiny cottage
could not have been easy, with a demanding and
still-extravagant father, Mitford kept up a signifi-
cant literary activity, not only engaging in an ex-
tensive and witty correspondence, but also ac-
tively pursuing income in two new fields, drama
and prose. As she later wrote, the alternative
would have been to leave her family and become
a schoolteacher or governess.

For a prolific and imaginative author in
need of funds, the stage held great attraction.
Mitford had made an abortive try at stage writ-
ing in 1813, but only after the move to Three
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Mile Cross did she turn to it in earnest, with the
diary prayer, “God grant I may make some
money of it” (20 December 1820). Her first manu-
script, “Fiesco,” was rejected after some interest
by the actor-manager William Macready. With
the advice of a younger author and critic,
Thomas Talfourd—friend of William Words-
‘worth, Charles Lamb, Coleridge, and William
Hazlitt, and intimate of the London theaters—
Mitford persisted, and by 1825 she had written
four tragedies, all on historical themes in the he-
roic Romantic mode: Foscari (1826), Julian (1823),
Charles the First (1834), and Rienzi (1828). Only
one of these saw timely production, however, the
rest being delayed by theatrical infighting and—
in the case of Charles the First—a licensing ban.
The eight-day run of julian in March 1823
brought Mitford a welcome two hundred
pounds, but also a fierce critical attack. Mitford
seems to have agreed with Macready that the re-
view was sexist, and at once she proclaimed her in-
tention to continue to write on themes of grand
historical tragedy. Foscari, delayed at first by the co-
incidence of George Gordon, Lord Byron’s simul-
taneous presentation of a tragedy on the same sub-
ject, was further delayed by quarrels with the
actor Charles Kemble, who eventually played the
lead in a run of fifteen nights in November and
December 1826.

Mitford’s most substantial theatrical success
was Rienzi, which she finished by early 1825. A
nasty series of private and public squabbles de-
lJayed its production; at last the play was pro-
duced in October 1828 at Drury Lane theater,
with an wnknown young actress, Louisa Anne Phil-
lips; as the heroine. Rienzi ran to considerable criti-
cal praise, was often republished, and eventually
became a popular vehicle for the American ac-
tress Charlotte Cushman; Edward Bulwer-Lytton
referred to it with warm praise in the preface to
his novel on the same subject (Rienzi, 1835). But
even with this success, which kept the Mitford
household from dissolution, dramatic work cost
Mitford, as she wrote in a 4 December 1825 let-
ter to Talfourd, “perpetual anxiety & constant dis-
appointment.” Even so, she kept writing for the
stage: three more plays (Inez de Castro [1841] and
two that remained unperformed—Gasion de
Blondeville and Otio of Wittlesbach, both first pub-
lished in Dramatic Works [1854]). She also wrote a li-
bretto for an opera (Sadak and Kalasrade, 1835).
The music for the opera was written by a young
Reading amateur, Charles Parker, and achieved
something less than success.
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The period of Mitford’s struggles to make a
living through the theater was also the period of
her most productive work in prose. She briefly
considered writing novels, but gave up, imagin-
ing them compared to the prose of Jane Austen:
“I know how utterly contemptible they will be,”
she wrote to Talfourd on 29 July 1825. In 1821,
on Talfourd’s advice (and conscious of Washing-
ton Irving’s success in Geoffrey Crayon’s Sketch
Book, 1819, 1820), she began to turn her consider-
able skill as a letter writer—her letters are witty,
observant, epigrammatic, engaging—to produc-
tion of prose pieces for the magazines. Four early
sketches were published by Thomas Campbell in
the New Monthly Magazine in 1821, but Campbell
subsequently rejected Mitford and Talfourd’s pro-
posal for a series of sketches on village life. The
first pieces of Qur Village were therefore pub-
lished in 1823 in an obscure journal, the Lady’s
Magazine, where their popularity significantly en-
larged the magazine’s subscriptions. When the edi-
tor absconded owing Mitford some forty pounds,
she began to think of publishing the prose pieces
herself, to recoup her loss. By mid 1824 the first
volume of Our Village, containing twenty-four
sketches, was published, and it sold well from the
first. By September 1824 the publisher asked her
for a second series, which was in print by 1826;
there were eventually to be five volumes pub-
lished at two-year intervals until 1832.

In Noctes Ambrosiane, Christopher North’s
“Shepherd” characterized the remarkable combi-
nation of wit and tenderness found throughout
Our Village: “She has an ee like a hawk’s, that
misses naething, however far aff—and yet like a
dove’s, that sees only what is nearest and dearest,
and round about the hame-circle o’ its central
nest” (Blackwood’s Magazine, March 1829). In-
deed, this observer of village life—as indistinguish-
able from the real Mitford as Childe Harold
from Byron—is vital, social, chatty, acute, caring.
Her personal life—a father to care for, a cottage
and its garden to tend, her former home in all
its grandeur not far off—is present but not con-
suming, for it is the lives of others that fill these
sketches: blacksmith, cobbler, cricketers, farmers,
maids, tradesmen, odd-jobbers. Like the journals
of Dorothy Wordsworth, Mitford’s sketches are
filled with the stories of those she encounters on
walks, social calls, and errands; unlike the jour-
nals, of course, these stories are developed over
time, anecdotes that become narrations, fleshed
out with beginnings, middles, and endings.
Harriet Martineau, in her memoir of Mitford, as-
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serted that Our Village uses an easier, less challeng-
ing form than fiction, that there is in the form a
lowering of standards, necessitated by the real-
life demands placed on the writer by her father
and her finances. But this view does not do jus-
tice to the precise control of point of view, the care-
ful framing through the activity and interest of
the observer-persona, and the craftedly unobtru-
sive style. Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s praise of
Mitford’s “Dutch minuteness” is perhaps more
apt.

Mitford’s updating of the urbane wit of the
mid eighteenth century forms a surprising vehi-
cle for the inherently sentimental and pictur-
esque subject matter—country scenery and life.
A cottage in the forest receives a skillful descrip-
tion in the mode of the Romantic picturesque:

a picture of a place, with its French windows and
verandahs, its trellis and 'porch covered with cle-
matis and jesamine, its baby-house conservatory
and its miniature lawn. It was situated in the
midst of woody, winding lanes, lost, as it were, in
the labyrinths of our rich and intricate country,
with an open grove of noble beeches on one side
of it, and a clear stream, crossed by a winding
bridge, on the other.

But after this obviously warm observation of a
pretty scene, the persona pointedly and wittily un-
dercuts the sentimentality of her description:

It seemed a spot made expressly for brides and
bridegrooms, doomed, by the inexorable laws of
fashion, to four weeks of connubial felicity, to
get creditably weary of solitude and of each
other.

This acute narrator takes subjects of apparent or-
dinariness (the life of an insignificant crossroads
village, the courtships of servant girls, the short-
term lease of a cottage in the woods) and reveals
their importance, not by commenting explicitly
but by telling the stories that lie behind the sub-
jects. The important themes of Gur Village are
found, not surprisingly, in the interests of the
observer-narrator and developed in the stories
she tells: the dignity of working-class life; the diffi-
culties of courtship and marriage choices for ser-
vant women; the powerful influence of marital sta-
tus on individuals of both genders and all classes;
the importance of age—childhood, adolescence,
young adulthood, old age—in the moral and eco-
nomic choices of everyday life; the difficult interac-
tion between established gentry, urban nouveau
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riche, and village labor; the steady pressure on vil-
lage life exerted by national economic change
and proximity to the swelling city of London.

There are ample evidences in Our Village of
the tensions of post-1815 England, above all the
pressure of time and change on individuals and
communities; yet these evidences are mediated
by the exceptionally calm, almost unchanging nar-
rator, one who, not unlike the poetic voice of
Wordsworth, feels change deeply and insists
upon a compensatory continuity. Mitford’s sketch
“Lucy” ends with such 2 moment: Lucy, the narra-
tor’s servant, a lively, gossiping and flirtatious
girl, is jilted by her beau, a handsome tailor from
London whose business in the village fails. On
the rebound, she marries a pleasant enough, but
pedantic, schoolteacher and moves to the city of
S--- [old Sarum?)]. There “Mitford” visits her, sad- -
dened at the change she finds in Lucy: “She, a
schoolmistress, a keeper of silence, a maintainer
of discipline, a scolder, a punisher! Ah! she’
would rather be scolded herself; it would be a
far lighter punishment.” But this change, though
involving loss for both Lucy and herself, is recog-
nized as necessary, for it has made Lucy indepen-
dent of servitude and given her the pleasure of
her own house: ‘

What a pleasure it is to see Lucy presiding in
that parlor, in all the glory of her honest affec-
ton and warm hospitality, making tea for the
three guests whom she loves best in the world,
vaunting with courteous pride her home-made
bread and her fresh butter, yet thinking nothing
good enough for the occasion; smiling and glow-
ing, and looking the very image of beautiful hap-
piness. Such a moment almost consoles us for los-
ing her.

After tea, Mitford walks us through the old ruins
in which the town of §--- and Lucy’s new home
are built, evoking again the themes of time,
change, and loss, but this time romantically. The
essay ends:

Nothing can be finer than the mixture of those
varied greens, so crisp and life-like, with the crum-
bling grey stone; nothing more perfectly in har-
mony with the solemn beauty of the place, than
the deep cooings of the wood-pigeons, who
abound in the walls. I know no pleasure so in-
tense, so soothing, so apt to bring sweet tears
into the eyes, or to awaken thoughts that “Tie too
deep for tears,” as a walk around the old city on
a fine summer evening. A ride to S--- was always
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Mitford’s cottage at Three Mile Cross, circa 1836 (lithograph by E. Havell)

delightful to me, even before it became the resi-
dence of Lucy; it is now my prime festival.

The quote from Lyrical Ballads, followed by the
echo of the Immortality Ode in the final word of
the essay (“festival”), implies that these sketches
are structured on an aesthetic more demanding
than may be apparent from their “charming” ap-
pearance.

Mitford’s work in the prose sketch contin-
ued after the five volumes of Qur Village, with
Belford Regis; or, Sketches of a Country Town (1835)
and Country Stories (1837). Neither is as inventive
or as aptly composed as Our Village, though both
met with decent commercial and critical success
and helped to keep the wolf from the cottage
door. The project of Belford Regis—the descrip-
tion of life in nearby Reading—is interesting as a
precursor of later nineteenth-century market-
town fictions, but the sketches, while in places
witty and observant like those of Qur Village,
seem less convincing as a whole, missing the
ruth of their overall subject, a rapidly growing
trading town not far from London. Mitford was
hampered by the frenetic and demanding condi-
tions of life at the cottage, with an ever more de-
manding father. Her mother died in January
1830, but Dr. Mitford lived on in the care of his
daughter until 1842. She may also have been re-
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stricted. by nostalgia, writing with, as she says,
“the peculiar tastes and old-fashioned predilec-
tions” of one who remembers the Reading of
forty years earlier.

Other literary enterprises of her later years
include the editing of several volumes of stories
about life in the United States. Mitford’s strong in-
terest in American literature led also to correspon-
dence and visits with American men and women
of letters, many of whose careers were advanced
by Mitford’s essays and anthologies; these Ameri-
can connections included James Greenleaf Whit-
tier, Oliver Wendell Holmes, Henry Wadsworth
Longfellow, Dapiel Webster, Catharine Maria
Sedgwick, and Nathaniel Hawthorne, whose
work Mitford actively promoted and whose visit
she was disappointed to miss. Increasingly con-
nected and recognized in the literary world,
Mitford became a close and confidential friend
of Elizabeth Barrett (though not of her husband,
Robert Browning), and their extensive correspon-
dence, which began in 1836, is well known.
Edmund Gosse claimed that Mitford was responsi-
ble for the first publication, in 1847, of Barrett’s
Sonnets to the Portuguese (1850}, but John Carter
and Graham Pollard’s bibliographic investigations
have revealed this “publication” to be a forgery
by T. J. Wise. A less disputed connection with
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Barrett is that the famous lapdog Flush began do-
mestic literary life at Three Mile Cross and went
to Wimpole Street as a gift from Mitford.

In 1837 Mitford was asked to edit Finden’s

Tableaux, a series of elegant “coffee-table” antholo-
gies of poems, sketches, and engravings, drawing
on her widening circle of literary friends for mate-
rial. In the same year Mitford was given a state
pension, and in 1842 a private subscription was
raised to help her pay the debts left after her fa-
ther’s death; the last decade of her life was rela-
tively free of financial worries. Her beloved cot-
tage, however, had so deteriorated that by 1851
she had to abandon it for another in Swal-
lowfield, about three miles further from Read-
ing. Invalided by an accident in her pony chaise,
she continued an active correspondence with
many friends until her death in January 1855.
Her final literary projects include the publication
in 1852 of Recollections of a Literary Life, a volume
of personal and anecdotal essays about her read-
ing and her acquaintances with literary figures,
.both English and American, and in 1854 of her
longest prose narrative, Atherton, comprising the
first of three volumes, of which the other two
were fugitive stories. Atherton, on which she had
worked sporadically and relictantly for years,
finds its strength in the descriptive vein of the vil-
lage sketches rather than in mastery of plot, inci-
dent, or character development.

Remembered largely in terms such as
“charming” and “pleasant,” Mitford’s prose
sketches are probably best seen not merely in
such nostalgic perspectives, but also as precursors
of the fictions of community that were to find
their English masters in such writers as Charles
Dickens and Elizabeth Gaskell, and a strong Amer-
ican life in the local-color writings of Harriet Bee-
cher Stowe and Sarah Orne Jewett.
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