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[Who Are These People?]1 

* * * 
Regret is strengthened when we compare her [Mansfield’s] 
stories with Chekhov’s, under whose influence much of her work 
was done. After him, she concentrated on the “moment of truth” 
rather than on plot or even character in her stories; more 
precisely she sought to isolate the cry of ecstasy or the cry of fear 
or loneliness in her people. (It is untrue, incidentally, that her 
stories have no plots; this is true only of her imitators who 
disastrously misread her work and lacked her talent as a story-
teller.) But in Chekhov we find an indispensable element which 
is strong in his writing and weak in hers: the sense of a country, 
a place; the sense of the unseen characters, the anonymous 
people, what we may call “the others,” from which the people of 
his stories are taken. Katherine Mansfield’s At the Bay is one of 
the minor masterpieces of our language – but who are these 
people, who are their neighbours, what is the world they belong 
to? We can scarcely guess. Too self-sufficiently, they drop out of 
the sky and fill the little canvas. There is no silent character in 
the background. True, there is the mystery of life and death, 
suggested by the grandmother’s memories of her dead son. But 
in a story like Chekhov’s The Steppe2 there is something else 
besides the mystery of life and death: Russia, the condition of 
Russia, is the silent character, always haunting us. And this is so 
true of the bulk of Chekhov’s work, that one is led to an 
important conclusion about what is called “the plotless” short 
story: this kind of story depends upon its power to suggest 

                                                   
1   From “Books in General,” review of The Collected Stories of Katherine 

Mansfield, New Statesman, 2 February 1946: 87.  Reprinted by permission 
of the New Statesman. 

2   A story of Chekhov’s published in 1888. [Editor] 

things more mysterious or more powerful than itself. There are 
gaps and silences in the “plotless” short story: fatally limiting, if 
we do not detect in those silences the murmur of a containing 
society of other human beings. Katherine Mansfield’s own 
rootlessness, her fretful attempts to break down her isolation 
from her country, by purifying and isolating herself, made her 
the kind of writer who draws in her horns. It is significant that 
she criticised Virginia Woolf for being a “deliberate” writer. 
 
 All the same, it is idle to blame (or to praise) writers for 
limitations which may be due to their position in society or their 
time. We have the virtues of our shortcomings; and good writing 
is the fruit of a struggle with total disadvantages. Out of the 
impossible comes the best. When we take Katherine Mansfield’s 
stories as they are, we see what original and sometimes 
superlative use she made of herself. Rootless, isolated, puritan, 
catty, repentantly over-fond? She made stories as clear as glass. 
Isolated, she seeks to describe how people feel and think when 
they are alone. Can one find a more precise portrait of a play-
acting, adolescent girl than Beryl in At the Bay, a more terrifying 
notion of what it may be like to be a cynical woman of a certain 
age than Mrs. Harry Kember in the same story:   . . . 

* * * 

 
We see through all these people, one by one, as they will never 
see through themselves. And Stanley Burnell, the back-slapping, 
go-getting business man with his awful energy and his 
hopelessly egotistical remorse, provides another light on the 
desire for isolation. It is Romantic – life-wish as well as death-
wish: his morning bathe is ruined because his neighbour has got 
into the Pacific Ocean before him. The Pacific has been spoiled. 
It is like being beaten on the customer’s doorstep by your 
competitor. Katherine Mansfield may have rejected an 
enormous amount of material; but she did get that key 
character, the business man, into her doll’s house. 
 



V.S. Pritchett on Katherine Mansfield (From the Norton Critical Edition) p. 2 

 It is a truism – but one so neglected by writers of short 
stories that one must repeat it – that the telling of stories, plot or 
no plot, depends upon the writer’s use of surprise. In the 
“plotless” story, one must move from one unexpected word, 
image or sentence, to the next, even less expected, and all must 
be effortless, limpid, quick. In this sparkling quality Katherine 
Mansfield excelled when she was at her best – and I would put 
Prelude, At the Bay, The Daughters of the Late Colonel, The 
Woman at the Store, Pictures, The Garden Party, and The Little 
Governess in this class – and here she added something to the 
technique of story writing. I am thinking of the grace with which 
she drops dramatically back into the past or slides into the 
thoughts and daydreams of her characters. Her writing changes 
its landscapes as noiselessly as they are changed in our minds 
and with the alacrity of Nature. The young girl acting her 
imaginary life before the mirror, then catching herself at it, 
repenting, vowing she will never do such a thing again, 
beginning to act once more in the middle of her remorse, and 
then going down to the drawing-room to pose without knowing 
it – all those subtle changes which another writer would analyse, 
argue or edge with a moral, glance and flutter with the freedom 
of a bird passing through sunlight and shadow. The vulgar 
daydreams, the poor thoughts of Miss Moss, who can’t get a job, 
and who becomes a prostitute, are just as adroitly caught. Every 
sentence astonishes. 

* * * 

 Katherine Mansfield liquefied the short story. She destroyed 
many of its formal conventions. She cut out the introductions, 
the ways and means which are simply barriers. She cut across 
country, following a line which must have seemed erratic to her 
early readers, but which is really the direct line. Her early 
sketches, In a German Pension, which are very uneven, though 
not all as poor as she thought them, show how much of this 
quickness she owed to listening to people talk. She learned that 
one or two lines of talk can displace whole paragraphs of 
description or narrative argument. And she learned, too, how a 

spoken sentence may start the speaker’s own mind on to things 
absurdly, poetically, strangely at variance with what he or she 
has said. She caught lives as they dissolved and formed again, 
and made her stories, very often, about the disparate selves 
which were set free in the process. 
 
 Scratchy and arch, slick and gossipy, mimsy, Katherine 
Mansfield’s manner often was; but the revived art of writing 
short stories has not, on the whole, drawn the most useful 
conclusions from her work. Her sensibility, her waywardness 
were not transferable; but her economy, the boldness of her 
comic gift, her speed, her dramatic changes of the point of 
interest, her power to dissolve and reassemble character and 
situation by a few lines, or to excite by an image, are things that 
might have been studied more closely. Twenty years after her 
death it is too soon to define her place, for the sound of our early 
reading of her work still bewilders and dulls our ear; I fancy her 
tone will recover some of its early hardness and integrity as time 
goes on; and I am sure that she is one of those key writers who 
in their generation mark a new point of departure. 
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