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  [Access article in PDF]  Autobiography in Fragments:
 The Elusive Life of Edith Simcox 
  Rosemarie Bodenheimer 
 
  The January 1870 issue of the North British Review carried a long, learned historical-theoretical essay entitled "Autobiographies." Though its confident generalizations and Johnsonian syntax hardly seem the work of a literary novice, it marked the writer's first substantial appearance in print. The essay proposes a three-stage history of autobiography "corresponding roughly to Comte's three historic periods": first, the epic story of a heroic life written with "primitive energy"; then, the realistic narrative in which a man stands as a representative of his age; and finally, the more problematic category of post-Romantic autobiography. The modern autobiographer was, it seemed, trapped in an Arnoldian era of "decaying originality" in which the self and the world could come into no satisfactory relation. He was forced "to chronicle thought instead of action, changes of opinion instead of succeeding experience, or else to represent the influences of imaginary circumstances upon a real mind" ("Autobiographies" 530). The irresolute subjectivity of the third phase is clearly rendered as a matter for dismay.1
 The writer of this apparently magisterial essay was a twenty-five- year-old woman called Edith Jemima Simcox. Born in 1844, she was the youngest of three children and the only girl in an upper-middle-class London family. Her brothers were educated at Oxford; both became Fellows of Queen's College. The elder, Augustus, developed a reputation as a brilliant classical scholar as well as an eccentric; the younger, William, took orders and served as rector of a College living at Weyhill (McKenzie 1-3). Edith herself belonged to a generation whose daughters, perhaps even younger sisters, could go to women's colleges; she was writing her review of autobiographies just at the time Girton opened its doors. University would have been a natural step for this [End Page 399] philosophically inclined young woman had she been born a few years later than she was. Instead, she stayed home, kept house for her widowed mother and brothers, read extensively, learned several languages, sprinkled her work with Latin and Greek epigraphs, and began her public life writing as a man and working as a radical socialist reformer. The idealization of ancient men of action in "Autobiographies" marks not only a common trope of decadence or "decline" in mid-Victorian letters, but also a genuine personal dilemma: what was this ambitious young woman to do? What would an adequate life plot look like? She revered action, eschewed marriage, and repeatedly described herself as "half a man" (Autobiography of a Shirtmaker [AS] 4), but she was in fact a small, shy, intellectual, self-conscious spinster. There is more than a little self-projection in her description of modern autobiographers who could find no satisfactory connection between the self and the external world. And there is more than a little repressed desire for autobiography in the sentence which ends the essay with an abrupt rejection of "the crowd of inferior littérateurs who, wishing to write a book, take the first worthless subject that comes to hand" ("Autobiographies" 561).
 Edith Simcox was all too prone to describe herself as a "worthless subject," but she was also determined to discover forms of writing that would allow her to express the experience of a woman who both believed and resisted most of the standard autobiographical plots available to a Victorian woman. She is best known as the young woman who loved George Eliot, and who kept a secret journal in which she poured out—in a fashion embarrassing to many of its readers—the pain and passion of her unrequited love.2 Autobiography of a Shirtmaker, as she called the journal, is better read as a struggle with George Eliot, or at least with those normative ideals that George Eliot had fashioned into the overt ethical philosophy of her novels and into the public persona of her final decade. It is my purpose here to treat the journal as a record of that struggle, and as an...
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