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MICHAEL FIELD IN CONTEXT

Few authors attract as much fascination as ‘Michael Field’, the 
 collaborative pseudonym of Katharine Bradley (1846–1914) and Edith 
Cooper (1862–1913), an aunt and niece living and working together 
in devoted fellowship. As Michael Field, Bradley and Cooper 
 published over thirty volumes of poetry and verse drama across a 
career lasting from the 1880s to the 1910s. Here, chapters by thirty-
six experts introduce the historical and cultural contexts crucial to 
understanding Field’s work, including the late-Victorian aesthetic 
and decadent movements, �n-de-siècle poetry, and debates around 
gender and  sexuality. Michael Field’s connections with other authors, 
including Wilde, Pater, and New Women writers are also explored. 
Experimental in lyric poetry, ekphrasis, verse drama, and the prose 
poem, and fascinated by the ancient worlds of Greece, Rome and 
Egypt, the Renaissance, and the Romantic era, Michael Field’s work 
remains profoundly relevant to current debates, including ecology, 
race, empire, and gender non-conformity.
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2019).
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Preface

Questions of historical context, including to what extent one belongs to 
one’s own historical moment and how far one can break free of time, are 
at the very heart of Michael Field’s work. Although Katharine Bradley 
(1846–1914) and Edith Cooper (1862–1913) lived and wrote together as 
Michael Field in the latter half of the nineteenth century and the �rst two 
decades of the twentieth century, they frequently expressed a sense of being 
out of time, of not quite �tting into their own cultural moment. Instead, 
they looked to the past – writing verse dramas set in Ancient Greece and 
Rome, for instance, or penning lyrics modelled after Elizabethan songs – 
while also projecting themselves far into the future, towards a time where 
(they hoped) their genius would �nally be appreciated. �ey were encour-
aged in this belief by their mentor Robert Browning, who reassured them 
in 1888: ‘We must remember we are Michael Field. Again he said: Wait 
�fty years.’1 As Carolyn Dever observes in Chapter 2, they had to wait 
much longer than �fty years for their work to �nd its audience and to 
attract sustained critical attention. �e twenty-�rst century has seen ever-
increasing interest in these fascinating writers, demonstrated and further 
fuelled by a succession of monographs and other scholarship, suggesting 
that Michael Field’s moment has �nally arrived.

When considering the topic of Michael Field in context, one might 
then ask: which context? For it is true that Bradley and Cooper existed 
in a dizzying array of historical contexts – at least in the realms of their 
imaginations. As mentioned earlier, Bradley and Cooper were obsessed 
with past historical epochs, including Ancient Greece, Rome, Egypt, 
and Renaissance Italy, among other periods. As their joint diary Works 
and Days shows, much of their daily life was spent researching these past 
ages, through reading, study and even their own brand of idiosyncratic 
historical tourism, retracing the steps of the bygone �gures with whom 
they were fascinated. As readers will discover in Chapters 15–19 included 
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xvi Preface

in Part III, Michael Field repeatedly expressed an a£nity with the past, 
engaging in imaginative recreations of diverse historical periods in their 
plays and poetry. In doing so, they also forged their own mythic versions 
of these epochs, reinventing history in ways that re¤ected their own lives 
at the turn of the century.

In their �xation with the past, Michael Field were of course very much 
characteristic of their present. Many writers of the late nineteenth century, 
especially queer writers, used the past to re¤ect on contemporary culture 
and to forge an enabling sense of identity and community. As Chapters 
20–26 in Part IV reveal, Bradley and Cooper were immersed in a number 
of �n-de-siècle literary and artistic networks; they rubbed shoulders with 
the likes of Oscar Wilde, W. B. Yeats, Vernon Lee, William Archer, Lionel 
Johnson, and George Egerton (Mary Chavelita Dunne Bright); they were 
close friends with the artists Charles Ricketts and Charles Shannon, 
and the Georgian playwright �omas Sturge Moore (later their execu-
tor), among other important �gures, such as John Ruskin and Browning 
himself. As these connections suggest, Michael Field were in¤uenced by 
the late-Victorian movements of aestheticism, decadence and the New 
Woman, however reluctantly and ambivalently they reacted to these phe-
nomena (they shunned Egerton’s experimental �ction, for instance, and 
withdrew their contribution to �e Yellow Book). Although they were well 
connected and active participants in the cultural ferment of the 1890s, 
Bradley and Cooper frequently felt isolated and unappreciated, especially 
due to the negative reviews that they received. �is led them to repudiate 
their own era; consider, for example, Bradley’s diary entry of 1892, written 
in response to the death of Alfred, Lord Tennyson:

And so closes the Victorian epoch. – It is an epoch already yesterday: it is 
for us, England’s living, & yet unspent poets to make all things new. We are 
for the morning – the nineteenth century thinks it has no poets – nothing 
to lose – verily it has nothing: for we are not of it – we shake the dust of our 
feet from it, and pass on into the twentieth century.2

As this passage suggests, Michael Field saw hope in the dawning of a new 
century, although they approached modernity with the same degree of 
ambivalence with which they approached practically everything else. As 
Cooper re¤ected in 1893, after seeing a play by Henrik Ibsen: ‘I still do not 
yet realise where modernity is taking me … But I do not get frightened – I 
maintain a resolute patience.’3 As Chapter 28 shows, Michael Field’s atti-
tude to modernity was paradoxical – yet Bradley and Cooper were never 
ones to join any movement or group without quibble or complaint.
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 Preface xvii

In line with their habitually mixed feelings, although they renounced 
their own cultural moment, Bradley and Cooper also at times portrayed 
themselves as attached to, and part of, the Victorian age, for better or 
worse. �ey expressed this sense of belonging at the very moment when 
that age was waning. For example, Bradley responded to the death of 
Queen Victoria in 1901: ‘She sweeps away with her in to the locked land 
my life, my youth, my breathing. I have no allegiance to any other. I love 
her. She is as simply my Queen as God is my God.’4 But although Michael 
Field became more cynical about the twentieth century as it progressed, 
their work also displays many of the traits we associated with literary mod-
ernism, seeking, continually, to ‘make all things new’.5

Michael Field’s multifaceted relationship to time is not the only chal-
lenge that Bradley and Cooper present to those who wish to contextualise 
their work. Another thorny question arises: whose context are we trac-
ing here; Bradley’s, Cooper’s, Michael Field’s – all of the above? Bradley 
and Cooper’s collaborative persona as Michael Field, not to mention 
their later forays as the anonymous ‘author of Borgia’, overturns ideas 
of a writer’s traditional ‘life and times’, notions that implicitly hinge on 
assumptions about the singular (likely male), authorial genius. Does an 
imaginary authorial persona like Michael Field, an individual that did 
not exist in the ‘real world’, even have a historical context? Further, when 
we consider gender, we might ask: are we contextualising a male author, 
a female author, or authors; should we speak of his context, her context, 
or theirs?

Michael Field were initially viewed as male and in this sense, we should 
bear in mind contexts around Victorian masculinity and male-orientated 
literary traditions when approaching this work. When ‘his’ �rst works 
were published, Michael Field was heralded as a new Shakespeare for the 
nineteenth century; �e Spectator detected in Callirrhoë (1884) ‘the ring of 
a new voice which is likely to be heard far and wide among the English-
speaking peoples’, while �e Athenæum praised the work’s ‘Shakespearean 
penetration’.6 Writers such as Marc-André Ra¦alovich wrote enthusiastic 
letters to Michael Field, with an edge of ¤irtation, later hastily retracted 
(Ra¦alovich apologises: ‘I thought I was writing to a boy, to a young 
man of my age’).7 Even once Michael Field’s ‘true’ identity was revealed, 
Bradley and Cooper continued to associate primarily with decadent male 
circles. In contrast, their relations with other women, particularly women 
writers, were often tense – they condemned Egerton, were jealous of Olive 
Schreiner, disliked Vernon Lee and had a fractious friendship with the art 
historian Mary Costelloe (later Berenson).8
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Michael Field radically challenge notions of gendered literary tradi-
tion, including some of the tenets of feminist literary theory. Bradley 
and Cooper saw themselves as geniuses, and the names they wished to be 
grouped among were those of men – Shakespeare, Milton, Wordsworth, 
Tennyson, Browning – with the exception of Sappho. �at being said, 
once their pseudonym was unmasked, they were read and reviewed as 
women writers. As they feared, their works were treated di¦erently when 
their ‘feminine authorship’ was revealed; a review of Long Ago, for exam-
ple, turned away in disgust, declaring ‘the taste of mankind has always 
revolted from the unrestrained expression by a woman of the passion of 
love’ – an implied rejection of the authors’ passion, as well as Sappho’s.9 
�eir play Stephania (1892), concerning rape and revenge, was attacked 
by critics and deemed ‘unseemly’.10 Later works were met with critical 
silence, a neglect that Michael Field felt even more keenly than critique. 
�ough they grumbled about the behaviour of liberated women (Egerton 
and Schreiner, for instance), Bradley and Cooper were writing at a time 
when women (at least white, middle-class women) experienced greater 
degrees of freedom. �ey were bene�ciaries of a college education and 
of an unchaperoned, �nancially independent existence. As Cooper wrote 
in their diary after completing the 1901 census: ‘I write myself as head 
of house, & … entertain as guest or lodger the choicest of my sex – the 
Beloved One, Single & F. – even as I am.’11 As LeeAnne M. Richardson 
a£rms: ‘Bradley and Cooper lived New Woman lives: they de�ed uncon-
genial gender categories, asserting their right to education, to speaking 
their minds.’12

We should be wary, then, of viewing ‘Michael Field’ as a cloak that 
Bradley and Cooper hid behind, to shield them from the world. Instead, 
they saw their authorial persona as a way of immersing themselves further 
in the world, gaining experience and freeing themselves from ‘drawing 
room conventionalities’.13 And free themselves they did, as their exten-
sive diary Works and Days attests; travelling to Europe, attending exhibi-
tions and salons in London, and eventually realising their long-held dream 
of living together as a ‘married’ couple at 1, �e Paragon in Richmond, 
London. �e diaries are the workshop where Bradley and Cooper’s experi-
ences are distilled into art and infused into their writings as Michael Field. 
But these freedoms – to travel and to live independently of family – were, 
signi�cantly, only possible after the death of Cooper’s mother and father. 
�is fact should give us pause and remind us that, for all their assertions of 
oneness, Bradley and Cooper are two di¦erent people. Cooper’s context is 
somewhat di¦erent from Bradley’s, and vice versa. Sixteen years younger, 
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Cooper does not, for example, mourn Queen Victoria’s death in the same 
way Bradley does; she is (at times) less pessimistic about modernity, and 
she is the �rst to convert to Catholicism, with Bradley following reluc-
tantly. As several contributors to this volume propose and demonstrate, 
examining Bradley and Cooper’s diverse perspectives disrupts Michael 
Field’s oft-repeated claims to unity, statements that have served to obscure 
their di¦erences.

Finally, with these generational di¦erences in mind, a source of concern 
to many readers is the incestual nature of Bradley and Cooper’s relation-
ship. While there are a growing number of scholarly re¤ections on this 
topic, Bradley and Cooper’s lesbianism or queerness still tends to take 
centre stage, while the incestuous aspect of their relationship as aunt and 
niece is sidelined.14 While there is no direct evidence that Cooper was 
unconsenting, or that Bradley was abusive, it is important to acknowledge 
the possibly coercive dynamic of this relationship. �at being said, nei-
ther Bradley and Cooper, nor their family members, seemed to have had 
concerns about the incestual dimension of their intimacy – or if they did, 
these anxieties are encoded and couched very subtly in the letters and dia-
ries (as Sharon A. Bickle’s Chapter 3 shows). Faced with gaps, omissions 
and things we simply cannot know for certain, perhaps the best we can do 
is conclude that Michael Field are queer in ways that are exciting, appeal-
ing and that speak to our present moment – their lifelong dedication to 
one another, and their steadfast determination to shape life according to 
their own desires, for instance – but they are also queer in ways that are 
alienating, problematic and deeply disturbing. As Tom Floyd re¤ects, in 
an interview about staging Michael Field’s biography as an opera: ‘[I]t 
is not for us to o¦er a judgment. What we wanted to do was to present 
their story … and to let the audience interact with that story’ (page 334). 
Similarly, to present Michael Field’s work in context is to encourage read-
ers to interact with both their lives and their writing and to form their own 
judgements.

As the reader will discover in the chapters that follow, ultimately Michael 
Field were ahead of their time, of their time, and completely out of time. 
Bradley and Cooper consistently gazed Janus-faced both forwards and 
backwards into the vistas of history that lay behind and before them. �ey 
were certainly correct that the true appreciation of Michael Field’s  writings 
may reside in a future moment – a future that is still unfolding. With 
Works and Days now online and in the process of digitisation, scholarship 
on Michael Field is set to grow and expand exponentially in a variety of 
potentially unpredictable directions. As their lives and work become more 
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widely known, Bradley and Cooper’s writing and biography will provide 
rich material for creative response and reinterpretation – as recently seen 
in Veritable Michael, the opera and accompanying podcast that tells their 
story. Looking ahead, I see novels, plays, even �lms and television shows, 
inspired by Michael Field and their work on the horizon. With such spec-
ulations in mind, I conclude with a quotation from Michael Field’s post-
humously published play, In the Name of Time (1919): ‘Time works such 
wonders / If we will give him time to work them in.’15
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Note on the Text

�e majority of archival materials relating to Michael Field (Katharine 
Bradley and Edith Cooper) are housed in the British Library, London 
and the Bodleian Library, Oxford. Endnote references to quotations from 
Katharine Bradley and Edith Cooper’s collaborative diary Works and Days 
refer to the twenty-nine volumes held in the British Library Western 
Manuscripts collection, Add MS 46776–46804. Folio numbers refer to 
the handwritten folio numbers on the top right-hand corner of each 
page, recto to the right-hand numbered page, and verso to the reverse 
unnumbered left-hand page. Diary references also indicate whether the 
handwriting of the entry is Katharine Bradley’s (KB) or Edith Cooper’s 
(EC), with additional explanation where required (when Bradley is writ-
ing words dictated by Cooper, for instance). Quotations from the diaries 
in this volume generally do not indicate deletions found in the origi-
nal diary text, unless these are signi�cant to the critical interpretation. 
�e diaries of Michael Field can be found in digital form at: https://
michael�elddiary.dartmouth.edu/home
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