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A Discussion of the Presentation of Identity and Self in ‘Miss Brill’ and Happy Days
During the height of the literary modernist period Katherine Mansfield wrote many short stories before she died aged just 34 in 1923.   To present day readers her literary input forms a significant contribution to what came to be seen as ‘the triumph of the revolution that we now call modernism.’[footnoteRef:1]  This period was a time when writers and artists in the aftermath of the war years wanted to, in the famous book title of writer Ezra Pound, ‘make it new’.[footnoteRef:2]  This focus upon change in a world which jostled  between the past of Victorian values, morality and tradition and the advancement of industrialisation and science, continued for several more decades and in the mid twentieth century Samuel Beckett also aimed to ‘find a form that accommodated the mess’.[footnoteRef:3]  At a time now seen as being on the cusp of the postmodern period, the search for different answers to fundamental questions were still present.  Norman Cantor points out that one of the main characteristics of modernist writing was the discovery of ‘a different self’ and the ‘existential discovery of a deeper, mythic, more human self’[footnoteRef:4] and this essay explores the presentation of identity in Mansfield’s short story ‘Miss Brill’ published in 1920 and Beckett’s play Happy Days in 1961.  These texts, despite being written several decades apart both present a ‘fifty something’ woman; Miss Brill and Winnie in Happy Days are only presented with their surname and first name respectively and neither are given specific ages, backgrounds or histories. This essay explores the presentation of these characters in terms of their illustrations of the concepts of identity and ‘self’ against the backdrop of the early and late modernist period.  [1:   Chris Baldick, The Modern Movement: 1910-1940  (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004) p.3]  [2:  Ezra Pound, Make It New, Essays by Ezra Pound (Faber and Faber Ltd, 1934)]  [3:  Samuel Beckett cited in Jane Alison Hale, The Broken Window, Beckett’s Dramatic Perspective (Indiana: Purdue University Press, 1987) p.2]  [4:  Norman Cantor, Twentieth-Century Culture: Modernism to Deconstruction (New York: Peter Lang, 1988) p.43] 

Nancy Gray points out that  ‘women writers in the early twentieth century (had) an unprecedented opportunity to put the ‘self’ on the page as never before – to re-imagine it, subvert it, and displace it with far more interesting conceptions of human complexity’.[footnoteRef:5]  Mansfield took this opportunity to explore the question of identity through the eponymous protagonist of ‘Miss Brill’, whose character emerges primarily through the use of free indirect narration.  Miss Brill’s trail of thoughts quickly ensues which enables the reader to enter and experience the character’s mind: [5:  Nancy Gray ‘Un-Defining the Self in the Stories of Katherine Mansfield’ in Katherine Mansfield and Literary Modernism ed. by Janet Wilson, Susan Reid and Gerri Kimber (London: Continuum Books, 2011) p. 79  ] 

She glanced, sideways, at the old couple.  Perhaps they would go soon.  Last Sunday, too, hadn’t been as interesting as usual.  An Englishman and his wife, he wearing a dreadful Panama hat and she button boots.  And she’d gone on the whole time about how she ought to wear spectacles; she knew she needed them; but that it was no good getting any; they’d be sure to break and they’d never keep on.  And he’d been so patient.  He’d suggested everything – gold rims, the kind that curved round your ears, little pads inside the bridge.  No, nothing would please her.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Katherine Mansfield, ‘Miss Brill’ in The Garden Party and Other Stories (London: Penguin Books, 1997) p.111] 

As Miss Brill thinks about the couple from last week, the ‘self’ is presented as an ever changing, fluid process of thoughts; indeed, as she converses with herself, her ‘selves’ are foregrounded.  The fact that she had gone out to the same place ‘last Sunday’ demonstrates her habitual nature whilst her opinion about the wife’s response to her husband shows her views regarding their conversation.  The reader also discovers that Miss Brill obviously dislikes Panama hats and also, her ability to draw a firm conclusion about the woman she heard last week as she decides that ‘nothing would please her’.  Thus, this use of free indirect narration demonstrates thought processes which divert from one thought to another; at this particular point, although her initial thought stems from the memory of the couple’s conversation, Miss Brill’s mind moves quickly towards forming an opinion upon headwear.  The effects of this narration exposes readers to a commentary which enables them to form their own opinions about who Miss Brill is.   Such a move towards free indirect narration thus provided a window to the thoughts and feelings of an individual, which mirrored a society where the focus on having a greater understanding of perception and consciousness was growing. 

Whereas ‘Miss Brill’ employs mainly free indirect narration, Happy Days provides a prime example of the stream of consciousness technique that was initially used at the beginning of the twentieth century.  In ‘Act One’ Winnie moves from one subject to another:
	…Ah yes, so little to say, so little to do, and the fear so great, certain days, of finding oneself…..left, with hours still to run, before the bell for sleep and nothing more to say, nothing more to do,  that the days go by, certain days go by, quite by, the bell goes, and little or nothing is said, little or nothing done. [Raising parasol].  That is the danger. [Turning front].  To be guarded against. [She gazes front, holding up parasol with right hand.  Maximum pause.] I used to perspire freely. [Pause].  Now hardly at all. [Pause]. The heat is much greater. [Pause].  The perspiration much less.  [Pause]. That is what I find so wonderful. [Pause].  The way man adapts himself. [footnoteRef:7] [7:  Samuel Beckett, Happy Days, in Samuel Beckett, The Complete Dramatic Works, (London: Faber and Faber 2006)  p.152] 

As Winnie’s comments upon the passing of her day, then the act of perspiration which she feels changes as one ages, and then to ‘the way man adapts himself’ it demonstrates, in a similar way to Miss Brill, a human mind whose thought processes deviate from any particular order.  Again, like Miss Brill, Winnie’s mind appears as one that is an ever changing, somewhat random entity. Significantly the repeated pauses that occur throughout Winnie’s speech simultaneously fragment but also create some order regarding Winnie’s words as they regularly and rhythmically punctuate what she says.  Thus, although Winnie’s ‘stream’ of words which suggest that the human psyche is one which is fragmented and even potentially unstable, the pauses, which continue throughout the play, enable the reader to gain some coherence from her thoughts despite their erraticism.  The pauses thus work on a stylistic level in the text to aid cohesion; it is significant however, that as the play continues, the pauses become longer and thus the suggestion that Winnie’s identity will become weaker and weaker is foregrounded.

In terms of the character of Miss Brill, it is useful to consider the impact of Henri Bergson’s ideas upon how one experiences life.  Bergson foregrounded a different way of looking at how we exist in terms of time which had a significant impact on how the ‘self’ could be viewed.   In the early part of the twentieth century Bergson stated:
With the immediate and present data of our senses we mingle a thousand details of our past experience.  In most cases these memories supplant our actual perceptions, of which we then retain only a few hints, thus using them merely as ‘signs’ that recall to us former images. Even the length of a perception does not in the least alter this character, for “however brief we suppose any perception to be, it always occupies a certain duration, and involves consequently an effort of memory which prolongs one into another a plurality of moments”.  It is this perpetual lengthening shadow of memories over our present experience that blurs the boundaries between the past, present and future, for what else is the present if not the invisible progress of the past gnawing into the future?[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Henri Bergson cited in Shiv K. Kumar,  Bergson and the Stream of Consciousness Novel  (New York: New York University Press, 1963) p.26   ] 


In ‘Miss Brill’, the use of free indirect narration certainly enables a variety of perceptions to emanate. Despite the ‘action’ taking place over the brief time of one afternoon, Miss Brill experiences a multitude of perceptions which blur ‘past, present and future’.   Her outing refers her thoughts back to the Sunday before as she notices the conductor’s new coat, her ‘special’ seat and her memory of last week where a couple’s conversation had somewhat annoyed her.    Later, her mind wanders back to thoughts of the elderly man that she reads to.  Thus these perceptions frequently recall memories and within the framework of Bergson’s theory it suggests that man does not experience time in a linear, ongoing fashion.  Instead of a chronological experience as depicted by previous realist novelists, his ideas suggest a very different experience which the character of Miss Brill embodies.  Not only does such foregrounding of a lack of linearity subvert society’s drive towards progress in the early twentieth century, it also once again, suggests that Miss Brill’s ‘identity’ is ever changing as every second shows the experiencing of a different perception as well as another addition to her memory bank.   Such a portrayal of identity as fluid, subjective and transient foregrounds the ideological viewpoint of the time to discover and portray the depths of human identity.   

The work of Marcel Proust has frequently been associated with that of Bergson’s, albeit with some differences, and it is significant that Beckett read Proust and his ideas upon the experiencing of time.   P. H. Collins points out that Beckett surmised that Proust’s characters were ‘victims of time’ who were ‘no longer what (they) were one second ago, for by the continual piling up of intellectual impressions (their) being (was) changing’.[footnoteRef:9]    Such comments, which can be aligned with those of Bergson’s, are also shown in Happy Days through the stream of consciousness which enables such ‘piling up’ to take place as Winnie jumps from one subject to another.   It is significant that the bell appears to be out of reach from Winnie which suggests that she has no control over the time frames in which she lives her life.  The past can also be seen to play a large part;  Winnie repeatedly refers to ‘the old style’,[footnoteRef:10]   thus like Miss Brill,  harks back to her memories of the past.  Winnie also frequently tries to remember or asks Willie if he can remember events from the past as she questions ‘remember Brownie Willie?  Remember how you used to keep on at me to take it away from you?’[footnoteRef:11]   Winnie’s thoughts about the future also affect her present as she states that ‘it will be no hotter tomorrow than today’[footnoteRef:12] and thus like Miss Brill, her experiencing of time implies that her present consciousness is one that is not only constantly changing but also strongly affected by the past and future.  Thus, decades on from Mansfield’s probing into the construction of ‘self’ and time underpinned by Bergson’s theory, Beckett, with Proustian influences, also portrayed human identity and consciousness as one that is fragmented and influenced by what has gone before. [9:  P. H. Collins, ‘Proust, Time and Beckett’s Happy Days’, The French Review, Special Issue, 47,  6,  (1974) pp. 105-119,  p.105  ]  [10:  Beckett, p.151]  [11:  Beckett, p.151]  [12:  Beckett, p 154] 


The story of Miss Brill’s day frequently alludes to the fact that her outing is something that she does every single Sunday.  Indeed, she takes great comfort in the fact that things should not change. When listening to the band, Miss Brill is ‘sure’  that the ‘little ‘flutey’ bit’[footnoteRef:13] will be repeated and is happy when this is indeed the case.   The minutiae of Miss Brill’s routine can be seen to have a great effect on her identity as ‘on her way home she usually bought a slice of honey-cake at the baker’s’.[footnoteRef:14]   However, it is pointed out that if an almond is present in the cake, this has a  significant effect upon herself as it made her strike the match for the kettle ‘in quite a dashing way’.[footnoteRef:15]   Thus, the suggestion of any deviation from the norm or  ‘surprise’ is actually part of a habit too which foregrounds the strong propensity for Miss Brill’s existence to be defined to such a large extent by habit and ritual.  Thus, despite the use of free indirect narration which suggests a move away from the presentation of a clear and definable identity, the habitual behaviour of Miss Brill shows her existence as one which is attempting to regain or maintain order and stability.  Considering the context of the time in which the story was written, this can be seen to mirror a society which, on the surface, is progressing along successfully, whilst beneath this façade, a more chaotic and unpredictable world lurks.  It also portrays ‘identity’ as ultimately created through the individual struggle of assimilating the chaos of the mind with the expectations of order within life and, on a larger scale the paradox of modernism’s balance between keeping order but also, experimenting with the new.  [13:  Mansfield, p.110]  [14:  Mansfield, p.114]  [15:  Mansfield, p.115] 


P.H. Collins’ analysis of the feature of habit that Beckett initially analysed in the writings of Proust is pertinent to consider.   Collins highlights Beckett’s observations that it is ‘habit’ that ‘covers up the pain of living by the repetition of daily events which only when broken reveal the painful existence beneath.’[footnoteRef:16]  It is as though such a statement has been written about Miss Brill and Collins notes that Beckett’s focus upon habit is  significant in Happy Days.  Despite the use of ‘stream of consciousness’ which enables the reader to experience the mind as one that is fragmented and ever changing, the juxtaposition of  Winnie’s futile attempts to make sense of herself in the world demonstrates, like Miss Brill, an individual jostling with nonlinear thoughts in a supposedly linear world.   As the mechanical bell signals the start of ‘another heavenly day’[footnoteRef:17] and she tells herself to ‘begin’, it foregrounds her mechanical existence with the irony of the title of the play enabling what Winnie deems to be happiness to be achieved only by performing rituals.  Indeed, it is the repetitiveness of life which takes place within familiar time frames that enables Winnie to avoid the unknown of being in flux.   Winnie is trapped within what appears to be a never ending passing of time and arguably, to an even greater extent than Miss Brill, is determined as an individual by the ticking of the clock.  As she worries that ‘it is perhaps too soon’ to sing and that ‘it will not be long’[footnoteRef:18] until it is time to sleep, her entire being is regulated by her habitual actions within the restrictions of time.   Like Miss Brill earlier in the century, Winnie represents and subverts the effects upon the identity of an individual existing within the ideology of a ‘progressive’, forward moving society; as Winnie slides towards being trapped, both physically, emotionally and mentally, she is part of a world which has come to dictate who she is and what she does. [16:  Collins, pp. 105-106]  [17:  Beckett, p.138]  [18:  Beckett, p.157] 

  
The importance that Miss Brill puts upon her fox fur which is highlighted as she calls it her ‘little rogue’[footnoteRef:19] suggests that her notion of her own identity is very much tied up with this item.  In Happy Days, objects play an even bigger part.  Winnie’s ‘capacious black bag’[footnoteRef:20] like Miss Brill’s fox fur, assumes importance particularly as Winnie turns to look at it.  The fact that she declares that it ‘has depths’[footnoteRef:21] diminishes Winnie , foregrounding her lack of depth as a person stuck in a mound of earth.  Despite feeling that she should not ‘overdo’ the bag, she cannot resist ‘one quick dip’.[footnoteRef:22]  Although Miss Brill’s fox fur is of obvious importance to herself, Winnie’s life can be seen to have actually ‘become’ the objects.  During the play the extensive stage directions which present Winnie’s use of the objects, highlights the importance that they have in her life, particularly in the way that they are fundamental parts of her routine.  Significantly, as Winnie’s identity and existence collapses to an even larger extent in Act Two, she is unable to even reach her bag and objects due to being trapped up to her neck in the mound.  It is also significant that many of Winnie’s objects are running out or close to breaking, which suggests that her identity is falling apart as the objects that she validates herself against are no longer available.  Thus, Beckett presents the demise of Winnie using objects to a greater extent than Mansfield did years earlier, reflecting his perceptions of a move towards an even greater loss of identity despite being in a world where more ‘progress’ in terms of scientific and technological advancement had been made.    [19:  Mansfield,  p.110]  [20:  Beckett, p.138]  [21:  Beckett, p. 151]  [22:  Beckett, p. 151] 


Clare Hanson points out that the short story enabled writers to ‘express the tension between external and internal’ which could ‘better embody the twentieth-century sense of the opacity and elusiveness of human character’.[footnoteRef:23]   Indeed the story of a day in Miss Brill’s life sharply focuses the reader upon her internal and external world and how these factors interact to create an impression of who she is. The short story lends itself to being a ‘writerly’ text as the brevity of the story encourages readers to participate in creating and interpreting the character of Miss Brill, which is in contrast to the characterisation in realist texts.  This scope for interpretation foregrounds the nature of multiples selves both in terms of Miss Brill but also in the actual readership.  Whilst one reader may feel sorry for Miss Brill, another might identity with her life, whilst another could find her rather unlikeable, and the construction of identity as a two-way process creates different identities of Miss Brill but also signals the individuality of readers’ perceptions.  In terms of a comparison with Happy Days  it is interesting that within this framework of a short story, Miss Brill realises that she, alongside everybody else she sees are ‘all on stage’.[footnoteRef:24]   This allusion to life and existence being a play is fully realised by Miss Brill as she sees herself as being ‘part of a performance’[footnoteRef:25]  and this is why she always feels the  need to follow the same routine in order for the performance ‘not to be late’.[footnoteRef:26]   This focus upon life as a performance feeds back into the habitual behaviour that Miss Brill carries out.  After all, plays have a certain set of lines and a planned outcome and thus her allusion to life as a performance condenses human identity into something somewhat fixed and predictable and our lives as part of a storyline.  The notion of being in a ‘play’ also comments on a society at the time in which the story was written by suggesting that identity is contrived and controlled within the constraints of the modern world.  [23:  Clare Hanson, Short Stories and Short Fictions, 1880-1980  (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 1985) p.56]  [24:  Mansfield p. 112]  [25:  Mansfield p.112]  [26:  Mansfield p. 113] 


Whilst Miss Brill feels that she is in a play, Winnie actually is and the conventions of such a text type in terms of Beckett’s composition, lends itself to an even deeper exploration of identity.  It is significant that there are two acts in Happy Days; this provides order and structure but by no means enables any coherent sense of identity to be gleaned from the character of Winnie; it instead enables access to a text which would potentially be difficult to penetrate.  It is noticeable that the world becomes even more fragmented in ‘Act Two’ as the bell is louder and the pauses become longer.  Beckett, who was writing at what came to be seen as the cusp of postmodernism thus alludes to the continued disintegration of the individual through the modernist period.   The inclusion of stage directions adds to the relentlessly repetitive nature of the text.  Winnie’s smile goes on and off, the bell rings, she turns and she pauses, thus ritualistic and habitual behaviour is again strongly foregrounded.   The setting of the play causes the reader to become defamiliarised with what they see; as Winnie is buried in the ‘exact centre’[footnoteRef:27] of a mound, it juxtaposes a certainty due to the precise position of Winnie with uncertainty at such an unusual and potentially disturbing image.   Postlewait suggests that ‘the conflict, as almost always in Beckett’s works, is between the disintegrating body and the questioning mind’.[footnoteRef:28]   Indeed, by portraying Winnie as trapped in earth it does foreground a character whose mind, whilst attempting to obtain an understanding of ‘self’ cannot ever do so due to the limitations of time and environment.   Indeed, against a setting which is described as having a ‘maximum of simplicity and symmetry’,[footnoteRef:29] Winnie’s words appear even more fragmented and chaotic.  Once again a world which appears to have progressed successfully, hides an underbelly of  a society where there is no escapism, free will or individualism.   Such characteristics of human identity can be seen to become even less reachable as in ‘Act Two’, Winnie is buried even further up to her neck.    [27:  Beckett, p. 138]  [28:  Thomas Postlewait, ‘Self-Performing Voices: Mind, Memory and Time in Beckett’s Drama’, Twentieth Century Literature, 24, 4, (1978) pp.473-491,   p.473	]  [29:  Beckett, p.135] 


Miss Brill does not ever speak to anybody else during the story.  She does however, frequently listen to the conversations of others and is ‘quite expert  …. at listening as though she didn’t listen’.[footnoteRef:30]   The effects of Miss Brill’s outward silence are varied.  It depicts a lonely figure trying to fit into a world but only doing so superficially.  It enables the reader to focus on Miss Brill’s internal dialogue and thoughts thus juxtaposing the outwardly structured world with an inner dysfunction. It is fruitful to also consider Mansfield’s presentation of the ‘self’ at a time when as summarised by Wyndham Lewis ‘the life of the crowd’ (made) man live only through others, outside himself’.[footnoteRef:31]  Lewis’s point which encapsulates the changes that had occurred in the post war years is epitomised by the character of Miss Brill who quite literally does live her life through others.  In Happy Days Winnie talks incessantly in the hope that Willie is listening and might even answer her.  Postlewait points out that Beckett’s plays explore how ‘the mind and its words attempt to take the measure of the body’s existence, trying to tell how it is and was and will be, now and forevermore’.[footnoteRef:32]   Indeed, the play consists almost entirely of Winnie’s words peppered by relentless pauses and repetition which suggests that although Winnie has a ‘voice’ it is most certainly not one that clearly defines who she is.  Instead her words constantly seek to work out who she is and what her purpose in life is although she has to admit that at times ‘even words fail’.[footnoteRef:33]   It is also telling that Winnie is so concerned that her words are actually heard and repeatedly asks Willie to answer her and whether he can hear her.  Winnie thus embodies the voice of a modern society on the cusp of postmodernism whereby one’s voice is in fact, so very hard to be heard.  On the other hand, it also shows how Winnie defines herself in relation to whether somebody can hear her; Miss Brill tried to define herself through how she appeared in society and failed and Winnie too, despite her relationship with Willie, also fails to self-actualise.  [30:  Katherine Mansfield, p.111]  [31:  Wyndham Lewis cited in Peter Nicholls, Modernisms,  A Literacy Guide (Hampshire: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009) p.274]  [32:  Thomas Postlewait, p. 473    	]  [33:  Beckett, p.147] 


At the end of ‘Miss Brill’ the order, structure and routine of her day is clearly broken as not only is her usual behaviour thwarted but ‘when she put the lid on’ the fur box ‘she thought she heard something crying’.[footnoteRef:34]   As she puts the fur away it is as though she is putting away the identity that she had up until this point, constructed for herself.   Gray points out that it is ‘precisely the tension between what we expect and what we get’[footnoteRef:35] which differentiates Mansfield’s writing and this most certainly applies at the ending of ‘Miss Brill’ which ends rather abruptly and without closure.  It could be that Miss Brill is crying because she feels alone, upset and embarrassed by the couple’s comments.  However on a deeper level, her crying signifies the collapse of her identity which was constructed within habit and ritual and situated within the pretence of partaking in what is really a fragmented, isolating world.  The ending of Happy Days like ‘Miss Brill’ also does not bring any definite closure; however, it differs to Mansfield’s short story in the sense that the play is moving towards closure in the sense of reaching death.  Nevertheless, the final stage directions denote the ringing of the bell and Winnie and Willie look at each other.   Like ‘Miss Brill’, the audience or readership of Happy Days leaves one unsure of what will happen to Winnie next.   As in ‘Act Two’ Winnie is up to her neck in the mound compared to being up to her waist in ‘Act One’, it raises questions about where Winnie would even be placed and thus who she would actually be if there was an ‘Act Three’.   As the play ends with Winnie turning her smile on and off, the repetition thus continues to the very end.  The long pause between Winnie and Willie at the end is a culmination of the pauses throughout the play which foregrounds the disjointedness of Winnie’s mind and consciousness right towards the end of her life and depicts a lack of answers to the question of ever obtaining a coherent identity.  [34:  Mansfield, p. 114]  [35:  Gray, p.79] 


‘Miss Brill’ and Happy Days both explore the question of identity, self and consciousness through the main protagonists of Miss Brill and Winnie.  The conventions of both texts as a short story and play seek to emphasise the focus on the individual mind, reflecting a growing interest in human consciousness which was underway during and throughout the modernist period.  Whilst Mansfield employs free indirect narration, Beckett presents a stream of consciousness which enables both authors to present, albeit to different extents, the inner workings of their characters’ minds.    The impact of Bergson upon Mansfield and Proust upon Beckett enables both authors to portray individuals who experience time in such a way that their identities must be seen as ceaselessly changing and affected by the past, present and future.   However, as Miss Brill’s afternoon ritual and Winnie’s desperate efforts to live habitually are shown, the uncomfortable meeting of an unordered mind in a supposedly ordered world is foregrounded whilst on a larger scale, modernism’s uncomfortable relationship between continuity and new ideas is also highlighted.   Whilst Miss Brill affords great value on her fox fur, Winnie’s extreme focus upon her bag suggests how both characters to different extents, define themselves by such items which feature prominently within their habitual existence.  The exploration of language in terms of identity is also significant; whilst Miss Brill does not ever actually communicate with anybody, and Winnie demonstrates a potential failing of language, the question of who we are and how we can be defined as individuals becomes even more pertinent and the notion of an overarching narrative is subverted.   Finally, the endings of both texts reveal an absence of closure both in terms of what happens next but on a deeper level, who Miss Brill and Winnie actually are which suggests that the supposed march towards progress, knowledge and understanding in the twentieth century is a fallacy particularly in terms of an understanding of ourselves.  Despite ‘Miss Brill’ and Happy Days being written several decades apart, their similarities in terms of their exploration of identity are significant.   Whilst Mansfield’s short story demonstrates tentative probes into ‘self’ in the early twentieth century, Beckett’s play, on the cusp of postmodernism, is forthright in delving into the intricacies of the human mind.   
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