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The Life and Death of Harriet Frean

May Sinclair (1863-1946)

Novelist, Femininst, Philosopher, Literary Critic, Poet . 
Born 1863; died 1946. Active 1886-1930 in England, 
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Between the early twentieth century and the mid-1920s, May Sinclair was one of the most successful and widely known of British women novelists. She produced over twenty novels, six collections of short stories, two works of philosophy, poetry and much journalism and literary criticism. Her novels range from Edwardian “social problem” novels, such as The Helpmate (1907) and Kitty Tailleur (1908), through modernist Bildungsroman and experiments with narrative in Mary Olivier: A Life (1919) and The Life and Death of Harriett Frean (1922), to social comedy, such as Mr Waddington of Wyck (1921) and A Cure of Souls (1924). Her friends and acquaintances included Henry James, Thomas Hardy, Ford Madox Ford, T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, HD and Rebecca West. Sinclair was committed to women's suffrage, and was one of the first English novelists to use the theories of the “New Psychology”, that is, psychoanalysis, in her work. However, she developed Parkinson's Disease during the 1920s, and by the time of her death in 1946 she and her work had slipped from the notice of both the literary world and the public. Without a husband or children to manage her literary legacy, her work was quickly out of print and her papers and manuscripts forgotten in an attic. 

Over the last twenty years or so, however, a number of critics have seen Sinclair's work both as a challenge to the critical categories of modernism and as a rich and interesting response to early twentieth-century conceptions of femininity. Indeed, in Britain, the rediscovery of Sinclair took place almost exclusively within feminist literary critical work. Her three modernist/ psychological experiments, The Three Sisters (1914), Mary Olivier and Harriett Frean were republished by the feminist publisher Virago in the early 1980s. The introductions to these, by Jean Radford, focus on Sinclair's representation of women's subjectivity and struggle for individuation. More recent work by feminist critics has paid attention to Mary Olivier in particular, for its striking representation, unusual in English fiction, of a mother-daughter relationship (Terry Phillips, “Battling with the Angel: May Sinclair's Powerful Mothers”, in Sceats and Cunningham, Image and Power: Women in Fiction in the Twentieth Century, Longman, 1996), and for its use of contemporary, and conflicting, discourses of identity: heredity, degeneration and psychoanalysis (Suzanne Raitt, May Sinclair: A Modern Victorian, Oxford University Press, 2000).

