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Rereading the Myths

Chapter Seven

Re-reading Cornelian Myths and Counter-myths

Introduction

Such a lengthy analysis of the existing biographies begs the question as to whether a new biography, drawing on the insights of contemporary theory in biography and spirituality, could avoid the limitations and pitfalls that have been identified. And the answer is that a more accurate biography of Cornelia is probably not possible: any new biography will be shaped by the author’s context just as its predecessors were. However, a different biography might be written by an author more conscious of contextual influence. Repudiating any interest in being comprehensive, let alone definitive, the biographer could deliberately present Cornelia’s story in the light of her own positionality and interests and pre-occupations.

Feminist biographers attempt to articulate their intentions, and to make their ongoing relationship with the subject a significant part of their text. The convention that required the author to remain magisterially silent, that created a single, linear projection, and slanted the whole telling of the story towards whatever was perceived to be the major event or achievement in the subject’s life, no longer satisfies them. They engage personally with their subject and focus on the complexity and messiness of the subject’s life, choosing to emphasize rather than to suppress detail and ambiguity.

A biography of Cornelia that took cognisance of these feminist approaches would abandon any (overt or covert) intention of demonstrating her holiness or potential for canonisation: its concern would be a presentation of a complex human being rather than of a putative saint. Cornelia’s limitations, inconsistencies, self-contradictions and complexity would be addressed, not glossed over or explained away because they were not consonant with the narrator’s model of holiness. The author’s relationship with Cornelia would be articulated, and she would draw on the tools of current criticism—a hermeneutic of suspicion, for instance—to re-examine the earlier, pre-critical narratives. So a new appreciation of the original story and of Cornelia herself might be achieved.


The preceding chapters have gone some way towards examining and deconstructing the existing biographies of Cornelia. For all their limitations, these texts form the dominant narrative of Cornelia’s story, a narrative that it is not possible for us to reject or abandon because it is a major source of information about her. However, even as we remain reliant upon it, we can re-examine its form, and the myth that it has created and perpetuated. 

The myth of Cornelia was established in the first biographies, and every re-telling of the story since has been held in thrall by it. Each successive biographer has found herself constrained by the mould that her nineteenth-century predecessors created. The pre-existing biographical format made it difficult to approach the story very differently, or to ask other questions, or to see implications that the earliest biographers did not see. Strub and Flaxman made the greatest changes, praising in Cornelia what earlier biographers had glossed over or explained away. But even they retained the formulaic structure of Cornelia’s life, the founding myth of the beautiful bride, loving mother and obedient daughter of the church who, through her generous response to a series of events not of her making, was transformed into the saintly foundress. It is not possible to abandon this tradition entirely; each succeeding biographer remains dependent upon it even as she develops and changes it.

However, the primary documentation reveals that, in Cornelia’s own lifetime, another myth was also current—a myth promoted in the press and subscribed to by many of the bishops and clergy. It was the myth of Cornelia as unnatural mother, an unChristian wife, and a scandalous and disobedient religious. The earliest biographers, aware of this myth, constructed Cornelia’s story in response to it. They deliberately created a counter-myth of a ‘perfect’ woman who was a suitable candidate for canonisation. This was their own agenda—that the congregation had been founded by a saint—but they were also reacting to the strongly held contrary view of Cornelia. 

This chapter is an attempt to free Cornelia’s story, to some extent at least, from the restraining hand of the earlier biographers and their presentation of her as a ‘perfect’ model for others (a notion that has little meaning today in a culture dominated by the provisional). It weighs myth and counter-myth together, and focuses explicitly on the significance of assumptions about gender and power in the myths. Gender and power are themes of particular interest to women today, and they are aspects of Cornelia’s story that have not previously been the focus of detailed examination.
All lives are lived, and all accounts of lives are written, in a gendered environment. Whenever we speak of women, gender constructs—societal images and stereotypes—are inevitably present in our minds. So a feminist biographer will be alert to gender emphasis and influence within source materials:

Understanding women’s experiences, or accounts of them, requires one to read the code of gender. The reader must recognise how women and men write gender into their accounts, and into their accounts of lives. Personal narratives of women provide a portrait of gender arrangements that are invisible in the dominant discourse and that yield to a gender-sensitive reading.

Obviously, Cornelia conducted her correspondence, directed her schools, trained her novices, and so on, against a background of her own largely unexamined acceptance of the gender assumptions of Victorian society. What is examined here is how far those gender assumptions determined (and curtailed) her experiences and responses, and what part they play in the presentation of her story. 

Victorian Assumptions about Gender


It is rash to make sweeping generalisations about any period, but it does not seem grossly unfair to suggest that during the years Cornelia lived in Britain women were not expected to act as independent, autonomous human beings; respectable women largely confined themselves and their activities to the private sphere. And there, in the home, they were defined in relation to the men on whom they were economically dependent: father, brother, husband, son. William Rathbone Greg suggests something of the neat reciprocity of this arrangement, at least as Victorian men perceived it; there are, he wrote in 1869: “two essentials of women’s being; they are supported by, and they minister to, men.”
 

Two widely read literary works articulated Victorian assumptions about gender: Coventry Patmore’s verse narrative about his first wife, ‘The Angel in the House’ (1854), and John Ruskin’s essay ‘Of Queens’ Gardens’, which appeared in Sesame and Lilies in 1865. Ruskin discussed gender categories and explored the role of women in relation to men, before expounding his educational scheme for girls. His essay has been called a “repellent little work” which presumed that women would be “self-denying to a pathological degree”:

He judged that woman’s “intellect is not for invention or creation, but for sweet ordering, arrangement, and decision…. Her great function is Praise.” Woman must be “wise, not for self-development, but for self-renunciation.” “All such knowledge should be given her as may enable her to understand, and even to aid, the work of men: and yet it should be given, not as knowledge,—not as if it were, or could be, for her an object to know; but only to feel, and to judge.’ ‘Speaking broadly, a man ought to know any language or science he learns, thoroughly—while a woman ought to know the same language, or science, only so far as may enable her to sympathise in her husband’s pleasures, and in those of his best friends.’

A contrary view of Ruskin’s essay claims that when it was published “the book was widely perceived as an attack on middle-class complacency and the limitations of the syllabus customarily taught to girls by governesses at home.”
 As such it may have interested Cornelia, especially as it was written by a friend of Coventry Patmore, whom she knew well. (His daughter Emily was at school at St Leonards and later entered the Society.
) Patmore’s ‘Angel in the House’ celebrated a woman whose sole purpose in life had been to serve men. (“Man must be pleased; but him to please/ Is woman’s pleasure …”) Elizabeth Langland, who categorizes Ruskin’s view of girls’ education as “idealistic and naïve in the extreme,” observes that the title, ‘The Angel in the House’:

served as a convenient shorthand for a type generally celebrated in tracts and novels, the selfless, virtuous, pure, and spiritualised deity, who presided over hearth and home and whose presence was a refuge from the storms of commercial strife.

According to the poem the “natural” order of things dictated that women were subordinate, subservient, obedient; and at the same time they exerted a high moral influence within the family. These two facets of women’s life, taken together, rendered their economic independence, their education and enfranchisement not only unnecessary, but even undesirable.
 

The unrealistic, idealistic views of Patmore and Ruskin reflected and influenced the prevailing climate of opinion. But practice did not entirely coincide with theory. Though an upper middle-class woman had to appear angelic, in practice, within the private sphere, she exerted a great deal of power and authority, financial and economic as well as moral, if she were responsible for a household of any size. And, gradually, even the theory was eroded: by 1866 John Stuart Mill was petitioning parliament on the subject of women’s suffrage. However, a surprising number of influential women opposed any disturbance of the status quo. Beatrice Webb, Octavia Hill, Florence Nightingale, George Eliot, Charlotte Brontë and Elizabeth Barrett Browning all resisted the extension of the franchise to women.
 Even the free-thinking Frances Power Cobbe castigated the exercise of authority by women as “almost by definition ‘irresponsible’.”
 And Cornelia, in spite of the extraordinary events of her life, was fundamentally conventional, accepting rather than challenging the current mores.

The unexamined assumption of Victorians generally, and to a considerable degree of Cornelia herself, was that women should not assert themselves against men. Many of the women Cornelia knew must have found the obligations of domesticity and upper-class family life stifling, just as Florence Nightingale and her correspondents did. But there is no evidence that they questioned in any direct way the prevailing, separate-spheres mentality—unless their becoming members of a religious congregation may be deconstructed as an act of resistance or rebellion.

As religious, these women worked hard in difficult circumstances, in contradistinction to the accepted ideal that upper middle-class women should do as little productive work as possible. Competence, self-reliance, and independence were disapproved of in Victorian women; amateurism, ignorance and emotion were encouraged.
 Women were commonly judged to be without the psychological balance and physiological stamina needed for serious academic pursuits:

the discrepancy between what women were capable of doing and what they were permitted to do was perhaps greater in the mid-nineteenth century than at any other period in the modern era.

In any case, before the Married Women’s Property Act of 1870, only the most determined woman could have hoped for a separate intellectual existence. Prior to the Act, on marriage a woman ceased to have any right to her own property. Without her husband’s consent, she could neither make a will nor keep her own earnings or inheritance. In law she was one and the same person as her husband: she and her children belonged to him. The married woman was “classed with criminals, lunatics and minors—legally incompetent and irresponsible.”

Women’s status gradually changed, but in the mid-nineteenth century the vast majority of women as well as men accepted the curtailed life which Victorian gender assumptions imposed on them. Upper middle-class women were programmed to be wives, the bearers of children and the holders of the moral high ground. Economically and legally they were dependent upon their male relatives, to whom widely different standards of behaviour applied, and for whom educational, career and travel opportunities existed beyond the wildest dreams of their sisters.

In this context Cornelia was an anomaly; she could not be easily pigeon-holed or readily assimilated. She arrived in Britain as a married woman and a mother, who had set aside those biological roles so revered by Victorians in order to found a religious congregation. As foundress she not only assumed a position of authority uncustomary among Victorian women, but also developed her innate administrative and managerial gifts, which would otherwise have found no other outlet than the supervision of her husband’s household.

She was a woman; and she was failing to conform to the gender expectations of her contemporaries, some of whom were outraged by aspects of her behaviour that they perceived as deliberately flouting convention. Their response to her was necessarily coloured by their assumptions about “woman,” assumptions that the first biographers shared. The biographers consequently angled their telling of Cornelia’s story to defend her against the accusations that she was a disobedient wife, an unnatural mother, an arrogant and self-willed religious, and so on; but they did not question the underlying assumptions about gender and gender roles. 

All gender constructs are lived out as roles (daughter, sister, wife, mother) which carry with them corresponding power and responsibilities, and Cornelia lived out the roles and exercised the concomitant power in a greater variety of ways than most. She was a daughter and a daughter of the church, a sister and a religious sister, a mother and a mother superior. Much of the confusion that surrounded her can be traced back to her transitions between these roles, and to the resulting mixed messages about sexual scripts and gender assumptions. So this chapter uses her gender roles, daughter, sister, wife, mother, as a framework. 

Cornelia as Daughter and Sister

The lack of information about Cornelia’s childhood was discussed in chapter six. The earliest biographers fill this lacuna with assertions that fitted the myth they were deliberately creating, assertions that seem now to have been based on the flimsiest of evidence. They claim that Cornelia’s childhood was extremely happy—despite the fact that her father died when she was nine and her mother when she was fourteen, and that nowhere does Cornelia make any reference to either parent. The contemporary reader might prefer to learn that the Peacock family was dysfunctional, and an argument could be made for that. But, without supporting documentation, it would be just as mythical as the assertions of the earliest biographers. All that can be said is that Cornelia the child, Cornelia the daughter, is largely lost to us.

Cornelia’s role and influence as a sister is more accessible. She was the youngest of nine siblings (including a half brother and sister born during her mother’s first marriage), who formed a tightly knit group. This is evident not only from Cornelia’s own correspondence, but from other details of family history. We know, for instance, that the two oldest girls, Isabella Bowen Montgomery and Adeline Peacock Duval, who were already married at the time of their mother’s death in 1823, took the two youngest sisters, Mary and Cornelia, into their own homes at that point. We know also something of the interfamilial connections of their brother Ralph. He inherited the property of their oldest half brother John Bowen (a vast but apparently unprofitable estate in Jamaica), and, from 1848 on, assumed the name John Bowen. In 1850 he compounded the complications further by marrying Elizabeth Murphy, the widow of another brother, George, who had died of yellow fever.

Cornelia was the first member of her family to become a Roman Catholic, and the extant correspondence reveals both the initial resistance of her siblings to this decision, and her own unconcealed desire to persuade the rest of them to follow her example. Adeline, George and Mary became Catholics; Ralph embraced Unitarianism; and Isabella seems to have remained an Episcopalian. (Mary, perhaps the closest of Cornelia’s siblings, entered the Society of the Sacred Heart at Grand Coteau.) Of Pierce’s three brothers, only John became a Catholic, and he disclaimed the influence of example, saying he had been “a Catholic at heart” for years before Pierce’s conversion.
 After Pierce abandoned the Catholic priesthood, John seldom mentioned his name. But he remained committed to Cornelia, “my very dear old friend, my sister by marriage to the miserable man I am compelled to call brother.”
 After Cornelia’s death, he collected family material for Angelica Croft in preparation for any future biography.

Cornelia’s affection for, and openness with, Adeline, Mary and Ralph is apparent in all her correspondence. The letters she sent to Adeline and Mary from Rome in 1836 are typical, not only in their loving spontaneity but in their earnestness about religion:

What is the reason dear Mary that you tell me nothing about the dear children
 nothing about any of the family—the very thing that you used to complain of yourself. Do you expect either of the boys this Spring? Tell them to take the same love for themselves that I send to you. Talk about religion now, and tell me too all your own feelings for who should you tell them to if not to your little sissy who loves you even more than ever…. Dear Mary you may imagine poor little American me seated at a table surrounded by Princesses Earls and Countesses!

My darling dear sweet Addie, I thank you for ever for your sweet letter it was like an ice cream on a summer day excepting that it lasted longer….  Oh Addie you dear little pet how I could hug you up…. I pray for you all every night and all ways in my thoughts—and I am sure we all have your prayers—but for you dear Molly I began a novena last night—oh you naughty girl not to have the strength of mind to act according to your conscience yes yes don’t pretend to me … come come my dear act like a woman with a head and a heart … Oh Mary act with single heartedness and the almighty will bless you with a faith and a peace that will enable you to go through with happiness all the misery that troubles of this life. [sic].

Ralph’s Unitarianism distressed Cornelia. She addresses him as “my poor dear mistaken brother dear to me as ever,” and urges him, “in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Ghost,” to trust “the combined wisdom of the wisest of the Holy Apostolic Catholic Church.”
 She never succeeded in converting him, but he entrusted his daughters’ education to her. Mary, Cornelia and Isabella Bowen travelled from San Antonio, Texas, to attend the Holy Child school at Sharon, Philadelphia. Later Cornelia and Isabella sailed to Europe to complete their education at St Leonards. These nieces, and the daughters of Adeline Duval, continued to correspond with Cornelia, and so the family affection extended into the next generation.

In terms of the creation of myth, public or private, this material was scarcely drawn upon. Though some of the family letters were available to Buckle, their cumulative effect only became clear when they were gathered together as part of the formal documentation for Cornelia’s cause. And in terms of gender, what do they reveal? Little more than that Cornelia acted within the assumptions of her culture. She expressed love and concern for her family of origin, and, with all the enthusiasm of a convert, desired that her siblings embrace what she herself had come to see as divine truth. The effervescent tone of the correspondence notwithstanding, she was exercising the conventional role of Angel in the House. 

Another question is how far Cornelia’s assumptions about sibling relationships influenced her approach to life among the sisters of the congregation that she founded. Letters show that she wrote to her religious sisters with the same freshness, interest, enthusiasm and spiritual openness as she wrote to her family, but the role she assumed in the Society was, from the beginning, more that of mother than of sister.

Cornelia as Wife

When Cornelia arrived in England she was 37 years old and had been married for over sixteen years, but little evidence remains of her attitudes to gender and sexuality in the early years of her marriage. Her letters to Pierce suggest that, as a young wife, she aspired primarily to doing what her husband wanted and winning his approval. The earliest surviving letter, dated 22 September 1835, begins, “Dear love my more than life what a baby I am.” Having explained matters of business, Cornelia writes, “If I did wrong you must never allow me to open your letters again but I think & hope love that you will say it is all right.” And she ends, “I have written you too much—but not enough yet—my own life ever forever your devoted love CC.”
 Surely Ruskin and Patmore would have approved of such a wife. But there is always in Cornelia, to use Virginia Woolf’s image, the granite as well as the rainbow. Between the endearments and the immature self-abnegation, this long letter is filled with Cornelia’s comments on activities and business arrangements, her proposals for their future and her insights into, and encouragement of, her husband’s activities. 

Cornelia was a US American born in the aftermath of Independence. How that context shaped her assumptions about womanhood and marriage is not clear. However, it is interesting to note that Abigail and Louisa Adams, whose husbands occupied the White House in the early years of the nineteenth century,
 were strong advocates of marriage as a partnership of equals: 

Like Abigail, Louisa insisted that the relationship between men and women should be that of partners. The two contended that, while individuals in a marriage had different makeups, they deserved to be seen as equals … John and Abigail Adams were speaking literally when they referred to each other as partners.… Marital partners were to live on an equal footing.

The Adams’ conviction that marriage took place between equals who “needed each other, as [they] filled roles which nature and civilization had assigned them,”
 equates more satisfactorily with Cornelia’s practice than does the concept of the Angel in the House. Cornelia was Pierce’s partner as they struggled together to discern God’s invitation to him (and consequently to her). “Our propositions,” she called them.
 Later, in England, she was angry that he broke the promises he had made to her when they were thinking it through together. She protested that he “carried off my children … though he had promised me before he became a Priest that whatever he did in their regard should be subject to my consent.” And she complained about his control of her dowry “which he is using against [me] & contrary to his promises
.”
 

During her life time, Cornelia the sexually experienced woman was of more interest to the creators of the anti-Cornelian myth than to her sympathetic biographers. It is not without irony that knowledge of this deeply personal and private aspect of her life is provided by documents in the public domain, documents written by Pierce and others with the specific intention of discrediting Cornelia, the bishops and the Catholic church. 

When Pierce published his pamphlets in the 1850s, his cause was taken up with enthusiasm by an English Protestant press. From Cornelia’s annotations of the texts, and from a legal document which she seems to have had drawn up in direct response to them, something of her personal feelings—her pain, her anger, her hurt—is momentarily glimpsed. This evidence is crucially important: without it there would be no way of knowing anything of the passion concealed behind the conventional sentiments expressed elsewhere. There would be nothing to refute the opinion of the leader writer of the Morning Herald, 5 September 1853, that her heart had hardened into stone.

In 1853 Thomas Hatchard brought out the second edition of a pamphlet, Case of the Rev. Pierce Connelly. A new preface had been added, as well as correspondence about the Connellys that had previously been published in The Times,
 and further responses by Pierce, W. H. Bellamy, the Rev. Hugh Stowell and the leader writer of the Morning Herald. The purpose of the pamphlet was “to give the public a more clear and intelligible idea of the relative positions of Mr and Mrs Connelly … leaving the facts to speak for themselves.”
 Some sense of its highly emotive approach to this purportedly objective task may be gained from part of the new preface:

When Rome once depraves the heart, or bows the will, it is not often that the work is done by halves. Admitting, for the sake of argument, that with Mrs Connelly it has been complete, and that the fountain of all natural affection has been, by priestly art, so dried up within her—as that she can forget her children whom she has borne, as well as the husband whom she has sworn, before God, to obey—even then would Mr Connelly be justified, as husband or as man, in allowing her, his wife, to remain—shut out from all private intercourse with himself or his children, the daily closeted companion of unscrupulous professors of LIGUORIAN morals, any and every hour being rife with opportunities for their reduction into practice? Can he, ought he, while she retains the title of his “wife,” ought he to allow it? No honest English woman but would give an indignant answer in the negative. Could her true position in the sight of GOD and Man, as wife and mother, in all its reality be fully and fairly present to the mind of Mrs Connelly herself, the answer might safely be left to her.
 

This pastiche
 of prejudice demonstrates that the public anti-Cornelian myth was created and promoted by men who had strongly held and vehemently expressed views not only about religion but also about gender and gender roles. In fact, this pamphlet is as illuminating of Victorian attitudes to gender as anything written by Ruskin or Patmore. It is a jingoistic appeal to the proper sentiments of every English Protestant gentleman, and communicates an absolute conviction that a husband’s rights are sacrosanct, inviolable and “paramount.”
 Rhetoric and invective are employed to stir up readers’ anti-Catholic prejudices and their deep suspicions about convents. The pamphlet contains innumerable veiled references to the nastiness of Roman Catholic cultic practices, its tone throughout promoting disapproval and distaste. It presents Pierce as a personification of Protestantism and Cornelia of Roman Catholicism, so that the story of the breakdown of their marriage can be read as a struggle between the subversive
 power of Rome and the legitimate power of Protestant England.

Over and over again the pamphlet reveals the author’s gendered perspective, his assumptions about the rights of men and his attitudes to women.
 In the time-honoured tradition of sensation journalism, his text is titillating and replete with sexual innuendo. The hints of dark deeds behind convent walls might have been plucked straight from the pages of a Gothic novel.
 The author speaks of the “unnatural excitements of conventual life,”
 describes Cornelia as “the bond-slave and thrall of those by whom she is surrounded and guarded,”
 and calls attention to the fact that Pierce has been “obliged to leave his wife exposed to those priestly arts of seduction, which, he declares, she has herself avowed to him have ere now been tried upon her.”
 Throughout the text sexuality and power are constantly linked—not to say confused—and the conviction that men’s power over women is God-given is asserted strongly: “A law higher than all human law gives to a husband authority over his wife. She is HIS, to cherish and rule over until death, and the law of England here, as elsewhere, but echoes the Divine.”

From Cornelia’s response to this vitriolic text something of her attitude to sexuality and to the gendered assumptions of the world in which she lived can be gleaned. She was both angered and hurt by the pamphlet. The comments she made in the margins of her copy seem to be spontaneous reactions. If so, they provide a rare opportunity to overhear her inner dialogue. The words ‘False’ and ‘Quite false’
 occur frequently, as well as comments such as ‘A strange invention,’ and ‘I do not know what this means …’. 

A letter of Pierce’s, included in the supplement, implied sexual misconduct by the Roman clergy with Cornelia:

Sir, if you mean … to say that my wife denies having ever communicated to me any attempt made on her chastity by a Romish priest, I am compelled, however reluctantly, to charge you, before all the world, with direct falsehood. My wife has NOT made any such denial … 

Cornelia wrote in the margin: “I positively deny that I ever charged any Priest Confessor or otherwise with making any such attempt.”

The leader writer of the Morning Herald called upon its readers to support Pierce in seeking “liberty for his wife from a thraldom to which mere bodily captivity, even in a gaol, so it were an English one, would be comparative freedom.”
 Cornelia pencilled in reply: “But Mrs C knows better what she wishes for herself than the Morning Herald can know.” In another place the newspaper commented rhetorically on letters written by Cornelia and Emily Bowles that Pierce had made public:

What an insight into the working of that detestable “system” do these letters of Mrs Connelly and “Sister Emily” unfold! The gradual drying up of the natural affections:
 the cold-blooded, deliberate severance of nature’s holiest ties: the cautious exhibition of Rome’s subtlest poison; the slow dropping of her ‘leprous distilments’ upon heart and brain, until one becomes weakened or dried up, and the other hardens into stone!

Cornelia was stung into a particularly revealing response: “The affections do not so easily dry up but they mount up to Him who alone is capable of filling the heart”. Her feelings had not dried up: the marginal notes testify to her pain and hurt and anger. They are expressions of her frustration at her own powerlessness and inability to defend herself, or to refute the statements made against her by men confident of the unassailable correctness of their gender assumptions.

Ultimately, however, Cornelia asserted that, whatever others might think or write, however disempowered she was by her female status, she knew herself to be a strong woman, capable of independent thought, decision-making and action. The Morning Herald mocked the ending of a letter she had written to her daughter, Adeline, “God give you the virtues of a STRONG woman”: “What a tale of strength tried and found wanting! of hopeless, helpless subjugation in HERSELF does this reveal!”
 And Cornelia responded in the margin: “Oh! No not in the least found wanting but by the grace of God increasing as she reads these lines.” (This comment demonstrates that her annotations were spontaneous reactions, written to express, and possibly relieve, her feelings as she read; written, therefore, as inner dialogue and not for any public purpose.)

The role that the pamphlet and newspaper reports assigned to Cornelia was that of the stereotypically hopeless, helpless, subjugated woman. Her responses suggest quite the opposite: that this experience was leading her to take up a more independent stance as a woman in a man’s world than she might otherwise have done, to be less docile and submissive and more determined to seek God in the way that seemed right to her, in spite of the suffering the pamphlets caused. Her granite determination was not altogether new; as early as 12 September 1846 she had written to her brother Ralph: “It is very little consequence to me what anyone says about me”
—hardly a conventional sentiment for a respectable mid-nineteenth-century woman.

Cornelia’s response to Pierce’s pamphleteering, and to the media interest in their affairs, was to have drawn up what appears to be a formal, legal document containing her version of events.
 This text states that the Connellys’ decision to abandon marriage for a life of chastity originated with Pierce alone and that Cornelia co-operated only reluctantly. The implication is that Cornelia herself had no wish to abandon either sexual activity or family life:

The Proposal to live apart in perfect chastity and the subsequent formal separation of Mr and Mrs Connelly and his taking Holy Orders and her becoming a Nun were all at the instance of Mr Connelly himself and were consented to by Mrs Connelly at his request and in furtherance of his own personal views and wishes. His taking Orders in the Roman Catholic Church was his own deliberate and long-sought act from which he did not “hold out” for many years or at all. He was never asked to consent but on the contrary he sought the consent of his wife and she consented only after repeated requests on his part.
 

The whole document is a series of forceful, clearly expressed statements of Cornelia’s view of events. It confirms that she sacrificed her marriage and family life, “acceded to his proposal,” only to enable her husband to pursue “the then declared wish and intention of Mr Connelly to take Holy Orders in the Roman Catholic Church.” Cornelia’s own subsequent journey from the Trinità to Derby was entirely dependent upon Pierce’s choices and decisions. Even the plans for the establishment of the Society, which Cornelia had drawn up in Rome, had “the full knowledge and approval of her Husband.” In all this Cornelia is a woman of her time who “naturally” acquiesces in the wishes of her husband. No extant material suggests that she wanted to separate herself from her husband and children or to avoid sexual activity. But there is plenty of evidence, sexual stereotyping notwithstanding, that even as she tried to follow the path of wifely or womanly obedience, she could not totally set aside her own judgment, her own intelligent response, her need to seek the truth and to act out of her own discernment and independent thought. And the attitudes of the pamphleteers to the gendered superiority of men pushed her into articulating her position more clearly. 

The anti-Cornelian myth is more revelatory of Cornelia the wife than the pro-Cornelian biographies. This can, in part, be explained by lack of material and, more, by the biographers’ focus on Cornelia the foundress. For them the disintegration of her marriage, and what that cost Cornelia, was of less importance than the growth of the Society. Further, and this remains true of even the most recent biography by Flaxman, they make little attempt to read any of the material from Pierce’s point of view. Presentation of Cornelia’s maturity and sanctity is bolstered by a corresponding detailing of Pierce’s immaturity and lack of spiritual insight. Complexity, contradiction and confusion are not included in the pro-Cornelian myth. Flaxman’s Cornelia, as early as 1836, has become “the stronger of the two … It is no longer her need of him but his of her that strikes the reader.”
 And yet, long after the marriage was effectively over, Cornelia’s experience as a wife continued to have a complex and not always positive impact on her life. It had major repercussions on her relationships with the bishops and clergy.

Cornelia as Daughter of the Church

Even a cursory examination of her writings reveals that Cornelia placed a high value on obedience to rightly ordered authority, and that her desire was to be a dutiful daughter of the church. But the myth that the bishops subscribed to and articulated in their correspondence was that she was disobedient, self-willed, arrogant and ungovernable. The discrepancy between her intention and their perception reveals the power of unexamined assumptions, especially when those assumptions concern gender. The control of religious women by clerics in the nineteenth century was inextricably linked with sexual politics and with expectations about gender roles. A study of Cornelia as a daughter of the church reveals the contrary judgements of myth and counter-myth.

Cornelia and the Stereotype

Whatever her natural inclination, in Britain Cornelia was unconventional. It is hard to imagine how much more “other” she could have been: she was an American, a Roman Catholic, a nun; she was beautiful, sexually experienced and intelligent; and her husband, an apostate priest, very soon involved her in a widely reported and sexually charged law suit. After 1852 she became even more singular, in every sense. From that date on she never again enjoyed the support of a significant male figure—and dependence on such a figure was a prerequisite for female social respectability. She was estranged from her husband, and none of her clerical superiors willingly assumed this masculine role in her regard. No bishop or priest chose to associate himself directly with her congregation or to support her unreservedly. Because she had, largely unwittingly, violated so many Victorian conventions and shibboleths, there hung about her constantly the whiff of scandal. The Roman Catholic bishops, intent upon establishing credentials of respectability for the church in England, were understandably wary of her. Yet, de rigueur, every Victorian woman had to be dependent upon a man; and the bishops had to fulfil that role in the lives of Cornelia and the other early members of the Society. But the relationship was problematic almost from its inception—and its problems were rooted, at least in part, in gender assumptions and expectations.

In theory Cornelia subscribed to the same conventional dualistic anthropology
 as the bishops. But in practice she could not always live it out. Her instinct, her integrity and her insight into embodied, incarnational spirituality led her sometimes to act out of a more holistic anthropology—one which she would have been hard pushed to articulate. So she came into conflict with the bishops (and with other male authority figures, such as schools’ inspectors) at a level at which their differences were irresolvable, largely because it was not fully conscious or clearly thought through. That Cornelia sometimes conformed to expectations and sometimes did not must have further exacerbated male bewilderment and antagonism. 

The Power of Cornelia’s Sexuality 

Paula Backscheider observes that men’s reactions to women are frequently influenced by women’s appearance
: women’s bodies have always been “objects of [male] scrutiny, comment and evaluation.”
 Both the pro- and the anti-Cornelian myths agree that Cornelia was beautiful; and, of course, she was also sexually experienced. The bishops’ awareness of this, and its significance in their dealings with her, is perhaps encoded in their tendency to speak of her as Mrs Connelly rather than as Sister Cornelia.

After their separation, Cornelia seems deliberately to have distanced herself from Pierce, never once, except in family correspondence, referring to him as anything other than Mr Connelly or the father of her children (though he continued to call her his wife). But, for the bishops, Pierce—and Cornelia’s sexual relationship with him—hovered in “Mrs Connelly’s” shadow. The Victorians had a horror of female sexual impropriety,
 and any suggestion of it would have damaged not only Cornelia’s reputation and that of her nascent Society, but also the whole Catholic church in England, dogged as it was by popular misinformation and demands in parliament for the examination and regulation of nunneries.

In 1849 Wiseman apparently expressed concern that Pierce might possess documentary evidence of an ongoing sexual relationship with Cornelia. (This is the same Wiseman who failed to see the implications of establishing a marine residence
 for himself in a section of the convent building at St Leonards.) In a letter, dated only ‘Tuesday’, Cornelia reassures him:

You may be quite easy, my dear Lord, as to my letters or that they could prove anything other than the affection of a sister to a brother. I do not believe I have ever written a letter to him that might not safely be brought before all our enemies … and the very allusion to being in the confessional with him, is a want to delicacy that pains me more than I can express.
 

Cornelia was certain of herself, her behaviour, her position. But that her husband was making such claims can only have heightened the wariness of the bishops towards her. Her physical attractiveness and sexual power, I suggest, had an effect on the celibate Victorian bishops that they would have found difficult to acknowledge. As recently as 1998 Gail Ramshaw wrote: “Sexual activity expresses and creates power in the self … one way or other, sexual activity will change me.”
 And Cornelia had been sexually active, had borne children, had struggled to reach a life-changing decision with her husband. 

Cornelia could not fit the mould of the virginal, submissive, acquiescent woman religious. She was far from being “meek, subservient, other worldly … lacking character and drive … ineffectual and subordinate,” as nineteenth-century women religious were stereotypically presumed to be.
 Yet she often seems to have been genuinely puzzled by the reactions she provoked. When she knew she had displeased those in authority, even when she felt they had misunderstood or maligned her, her response was to withdraw into apology and protestations of obedience.
 Not surprisingly, given Cornelia’s straightforward assumption of authority on other occasions, the bishops doubted the sincerity of her submission. The robust directness and honesty of her preferred approach was so far from the gender stereotype that it seemed to them unfeminine and out of control. Wiseman, for instance, commented to Manning that Cornelia “needed a stronger hand than the Bishop of Southwark (at whom Mrs Con laughs and who seems afraid of her).”
  

Gender assumptions were a contributory factor in her thorny relationships with these men, and restricted the development of her work. Some of these assumptions were accepted parts of social fabric (women’s subservience and dependence, the inappropriateness of their pursuing intellectual activity or exercising authority, and so on). And Cornelia seems not always to have understood the finer points of negotiating these unwritten rules. But other issues, such as the bishops’ response to Cornelia as intelligent, beautiful and sexually experienced, were more deeply hidden. Her life and work were influenced both by the fact that she was a woman, and by the fact that she was this woman. 

Clerical Power

The pattern of male clerical power and female religious obedience which emerges from Cornelia’s correspondence with ecclesiastics is a gender issue. Male religious were not subjected to the tight, minute and petty control by bishops and clergy which Cornelia and the Society not only endured but accepted as reasonable in spite of occasional expressions of frustration and irritation. Because so much of Cornelia’s correspondence with Thomas Grant, Bishop of Southwark, is extant, a picture can be obtained from it of the control he exercised over the nuns at St Leonards, and over the whole Society. It illustrates the ways in which gender politics limited Cornelia’s actions, and reveals something of her response to gender arrangements which the dominant discourse of her life and her story otherwise conceals.

Susan Mumm speaks of “the assumption so dear to Victorians that unassisted women could never achieve anything worth doing.”
 Commenting explicitly on Anglican women’s congregations, she says the bishops shared “the same essential distrust of women’s psychological balance as … those who argued that any structure headed by a woman was unnatural and intolerable.”
 The Cornelian correspondence suggests that Grant concurred unreservedly with his Anglican counterparts.

During the nineteen years that Grant was Cornelia’s bishop she deferred to his authority over a vast range of subjects: the appointment of chaplains, extraordinary confessors and retreat directors; the approbation of the rule; the acceptance of candidates for the Society, and their departure; nuns’ dowries and financial arrangements generally; the expansion of the Society; the erection and design of new buildings at St Leonards; and every detail of the timetable, the appointment of staff, and the enrolment and behaviour of students in the training college and the schools. Some of these matters were undoubtedly his concern as the local ordinary. But something of the suffocating nature of the gender-specific control of women religious is revealed by letters that ask permission to repair the lunette from the monstrance, explain why children sit in particular benches in church, and accept that a bazaar to raise funds is forbidden.

Cornelia was not unaware of the pettiness of this control, and, for all her desire to conform and to obey, it was sometimes hard for her to accept it. 

We are very much in need of a small bake house and oven. It is a very little matter to teaze your Lordship in naming. Still it is “building” and I suppose that Nuns must not even build an oven without their Bishop’s leave.—It is very comfortable to ask leave, but if—–—no I will not suppose it is teazing because your charity My Lord never minds trouble and you will not deprive us of the opportunity of practicing the Obedience that is so very sweet and profitable, and I am sure is ever dear to the perfection of the Bishop.

Cornelia seems caught between her own need, as leader of her congregation, to make practical day-to-day decisions, and her desire to conform to a pattern of obedience which, the letter implies, she thought was petty. Hierarchical patterns of obedience are not explicitly gendered, and Cornelia certainly never perceived them as such, but they do appear, over and over again, to have curtailed her freedom in decision-making and leadership and to have been applied more rigorously explicitly because she was a woman.  

Grant’s letters show that he took the matter of his authority and the nuns’ obedience extremely seriously, even when the issue at stake was apparently trivial. On one occasion he threatened those who failed to obey his instructions with dismissal from the Society and on another with pain of mortal sin. Over the question of where the children sat in church Cornelia wrote, in an undated letter:

It was I who gave leave for the children who had been ill to go into the empty benches on a week day for Mass, so I shall come under dismission and not the poor Sister who only obeyed.

(That the next sentence of her letter reads, “I hope your Lordship is quite well and not too much fatigued after all the kindness bestowed during your last visit,” neatly conveys her determination to keep the matter in proportion.)

The enforcement of clerical power in the most mundane of instances was not a foible of Grant’s; Cornelia’s correspondence with other bishops reveals the same assumptions of power and control in letter after letter. That Cornelia both retained her integrity as an intelligent woman and remained loyal to the hierarchy (however much they perceived her as a thorn in the flesh) seems remarkable in the light of the pressure their control must have placed upon her. On 23 February 1874, for instance, she wrote to James Danell, Grant’s successor in Southwark, about the nuns’ mode of transport. The tone of his response, written on the letter in his own hand, seems both pompous and patronising, and perhaps explains the desire not to cross him which Cornelia’s letter conveys:

I heard indirectly last week that your Lordship did not like our Sisters going out in the Pony trap, which we have used occasionally during the last two years—If this is correct we part with it immediately—Yes, or no will be sufficient.

Answer: I am pleased at your promised obedience to my strong wish that it should not be used in future.

And it was not just bishops who exercised this authority over women religious. The convent chaplain in the early days of the Society also wielded a great deal of power and influence. Cornelia perceived the chaplain—and he perceived himself—as the bishop’s representative to whom she owed obedience in ways which would be unthinkable to religious women
 today. The chaplains in Holy Child houses took part in the education of the sisters, had their say in community matters of all kinds (including the writing of the Constitutions) and were constantly consulted and deferred to. When their views were at variance with Cornelia’s, the sisters experienced a conflict of obedience. All of this is entirely understandable in the Victorian context. And Cornelia did not have a thought-out response. Sometimes she submitted her judgement to that of the chaplain; sometimes she resisted and wrote letters to the bishop begging for (but never demanding) his removal.

Control and Containment of Women

Of more concern even than the power of male authority figures, especially for an apostolic order, were the strictures about enclosure, which again seem to be gender based, applied to the nuns because they were women. Physical enclosure, combined with close supervision of all their activities, restricted the freedom of women’s congregations, and especially that of their leaders.
 Cornelia’s letter from Blackpool, dated 29 May 1866, reveals the sexual politics she sometimes engaged in with Grant:

I am greatly obliged for your kind letter of the 25th and shall make it my duty not only to inform the Sacristans and Gate-Keeper of … the directions of your Lordship, but I will also have the notice printed and put up at the entrance in order to save unpleasant feelings and reproaches.

Will your Lordship kindly inform me whether persons visiting the Blessed Sacrament when at the Convent during the time of Confessions ought to be refused? (Turned out.) Also whether Priests are included in the word “externs”—and whether Priests are still allowed to say Mass in the Chapel while the family he may be with is to be excluded. 

I fear being troublesome in asking these questions but as we are told there is danger of Mortal sin (!) in any inexactness I am forced to know exactly in all cases where we stand.

There is about this whole letter an air of control, of careful wording, and suppression of any emotional response. Cornelia is—politely—pointing out to Grant the practical implications of his demand. Her exclamation mark in the final sentence suggests she finds theologically questionable the notion that failure to carry out these minute regulations might constitute serious sin.

Yet she had no formal theological training. The exclusion of women from the study of theology inhibited the independent thinking of nineteenth-century religious women, and ensured their submission to clerical authority. This, again, is a gender issue; Ruskin expressed the opinion that the one science it was dangerous for women to study was theology.
 His assumption was shared by Wiseman, Cornelia’s erstwhile supporter. When the St Leonards community inherited the extensive theological library of the Rev. John Jones, Wiseman appealed to Rome in the strongest terms in an effort to wrest it from their grasp. He complained to Cardinal Fransoni about the inappropriateness of a theological library becoming the property of “le fragili figlie di Eva”: “The danger of this tree of knowledge to the fragile daughters of Eve is not sufficiently realised.”
 

Wiseman carried away the more up-to-date literature; Cornelia retained possession of many patristic texts and spiritual classics, and her personal notebooks testify to the fact that she used them. Nevertheless her limited knowledge of theology, and more explicitly of canon law (which had not yet been codified) forced her to rely of the judgment of others (of clerics) to ensure that the Society’s Constitutions met the Roman criteria when she presented them for approbation.
 Requesting permission to go to Rome, on 8 March 1869 Cornelia acknowledged to Grant that, in this matter of the Constitutions, she was very much a woman in a man’s world. Her letter reveals not only her sense of inadequacy, but her internalisation of conventional gender stereotyping:

I am afraid that I shall only fret myself and get into a puzzle of uncertainty, and annoy your Lordship in your present too many sufferings, if I go on thinking or writing about the Rules etc., which really ought not to fall upon a woman in any responsible sense, even before revision.

In Rome she readily accepted the advice and supervision of Anselmo Knapen, a Franciscan, who acted as the Society’s consultor. But his adaptation of the Constitutions, inadequately explained and presented, had far-reaching consequences for Cornelia and for the Society. And it is clear that he felt free to make changes without reference to her. (Which male founder would have tolerated that?) On 8 May 1870, back in St Leonards, Cornelia wrote to Grant in consternation about “the clause introduced into the Rules after our departure.”
 

Cornelia accepted that there were areas, like this matter of the Constitutions, in which it was difficult for women to act independently. But the tight control that Grant and Danell exercised over the nuns extended to the minutiae of daily living, and must have made the continued maintenance of an adult stance in relation to them difficult. That Cornelia, in spite of her inconsistencies, largely succeeded is worthy of note: it was not true of all women religious. Margaret Anne Cusack, foundress of the Sisters of St Joseph of Peace, for instance, found clerical control so intolerable that she left her congregation in July 1888 and subsequently left the church. And a congregation that Xavier Noble encountered in America took the opposite route of total capitulation and subservience. She wrote to Cornelia, 17 August 1862, expressing horror at “the extraordinary want of … independence of priestly government, o
 dreadful, a Bishop or priest lord and master of the house!!”

Women’s Social and Economic Dependence

Unlike that congregation, Cornelia resolutely resisted any generalised infantilisation of members of the Society. To protect himself, Grant insisted that each sister who went to America should obtain the written consent of her parents or of some other responsible relative. Cornelia drew up the certificates as requested but did not fail to point out to him that “none of those going are under guardians being quite beyond minors.”
 On another occasion when he was delaying the clothing of a novice because her mother (a Protestant) had not given her consent, Cornelia wrote:

Miss Thompson has done nothing but fret over your Lordship’s doubt as to her Clothing … The mere fact of her being 33 years of age is sufficient to act upon and if your Lordship were here you would not hesitate a moment in receiving her—therefore pray consider the matter settled.

Almost always, as here, it was circumstance that pushed Cornelia into contravening the accepted norm of women’s subservience to male authority. Sometimes, however, a principle was at stake. One such was the matter of the Society’s economic independence, and the desire of its members to support themselves by working. Grant, who had been left with real financial difficulties after the division of the Westminster and Southwark dioceses, understandably feared that if the nuns’ resources failed they would look to him as their ecclesial superior (and, arguably, the significant male figure in the life of the Society) for financial support which he would be unable to provide. For this reason, he continually tried to limit membership of the Society to women who had dowries; he resisted expenditure on buildings and the expansion of ministries; and he urged the investment of money for the support of old and infirm community members. On 9 September 1860, while asking for three sisters to be admitted to vows, Cornelia made clear that she was operating out of a totally different principle, a principle at variance with normal Victorian gender assumptions:

I should be very glad if we had thirty to offer your Lordship for vows instead of three, and I should willingly take the responsibility of their old age though in all probability they would never reach it … I wish you would remember My Lord that we only want to labour for our support as mendicant orders beg, and above all as Our Blessed Lord himself laboured for thirty years. If we sink into making provision for our support, not imitating our Blessed Lord, we shall not be blessed … This is what we wish to do if your Lordship is not averse to it.

 
In spite of efforts such as this, the development of the Society was frequently determined (and restricted) by gender assumptions: the bishops—Victorian men, with Victorian assumptions about gender roles and about men’s responsibilities for women—struggled with the notion that the Society might have independent and autonomous government; that its members, by their own efforts, might maintain it financially; that they might accept whom they chose as potential members and expand the Society’s works as they saw fit. The English hierarchy had been restored only in 1850, and the bishops were learning on the job, so to speak, establishing a diocesan system on an ad hoc basis. Cornelia’s desires for the Society, especially her attempts to gain pontifical status for it and to establish firm central government, came into conflict both with their desires for their dioceses, and with their assumptions about their responsibilities towards women religious. 

The bishops would have preferred the Society to become a loose federation of diocesan houses, more amenable to their control and supervision. Bishops Goss and O’Reilly in Liverpool and Bishop Wood in Philadelphia all, to some extent, urged this view on the sisters. Danell in Southwark brought the matter to a head by declaring himself Bishop-Superior of the Institute, causing considerable ill-feeling among his fellow bishops—ill-feeling that was vented on Cornelia. The question of the Society’s status was painful for Cornelia; and it was not resolved in her lifetime. This was another gender issue, arising, to some extent, out of the bishops’ assumptions about women. They exercised not only spiritual but also material and patriarchal power over the women religious; the analogy with a husband’s power in law over his wife and her property springs readily to mind.

From a Victorian point of view the bishops’ stance was understandable and totally valid. A group of women free to act independently was, at the very least, counter-cultural. But in her struggle against it Cornelia was not alone. Some congregations, like the Sisters of Mercy, had a structure that fitted more easily into the requirements of the bishops. Others, like the Society of the Sacred Heart, had faced similar problems in France earlier in the century—though Madeleine Sophie Barat was never without male champions.
 The lack of any clerical protector made Cornelia particularly vulnerable.

Cornelia’s Contravention of the Norms 

To compound the problem, the bishops encountered Cornelia’s self-confidence and her business-like assumption of authority in letter after letter. It was a vicious circle: because she had no man to fight her corner, she had to do it herself; because she fought her own corner she appeared to them unfeminine, arrogant, disobedient. There is no evidence to suggest that this was a conscious choice on Cornelia’s part. If anything, the documentation reveals her conventionality. For instance, Mère Eugénie Milleret de Brou, foundress of the Assumption sisters, with whom Cornelia stayed in Paris in 1846, commented, that Cornelia “aime à être gouvernée par des hommes.”
 (Admittedly, Cornelia had little experience at this date of any male government other than Pierce’s.) Nevertheless, in moments of crisis her instinct seems to have been to bolster her resolve by placing herself under obedience to her (male) director or, once she had founded the Society, to the convent chaplain. At Derby she bound herself by a private vow not to see Pierce without the chaplain’s consent. According to several Holy Child sources, she came to regret this decision and its consequences.

Her lack of consistency explains to some extent the problematic nature of her relationship with the hierarchy, and their general negativity towards her. When she challenged them, they were affronted; when she professed obedience, they were suspicious. Independence of thought was not an attitude which the bishops expected, or found appropriate, in women, and certainly not in women religious. In 1864 Cornelia noted among Wiseman’s objections to the Constitutions: “… in practice His Eminence had found the Sisters acting independently of him.”
 And Cornelia’s letters, time after time, reveal an intelligent independence of thought which she did not shrink from expressing. To Grant she wrote, for instance, on the troubling subject of chaplains, on 17 March 1865:

You know I always wish to have as far as possible what your Lordship wishes, and to express no wish regarding the Confessor you may choose to appoint, but at the same time I would be wrong if I did not frankly say that we should much rather not have a Franciscan Father as Confessor at Mayfield.

When Cornelia was in dispute with the parish at St Leonards about property, Grant, always fearful of scandal and adverse publicity, threatened that he would conduct no more clothings or professions for the community. This was a serious matter for the future of the Society, and a threat that he repeated on a number of occasions. He worried constantly that there might be too many novices, annotating one of Cornelia’s letters: “Replied that the Novices may profess from year to year … Rev. Mother being charged not to let the numbers of Novices grow beyond those really required for the Convent wants.”
 (This comment illustrates again the power the bishop had to curb the development and expansion of the congregation.) Now, 21 October 1862, Cornelia responded to the bishop’s threat with a straightforward confidence that, I suggest, would be unusual in correspondence with bishops even today:

I took your letter received by the three o’clock post after having read it twice myself, and read it to Our Lady of Sorrows asking her in her own sweet meekness to listen to it—and the interior answer I got was “burn the letter and tell the Bishop to forget what he wrote and to come and tell you what more you can do than you have done.”—I have burnt it my Lord and now will you come down and tell me what more I can do than I have done?

Backscheider’s observation that, historically, in relation to men, intelligence has been a mixed blessing for women
, is very pertinent in Cornelia’s case.
 The bishops’ anti-Cornelian stance is understandable given her failure to conform to their (unarticulated and unexamined) assumptions and expectations. Equally understandable is the Society’s myth of Cornelia as an obedient and dutiful daughter of the church, which drew upon her view of events, her statements of intent and the biographers’ knowledge of her aspirations, hopes and intentions. A reading of Cornelia today must take cognisance of both viewpoints.

Cornelia as Mother

In the traditional presentation of Cornelia’s story a lacuna has often been left between the first half of her life (her experience as wife and mother) and the second half (her experience as foundress). The implication is that Cornelia had a series of vocations and that she left one behind as she embraced the next.
 But neither she nor her contemporaries forgot about her marital status when she became a religious. So, a contrary proposal is explored here: that though she experienced a painful dislocation in the loss of her husband and children, she continued to develop as a mother (if not as a wife) during the period of her leadership of the Society. Her motherhood, and the myth and counter-myth attached to it, never fail to evoke a response in anyone who encounters Cornelia’s story. This particular gender role, with all the power that clings to it, is, therefore, of primary importance in any interpretation of her life.

Cornelia as Mother of her Children

Cornelia bore five children in just over eight years: her oldest child, Mercer, was born on 17 December 1832 and her youngest, Frank, on 29 March 1841. By the time Frank was born, two of his siblings were already dead. Mary Magdalen, born on 22 July 1839 in Grand Coteau, lived for only six weeks. And the following February, John Henry, who had been born in Vienna, died from multiple burns. All the biographers (even those who are hazy about the details of the accident) agree that this death had a profound effect on Cornelia and on her spiritual growth.

Cornelia herself wrote very little about her children, and only a few of her letters to them are extant, but the evidence we have suggests that she enjoyed motherhood. Pierce, in a letter written sometime during 1839-40, drew a (possibly idealised) picture of family life at Grand Coteau. In his description, the “sweetest … but the noisiest” children enjoy games round the piano after dinner whilst their “Mama lends an arm to the medley” and their “Papa [is forced] to be an involuntary sharer in the disturbance.” Then they “all knelt together in our little Oratory” before the children went off to bed.
 Less romantically, Cornelia, visiting Alton Towers whilst the children were left behind at Spetchley Park in 1843, is concerned when Frank falls ill:

Mrs Berkeley … says he is doing very well but we must be off at six tomorrow and trust in our good God that we shall find him well. We are too late for the rail train or we should have set off at once … I am indeed more afraid of the Doctor than of the sickness as he is not homeopathic and I dread his taking calomel.

Cornelia is anxious about Frank’s illness; her responses to the deaths of Mary Magdalen and John Henry are shrouded in silence. Though Strub made a close analysis of Cornelia’s terse entry in her notebook about her son,
 we can only speculate on the depth of her sense of loss. She loved her children with passion, as her reaction to Pierce’s removal of them demonstrates. A letter of hers to Pierce was quoted in the pamphlet Case of the Rev Pierce Connelly:

I have already told you I would see you when you bring back to my care my little girl, and I will never see you till then; unless God manifests his holy will through the command of the bishop.

Cornelia added in the margin of her copy: “Yes, this was my will because he had broken his promise.” Pierce’s abduction of the children seems to have been motivated by his knowledge of her love for them. Wiseman told Lord Shrewsbury: “In one letter he [Pierce] tells Mrs C that he had carried off the children as the only way to get hold of her through them.”
 

The creators of the Society’s pro-Cornelian myth knew that they must demonstrate the strength of her love for her children if they were to counter the contrary assertion that she was an unnatural mother who had abandoned them. A story that exactly suited their purposes was recorded by Adeline Duval Mack, Cornelia’s niece. She interviewed the Rev. John McCloskey when he was a cardinal in New York and said he told her:

I can see Mrs Connelly approaching me clasping her hands and her beautiful eyes uplifted to my face. ‘Father McCloskey, is it necessary for Pierce Connelly to make this sacrifice and sacrifice me? I love my husband and my darling children. Why must I give them up? I love my religion and why cannot we remain happy, as the Earl of Shrewsbury’s family? Why?’

Doubt was raised about this story by James Walsh as long ago as 1959, but it remains part of the Society’s mythology. Walsh categorises Adeline Mack’s statement as “long and rambling … full of error and inaccuracy,”
 and he makes clear that there are difficulties regarding both the dating of any encounter between Cornelia and Fr McCloskey and the opinions Mrs Mack asserts that the priest expressed. She says McCloskey remembered his response to Cornelia: “My heart was full of sympathy. I gave all the consolation in my power. I looked upon the action of the Pope as a mistake but I could not say so.” Walsh comments:

McCloskey was not in Rome during the period of Cornelia’s second sojourn there…. If Cornelia ever had an interview with him, it was not in Rome…. In any case, it is highly unlikely that an ecclesiastic of his standing would commit himself to saying (especially to such an excitable witness), “I looked upon the action of the Pope as a mistake,” particularly when the “action” referred to was a solemn decree of separation …

In spite of these difficulties, Flaxman retains the story, suggesting, in response to Walsh, that the encounter took place when the Connellys were on their first visit to Rome in 1836. McCloskey was in Rome then, but there is no other evidence from that visit of Cornelia agonising over the loss of her children, and it is hard to see why at that time she would have anticipated separation from them. Furthermore, such an emotional outburst is out of character for the silent, reticent and self-controlled Cornelia whom the myth otherwise presents. For a feminist biographer such self-contradiction would present no difficulty, but it sits uneasily in a more conventional hagiographical account.


A further problem for the pro-Cornelian myth-makers lies in her letters to her oldest son, Mercer, at school at Stonyhurst. A cache of letters survives, so Mercer must have valued them; but today the letters seem totally devoid of any understanding of his situation. Mercer, an adolescent whose father had become a priest and his mother a nun, was having his school fees paid by his parents’ wealthy friends. And his mother failed to see how much this might affect his relationships with boys at Stonyhurst who knew his circumstances:

How much I like Henry B he seems so frank and open. I asked him what there was between you & he assured me there was nothing at all—so you see my dear Boy it is your own imagination & not his—and you will profit by this my dear Merty I hope & get over all such useless thoughts, rather I should say dangerous thoughts since it is quite impossible for you ever to do your duty and be in the love of God, and of your neighbour while you give way to them….  The truth is dear Merty as I told you, while Henry Berkeley & the other good boys are labouring hard at the foundations of their buildings like persons of good sense you are building Castles in the air that will never be realised in any other way than to bring upon you a few more ferules before the end of the week.

All Cornelia’s letters to Mercer are in this vein. Her lack of intuitive sympathy for her son distances her from the present-day reader, and is particularly puzzling when contrasted with her concern for the children in the school at St Leonards. The letters to Mercer make good material for the anti-Cornelian myth. Pro-Cornelian writers offer the defence of different mores, arguing along the same lines as Judith Flanders:

Child-rearing is one of those areas that has changed so radically in the last hundred years that it is almost impossible to look back, with our values now, without feeling that much of what happened then verged on the criminal.

By chance, a letter survives from Cornelia to her sister-in-law, Elizabeth Murphy Bowen, written in November 1869, in which Cornelia expresses regret about Mercer:

Nothing would induce me to advise you to send [your sons] to England for their education. The English boys are rough fighting boys & glory in combativenesses, in Colleges—and they get flogged too for naughtinesses, but at home with their Mothers and Sisters they are gentle as lambs and full of attention and politeness to their parents & Sisters. I always regretted having sent dear Mercer to an English College & would never have consented to sending Frank.

Mercer died in New Orleans at the age of twenty completely alienated from his mother and convinced of the rightness of his father’s position. The two other children who survived to adulthood, Adeline and Frank, were also devoted to their father, with whom they lived until his death. Understandably, they thought of him as the more caring and supportive parent. Frank, on a rare visit to St Leonards, accused his mother of loving the nuns more than she loved him. Any account of Cornelia’s life written today will have to acknowledge the damaging effect of their parents’ choices on the Connelly children.

However, the separation was endlessly painful for Cornelia too. Aloysia Walker, one of her first companions, recalled Cornelia’s reaction to separation from her children in 1846:

It was from there [Birmingham] she sent her two elder children to school. Never shall I forget the struggle of that separation. It was, I think, one of the greatest sacrifices she had to make …

Cornelia’s letters reveal not only how much she missed the children but also her efforts to maintain contact with them (and with Pierce) and her awareness of the criticisms of herself as an unnatural and deserting mother. As early as 1846, before the Society was established or separation from the children effected, she acknowledged the criticism of desertion that was being levelled against her. To her brother Ralph Peacock she wrote: “… time and eternity eternity will prove if I have abandoned my duty to God and my dear children.”

 And to her sister, Adeline Duval, on 15 September 1851:

I suppose you know that I know nothing about my dear children. I have several times sent letters to them and to Pierce which have been returned unopened.—But an anonymous letter was sent saying he was advised to take a wife—If it could be without sin by his vows being dissolved I should be very glad, but could he ever be happy again? Do pray for him, dear Addie, and my poor little ones.

In another letter to Ralph Peacock she expressed her outrage at the loss of “my darling children, ever dearer to me than my own life.” They were lost to her now, she said, as they had not been in 1846 and as she had never expected or intended that they should be. When she went to Derby:

My dear children were as much under my eyes as if I had not left the world till their father broke his word and his promises and stole them away from me in a moment of excitement and unjust anger, may God forgive him.

Four years later she was still struggling to come to terms with her anger and pain. In another letter to Ralph, on 18 November 1858, she wrote:

I have nothing to tell you about my own darling children except that Pierce has taken them to Brussels without bringing them to see me or even letting me know of their departure—May God forgive him! Poor darlings! I little thought of their having to suffer in this way, while I can do nothing to help them except by prayer.

It seems important to acknowledge that she was right: the children did suffer and, from their perspective, she was a less than satisfactory mother. All the biographers without exception defend Cornelia against this assertion: they rise stoutly to her defence and maintain that she was a good mother. And there is documentation, within limits, to support their claim. But the breakdown of her relationship with Pierce and her life as foundress of the Society severely restricted her contact with and influence over the children. After Frank was five and Adeline eleven their relationship with their mother effectively ceased. So, like much else in Cornelia’s life, the question of how good a mother she was is debatable. That she wanted to be and tried to be is beyond question; that Frank at least thought she was not is also clear. But her detractors, from the nineteenth century until today, have judged her mothering and found it wanting. In the anti-Cornelian myth she is the archetypal unnatural mother.

But what was Cornelia’s own perspective? How did she cope with the loss of the children? In a letter to Pierce’s brother, John, she explained that she had sacrificed her marriage for God, “AMDG”:

So you see it is not for nothing that I have given him to God. You may be sure this thought gives me much consolation and we ought to look for a greater share of the divine love in proportion as we are willing to sacrifice our natural happiness AMDG and look for even more in eternity.

Other parts of this letter suggest that the sacrifice was not so easily effected, and that she did not anticipate that it would include the children. She could not easily abandon marriage and motherhood, and continued to think of herself as a wife and mother. Even as she looked to the founding of the Society she still saw the family unit as central to her life, saw herself primarily as Pierce’s wife, Mercer’s mother. An addendum to this letter reveals her underlying assumptions: the “we” she speaks of is not the Society but the Connelly family: 

We shall not leave Paris until August and then we go to Mrs Berkeley’s until I decide under Father Mahone’s direction upon my future movements, but you can send your letters for me to Pierce and he will send them to me wherever I may be. I trust that we may all see our dear country again but when God only knows and I do not think it will be likely to happen before Merty’s education is finished.

To the end of her life her sense of family and the cost of her loss of contact with them were still fresh. In a letter to Dolores Wilkinson, extolling the privileges of religious life, she wrote, on 1 September 1876:

Ah! This [religious life] is indeed a little foretaste of heaven which a thousand times repays our little secret acts of the day, which are also a pleasure in themselves; and again, are we not a thousand times repaid for our natural sacrifices of families and friends which will more or less cling to us humanly during our whole life to give us the merit of constant renewal.

Spontaneous comments and asides such as this provide a glimpse of her ongoing sacrifice and suffering and are, therefore, a testimony to the value she placed on motherhood. Bellasis described Cornelia’s loss of the children as “a cross without alleviation”
; and Cornelia is quoted as saying, “The remembrance of my children never leaves me.”
 

Perhaps because she was so isolated, family ties were extremely important to her. She ends a letter to her niece, Isabella Bowen, on 25 September 1872, “Ah! My dear Bella, I can only say that I love you as your own Mother and am ever yours in JC, CC.” Yet she also recognised that such motherly love had its limits. To another niece, Cornelia Duval, she comments, on 27 January 1861(?), “none can ever quite equal a Mother’s love.”
 With such evidence it is difficult to countenance the myth that demonises Cornelia as an unnatural mother. Their parents’ choices had painful consequences for the children; but there is little justification for branding Cornelia, or Pierce, as unloving or unnatural.

Cornelia as Spiritual and Founding Mother

As foundress, Cornelia often called the members of the Society to motherliness and detailed for them what this involved. I suggest that the term “mother” carried specific meaning for Cornelia, derived from her experience of physical motherhood. She cannot have used it casually or unthinkingly because it connects the two parts of her experience, motherhood and spiritual leadership. Such a connection continues to be affirmed today, not only in papal documents—Mulieris Dignitatem
 for instance—but in the writings of women themselves. Carol Wallace LaChance argues:

Woman is potentially mother. Not only mother of physical offspring, but mother of life in all its facets—intellectual, emotional and spiritual…. To be mother is to be in touch with our true creative power whether we manifest that creativity in children, in work, in feeling, or in vision.

Cornelia knew what it was to be mother. The anti-Cornelian myth sees her callously abandoning her children; the pro-Cornelian myth maintains that, separated from her children, she drew on and developed all that she had learned in the first half of her life to deepen and enrich the charism of her congregation. As foundress, she continued to reflect on what mothering involved, and to articulate and model for the Society a style of mothering that called others to growth rather than confining them to endless childhood. 

Any examination of Cornelia’s living out of the role of spiritual and founding mother must examine the extent to which she integrated her earlier experiences into her changed circumstances. Did she learn from her mistakes or merely replicate them? Feminist biographers stress the importance of listening to women’s private and personal discourse in order to retrieve “a portrait of gender arrangements that are invisible in the dominant discourse.”
 It would be satisfyingly neat if it were possible to demonstrate that an attitude to motherhood, to gender and to women’s selfhood existed within the Society that was quite different from the prevailing public discourse. But what the documentation reveals, as with so much else in Cornelia’s life, is not clear cut.
Religious Community: A Woman’s World
In the nineteenth century a separate women’s world existed, not just in convents but in society generally; it was almost entirely closed to men, but of great significance to women themselves. Virginia Woolf writes:

I tried to remember any case in the course of my reading where two women are represented as friends … . But almost without exception they are shown in their relation to men … . And how small a part of a woman’s life is that; and how little can a man know even of that when he observes it through the black or rosy spectacles which sex puts upon his nose.

Though the bishops exercised ecclesiastical jurisdiction, a religious congregation was a woman’s world where the sisters were not primarily characterized by their relation to men. It has been suggested that nineteenth-century convents have a place “within the story of the advancement of women as an example of feminist practice,” in spite of the fact that the religious themselves would not have understood or might even have rejected a feminist label:

By feminist practice is meant “the association of women together for a feminist purpose … the organisation of a range of activities … around the claims of women to determine different areas of their lives.” Under this definition sisterhoods can be seen as firmly rooted in the feminist tradition, both by their fierce commitment to their women-created organisations and by their dedication to improving, or at least ameliorating, the lives of working class women and their children. 

Convent records offer some evidence of the ways in which women related among themselves away from bi-polar gender conventions. In the Cornelian documentation a discourse can be heard between members of the Society that is quite different from the formal correspondence with the bishops. This glimpse into the female world of the convent confirms that the portrait of gender arrangements provided by the dominant discourse is less than the whole picture.

Women’s Bodies

For instance, away from the world of male-female interaction, a quite different mode of thinking about women’s bodies emerges. An unexpectedly open and healthy attitude to the body—an attitude devoid of prudery or guilt or embarrassment—seems to have been the norm in the Society. Menstruation is a good indicator of women’s general health, and members of the Society were apparently not reticent about discussing it. Cornelia wrote to Catherine Tracey, on 20 October 1873:

I am so thankful to our Good God that you are getting well & the monthly epoch is all right. I hope you kept to your bed the first day, and that you will do so throughout the winter as this is the best safety.

Cornelia’s letters to early members of the Society are shot through with practical concern about health. And they in their turn offered advice to her. When Xavier Atkinson passed on a suggestion about the benefits of Turkish baths, Cornelia commented, “I do not think it would be very religious, but if I am not better soon I shall try hot baths at home.”



Yet, within Cornelia’s response lurks an anxiety about convention: though there was greater openness within this woman’s world, the Society was not totally decontextualised. Cornelia’s unusual breadth of experience did not always free her from or even lead her to question stereotypical attitudes to gender and sexuality. In fact, in some of her writings, the tone of platitudinous Victorian moralising is marked. In the 1860s, in the Rules for the Schools of the Society of the Holy Child Jesus, for instance, she adds a rider to the first rule: “A woman without piety and virtue is a disgrace to her sex.”
 

But other writings reveal a refreshing freedom from the unthinkingly conventional. The Customal, a document that offers a gloss on the daily life of the nuns, frequently highlights Cornelia’s understanding of human nature and her healthy attitude to relationships. In one section, for instance, she inserts a telling addendum to that centuries-old tradition of religious life that warned against “particular friendships.” She did not challenge the received wisdom, but pointed out that “particular aversions” were equally dangerous: “Believe me there are two great rocks you must avoid, viz.—aversions and particular friendships, both are very dangerous and destructive.”

This sentence is typical of the particular mix of the conventional and the unconventional that is constantly encountered in Cornelia’s writings. It also affirms the healthy, clear-sighted attitude she seems to have had to human relationships and sexuality, in spite of the prevailing Zeitgeist and the contemporary dubious theology of the relative merits of marriage and celibacy. It is noteworthy, given Cornelia’s personal history, that no disparagement of marriage or recoiling from sexual activity is to be found in any of her writings. In one letter only—to her niece Bella Bowen—she advocates religious life rather than marriage, and then on the purely practical grounds that in religion a woman as delicate as Bella would be spared the life-endangering experience of giving birth:

Ah what is life! To marry and die and leave children for others to be unkind to or something like this … . You must come and be a nun my darling … and do not give yourself to be any man’s slave to die and leave a family. You are not strong enough to bear such a sad lot.

(Possibly Cornelia is remembering her own fears of dying in childbirth. Bella was not unduly influenced by her aunt: she married just the same.)

A Woman-Affirming Environment

The life of the early Society, as Cornelia constructed it, seems to have been a blend of conformity to convention and the exercise of a more unconventional, womanly style. The government structures offer a good example of her approach. The existing biographies describe a hierarchical model of government that gave power to those in authority and exacted obedience from their “subjects”. And, for those expecting to find it, there is plenty of evidence for this in the documentation. Cornelia valued obedience highly; she often suggested that the will of God could be found through acceptance of rightly ordered authority, through obedience to the hierarchy of the church. As foundress she was careful to emphasize the importance of submission to the power of the bishops. (Sometimes the language in which she expresses herself seems, to a modern reader, extravagant to the point of distastefulness: “Ah! God is very very good to us, and our Bishops are full of the Charity of true fathers, when we are humble little children.”
) But the authenticity of her sentiment is clear. To Agatha Deacy, one of the superiors in the USA, she wrote:

I want to hear that the Bishop and priests are pleased with your efforts, and then I shall be at ease and know you are working in docility and obedience to those whom God has placed over us.

Yet, alongside this pattern of orthodox submission to “those whom God has placed over us,” which was applied to leaders within the Society as well to bishops, it is equally possibly to find in the documentation substantial evidence of a countervailing attitude of independence and personal empowerment. An explicitly feminist presentation and interpretation of Cornelia’s life might choose to emphasize these aspects of her vision and practice precisely because they bolster current feminist preference, just as the earlier biographers selected the material that affirmed their own world view within the convent sub-culture. But the documentation seems to reveal something more complex—a “both … and” rather than an “either … or” approach. Cornelia both accepted and challenged current social assumptions and practices. This can be categorised as inconsistency; or it can be read as her understandable inability to see beyond those assumptions and practices whilst inchoately knowing that they were not quite right, at least for a women’s group. 

The evidence of the documentation is that Cornelia established a government structure for the Society which reflected the hierarchical pattern that was normative both in the church and in Victorian society generally; and, at the same time, that she promoted community solidarity in discussion and decision-making. This approach was more remarkable in the convent culture of the nineteenth century than it would be today. Though it transgressed current social norms, it seems to have been based on the spirituality of discernment, which was central to Cornelia’s style of government, rather than on any conscious rebellion against accepted custom. Cornelia was convinced of the value of each person and of each person’s ability to think things through for herself. 

It is hard to exaggerate how different life in the Society was from the subservient and subordinated experience of many women in Victorian Britain. The convent at St Leonards was a shared space where the members dreamed up a communal vision for the Society; where they were united by a common project. But, as their number grew, Cornelia recognised the increasing importance of appropriate lines of authority and obedience. So there was a hierarchical structure of government; but her letters constantly show that it functioned in a very different way from that of the bishops in their dioceses, a way that would now be considered consonant with feminist practice. Cornelia insisted that the lines of obedience should not be fudged, but she also consulted and took advice from the community, delegated a good deal of real responsibility, expressed confidence in their abilities and decision-making skills, and allowed individual sisters considerable freedom to express and act upon their own judgment.

Aware of her capacity to influence others, Cornelia consciously tried to leave them free. To an unidentified sister she wrote: “I will not say what I think about it because I want to leave you to God’s inspirations and to your fidelity to the same.”

The difference between this approach and the prevailing attitude of the bishops in Cornelia’s own regard scarcely needs underlining. Cornelia’s letters reveal a practice of shared decision-making within the Society which would have been quite foreign to the bishops: “I have consulted our Community regarding the inclosed proposal [and] we have decided …”; “the final decision of the Community is contrary to your plans”; “it is a growing conviction of our Community …”; “I answer for the Community … . The general wish of the Community is to withdraw.”
 And, lest this be considered merely rhetorical, there is extensive evidence of her involving individual sisters in decision-making and of her leaving quite significant decisions to them. It must be remembered that, for the most part, the members of the Society were inexperienced: superiors were commonly in their early twenties. But they were to decide what was best locally (“No, I had no intention of writing myself. You must do all those local matters from the Convent”
). They might even decide on the suitability of candidates for the Society and take steps to incorporate them. In 1856 in a letter discussing the pupil teachers in Preston with Lucy Woolley, Cornelia writes: “If you now wish to give any the hood you may do so, and keep them with you until you come down here yourself.”

  
Perhaps Cornelia sometimes came to regret the independence she encouraged in others when it resulted in outcomes of which she did not approve. Emily Bowles and Lucy Woolley, two of the most gifted of the early members of the Society, were given significant responsibility for the communities and ministries in Lancashire, from which Cornelia herself was furthest removed. They had real authority delegated to them and were free to exercise their judgment about individuals and situations without constant reference to Cornelia. Lucy especially acquitted herself well, establishing a network of successful schools in Preston. But ultimately both women left the Society when their differences with Cornelia became insurmountable. Cornelia’s reaction to their departures underlines the friendship and mutuality that was part of the Society’s government structure: she experienced a sense of personal betrayal because these women had been her friends (not just dissatisfied subordinates) and she had assumed, wrongly, that they would always share the same viewpoint. It is easy to draw a parallel between the breakdown of Cornelia’s relationship with these two oldest spiritual ‘children’ and her failure to understand and support Mercer. Once again her mothering was perceived as less than good enough.

However, Cornelia’s confidence in others and her desire that they should make important decisions for themselves was not restricted to the most senior or most gifted members of the Society. When Bessie Gray, Sister de Loyola, was caught up in a financial dispute with her family, Cornelia maintained, in a long correspondence with Grant, the rightness both of Bessie’s independent decision-making and of her own insistence on leaving her free. On 13 October 1860 she wrote to Grant:

Sister de Loyola is acting for herself with her lawyers. If the Codicil is proved invalid by the previous settlement she will be safe, but if not she must choose for herself either to obtain a Bond from her Brothers and Sisters to secure her rights during her lifetime, or to abandon her religious life. We cannot my Lord be answerable for her loss of property in any future events. There is plenty of time to weigh all matters thoroughly, and she is quite capable and willing to act for herself.

Bessie subsequently left the Society but Cornelia did not regret the approach she had adopted. She explained to Grant: “I kept myself free from any other advice than that of following her director’s decision” (11 August 1861) and “I do know that I never advised her to a less perfect life nor have I any thing to reproach myself with in the sad course she has taken. I did my utmost to prevent her taking any unadvised step … .” (5 May 1862)

Mumm suggests that one of the attractions of religious life for nineteenth-century women was that it enabled them “to participate in the government of a semi-democratic institution.”
 “In a world that seemed materialistic, godless and male,” religious life “validated the worth of women, their abilities and their labour.” The “inventive and evolving community structures gave women independence, autonomy and control over their lives; they provided a nurturing woman-affirming environment … religious communities empowered women.”
 The documentation that survives about life at St Leonards and in the early Society suggests that, for the Holy Child sisters as for other women religious, convent life offered an opportunity to live at one step removed from the prevailing sexual scripts and gender stereotypes to which they conformed in the public sphere. An examination of their lifestyle reveals the influence of Cornelia’s experience of physical motherhood on the charism of the Society.

Mother: a Society Term

After the Society was established, Cornelia’s maternal feelings found an easy outlet among the pupils in the schools, and she urged on the sisters a motherly attitude to the children. In the Book of Studies, among the Common Rules for the Mistresses of the Schools, she stipulated that the mistresses “must regard [their pupils] as the children of God … and they should cherish a truly maternal love for them.”
 In a book of educational directives she drew out the practical implications of being motherly, illustrating the humane and psychologically healthy approach which she consistently advocated. During recreation, she wrote:

They shall watch over them as mothers and enter into conversation with them from time to time—not confining themselves to pious subjects alone but mingling amusement and instruction in such a manner as will recreate them.

An entry in the commonplace book reveals something more of the quality of this motherliness. It is not to satisfy any need in the individual sister, but to be for the good of the children. So, the nuns will exercise a “motherly watchfulness over the children without self-seeking or coddling tenderness.”
 Perhaps Cornelia had experienced “self-seeking” and “coddling tenderness” in herself when she was with the pupils? In her circumstances it would hardly have been surprising. But instinct and experience convinced her of the self-giving, even sacrificial, dimension of mother love, and it was this ideal that she held up before the community. 

Cornelia’s exploration of motherly authority was not, however, confined to relationships in the schools. Occasionally she used the image of motherliness in an unexpected context, revealing how easily that particular comparison sprang to her mind. In June 1872, for instance, in a notebook entry on “dealing with ourselves and conquering our faults and tempers,” she suggested that “We should treat ourselves … as a kind and judicious Mother would treat a rebellious child.”



Of greater significance is her frequent use of the term “mother” in her discussion of leadership and authority within the Society itself. Motherliness was not merely something she had experienced physically, but was an approach to living that could be empowering for others. She might conceivably have treated those who entered the Society as substitute children, being a good ten years older than most of them. Instead, she called them to motherhood too, and in her directives spelt out for them what that meant:

In the government of her subjects, a Superior should resemble a Mother, that is, she should be filled with the spirit of charity, compassion and solicitude for those whom God has confided to her care as so many Spiritual children. Without this true maternal love, very little is to be done or looked for.

A Superior must be a Mother to all, and a Mother of mildness and of strength at the same time. God alone with our own co-operation can make us what we ought to be.

That members of the Society came to expect motherliness from their superiors is borne out by Berchmans Carey’s choice of image when she wrote to Danell, on 25 February 1874, complaining of Cornelia’s treatment of the house sisters:

Dear Revd Father … it is a relief to open my heart to someone & you are our only refuge on earth, as our Mth General has become a Stepmother to some of us.

This letter is evidence that, as the Society grew larger, the homely intimacy and easy relationships that had characterised the early years at St Leonards could no longer be sustained, and some at least in the Society viewed superiors as remote, even alien. Cornelia’s response seems to have been to reinforce the motherly aspect of authority. In a book of Notes for Superiors she wrote:

In the Old Book of the Sacred Heart Devotions there was a prayer containing these words “Have Mercy Oh Lord on our Superiors and enemies.” The form has been changed in the books now in use, but there is still a tendency among people to class Superiors and enemies.—How do we regard our Superiors? We ought to look upon them as our Mothers and treat them with honour and reverence, and also with tenderness and affection.—Are we afraid of them? We ought not to fear our Superiors. No good can come of it and if a character has once be[en] thoroughly cowed it is almost impossible to rise up from it.

And in the Society Customal she wrote of the need for a “maternal spirit” among superiors, so that obedience could be “easy and unconstrained” rather than “burdensome”:

When a Superior gives an order or imposes a charge, she should do it sweetly and kindly, more in the form of a request than a command; for acting in this maternal spirit, she produces a sensible impression on the minds of her subjects, and renders their obedience easy and unconstrained. Whereas to command with severity and to preserve a distance of manner creates fear and distrust in their minds and renders every command burdensome, however light it may be in itself.

In religious communities today the notion of the superior as mother is extremely suspect. Many women’s congregations have ceased to use the title ‘mother’ largely because it placed those using it in a dependent, even infantile, position.
 If the superiors act as mothers, the other members of the community are, by analogy, being treated as children. But personal discernment lay at the heart of the Society’s spirituality, and consequently immature dependence on others was discouraged. So whatever Cornelia understood by motherly authority, it cannot have been intended to reduce members of the community to the status of children. 

Today the association between motherhood and spiritual leadership is problematic. But it had real importance for Cornelia and the early Society. It was associated with the humane, healthy, homely nature of leadership and authority within the congregation, in contradistinction to the more rigid hierarchical models which were imposed elsewhere. As a paradigm for power in a women’s group in the nineteenth century it was both enlightened and liberating.

Other Aspects, Themes, Questions

In this chapter it has only been possible to examine the major roles in Cornelia’s life—wife, mother, foundress—and to indicate how some significant themes (gender, power, motherhood) might be explored and re-presented in a feminist context. These roles and themes are offered as examples only, illustrating the need for and the value of on-going spiritual and biographical re-interpretation. Any number of other aspects of Cornelia’s story might be re-read in a similar way. Cornelia’s debt to the spirituality of Francis de Sales, her spirituality of suffering, and the person of Pierce and his perspective on events, which have all been touched upon in the preceding pages, are just some of the themes that might profitably be re-visited.

Francis de Sales

Aspects of Cornelia’s charism are known to derive directly from de Sales, notably her insistence on the need to “begin again with the most sweet and holy and loving Child Jesus—a humbled God—walking with Him step by step in the ways of the child.”
 But the all-pervading nature of de Sales’ influence has not been fully explored, though even a cursory glance at his spiritual teaching indicates how influential it was for Cornelia.

Wendy Wright
 highlights de Salesian characteristics that are immediately recognisable as formative of Cornelia’s spirituality. She speaks of his interest in “the whole person,” and his conviction that “a free and loving human response to the divine call was essential to an authentic spiritual orientation.” This, together with his understanding of “the hidden life” and of the importance of “gentleness (douceur),” led to his call for “radical interior self-denial” without “rigorous exterior mortification.” He encouraged not “excessive austerity” but “interior asceticism [rooted in] the ordinary means available in everyday life: a simple surrender of the will to the specifics of the circumstances in which one found oneself”; an “utter abandonment to the will of God … realized in the ordinary facts of everyday life.” In Jane Frances de Chantal he confirmed “maternal tenderness” and “motherly attentiveness,” by which he meant “not only solicitude in a general way but an affectionate allowance for those under her care.” “It was required that faults be noted and that advancement in virtue be cultivated, [but] the way in which this would be undertaken must never be so judgmental that those under tutelage would be discouraged or intimidated.” 

Wright believes that his approach—“maternal tenderness, freedom from authoritarianism, urging toward interior asceticism, insistence on fidelity to the Rule, patience with the ‘difficult’ but good-hearted, high expectations of the ‘advanced’”– is particularly suitable for a women’s group. And it seems that Cornelia recognised this too, and that his douceur encouraged in her a gentle interpretation of Ignatius. But the suggestion here is only that a fuller study of de Sales’ influence would enhance our understanding of Cornelia’s spirituality and charism.

Spirituality of Suffering

Unlike Cornelia’s heritage from de Sales, her spirituality of suffering has frequently been examined and held up for admiration and imitation. Indeed, it is not possible to tell her story without addressing her response to what she herself called her “most unusual sufferings”.
 But, once more, the issue at stake is one of cultural assumption and interpretation. The convent culture presentation of the spirituality of suffering—the notion that “holiness is to be nailed with Christ to the Cross”
—is explicitly repudiated by many women theologians today. So, the relevance of Cornelia’s approach to suffering must be re-examined. It may have suited her and served her within her nineteenth century context, even, arguably, deepened her relationship with God; but it must be asked whether women today will find her approach empowering and liberating, merely demeaning, or even downright harmful? The suggestion here is that Cornelia’s life experiences, her silences, her terse entries in her spiritual notebooks, her written prayers, her personal resolutions, her advice to others, her desires for the Society and its Constitutions must all be re-examined in the light of these questions. From them it may then be possible to assert that Cornelia has a contribution to make to the current theological debate about suffering, and especially “women’s passive compliance with suffering.”

Pierce Connelly

In this study, attention has frequently been drawn to the presentation of Pierce in the biographies. A fundamental disjunction has been apparent: how is the claim for Cornelia’s wisdom and maturity to be squared with her choice of, and continuing love for, a man whom the biographers unreservedly disparage? What has been gained and what lost by his demonisation? What other interpretations of Pierce and of his marriage to Cornelia are possible? 

An “accurate” portrayal of Pierce is probably even less likely than of Cornelia, because all the information we have is coloured by his rejection of Catholicism. But whilst “facts” are beyond retrieval, different interpretation, in the light of current psychological theory, is still open. A recent study of middle class masculinity in Victorian England suggests that relationships between husbands and wives were often more complex than the accepted conventions about the Connellys’ marriage allow. A marriage explored in some detail—that of Edward Benson (who became Archbishop of Canterbury) and his wife, Mary—is reminiscent of the Connellys’ in many respects, and perhaps throws a different light upon Pierce’s behaviour:

Edward’s need for comfort and reassurance was intense. Like many others he came to terms with his dependence by constructing his wife as mother … Mary would gather him to her breast, intuit his unarticulated needs and regulate the emotional equilibrium of the household … Victorian men were more drawn than most to the appeal of the wife-mother. But at the same time Mary never lost her character of child-wife…. The greater a man’s dependence on his wife for counsel and comfort, the greater the strain on his sense of masculine self-sufficiency, and the greater the temptation to compensate for this by the arbitrary exercise of domestic authority. Husbands negotiated this contradiction between dependence and dominance by relating to their wives in quite distinct modes. When asserting his authority the husband acted as a patriarch; in turning to his wife for support his conduct was more like that of a child towards his mother … In the American context this syndrome has been dubbed the “patriarchal child.”

Was Pierce perhaps a quintessential “patriarchal child” and Cornelia correspondingly an angelic wife-mother?
 The very question highlights one of the difficulties of applying a hermeneutics of suspicion to the presentation of Pierce and attempting to read against the grain of the biographies: any retrieval of a different Pierce will modify the view of Cornelia. Ultimately it may be necessary to accept that a different reading of the marriage and of Pierce is not possible. But a more liberal and less condemnatory approach to him is surely called for, especially as Buckle hints that condemnation of Pierce by his contemporaries (even by members of the Society) was not universal:

Mother Teresa knew all as she was intimately acquainted with the family of the Connellys and she had a great opinion of Mr Connelly’s talent, fervour and good disposition till the fatal separation …  Mother Teresa laid all the blame on Miss Bowles who misrepresented the whole affair … Mother Teresa acted throughout as the affectionate friend of all parties and … saw Mr Connelly several times before he left England and tried to conciliate him.

Conclusion

Space clearly does not permit a full exploration of these and other themes. Instead, this chapter has focused explicitly on Cornelia’s roles as wife, mother and foundress because these roles have been the subject of detailed analysis in all the biographies. It has explored the existence of contrary myths about Cornelia and has argued for an open rather than a defensive attitude to the material that each myth presents. Such an approach brings with it fresh insights about both Cornelia and her story, and is entirely consonant with the thinking of feminist biographical theorists.   

Reflecting on gender and power has highlighted aspects of Cornelia’s life and struggles that are of relevance today. Her response to the gender assumptions of her time was not always conscious, let alone consistent; it cannot be categorised as heroic or perfect. But, somehow, it does seem to have been largely healthy. Even the aspects of socialised gender control that most constrained her and curtailed her activity were not totally fruitless, as she struggled to respond with as much integrity as she could muster.

Re-examination of other issues might similarly provide new perspectives on Cornelia. Reading the story in the light of current concerns makes it possible for Cornelia to be more than a footnote to the history of the Roman Catholic church in England in the nineteenth century. It frees her to some degree from the hagiographical myth that has encased her; and it enables contemporary readers to encounter in her story responses to their own questions.
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