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Chapter Seven 
Recasting Interpretations

Introduction

During the past fifty years, methods of examining texts have been adopted by feminist theologians that have enabled them to read against the grain, to ask new questions, and to retrieve hidden or neglected implications which can provide a fuller picture of the lives and contributions of our foremothers in the faith. One method which has been widely used is the threefold approach of critique, recovery and reconstruction. Women scholars have critiqued the sexist and patriarchal traditions in Christianity; they have challenged the credibility of claims to objectivity and neutrality in theology, and they have questioned the validity of the universal male subject. Because they believe that theological discourse is enhanced by a variety of voices, they have tried to recover the submerged stories of women in Christian tradition so that these can be added to the wealth of our communal experience. Finally they have called for a reconstruction of theology which takes into account the full personhood of women as well as of men.

This development in theology has not happened in isolation: women theologians have been part of a movement, drawing on the writings of feminist theorists and philosophers, which has influenced the research of women scholars in many disciplines. Feminist biographers have based their critique of the androcentric nature of the biographical tradition on the same theories, and have challenged received practice in much the same way as women in theology have done, questioning both the loss of women’s stories and the submergence of women’s vitality beneath feminine stereotyping
 in the stories that have been told. They have explored what it might mean for a woman to tell the story of another woman without using the “objective” white, middle class, male voice that has dominated life-writing for so long,
 and they have begun to identify and employ some feminist approaches to biography.
This chapter, drawing on new questions being raised in both spirituality and biography, explores what can be learnt from a reading of feminist biographers’ spiritual and social subtexts; it attempts to understand the concerns, assumptions and intentions of the biographers (as these are revealed by their use of source materials, and by their omissions, emphases and interpretations); and it asks how their assumptions have shaped the ways in which Cornelia’s story has been told. This critique
 may not bring us closer to the original Cornelia, but it should enhance our understanding of the multiple presentations of her in the biographies. “Historical resources must be revisited and reread continually in order to bring newly discovered perspectives to bear on past interpretations.”

Biographers’ Contexts
Two major events that occurred in the 1960s created a watershed in Cornelian biography: firstly, attitudes in theology and spirituality were revolutionised by the Second Vatican Council; secondly, Cornelian studies were enhanced by the systematic collation of (and consequent ease of access to) the original source materials in preparation for Cornelia’s cause. It does not seem too much of a simplification, therefore, to consider together first the biographers who wrote before this period, and then those whose work was influenced by these developments.

Buckle, Bellasis, Gompertz, Wadham and Bisgood
The earlier biographies, from the seminal and influential work of Maria Joseph Buckle in the 1890s to the polished production of Marie Thérèse Bisgood in the 1960s, span a period of huge social change: the impact of the first and second world wars on western society creates an almost unbridgeable gulf between Buckle and Bisgood.
 Nevertheless, the first five biographies belong to a remarkably coherent period in Catholicism and in women’s religious life. All these biographers (including Juliana Wadham) seem to have written unquestioningly from within the Catholic subculture. They take for granted that their readership will share their value system, have a familiarity with the customs of religious life, and understand unexplained allusions to Roman Catholic practices. 
Mary E. Hines provides a thumb-nail sketch of the prevailing ghetto mentality of the Catholicism of this period, emphasizing the way in which the church viewed itself as being in opposition to the “world”:

In the years preceding Vatican I and to the eve of Vatican II, the official church had adopted an attitude of deep suspicion toward the world, consistent with its negative evaluation of modernity. Pius IX’s “prisoner of the Vatican” posture in protest against the seizure of the Papal States epitomized this attitude of salvation through withdrawal from the world. The world, particularly the modern thinking symbolized by the theories of Freud, Marx and Darwin, was viewed as evil and dangerous, even an occasion of sin. The world of grace, and the world of human history were viewed as separate realities. The church was the realm of grace, sometimes even identified with the kingdom of God on earth.

This conceptual framework, which shaped the Catholic world generally, was even more strongly influential within religious life. Hines notes the high status of religious within Catholic culture:

Consecrated religious, people who “left” the world most definitively, seemed the most perfect Christians and religious life intrinsically a more perfect state.

The convent culture out of which the biographies were written, and which they were consciously and unconsciously reinforcing, was deliberately out of tune with “the world” and its developments. In fact, convent culture was “other worldly” in a social as well as a theological sense: it was a subculture that retained many of the standards, values and attitudes of Victorian society (especially as regards women) alongside a spirituality which offered personal perfection as a goal and proposed withdrawal from “the world” into a life of self-denial as the best means to achieve it. Convent culture had a gendered perspective, being more fully subscribed to in communities of women than of men.
 It mirrored the traditional assumptions of church and society that women were of a lower status than men; that there was some correlation between nature and sinful weakness and female sexuality; and that in entering religious communities women could be simultaneously honoured and subordinated to men.

The biographers’ unquestioning acceptance of this anti-world, anti-body
 subculture influenced their reading and interpretation of the Cornelian documentation, and their presentation of Cornelia’s life. They used her story to reinforce the values of religious life as they were living it, and to validate the patterns of life and ministry which had become established within the Society at the time when they were writing. In this, of course, they were no different from any other biographers: it is a general tendency of the whole biographical genre to reflect and confirm the social structures and values out of which the writing emerges. What is read into and out of a life is dependent upon the perspective of the writer. 

Because the Cornelian biographers accepted the values of convent culture, they read those values into and out of Cornelia’s story. Those parts of her life and writings that stressed the need for self-control, mortification, obedience, struck them as being of particular importance and significance. They valued and emphasized, for example, Cornelia’s submission rather than her independence; her willingness to subordinate her own judgement to that of others (especially clerics) rather than her passion and vitality. Their desire to demonstrate that Cornelia was holy, even a saint, led them not only to emphasize her striving for perfection, but to construct her life as an unswerving trajectory towards the perfect. 
This approach, reflecting their spiritual and theological convictions, was reinforced by prevailing assumptions in biography. Like spirituality, biography is culturally embedded, emerging from and reflecting the values of a particular social context: “Patterns for telling one’s life originate outside one’s life experience; they are imported from the cultural storehouse.”
 Into their work, the biographers of Cornelia imported from the storehouse not only a whole set of religious and spiritual assumptions, but also conventional attitudes to biography. None of them was a professional biographer or had undertaken a serious study of the genre. Their understanding of biography had been acquired from general reading; they took as normative the patterns developed in male biography, and stereotypical approaches to the telling of women’s stories. 
The traditional model of telling women’s stories attempted to find “beauty even in pain” and to transform “rage into spiritual acceptance.” Today this approach is perceived as “less than honest…. Above all … what has been forbidden to women is anger, together with the open admission of the desire for power and control over one’s own life.”
 The first biographers of Cornelia are guilty on all these charges.
 But they were not deliberately “less than honest”; they were interpreting Cornelia’s life according to their own understanding of perfection and holiness. 

Every biography is a construct, an attempt to make up
, to make coherent, the events of an individual’s life. Roland Barthes called biography “a novel that dares not speak its name”
; and Northrop Frye asserted that biographers’ selection of material is “inspired by a fictitious impulse to select only those events and experiences … that go to build an integrated pattern.”
 The pattern does not arise from within the life; it is superimposed on the subject’s fractured and disparate life-events by the biographer. But the dominant patterns in male biography (“destination, a ‘significant’ (public) life, solitariness, ‘universal’ themes, and the suppression of the personal”) do not fit women’s lives. The “chronological, linear narrative, which is well suited to accounts of career and of war resonates less readily with women’s daily lives.”
 
Nevertheless, the influence of these assumptions and patterns on Cornelia’s biographers is clear. The biographers perceive Cornelia as foundress of the congregation, and retrospectively shape her life as if this were the destiny to which it always tended. All that they narrate, even about her early life and her experiences as a married woman, is written with an eye to the foundress she is to become. These biographies are essentially lives of a reverend mother foundress rather than a woman, much as a biography of Nelson written during this period would have been the life of an admiral, or of Gladstone that of a politician, because the biographers accepted and adopted the biographical stance of their contemporaries. 
Buckle’s assumptions about what was appropriate in biography are particularly important. Her influence on all subsequent Cornelian biography cannot be exaggerated: her choice of emphasis and anecdote casts a long shadow across every other account. But she herself possessed only a sketchy knowledge of Cornelia’s life before the founding of the Society; it was Cornelia the foundress whom she knew and whom she wished to portray. As foundress Cornelia was inextricably linked with the Society, and Buckle deliberately employed the power of Cornelia’s words and actions to reinforce and validate what Buckle herself valued and approved of in the life of the Society as it changed after Cornelia’s death. This same use of biographical material to give credence
 to current life and ministry patterns and value systems is evident in the works of Bellasis, Gompertz and Bisgood. Even Wadham is not entirely free from this approach, presenting Cornelia primarily as foundress, and as the establisher of an educational system from which Wadham herself had benefited. 
 An important aspect of the biographers’ context is their concern not just with Cornelia, but with the Society in which the founding charism was being systematized and institutionalised. After Cornelia’s death, other SHCJ assumed responsibility for interpreting, developing, and shaping the charism, and for protecting it from distortion. Writing the life of the foundress was a contribution to the creation of the Society’s myth, and a genuine expression of its charism. The tendency of institutions at this second stage of their development is to simplify and formalise—an instinct particularly noticeable in Angelica Croft, the second superior general.
 If the Society was to establish its credentials and gain hierarchical approval, Cornelia’s scandalous and unconventional life had in some way to be tamed. And this was true not only of her personal story, but also of her original founding impulse. Her wide ranging vision for a congregation devoted to all the spiritual works of mercy was gradually focused more exclusively onto the task of education, and thereby made more quantifiable. The same tendency towards retrenchment has been noted in other congregations: “In general a sisterhood in the 1860s tended to be a more radical organisation than the same sisterhood in the 1890s.”
 
The early biographers of Cornelia were influenced by this general development. But the two factors that were particularly significant in shaping the context of the first group of biographers were their unquestioning acceptance of the values of convent culture, and their interest in crystallizing the charism into a system—a less fluid and more manageable construct. These spiritual and religious preoccupations were reinforced by the patterns of conventional biography which these biographers applied to Cornelia’s life.

Strub and Flaxman
Elizabeth Mary Strub and Radegunde Flaxman write out of, and for, a Society and a Catholic world radically different from the context of the first biographers. Their work is informed by late twentieth-century cultural attitudes, by the documents of Vatican II, by the revolutionary changes in religious life which followed the Council, and by their own detailed study of quantities of original Cornelian source materials which were not available to the earlier biographers. But it would be too simplistic to suggest that a neat caesura divides these two later biographers from the others. Their training as religious had been similar to that of the earlier biographers; and they had personal experience of convent culture in the pre-Vatican II church. They stand at a particular historical and cultural moment.
 Most specifically, in church terms, they straddled the pre- and post-Vatican II worlds. So, their perspective on the Cornelian materials was at once sympathetic to and informed by the approaches of their predecessors, and at the same time very different in emphasis and tone. 

The positions of responsibility and authority which Strub and Flaxman held in the Society in the years immediately after Vatican II ensured that they not only gained an understanding of the radical changes through which they were living, but also explored ways in which the Society’s charism and founding myth could be handed on within the new culture. Both women carried responsibility for the formation of new members, and both served on the general council of the Society. Undoubtedly, these experiences influenced their approaches to the biographical task.
Whilst these two later biographers were without question daughters of the Council, the factor which most significantly shaped their work and differentiated it from that of their predecessors was the introduction of the cause of Cornelia’s canonisation. The introduction of the cause led to the collation of all the known Cornelian resources, to Strub’s and Flaxman’s meeting with Paul Molinari and James Walsh, and to the establishment of the Institute of Holy Child Studies in which they were both involved.


Walsh and Molinari shared with the members of the Society their own enthusiasm for the new approaches in Ignatian studies, and encouraged Strub and Flaxman to apply similar principles to the study of Cornelia. They showed them how to undertake research, and educated them in the intricacies of work for the Sacred Congregation of the Causes of Saints. On a personal level, they deepened the women’s understanding of, and commitment to, Ignatian spirituality and the Exercises. Their influence, especially Walsh’s, was enormous—so much so that the relationship that was established now seems deeply patriarchal. Walsh and Molinari were the experts who gave generously of their knowledge and enthusiasm; Strub, Flaxman and the other members of the Institute were the neophytes with everything to learn. So the particular historical moment at which Strub and Flaxman were working is pinpointed. It is startling to realise that less than twenty years ago serious women scholars needed such support and encouragement from sympathetic clerics, and that today, so short a time later, our expectations and assumptions are so different.
Both of these biographers, but especially Strub, wrote with the explicit intention of furthering the cause of Cornelia’s possible canonisation. Strub was constrained by the criteria laid down by the Congregation for the Causes of Saints, and was not free to structure her work as she wished. She was obliged to present Cornelia as a model of specific virtues and as a striver for perfection. Strub’s own theological training, and her ongoing contact with current theological thinking during her years in Rome, heightened her awareness of the limitations of this approach. Further, the new insights into Cornelia (and especially into the significance of the events of her life at Grand Coteau) that Strub and the other members of the Institute of Holy Child Studies were exploring did not fit easily into the Congregation’s pre-ordained structure: and the tension is apparent in Strub’s writing. Ultimately, despite the pressure of the Congregation’s requirements, she pointed the way towards a fuller and freer exploration of Cornelia the woman.
Flaxman’s biography, unlike Strub’s, was written for publication—the first general biography of Cornelia to appear for thirty years. Flaxman and Strub had lived and worked together over a number of years, and seem to have stimulated each other’s research interests. Flaxman was able to draw on the Positio, and on Strub’s exploration of Cornelia’s spiritual development as outlined in the Informatio. But, because she was writing for a more general readership, Flaxman’s approach differed substantially from Strub’s. 
Flaxman undertook an impressive amount of research, and in her biography she presents, for the first time, a detailed account of Cornelia’s social and cultural context: life in Philadelphia after the declaration of independence; the world of the English Catholic aristocracy resident in Rome; the life of the church in England following the Second Spring revival and the restoration of the hierarchy; approaches to the education of working girls and women in nineteenth-century England, and so on. The tone of the work is “objective”; the structure she adopts is largely chronological; the focus of her writing is Cornelia’s public persona rather than her inner world. 
Flaxman does not seem to have been influenced by (or to have been aware of?) the research criteria of feminist scholars, whether theologians or biographers. She does not share the feminist biographers’ interest in presenting the inconsistencies and self-contradictions of their subjects. Neither does she bring into the frame, as they do, the significance of her own relationship with her subject, or indicate that she recognises the necessarily partial and particular perspective from which she is writing. On the contrary, Flaxman’s work has all the appearance of being “definitive,” of being an attempt to write “the standard biography.” It is apologetic in tone and defensive of Cornelia, frequently justifying or explaining away her flaws, weaknesses and poor judgements. 
In this attitude to Cornelia, Flaxman is a direct inheritor of the approaches of the earlier biographers. And yet, her work differs substantially from theirs in content. Not only is her biography more broadly based and more solidly researched, but what she praises in Cornelia and holds up for admiration is quite different from the characteristics chosen by her predecessors. Where they emphasized Cornelia’s submission to ecclesiastical authority, for instance, Flaxman highlights her independence of spirit. It is unthinkable that an earlier biography could have been entitled A Woman Styled Bold.
The ways in which Flaxman’s biography is in harmony with the previous biographies and the ways in which it differs from them neatly pinpoint the moment at which she was writing. On the one hand, the structure of her work is not influenced by emerging feminist theories or by post-modern scholarship; on the other hand, its content—the exploration of the social and cultural background, the drawing out and emphasising of different Cornelian characteristics—clearly reflects the attitudes and interests of the late twentieth century. 
Flaxman’s approach, therefore, like that of the other biographers, is determined to a considerable degree by the historical moment that forms its context. Each author’s historical, social and cultural context, as much as her own interests, personality, preferences and prejudices, determines the ways in which she reads the documentation and interprets Cornelia’s life. The context in which each biography is written defines its range of plausible interpretations, and makes some views literally unthinkable.
 Context goes a long way towards explaining the biographers’ treatment of the source materials: what they choose as important, what they omit, and how they interpret.

Omissions and Interpretations
In beginning to discuss the omissions and interpretations in the Cornelian biographies, in the way of feminist scholars, I place myself within the research framework.
 My standpoint, my particular historical context, determines my perspective—a perspective as provisional as all those which have preceded it. My approach to the biographies is influenced by my reading in feminist biography and spirituality, and by attitudes to saintliness and to the telling of women’s stories which are current at the beginning of the twenty-first century. More robust and complex versions of the lives of our foremothers in the faith are looked for today if their “life stories [are] to serve as encouragement and guidance for our own lives in the presence of God.”
 The purpose of this section, therefore, is to raise questions about some of the accepted interpretations of Cornelia’s story which, because they are rooted in cultural assumptions that are no longer current, are ceasing to have relevance or credibility today. 

Cornelia’s Family of Origin
Today most biographies verge on the psychobiographical; initial questions, reflecting popular psychology, are likely to concern the significance and influence of the subject’s family of origin: “Where should [the biography] begin? With her birth … ? [What] is the subject’s relation—inevitably complex—with her mother?”
 If these are important questions, any biographer of Cornelia will fall at the first hurdle, because information about Cornelia’s parents, about her relationships with them, and about her childhood generally, is extremely sparse. Each biographer in turn explains that “Of her parents and her early life very little has come down to us … Of her childhood little is related.”
 In spite of this, the biographers all assert that Cornelia was a beautiful child from an unusually happy home:

All the children were gifted with talents and beauty, but the youngest daughter [Cornelia] seems to have been the most generously endowed with both…. It is pleasant to dwell upon her in her sunny childhood, fair and spirited and joyous, loving and beloved.
The little dark-eyed girl grew up lovely and spontaneous … merry and very intelligent … the joy and often the consolation of the household. But very few details of this happy childhood have come down to us.
Cornelia Augusta Peacock, the last of seven children, is born in Philadelphia into a happy family in comfortable circumstances.
Yet what little information there is … conveys the certainty that hers was a happy, secure childhood that formed her to love and trust.

These accounts all have a whiff of hagiography about them. Like princesses in fairytales, female saints are stereotypically happy and good and beautiful and wealthy. The language that all the biographers use is suspiciously synthetic: Gompertz goes so far as to describe the dark-haired, dark-eyed Cornelia as “fair”. Yet, the only document that the Positio produces to support this standard presentation of the young Cornelia is a paragraph in a letter written by Cornelia after the death of her sister, Mary, who joined the Society of the Sacred Heart:

My dearest Sister, from her earliest childhood was remarkable for her gentleness and amiability which were accompanied by an almost unvarying cheerfulness of mind. She was very fond of birds and flowers and these claimed her chief attention when she was not studying her lessons or writing. Her character was very docile and freed from self confidence and she generally exalted others far beyond herself and beyond their merits, especially her younger Sister [Cornelia] whom she praised quite undeservedly though she intended no fault in doing so.
 
Cornelia’s language, as she records this memory of her sister, is consciously hagiographical (“she intended no fault in doing so”); and yet this, and an assertion by Cornelia’s niece, Mary Gaenslen, that “Aunt Mary told us there was never an unpleasant word spoken in their family,”
 are the sum total of the evidence for a happy carefree childhood. Against this is the knowledge that “some months before his fiftieth year,” Cornelia’s father, who speculated in property, “was confined in a nursing home belonging to a Mr Sebastian Himmelsporker” and died there when Cornelia was nine. At this time his “debts exceeded his assets.”
 Cornelia’s mother, who had been married twice, died when Cornelia was 14, “after a severe and lingering illness.”
 A father in debt and confined to a nursing home, and a mother suffering from a lingering illness do not usually make for a happy and carefree childhood. And a psychobiography today would certainly not overlook the fact that in all her many letters to her siblings, throughout the rest of her life, Cornelia never once made a single reference to either parent.
The mythologized version of Cornelia’s life goes on to relate how this beautiful and gifted young woman, from one of the best families in Philadelphia, fell deeply in love with the local curate, who was socially and financially beneath her, and married him in spite of family opposition. Not only does this enhance and dramatize Cornelia, but it also sows seeds of doubt about Pierce from the very beginning of the story. Yet once more, the few known facts do not fully support this account. Flaxman states, and she is the first biographer to make this assertion:

Although American-born like Pierce, her [Cornelia’s] ancestral roots were less fully American than his, her immediate family situation less stable and its members less prominent. In these ways, at least materially, Pierce was more advantaged than she.

Lacking information about Cornelia’s family of origin and early life, the first biographers provided a romanticised, hagiographical picture. The feminist biographer today cannot reproduce this, but neither has she the material needed for the Freudian or neo-Freudian analysis that would form the basis of a well-researched psychobiography.
 So all she can do is to acknowledge the lacuna.

Cornelia as Wife and Mother
In current feminist thought the categorization and definition of a woman according to degrees of relationship with the men in her life (daughter, sister, wife, mother) are automatically suspect. But Cornelia as wife and mother, and the representation of her marriage and motherhood in the biographies, have been perceived as extremely important, at least in terms of her possible canonisation. In an article in the Homiletic and Pastoral Review (October 1963) Paul Molinari explains the theological rationale:

The Church will never proceed to her [Cornelia’s] canonisation just because she founded a religious community and will never limit herself to exalt Cornelia’s life on account of the trials she underwent as a nun. The really deep meaning of every canonisation consists principally and always in this: the whole life of a person, from the moment of conversion to God up till the moment of death, is held up as a masterpiece of God’s grace in our world and as a true example of this person’s heroic correspondence to God’s gracious invitation to loving surrender.

So, Molinari argues, the kind of wife and the kind of mother Cornelia was cannot be overlooked in the canonisation process. Molinari and Peter Gumpel (the relator of the cause) both address this issue directly, making the formal claim that Cornelia was “an exemplary wife and mother,”
 as well as “an outstanding religious and foundress, and above all, a woman entirely open to God’s demands and his unfathomable and mysterious ways of love.”
 Yet, every biographer from Buckle onwards has been aware of, and has attempted to counter, the scandal of Cornelia’s marital difficulties and the widespread criticism of her as an “unnatural mother.”
Cornelia as Wife


Molinari’s defence of Cornelia as exemplary wife is set within the context of his understanding of priesthood and religious life as “a higher vocation” than marriage:

We must understand that God’s ways are not our ways and God can indeed ask sacrifices and does in fact ask sacrifices that exceed our narrow conceptions. The vocation of a married person to the more perfect state of the priesthood or the religious life is, therefore, a possibility.

Nevertheless, he claims that, before she became a religious, Cornelia “lived an exemplary family life, and was intensely happy in it,” and that she had “a truly heroic love for her husband” [his italics].
 Because of this, and in spite of her pursuit of a “higher vocation,” he argues that she “is a shining example” to married people:

She is, in our own days, a valid and highly opportune example also for married people in so far as she has taught us that Christian love between husband and wife should always intend the greater spiritual benefit of the married partner and that, for the achievement of this higher and God-willed spiritual good, it should never shrink back even from the greatest personal sacrifices once these are seen to be the will of God.
 
Molinari’s argument is that Cornelia was a theologically exemplary wife because she sacrificed her happiness with her husband to what was perceived to be a call by God for Pierce to embrace a higher vocation. Even if this argument continues to be theologically valid,
 it has to be acknowledged that, for many people today, the consequences of the decision as they unfolded in the Connellys’ lives prove a serious stumbling block to theological conviction. Cornelia’s choice, whilst arguably praiseworthy within her context and maybe even contributory to her sanctity, no longer strikes people as exemplary; it is not an example they wish to imitate.
Gompertz
, however, writes entirely from within the position outlined by Molinari: priesthood and religious life are higher callings than marriage, and Cornelia’s holiness is demonstrated by her willingness to sacrifice life with her husband and children. Gompertz summarises this view in an extravagantly worded passage on the second page of her biography:

Physical torture even pagans have braved for love or duty, but it has been left to the saints to show an equal courage in the greater sufferings of the soul. Divine Love is the secret of their power. Cornelia Connelly had tasted the happiness of perfect human love. She was loved more devotedly and in more varieties of relationship than falls to the lot of most women. But when God took possession first of her intellect and then of her heart, her love for Him became an impelling force which stopped at no sacrifices and ever goaded her on to greater activity in His service.

Gompertz’ claim that the Connellys experienced “perfect human love” seems fanciful, but the first years of their marriage were happy. Evidence is provided by, among others, Cornelia’s sister Mary, a rather effusive letter writer: “They are and always have been about the happiest couple that ever breathed.”
 Discussing Pierce’s decision to seek ordination in the Catholic church (which she wrongly believes he concealed from Cornelia) Gompertz confirms the quality of the marriage:

[T]hese were the questionings … which he had of necessity to hide from the wife who had hitherto shared his every thought. We have her testimony that the union between them had been unclouded.
Mrs Connelly’s attitude towards her husband at this time was one of generous admiration. At the beginning she was absolutely free from any feeling of reproach or mistrust towards him. She had always been a devoted wife, and the fidelity and intensity of her love had … grown with the years.

Even within Gompertz’ schema—writing the life of a foundress, accepting a theology of the superiority of the call to priesthood and religious life—the enormity of the sacrifice which Cornelia was called upon to make is evident. She had been happy in her marriage, and she had a great deal to lose:

We cannot but marvel at the grace that was given her, utterly to put aside her own wishes, feelings and most sacred rights, and to think of nothing but the Will of God.

Yet Gompertz’ theology traps her into describing Cornelia’s feelings for, and thoughts about, her husband as “obstacles to perfection.” After Pierce’s and Mercer’s departure from Grand Coteau for Europe (Mercer was nine), Gompertz pictures Cornelia struggling to die to her feelings for her husband and son, literally to forget about them; and she presents this struggle as a path towards personal perfection:

Her chief enemies were her thoughts and affections, which would, in spite of herself, follow her husband and her little son across the ocean; or dwell on memories of what had passed away. While determined to overcome these obstacles to perfection, she reminds herself in words that foreshadow the future motto of her Society, that it is actions that count, not sentiments. She knows that her old self must die, and she condemns it to death without mercy. All must be for God, nothing for the indulgence of imagination or memory.

Gompertz writes emphatically from within the convent culture. Cornelia’s struggle to set aside her marital and maternal feelings, and her motivation for doing so, is described in language which would have found echoes in the spirituality of every member of a religious congregation in the 1920s: “Her old self must die, and she condemns it to death without mercy. All must be for God, nothing for the indulgence of imagination or memory.” After describing Pierce’s ordination, Gompertz idealises Cornelia’s radical choice even further. Here is a woman that the religious of the 1920s can admire and desire to emulate:

Never at any time was she even tempted to regret the sacrifice she had made of her life to God…. With her there was no rapine in the holocaust.

Gompertz presents Cornelia as exemplary. But those who will follow her example are more likely to be women religious than wives struggling to remain faithful to their husbands. Flaxman, writing seventy years later, perceives the experiences of the married Cornelia rather differently. (It must be borne in mind that Flaxman and Gompertz were working with the same basic source materials: what differs is the interpretation.)


Though Flaxman describes the beginnings of the Connellys’ married life in Natchez as “three happy years,”
 she believes that their circumstances were far from easy. Pierce’s ministry was “unusual, hard and depressing”; he was lonely, isolated and “under great strain.” “In such circumstances a wife’s support was important.”
 When the Connellys decided to abandon Episcopalianism in favour of Catholicism, Flaxman quotes a stereotypically nineteenth-century comment from one of Cornelia’s letters: “I am ready to submit to whatever my beloved husband believes to be the path of duty.”
 This image of a submissive and dutiful Cornelia, if it had not won approval from the earlier biographers, would certainly have been passed over by them without comment. But it is not consonant with Flaxman’s basic view of Cornelia as a woman styled bold, and so she is obliged to deconstruct it.
 In an authorial comment following the quotation, Flaxman asserts that, the letter notwithstanding, Cornelia was a woman of independence and spirit:

The way in which Cornelia here expresses her relationship with her husband calls for comment. By nature she was by no means submissive. Her decision to marry against opposition was an independent choice. She was naturally spontaneous, strong, warm. She was also clear-headed, but the age in which she lived demanded submissiveness from wife to husband. In all things temporal his was the final say. Both law and society agreed with him and the wife had no rights. A girl would be bred to this concept and to a future in which as wife she could not dream otherwise. Cornelia’s family was no exception. “Be a Catholic, or whatever will make you happiest,” Addie wrote to her, “follow the path of duty strictly. Be advised by your dear good partner, he is your earthly guide.”

The presentation of Cornelia as the exemplary wife is problematic for all the biographers, because none of them is sympathetic towards Pierce or his choices. Flaxman’s comments about him are particularly stinging. Of his decision to give up his living in Natchez, for instance, she writes: “Publicly he had deprived himself of his parish and incidentally of income for his wife and children. If this was indeed heroism for the sake of truth it was also an ill-judged and precipitate action.”
 Flaxman wishes to present a Cornelia who is as independent of her husband as possible. Consequently, she makes much of Cornelia’s decision to be received into the Catholic church in New Orleans before the family sailed for Europe, whilst Pierce, with his intellectual and theological questions still unresolved, waited until they arrived in Rome. She speaks of this choice of Cornelia’s as “pivotal,” as “a quantum leap out of dependence into freedom”:

No event in Cornelia’s future among many that were momentous would be more pivotal than this. By breaking away from her husband’s plans in a matter so intimate to their relationship as religion, this nineteenth-century wife made a quantum leap out of dependence into freedom. Henceforth she is more and more herself, and at the same time more and more free for God, whatever her husband may ask of her.

“Quantum leap” seems an exaggerated claim when Flaxman acknowledges, in the same paragraph, that “It was “with full sanction and approval of her husband” that [Cornelia] was received into the Catholic church.” Nevertheless, it is clear from Flaxman’s presentation that submission, duty and obedience are not central to her concept of the exemplary—or holy—wife. In a decidedly twentieth-century way, Flaxman sees Cornelia’s dependence on her husband as something she will grow out of. She speaks of an early letter of Cornelia’s to Pierce as “the spontaneous expression of a strong but still dependent love.”
 And she offers an interpretation of Cornelia, left at Grand Coteau after the departure of her husband and son for Europe, which fundamentally contradicts the view of Gompertz quoted above:

It would be surprising were there no sense of being abandoned, no temptation to envy and blame her husband and reach out possessively to her children, even to cry out against God, “Why me?” But what we have in this second notebook … is not that side of the picture. Instead, there is evidence of a sustained generous effort to put herself, come what might, into God’s hands.

Flaxman allows us—in a way unthinkable in the earlier biographies—to contemplate the possibility that Cornelia felt resentment, even self-pity. She emphasizes the struggle, the cost to Cornelia of the decision to break up their home and become a religious:

The presence of her little boy [Frank], “trying to say everything: with pretty curling hair & rosy cheeks & saucy chin,” her last child, was a piercing reminder of all that was lost to her … 
At the very beginning [of the notebook] she writes that every day she will “give P[ierce], self, children, all” into the care of the Mother of God.… At the end of the retreat made with the nuns she offers (and deliberately initials and dates) “to support all kinds of adversities” if that is what God chooses for her. The earnestness with which she strove to respond is evident in the notebook.

Flaxman, from her own context, reads into the source material an account of a woman coping with the disintegration of her marriage which might well be exemplary and encouraging for people in similar situations in the late twentieth century. Flaxman’s Cornelia has, arguably, “a truly heroic love for her husband” as Molinari suggested, but Flaxman’s understanding and presentation of that heroism differs radically from his or Gompertz’. 
Further, Flaxman strikingly suggests that, however exemplary Cornelia’s married life may have been, it was not till the deed of separation had been signed and Pierce had been ordained that Cornelia finally came into her own, that her potential began to be realised:

Here was the moment of closure on years of uncertainty, on the kind of experience which would have led many a woman to breakdown. They had been years marked by prolonged deliberation, prayer and waiting, by great love and extraordinary trust in God. They were also years of confused feelings, of shifting roles and—most of all—of conflict within herself which she had never been able to alleviate, as would a late-twentieth century wife, by effective decisions of her own. This was a moment of unseen beginning when potential began to stir and action call. She was like one of those whose life so far had always been in the half-light and who now stood waiting in the wings till the new scene was set.

For late twentieth-century readers this development and use of Cornelia’s gifts is more satisfying, more godly, than her behaviour either as a docile and submissive wife or as a woman who, in Gompertz’ words, was willing “utterly to put aside her own wishes, feelings and most sacred rights, and to think of nothing but the Will of God.” But has Flaxman drawn such an attractive picture of the new possibilities opening up for Cornelia as her marriage effectively ends, that her value as an exemplary wife is effectively vitiated?

Cornelia as Mother
Paul Molinari and Peter Gumpel, in their prefatory essays to the Positio, assert that Cornelia was exemplary as a mother as well as a wife. Molinari’s article, “Commitment to Love,” speaks of Cornelia’s “very maternal and extremely delicate love for her young children,” and of her realisation that “God in His infinite wisdom and goodness was asking her to make a most painful sacrifice, the sacrifice of her children whom she dearly loved.”
 If we view this sacrifice “in the light of faith,” he argues, we may have every confidence that there will be no resulting damage to the children:

In the light of faith it is further not difficult to see that this sacrifice of what is dearest to one’s heart is, at the same time, not only a secure means of personal sanctification, but also an unimaginable source of apostolic fertility. God is not outdone in generosity. In His way He will not only bless the future life of the person who, on His explicit demand, has entered upon a higher state of perfection, but He will also supply (though not always in a way visible to our human eyes) for the needs of that parental care and love that the parents concerned will no longer be able to give their children.

The tell-tale parenthesis, “though not always in a way visible to human eyes,” suggests that Molinari recognises that objections might be raised over the fate of the Connellys’ children. He does not explain how God, in this specific case, supplied the children’s need for maternal care and love. But, at least by implication, he acknowledges that the decisions of the parents could have an adverse effect upon the children’s general welfare. In this he takes a broader view than James Walsh who, in his two articles in The Month in 1959, focuses exclusively on what he called “the religious perversion” of the children—the loss of their Roman Catholic conviction and practice. And for this he places the blame squarely on Pierce:

Doubt is sometimes cast on the genuinity of Cornelia’s vocation because it occasioned the religious perversion of her three children…. But the fact is undeniable—that the children’s perversion and the deprivation of all communication with their mother was wholly the result of their father’s broken promises.

Neither Molinari nor Walsh makes a substantial case for the claim that Cornelia was an exemplary mother. And the facts are difficult: of her three children who survived to adulthood, Mercer lived with her until he was nine; Adeline until she was seven (followed by another four years in Sacred Heart boarding schools where her mother was also present on the premises); and Frank until he was five. Afterwards her influence over the children was severely restricted. Mercer died in America at the age of twenty, not having seen his mother since he was thirteen, or having had any correspondence or contact with her after he left Stonyhurst aged sixteen. Adeline saw Cornelia only once in later life, in 1877, when she was already 42; and by that time, according to Gompertz, “all intimacy had vanished…. For her mother she had little more than politeness.”
 Frank met his mother twice after the age of five—in 1867, when he was 26, and again in 1872. “His visits merely added to [Cornelia’s] sorrow.”
 
For readers of Cornelia’s story today, the question of the children is possibly more significant than it was at an earlier period. Certainly, Gompertz’ treatment is no longer perceived as acceptable. She speaks of Cornelia as “an affectionate and devoted mother [whose] love was fully returned by her children,” and she describes her separation from them as a “cross.”
 But she presents the mother’s love for her children as “natural” rather than “spiritual,” and suggests, with apparent approval, that Cornelia “conquered” it:

Once again in this separation the clash of natural and spiritual claims had become acute for the mother, and once again she silently conquered.
 
When Pierce removed the children from their schools, intending “to hold them as hostages . .  as the best means of getting hold of their mother,” Gompertz speaks of the conflict between “natural and spiritual claims” in Cornelia, and of her heroic resistance to the ties of natural affection:

For the last time the natural and spiritual claims upon her met in violent conflict, and she saw how impossible it was to serve two masters. The temptation to recover her children at any cost pursued her, and with it came the inspiration to new heroism. She dared not trust her own heart lest in its overmastering love for them it might prove a traitor to her solemn obligations.

Nerving her soul as usual by meditation on the Passion and on the Mother of Sorrows, she made [a] vow [to be directed by the convent chaplain in the matter] and forced her heart to be at peace.

Gompertz never seems to have reflected upon the consequences of these choices for the Connelly children. She is writing a biography of a reverend mother foundress who happened to have children, and whose relationship with her children “furnished her with many opportunities for sacrifice.”
 This is the language of convent culture, and the foundress is an example to be emulated by Gompertz’ contemporaries in the Society, who were encouraged to make a radical break with the lives they had led before entering the congregation. But in the early twenty-first century, the biographer’s lack of concern for the effect of the Connellys’ sacrifice upon their children is heart wrenching. 
Gompertz describes one incident which took place at Grand Coteau after Pierce and Mercer had left for Europe. Adeline had become a boarder at the Sacred Heart school, and Cornelia was living with Frank at Bishop’s Cottage:

Her little daughter Adeline seems to have furnished her with many opportunities for sacrifice. She left her entirely to the care of the nuns, often denying herself the pleasure of her company…. It happened one day that the child developed an infectious disease and was hurriedly isolated by the nuns. Her mother, who was teaching in the school, could not be with her. The next morning Mrs Connelly refrained, in a spirit of mortification, from making enquiries. Everybody thought that someone else had surely told her how the child was, and consequently she went through the whole day without any information. This little incident she afterwards related herself to help another, and encourage her to bear the torment of anxiety.

In spite of anecdotes such as this, Gompertz, like all the biographers, asserts that Cornelia was a devoted and affectionate mother. Gompertz speculates—though she offers no supporting evidence—that in this we may see the influence of Cornelia’s own mother (“it must have been from her that Cornelia inherited much that was great and noble, and above all, her exalted idea of a mother’s office”
). Though she has stressed Cornelia’s heroic suppression of her natural feelings for her children, Gompertz acknowledges that:

Her heart still yearned for her own little ones. She was full of compassion for them in their loss of their home and she tried as far as she could to make them happy by her bright loving letters and presents suited to their years.

Cornelia’s letters to Mercer, at school at Stonyhurst, are quoted extensively by the biographers. To a reader today they appear tendentious, moralising, and lacking in empathy for the difficult situation in which Mercer found himself. He was an American adolescent at a nineteenth-century English public school; his father was a priest and his mother a nun; and he was obliged to be grateful to the Earl of Shrewsbury, who was paying the fees. Gompertz describes him as “a source of anxiety”:

His school reports were not satisfactory, and the faults she [Cornelia] had so often warned him against were growing. He was moody and unpractical, as well as passionate, and began to resent reproof. There was too a strain of duplicity in the boy which astonished and pained her.
He had dangerous defects of character … and his school career had been disappointing.
 
Gompertz does not speculate in the main body of the text on the reasons for Mercer’s difficulties, and presents Cornelia as more concerned about his “perversion” from Catholicism than about his happiness:

To Mother Connelly the loss and perversion of her children was the deepest sorrow of her life.
[Mercer’s] death … was a terrible grief to Mother Connelly. She had always hoped that early impressions and the religious education he had received at Stonyhurst would bring the boy back to the Church.

Gompertz comments: “It is strange that a boy of sixteen, brought up as Mercer had been, should have so easily abandoned his religion.”
 
Sympathy for Mercer is relegated to a long footnote. And the sympathy is hedged, firstly by the assumption that he had some “natural” character defects, and secondly by an attempt to defend Cornelia’s approach to her son:

One cannot help feeling a pang of sympathy for Merty. A possible cause of his disimprovement suggests itself to those who have had experience of boys. Even in the best conducted schools they are quick to ridicule anything “queer” about a companion. A boy whose father and mother had become priest and nun, and who had actually spent his vacation in a convent, may have had a good deal to suffer on that account. To Merty’s sensitive, brooding disposition the strain would have been great and might have brought on an almost morbid depression. In any case he seems at this time to have been angry and sick at heart, and to have resented his mother’s inexperience of the ways of British schoolboys.

Although her letters strike us as too supernatural for the capacity of a child, we must remember that Merty had been brought up from infancy in a very spiritual atmosphere. Remarks in the letters show that for some years at least he had responded sympathetically to his mother’s treatment.

The post Gompertz held, as lecturer in psychology at the college in Cavendish Square, perhaps explains her attempt at a psychological assessment of Mercer. But it also raises the question as to whether her overriding purpose—to present Cornelia as a suitable candidate for canonisation—in some way curtailed any more rigorous examination of the mother-son relationship. 
The Cornelia of Gompertz’ biography can only be considered an exemplary mother in the terms of Molinari’s theological argument—in that she trusted God to supply the parental love that she could no longer offer. If, as Gompertz suggests, Cornelia’s primary concern was not her children’s human happiness but their eternal salvation, she must have agonised over their “perversion” and her own partial responsibility for it.
Flaxman’s presentation of Cornelia as mother is in marked contrast to Gompertz’, and it reflects once more Flaxman’s own context and her sensitivity to the criticisms necessarily raised about the Connelly children by a general reading public who are aware of the difficulties induced in adults by childhood psychological trauma. Flaxman addresses explicitly those points in the story which she recognises will be problematic for her readers. She defends Cornelia against the accusation that she “gave up” her children; and she offers a stout explanation of the educational arrangements the Connellys made when they entered upon their marital separation:

Although later Cornelia refers to having “given up” her husband for the work of God, she never spoke of having given up her children. On the contrary, when in regard to them fearful injustice and suffering overtook her, she maintained the opposite, passionately.
The arrangements made for the Connelly children would have excited not critical comment but congratulation. What was largely missing in their milieu was the notion of parental responsibility and the educational significance of the family for the proper maturing of a child. And disregarded was the crisis which mothers had to face when their children, especially their sons, were “lost” to them at so early an age. Whether or not the Connellys really approved of this state of affairs, they were victims of their milieu as much as anyone else. What they went along with when they separated was what they would have sought to do had there been no separation.

Nowhere does Flaxman enter into discussion about the exemplary nature of Cornelia’s motherhood. But the picture she paints is fundamentally more human than Gompertz’, and consequently more attractive and imitable. Flaxman carefully avoids the suggestion that Cornelia sacrificed her children for a higher good; instead, when Cornelia arrived in England in 1846 and learnt that the children were to be sent away to school, Flaxman reflects on “the psychological confusion she must have been in.”

 She speaks of Cornelia’s “suffering of the heart,”
 and acknowledges that she must have experienced doubts about the fate of her children, must have been prey to guilt and anxiety.
 
Flaxman recognises, as Gompertz did, that the loss to the children of their Catholic faith added to Cornelia’s pain:

The children … were to be uprooted from the ways of the faith she had taught them to love.
Throughout Cornelia’s life as religious and foundress the one suffering always with her was the apostasy of her husband and the loss of her children.

But, alongside this concern for the children’s loss of faith, Flaxman stresses a human ache and desire and “desperate longing” for their company, for contact with them and influence over them:

During the years since Pierce had first asked her to free him it had been through the heart’s natural affections that she had chiefly suffered.
Behind all that clamoured for attention every day … and deeper than any of this lay the hidden ache for husband and children.

Adeline’s being sent away to school at New Hall “was affliction for Cornelia”; the decision was “most painful and unacceptable,” but “remained to be obeyed” because Wiseman had decreed it. As for five year old Frank, “it was longer before Cornelia brought herself to give him up. [But] if Wiseman was insisting, it was a question of when, not whether.”

When Flaxman comes to examine the vow that Cornelia made after Pierce abducted the children, she avoids Gompertz’ dualistic tension between the natural and the spiritual, and focuses on Cornelia’s strong desire for contact with the children. But her underlying theology does not differ greatly from Gompertz’:

It must have been the dictates of feeling with which most of all she had to wrestle…. [Her vow] was prompted by Pierce’s traitorous removal of the children, a searing moment of truth for the mother: he would do even this to gain his end. The temptation to temporise with God’s claims must have hung over her…. She thus fortified herself against the desperate longing to give up everything for the sake of the children—which Pierce had probably counted on.

 Flaxman sets the struggle for the children, and Cornelia’s subsequent loss of contact with them, within the context of apparently happy nineteenth-century family relationships. She presents Cornelia as full of parental pride in her children and their achievements:

The children constantly occupy her: Ady can now “just get up by a chair alone”; she cannot get Mercer to keep his little spectacles on for even ten minutes at a time.
“Our little Ady has grown so much that you would scarcely know her I think. She speaks Italian quite as well as French and her English is not neglected. On St Peter’s day (dear Papa’s feast), she played a little duet on the piano with me and sang some pretty little verses.”
“Our dear little Frank,” she wrote to her sister, was doing spelling and Bible story and repetition with her and found it very hard “to keep still”.

Flaxman writes more sympathetically
 of Mercer at Stonyhurst, “an anxiety-ridden, very insecure adolescent.” She notes the deterioration in his grades at school, and acknowledges that “for the twentieth century” his mother’s letters “smack altogether too much of advice, virtue and piety.”
 But “for the twentieth century” something more than this mildly-worded criticism is needed.


Though neither Flaxman nor Gompertz make much of it, a serious block to Cornelia’s continuing role as an exemplary mother lies in the legal status of women in nineteenth-century England and America. As Flaxman explains:

The only “person” in the marriage was the husband, and his wife and children were viewed as his property. With that as her legal status the wronged married woman had little hope in law on which to ground a petition…. He would generally retain her property along with custody of the children and whatever they might inherit…. Had Cornelia challenged … she risked a decree which would bar her irretrievably from the children.

Cornelia’s relationship with her children after the decree of separation had been signed was, therefore, wholly dependent upon a promise Pierce made to her “that everything done with regard to the children would be with her consent.”
 When he foreclosed on this agreement, she had no redress. The very basis for her relationship with her children differs so radically from that which pertains in Britain
 today, that it is difficult to see how she can, in any simple way, be offered as a model of maternal behaviour. 

Cornelia as Religious 
Cornelia’s arrival in Derby with three companions on 13 October 1846 was an auspicious moment: it marked not just the beginnings of the Society of the Holy Child Jesus, but the first foundation of a new congregation of religious women in England since the Reformation.
 The nascent Society, however, immediately faced a number of difficulties. They had to contend with considerable public feeling against the growth of religious communities—in the popular imagination convents were akin to religious brothels—and in March 1851 Charles Newdegate, an evangelical member of Parliament, tried to introduce the forcible registration and inspection of convents in his Religious Houses Bill. But of even greater consequence for the nuns themselves was the fact that women’s religious life was in a state of flux. Prior to the nineteenth century, almost all religious women had lived within enclosure. So, active women religious, and especially those establishing themselves in a Protestant country, had few role models to draw on. They were involved in a process of exploration and experiment. 

Cornelia’s understanding of the practices of religious life had been acquired largely though contact with the Society of the Sacred Heart (founded in Paris in 1800). She had been given privileged access to their community life both at Grand Coteau and at Trinità dei Monti. But she had not absorbed their approaches and customs unthinkingly or uncritically. Ultimately she had been deeply unhappy at the Trinità, writing to her sister, Adeline Duval, on 12 November 1845:

 And now my dear Ady to explain at once why I did not answer your letter immediately the truth is it would then have passed through the hands of the Superioress here and would probably not have been such as would have pleased her for I considered myself obliged to announce to her nine months ago that I doubted very much that I should ever enter the order of the S Heart tho I had no doubts about my vocation to a religious life … I bless our dear Lord again and again that I have been prevented so wonderfully from taking any promise or obligation upon me with respect to this french order for it is not the one for our country. Our own dear country women must be led to a perfect life by meekness and sweetness and not by fear.

By the time Cornelia came to England, then, she had formed opinions about the principles and practice of religious life; but there were no fixed patterns into which the new congregation automatically slotted. Much was ad hoc. The Constitutions of the Society awaited approval by the church, and Cornelia modified them constantly as her understanding of her congregation grew. Vows taken in the Society were of uncertain value, and the sisters learned gradually, and sometimes painfully, the implications of a vowed life. Relations with the hierarchy (only re-established in England and Wales in 1850) were often uneasy, as the bishops as well as the nuns teased out the nature of their mutual obligations. 
The biographers, however, are sometimes tempted to write as if Cornelia and the early members of the Society shared their own fixed understanding, and their own secure living, of religious life. This illustrates again that each biographer is situated in her own moment—a moment different both from the world of Cornelia which preceded it, and from our own world today. Before Vatican II, twentieth-century writers of religious biography conveyed a sense of permanence, of certainty, of unchanging (and perhaps even unquestionable) values, which reflected the Catholic culture of the time. Consequently they were attracted by, emphasized and perceived as important the more settled and hierarchical aspects of mid nineteenth-century religious life. Today, when religious life is once more in a state of flux, the less settled, more uncertain, exploratory aspects of the life are ripe for retrieval. 
James Walsh’s two articles on Cornelia convey something of the certainty of tone which prevailed in the pre-Vatican II church. In pamphlet form the articles are entitled The Vocation of Cornelia Connelly, and Walsh makes it clear that the vocation of Cornelia was religious life. He assumes a common acceptance that religious life and priesthood are higher callings than either marriage or the single life, and uses the word “vocation” to refer exclusively, in Cornelia’s case, to religious life.
 In this he reflects the practice of the Catholic community for which he was writing. He chooses to make obedience a central plank not only of Cornelia’s religious life but of her progression to perfection and holiness. He emphasizes the role of Cornelia’s (male, clerical) spiritual directors and confessors, and praises her “scrupulous obedience” to them. In all of this he assumes and reinforces current attitudes
 to women’s holiness.

Gompertz, like Walsh, presents Cornelia the woman religious through the lens of her own understanding of religious life. For Gompertz, the values of religious life are fixed, immutable; she is not in a position to question the convent culture in which she is living. She sees Cornelia as its embodiment, and uses the example of the foundress to encourage her contemporaries in their striving for perfection in the religious state. At the end of a chapter filled with extracts from Cornelia’s letters to various members of the Society, Gompertz explicitly connects Cornelia’s words with her own sense of how religious life is to be lived:

These details may appear trivial, but they are required to complete the portrait we are trying to draw, and by far the greater part of life is made up of trifles. We have to realise the simplicity of Mother Connelly’s spiritual outlook; and indeed all who would understand religious life must be prepared to relinquish the world’s accepted division between what is important and what is not. To a soul advancing in the knowledge of God, His Will grows by degrees more absorbing, until prayer, study, accounts and housekeeping, mean much the same thing, and other distinctions fade away.
 

In a chapter entitled “The Community”, Gompertz offers anecdote after anecdote to reinforce the values of religious life as it was lived in the 1920s. She sees no distinction between Cornelia’s world and her own. Rather, she deliberately fuses them:

Not in words only, but in daily practice, [Cornelia] taught the value of faithfulness in the tiny duties which build up our life.

After this observation she details examples of Cornelia’s “faithfulness in the tiny duties,” and so presents her as an exemplary model for the living out of convent culture. Instances are provided of Cornelia’s attitude to poverty and to obedience, of her “desire for the worst and poorest articles for her own use,”
 of her grasp of community spirit, her understanding of detachment, her disapproval of overwork and excitement, and so on. The following anecdote, and the underlying invitation to perceive Cornelia’s attitude as admirable, even saintly, is typical:

One day news was brought to her that the dairy was on fire. She was soon on the spot, giving orders and directing the nuns and servants, for no fire-engine was available. She was suffering as usual from rheumatism, so after a time, the Infirmarian came up to her and said, “Reverend Mother, you have been here long enough. Will you please go away and rest?” Without hesitation Mother Connelly turned and obeyed, though the request must have been most unwelcome under the circumstances.

Cornelia’s life was complex; her attitudes were not always consistent; she made mistakes. Gompertz presents all this honestly. But she presents it within a framework of assumptions about religious life and about women’s holiness. Even where she acknowledges Cornelia’s weakness, Gompertz assumes that her goal was “perfection”:

Her strength of will and nobility of character ran naturally into a certain authoritativeness, and her mode of government had been somewhat arbitrary at times. Now, in God’s own way, these last impediments to her perfection were to be removed.
Was she ever greater than at this time, when power was being made perfect in infirmity?

Hierarchy was an unquestioned part of convent culture, and Gompertz finds many ways of reinforcing it through her presentation of Cornelia’s life. Within the Society Cornelia was “mother” and the members of the community were her “children,” a word Gompertz uses frequently and apparently unreflectingly:

Her children [the community] used to love to gaze upon her face, so beautiful and so spiritual that their hearts were at once carried beyond mere externals to reverent and recollected thoughts.
At that time, as she afterwards told one of her children [Maria Joseph Buckle], she gave herself to God so completely that there was afterwards no change in this respect in her soul.
She used to recommend to those of her children who were capable of understanding her, the deliberate practice of interior death, to be followed by a spiritual resurrection.
 

Even when mother-child language is not stressed, it is implicit in the presentation of Cornelia’s decision-making and her attitude to responsibility within the congregation. Sometimes the community is almost infantalised:

She had thought it more profitable for the peace and recollection of the community that they should be kept in ignorance of the trial. Only one or two of the elders … shared the secret … For the others life went on as usual. Their Mother was always the centre of activity and joy in the community, and their refuge in small griefs.


But in other places Gompertz acknowledges the independence and maturity that Cornelia encouraged in the Society, and the responsibilities which many of the sisters carried:

Her idea of religious training was … to encourage each soul to develop to the full the gifts of God within it and its power of coming into communication with Him…. The perfect individuality of her training is well exemplified by her treatment of Sister Maria Joseph Buckle … 
Mother Connelly … treated her with enlightened firmness which did not take away the responsibility for her own development.
Yet she was no tyrant in details. When she placed a sister in office she trusted her thoroughly and gave large freedom. She encouraged the development of initiative, and though she was always ready with counsel where it was needed, she did not hamper her subjects by needless restrictions, or tease by small regulations.

Cornelia’s relationship with bishops and other clerics is presented in the same double-edged way. On the one hand, her obedience to the hierarchy is stressed: “Mother Connelly needed all her faith and obedience to enable her to submit … but she submitted her judgment and waited.”
 Wiseman is spoken of as “a father to the new congregation.”
 On the other hand, the hierarchy’s dissatisfaction with her independence is also noted: “[Wiseman] never quite recovered from what he considered her independent attitude over the St Leonards property dispute.”

Gompertz did not doctor the material available to her; the anecdotes and events she records are in no way false. But her choice of emphasis is significant. Gompertz devotes a whole chapter, for example, to “tiny duties,” even whilst she recognises “the triviality of the circumstances.”
 These stories are important to her because they reinforce her own view of religious life, what she herself values and strives for. Gompertz’ Cornelia is a proponent of convent culture. 
That Gompertz’ presentation of Cornelia the religious is an interpretation rooted in her own assumptions and ideals is made very clear when we compare it with the quite different emphases to be found in the Flaxman biography. No chapter in Flaxman corresponds to Gompertz’ chapter on community; and there is no detailed retelling of lists of anecdotes or reinforcement of convent culture. But a bigger contrast between Flaxman and Gompertz is in the underlying tone of the presentation. Introducing the Derby community, Flaxman presents a group of adult women:

The sisters were to be women who because they believed, prayed and worshipped together would be empowered to reveal God’s love. Opportunities burgeoned on the doorstep. What Cornelia expected them to do was to be simple, to step in and do what they could, obediently trusting the God she taught them to love in action.

When she acknowledges the maternal edge to Cornelia’s relationship with the community, Flaxman immediately juxtaposes Cornelia’s insistence that the nuns be true to their own spirit, not hers:

Although Cornelia was superior of the community she was also for the first twelve months, a novice among novices and, as she put it, they were all learning together…. Yet the needs of her very maternal heart could have stifled the personal growth of those around her. She was after all a woman temporarily deprived of her children…. She was a wife whose love of her husband was often maternal, and of him too she had been deprived. Of the group she was by far the eldest and most experienced yet did not expect them to form their spirit on her own. Beginners were to be helped, but not to model themselves on another person or pattern.
 
Flaxman, writing almost thirty years after Vatican II, is rooted in a different experience of religious life from the convent culture of Gompertz. Her experience encourages her to present the Holy Child community as a group of spirited, independent, articulate, thinking women. Flaxman’s own voice, her own attitude to religious life, is evident in her description of events at the Second General Chapter of the Society, 1877, the chapter at which the nuns expressed their dissatisfaction with the rule Bishop Danell had imposed on them in 1874:

Danell returned on 9 August and while the sisters had a day of prayer he interviewed them one by one about the elections to be held next day. Bosio [Danell’s canonist] had drawn up a questionnaire for him, and some extremely brief notes by the bishop show that he used it. At the bottom of the page is the statement, “make them sign their answers,” and it is a pleasure to record that at least one sister objected and at least one other evaded the required reply by saying she had “not decided.”

Again, when Flaxman is discussing the resistance to Cornelia’s leadership which developed in the Society during the 1870s, we hear her own characteristically late twentieth century viewpoint:

It was to be expected that as individuals brought into the Society new ideas and understandings of the world from which they came, and then gained experience of religious life, they should want scope to express themselves and to put their own stamp on the group they had joined.

Flaxman does not deny any of Gompertz’ facts, but she offers very different emphases and interpretations. Describing Cornelia’s interaction with members of the community, Flaxman is as robust
 as she suggests Cornelia was:

Many were the letters which she wrote, informally, which sustained individual courage and perseverance and the Society’s cor unum.
A sister in Blackpool felt she had been forgotten … Mother Connelly wrote bracingly and kindly.
A not very experienced superior was worried about all the money she was having to spend on the community. A clear and human answer arrived.
Her letters always showed personal concern and always somehow directed each to “make a good heart.”

Even when Flaxman inserts a story, after the manner of Gompertz, her style is patently less hagiographical:

Meanwhile the community had barely enough to live on…. This lack of adequate income did not deter Cornelia, but it certainly worried her…. A story survives from the early days of how once, taking her turn round the refectory with the serving dish, she said to each with a cheerful smile, “Bones! Blessed be God.”

Flaxman’s knowledge and experience of late twentieth-century religious life makes her presentation of the early members of the Society more accessible to a contemporary reader. But it is noteworthy that her text focuses more exclusively on Cornelia than the earlier biographies did. In the earlier texts Cornelia was perceived as an embodiment of the Society. Recounting incidents in the lives of the first sisters, the biographers simultaneously revealed Cornelia and reinforced the value of the life of the Society which they were themselves living. The foundress is presented and understood, not as an isolated individual, but only from within the hierarchical framework of relationships which formed her life.
Flaxman, by contrast, is a modern biographer. Her primary interest is the individual, not the group. Among the early members of the Society, she gives some consideration to Emily Bowles and a little to Lucy Woolley. Within the hierarchy, she examines Wiseman’s personality and Grant’s. But her fundamental
 reason for doing so is to enhance her presentation of Cornelia, to explain Cornelia’s reactions to and relationships with others. Flaxman’s biography is a substantial, well-researched portrait of a singular and remarkable individual. In this it marks a shift in the biographical presentation of Cornelia, a shift brought about not only by the influence on Flaxman of current biographical trends, but also by the vast amount of Cornelian source material at her disposal. Flaxman’s intention, in writing A Woman Styled Bold, was to present a portrait of Cornelia the woman based, not on secondary opinions, but on her own original research. In the earlier biographers
, Flaxman says, Cornelia had become somewhat sanitised and unreal; she wanted to re-present her as a passionate individual.

Conclusion

A biography is more than a compilation of the written sources; it is a conscious construction of the subject’s life. The biographer’s ideal may be an objective, value-free presentation, but, in reality, that is not possible. Any close examination of the structure of a biography reveals the author’s dependence on assumptions current at the time of writing. (Flaxman’s Cornelia differs markedly from Gompertz’; and the difference lies not in the “facts” but in the subtleties of emphasis and interpretation.) So context largely determines the kind of biography that can be written.
The concern of this chapter has not been anachronistic criticism, let alone condemnation, of the biographers. Its purpose has been to show how the attitudes, approaches and assumptions that underpin biographies are quickly outmoded and, consequently, why the constant re-telling of a life-story is necessary:

We have … given up the arrogance of believing that we can, once and for all, get our foremothers right. Second readings thus come with the territory…. For only by telling … our stories anew can we glimpse the truths that emerge not once and for all but all in their own good time.

My final chapter attempts to raise the questions that are of concern today in post-modern, post-colonial, feminist society, and it tries to envisage the biography that might emerge from the addressing of those questions.
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