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Praise for Caroline Blackwood

‘This chillingly profound story drips with classy darkness. A relationship drama, a doomed character study, and a one-way descent into the abyss via obsession, abduction and murder, this is a haunting cautionary tale for these true-crime obsessed times’

Janice Hallett

‘One of the greatest, darkest writers who ever lived . . . Her books are concise, mordant essays on evil’

Virginia Feito

‘Caroline Blackwood sits firmly alongside the greats like Shirley Jackson and Patricia Highsmith. She takes you deep into the foulest reaches of the human condition and leaves you breathless. The Fate of Mary Rose is a triumph of misdirection and self-delusion, reminding us that female fear is a story that has run through the ages’

Araminta Hall

‘Vibrates with a frenzied, manic menace . . . Parental tyranny looms large, of course, but perhaps even more forcefully depicted are the subjects of female containment, bondage and rage’

Lucy Scholes

‘Blackwood is an “expert analyst of female fury”, an outlook which is tempered by her deliciously dark sense of humour. She utilises black comedy as a means to engage with stories of the shocking difficulties faced by women and girls’

Irish Times

‘A devastating investigation of neurosis, hysteria and cruelty’

Observer

‘A winner . . . guaranteed to disturb’

Sunday Times

‘Elegant and unpleasant, a skilful horror story that keeps the reader on the hook’

New Statesman
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Caroline Blackwood (1931–1996) was born into an Anglo-Irish aristocratic family. She rebelled against her background at an early age and led a hectic and bohemian life, which included marriages to the painter Lucian Freud, the pianist and composer Israel Citkowitz, and the poet Robert Lowell, who described her as ‘a mermaid who dines upon the bones of her winded lovers’. Taking up writing in the 1960s, she soon demonstrated that hers was a mind as brilliant and ruthless as any of the men for whom she’d served as ‘muse’, and her novel Great Granny Webster was shortlisted for the 1977 Booker Prize.
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INTRODUCTION

‘She was dead even before I became aware of her existence,’ begins the narrator of The Fate of Mary Rose. For a long time Caroline Blackwood, too, was a spectre on the edge of my vision. She appeared as a brief mention in essays about Robert Lowell and Elizabeth Hardwick, or wide-eyed and fragilely luminous, like Gwyneth Paltrow as Margot Tenenbaum, in the paintings of Lucian Freud. It was only whilst reading a biography of Freud, which described the moment their marriage ended, that she came fully into view. After returning home from a trip, Freud disdainfully pushed away a plate of food she had lovingly cooked for him. She promptly went upstairs and packed her bags. This was a woman I needed to know more about.

Lady Caroline Blackwood was born in London in 1931, the daughter of Basil Hamilton-Temple-Blackwood, 4th Marquess of Dufferin and Ava, and Maureen Guinness, the first cousin of Bryan Guinness, 2nd Baron Moyne – Diana Mitford’s (later Mosley) first husband. She was presented as a debutante in 1949, but shocked her aristocratic circle when she ran off to Paris with Lucian Freud, a young up-and-coming painter and grandson of the famous doctor. Evelyn Waugh wrote to Nancy Mitford about the scandal, not without tinges of anti-Semitism. Her divorce from Freud was followed by two more high-profile and tumultuous marriages: to the American composer Israel Citkowitz, with whom she had three daughters; and finally, to the poet Robert Lowell, father of her only son. She ‘had not liked being cast in the role of the muse’, * says her biographer, Nancy Schoenberger, and having contributed a number of acidly funny articles to magazines including Encounter throughout the 1960s, she emerged in the 1970s as master of her own literary voice, producing novels, essays, reviews, journalistic non-fiction, short stories and even a cookbook. She reads like a revelatory cross between Shirley Jackson and Joan Didion – deadpan and Gothic, eviscerating and satirical. Like her near-contemporary Angela Carter, her relationship to the women’s movement of the ’60s and ’70s is ambiguous and critical, and all the more interesting for it.

Her novels were critically acclaimed: The Stepdaughter won the 1976 David Higham Prize, and she was shortlisted for the Booker Prize in 1977 for Great Granny Webster, a beautifully descriptive novella inspired by her own childhood at Clandeboye, her father’s decaying Northern Irish estate. And yet rediscovering her as a writer proved a challenge. I had to hunt down her books, all out of print in the UK, in second-hand shops and greedily read everything I could find. I brought The Fate of Mary Rose with me on a trip to the Highlands, and stayed up all night reading it in a tiny cottage, the wind howling outside. Like the great southern writers Carson McCullers and William Faulkner, Blackwood understood that the Gothic isn’t just to be found in ruined abbeys and on moors, but in little towns with their deceptive niceties, in quilt-covered bedrooms and among the rose bushes.

The Fate of Mary Rose is the closest Blackwood came to writing a thriller. But it isn’t a whodunnit, or a whydunnit, but rather an examination of how a local murder reverberates through a small, dysfunctional family. Rowan Anderson is a self-satisfied historian whose wife and child live in a commuter village in Kent while he remains in London. Perhaps this wasn’t uncommon in Blackwood’s world; a 1960s documentary on marriage, Private Lives, includes an interview with the aristocrat Robin Douglas-Home, born just a year after Caroline Blackwood, who sets up his beautiful wife in the countryside, then continues to have affairs and live in the city, seemingly without understanding why it is hurtful to her. The Fate of Mary Rose takes the premise of this fractured family unit, a theme that resonates throughout Blackwood’s work, and pushes it to a macabre extreme.

Down in the picture-postcard village of Beckham, Rowan’s wife Cressida lives an uncanny, Stepford-like domestic existence, occasionally punctured by Rowan’s reluctant visits. This suburban, Laura-Ashley-frilled life is repulsive to Rowan; he spends his evenings in town drinking at the local village pub, where he feels equally like an outsider. He hates their ‘claustrophobic’ Tudor cottage, which, although authentically historical, reminds him of ‘the worst kind of bogus ye olde worlde tea shops that cater for foreign tourists’. Cressida, like the house, has something bogus about her, despite making her own bread and jam. She cooks exquisite meals for Rowan that he furtively flushes down the toilet because alcohol has ruined his appetite. He is quite literally sickened by Cressida’s lifestyle. Fanatically dedicated to the rearing of their child, Mary Rose, Cressida smothers and overprotects her: she sleeps in the same room as her, insists she needs a diet of cod liver oil and nutritional yeast and doesn’t let her play with other children. Rowan disapproves of her parenting methods but takes no interest in or responsibility for his daughter – until it is too late. When Maureen, a local child, is murdered on a nearby council estate, Cressida’s protectiveness tips into obsession. Mary Rose herself is a strange blank at the heart of the novel: ‘sickly’, ‘dim’, ‘timid’, ‘backward’ and without her mother’s beauty. In a rare flash of agency she rejects Rowan’s gift of a doll, which later uncannily appears in his nightmares, but is otherwise doll-like herself in the most unflattering ways: silent and mechanical, as if Cressida has badly constructed her like another of her crafting projects.

We only ever seen Cressida and Mary Rose through Rowan’s eyes. He regards himself as a victim of the women around him; in his version of events, Cressida has trapped him with a baby through a regrettable one-night stand so that she can live a life of motherhood, quilting and stencilling lampshades. He continues to see his former girlfriend Gloria in London, yet torments her by pretending he adores his wife and child, exploiting their existence as the reason he is unable to commit to Gloria.

Gloria is Cressida’s opposite. She has a successful career in modelling, journalism and photography; her flat is ‘modern and chic’; but Rowan finds her no less repulsive than his wife – or Cressida’s mannish, middle-aged neighbour Mrs Butterhorn, who has freed herself from her own marriage and all its expectations to pursue her passion for gardening. ‘Gloria was immensely ambitious’ he says, mockingly. ‘I felt wary of the dominating aspects of her nature.’ He sneers that she writes articles for fashion magazines while daydreaming of becoming a great novelist. Rowan sees himself as a kind of feminist, of course. He would financially help Cressida do something less ‘stultifyingly pointless’ with her life if she wanted it. He plans to write a biography of a prominent nineteenth-century female engineer, because ‘the myth that half the human race consists of “helpless little women” with no grasp of mechanical matters still seems so firmly entrenched’. Here Caroline’s wry irony is at its sharpest. Neither Cressida nor Gloria, with their wildly different lifestyles, can win against misogyny. The only woman Rowan respects is a dead engineer.

First published in 1981, The Fate of Mary Rose was written during a dark period of Caroline’s life. Robert Lowell, who had recently left her to go back to the States, died in 1977 while clutching a Lucian Freud portrait of Caroline in the back of a New York cab. A year later, Caroline’s eldest daughter, Natalya, died of a drug overdose. Her creative work kept her going. With her friend Anna Haycraft she wrote a humorous cookbook, Darling, You Shouldn’t Have Gone to So Much Trouble: Stylish Meals in Seconds. Quick and gloriously unhealthy, the recipes make liberal use of mayonnaise and canned soup. Some, provided by friends and celebrities, are more joke than food, including one for dirty water by Quentin Crisp. There is an illustration of a naked woman reading in a giant sardine tin as if it were a bed. Cressida certainly wouldn’t cook from it. In their introduction, Blackwood and Haycraft take tongue-in-cheek aim at exactly the kind of stultifying domesticity that Cressida embodies:


In the 1950s and 1960s it was the fashion to cook ‘the back to nature’ and ‘old-fashioned’ way. Women were encouraged and were therefore prepared to bake not only their own bread but their own brioches. They sweated their own vegetables; they marinated for several days; they chopped and peeled and grated by hand.



In The Fate of Mary Rose this suburban domesticity is revealed to be a thin veneer. Cressida marinates in her cottage until she curdles, her reaction to Maureen’s murder becoming increasingly deranged, stoked by Rowan’s indifference. She puts up a large photo of the dead child in the house, makes Mary Rose visit the site of the crime and attend the funeral – all in the name of keeping her safe. She tells the child grotesque details of the rape and murder, in a disturbing evocation of our culture’s obsession with true crime, as if Cressida were a walking tabloid, Mary Rose the captive reader. This fear spreads beyond the walls of the Andersons’ cottage: the respectable women of Beckham become vigilantes, violently attacking the police van holding a suspect for the crime. For Cressida, all men are objects of suspicion, potential dangers to Mary Rose – including Rowan himself. Statistically, she has a point. Women and children are more likely to be harmed by a man they know than one they don’t.

A proto-domestic thriller, satire of ’70s social mores, and vision of horror at the heart of the family, The Fate of Mary Rose is ahead of its time in knowing that whether ambitious careerists or devoted homemakers, mistresses or mothers, women are damned either way. But a wry, knowing laugh rings out from Caroline Blackwood’s scalpel-sharp prose – reading it, I am left consoled rather than despondent. Its rediscovery is a much-needed antidote to the contemporary clog of sentimental, ‘feel-good’ literature. Where other novels paper over the cracks, Blackwood excavates the shadowy corners of human experience, letting us see into the dark.

Camilla Grudova



__________

* Schoenberger, Nancy, Dangerous Muse: A Life of Caroline Blackwood (London: Weidenfeld & Nicholson, 2001)
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