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The Critic and the Actress:
The Troubled Lives of
Arthur and Rhoda Symons

KARL BECKSON

N the late summer of 1908, Arthur Symons, whom his friend
W. B. Yeats called “the best critic of his generation,” suf-
fered a sudden mental breakdown while in Italy with his
wife, Rhoda. Describing his aimless wanderings in the country-
side, his confinement (at one time in a prison, handcuffed), and
his final return to England, Symons wrote in his Confessions: A
Study in Pathology (1930) that he was “utterly and absolutely
unprepared for so unimaginable a crisis as that which befell
me. ...” His career disrupted, his mind seemingly destroyed, and
his future doubtful, Symons spent two years in and out of mental
institutions, alternating between periods of lucidity and episodes
of paranoia and pathological grandiosity.

The devotion of his wife during this period and in the years
that followed until her death in 1936 has been largely ignored in
accounts of Symons, but in more than two thousand letters ex-
changed between Arthur and Rhoda, now in the Rare Book and
Manuscript Library (the gift of Kenneth A. Lohf), the story may
be told in detail: of extraordinary devotion in the face of great
stress and of Rhoda’s attempts to establish herself as an actress, as
well as a progressive emotional instability in her life, the result of
her husband’s hopeless condition and the sense of her own failure
in life.

Opposite: Arthur Symons in his study at Island Cottage, ca. 19205 his
wife Rhoda in a theatrical pose, ca. 1915; and Island Cottage, Wittersham,

Kent, the late seventeenth century timbered house where Arthur lived
from 1906 until his death in 1945.
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4 Karl Beckson

In 1908, doctors told her that Arthur’s illness, “General Paraly-
sis of the Insane” (regarded at that time as generally caused by
syphilis), would result in death within eighteen months. To the
American critic James Gibbons Huneker, in a letter at Dartmouth
College Library, she wrote: . . . there is no hope of recovery;
and they can do absolutely nothing for him—they don’t even at-
tempt treatment—it is General Paralysis (the doctors say there is
no trace of the disease which generally accounts for this malady—
and Arthur always told me he never had had it—he would not tell
alie—you know). . ..” To other friends, Rhoda wrote incessantly
that Arthur was dying. In a letter to the American lawyer and art
patron John Quinn, Huneker wrote in 1910 that “Rhoda, the
black panther, writes in a hopeless way, nevertheless I hear that
Arthur is much seen and is, apparently, improving.” Indeed, he
outlived not only Rhoda but most of his friends when he died in
1945 at the age of seventy-nine, but after 1910, when the severity
of his mental illness had subsided, he was not the same critic he
had been before his breakdown. His capacity for critical discern-
ment, evident in his earlier work, such as The Symbolist Move-
ment in Literature (1899), which T. S. Eliot called a “revelation,”
was effected permanently by pathological incoherence.

Faced with the prospect of his early death—and, when that
seemed a misdiagnosis, the likelihood of a permanent mental dis-
order—Rhoda attempted to salvage her life by becoming an ac-
tress. The daughter of a Newcastle shipbuilder, she had first come
to London to study music; Arthur had met her through the sister
of Ernest Rhys, the writer and editor, who had been Arthur’s
friend since the late 1880s. Their marriage in 19o1, at the height
of Arthur’s fame, brought her friendships with many of the most
prominent writers of the time. With Arthur’s partial recovery,
she felt isolated and helpless in their cottage in Wittersham, Kent,
from which she wrote to Huneker:

[Arthur] keeps wonderfully well, tho’ there is no reasoning power,

and he is apt to fly into ungovernable rages a propos of nothing—of
course Mr. Huneker, as you can well guess, it is terrible for me—I
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am with him all day and every day—and here, in a tiny country vil-
lage, at this time of year you can imagine how deadly it is—I read
enormously—and I try to shut my brain to everything connected
with this horror which has fallen on us. . . . Arthur reads and trans-
lates all day long—his work, with the exception of an occasional quite
perfect lyric, is worthless—but what a blessing that he is unconscious
of that and that he can occupy himself—we go over and see Joseph
Conrad occasionally—Arthur has a passionate admiration for him. . ..

Conrad, who lived nearby, had become a close friend, apprecia-
tive of Symons’ critical understanding of his work. After one of
his visits to Conrad, when they spoke about insanity in men of
genius, Arthur told Rhoda that when he asked Conrad whether
he himself was “insane,” he responded: “Of course I am; but I
know when my insanity comes and goes.” Arthur added: “Isn’t
that as splendid as original?”

To establish a foothold in the theater, Rhoda turned to one of
their friends, the playwright Alfred Sutro, who was able to secure
a minor role for her in his play The Perplexed Husband (1912),
produced in Liverpool, and who gave her some acting lessons. To
Arthur, she wrote, using her affectionate name for him: “Oh!
Mimos I a7z so anxious to be a success on the stage—so anxious! &
yet I feel I haven’t really all that goes to the making of an actress
—I want to be able to ‘get inside’ of what [ am doing—I do it from
the outside!”

Often in her letters to Arthur, she returns to the past in an at-
tempt, one presumes, to control it, to master it: “Oh! Arthur I
think incessantly of our past—but it’s too painful—I try noz to
think of it—it’s no good dear one—let us think we will have a
greater future for all we have suffered—/ have learnt much by
suffering—my love for you has strengthened into something so
different. . . .” But several days later, she writes in French, as
though to shield her from her own depression: “Je suis lasse de
vivre—tu as beaucoup plus de courage que mois.”

Between 1912 and the mid-1920s, she appeared in some dozen
plays, including Arthur’s The T'oy Cart (1916), but she rarely






