'\__/
0) NUIUZ (@

[

COLUMBIA
LIBRARY
COLUMNS

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE




CONTRIBUTORS TO THIS ISSUE

Miriam J. Benkovirz is the author of the biography
Frederick Rolfe: Baron Corvo and has edited Rolfe’s
letters to Harry Bainbridge.

Prmie Butcrer is Professor Emeritus of English, Mor-
gan State University, the author of several books on
George W. Cable, and the editor of The Ethnic Im-
age in Modern American Literature, 1900-1950.

Kennera A. Lowr is Columbia’s Librarian for Rare
Books and Manuscripts.

0
ISSN oo10-1966
Articles printed in COLUMBIA LIBRARY COLUMNS
between 1951 and May, 1971, bave been fully listed in

the 20-Year Index. The latter may be purchased from
the Friends of the Columbia Libraries.



Columbia Library Columns

VOLUME XXXIV NOVEMBER, 1984 NUMBER 1

CONTENTS

Frederick Rolfe, Baron Corvo,

Writes to Wilfred Meynell MIRIAM J. BENKOVITZ 3
Memories of Miss Moffat PHILIP BUTCHER 26
Our Growing Collections KENNETH A. LOHF 36
Activities of the Friends KENNETH A. LOHF 47

Published by THE FRIENDS OF THE COLUMBIA LIBRARIES,
Butler Library, Columbia University, New Y ork, New York 10027.
Threeissues a year, four dollars cach.

I






Frederick Rolfe, Baron Corvo,
Writes to Wilfred Meynell

MIRIAM J. BENKOVITZ

N 1893, Frederick Rolfe, Baron Corvo, best known today as
author of Hadrian the Seventh, wrote six letters to Wilfred
Meynell, author, editor, and husband of the poet Alice Mey-

nell. All except the second letter, the one dated February 21, 1893,
are hitherto unpublished. Although it seems unlikely, there may
once have been seven letters. Meynell attached the letters to a
copy of the second impression of Rolfe’s Inn His Own Inage, given
him in 1924 by Shane Leslie, author of the introduction to this
second impression. The book eventually came back to Leslie, who
recorded the fact that he had given it to Meynell and that Meynell
had affixed to it “seven unpublished letter[s]” decidedly in “Cor-
vo’s character.” But on an envelope in which he placed the book,
Leslie labeled them “FIVE CLINKING AMUSING BEGGING
LETTERS.” Obviously Leslie was mistaken in that statement,
and the logical conclusion is that he was wrong in both instances,
that Corvo addressed only six letters to Meynell. These six letters
and Leslie’s copy of In His Own Inage are now in the Rare Book
and Manuscript Library, the gift of Stuart B. Schimmel.

Rolfe wrote these letters between February 17 and June 9, 1893,
from 162 Skene Street, Aberdeen. That was the address of a lodg-
ing house into which he had settled himself shortly before ()Lt()l)Cl‘
13, 1892. He had done so with reluctance. Indeed there was little
he had not done with reluctance and from necessity since the first

Opposite: Frederick Rolfe, Baron Corvo, ca. 1889 or 1890,
at Scots College, Rome.
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4 Miriam J. Benkovitz

Saturday in May 189o. On that day, May 3, because he would not
accept his dismissal and would not go willingly from the Scots
College in Rome, where he was a probationary candidate for
priesthood, Rolfe was removed bodily. When a servant carried
him out of the college on his mattress, blanket and all, by Order of
the Rector of Scots College, Rolfe’s dearest aim in life was de-
feated. He had yearned to satisfy the “Divine vocation to serve
God as a secular priest” since the age of fifteen; and for twenty
years after his expulsion from Scots College, Rolfe was faithful
to a vow of celibacy so that he could be ready for an invitation to
priesthood which he was sure would come. It never came. Not
surprisingly, he called his dismissal “life’s great disappointment,”
one of the “many incredibly cruel and unspeakably hideous hap-
penings which marred . . . and soured him.” He was, he said,
“driven” from his road, “thrown out” of his stride, thwarted in
his “sole ambition, utterly useless.”

At the same time, Rolfe’s faith was unaltered. From the day of
his formal conversion to Catholicism on January 3, 1886, Rolfe
at no time faltered in his belief that Christ had built his church in-
separable from Peter and to him only had given the keys of the
kingdom. More than once Rolfe declared that “in the Faith” was
all his “heart and soul,” and over and over he asserted his unwaver-
ing belief in “God, the First, the Last, the Perfect, the Supreme.”

Nor was Rolfe’s attitude toward his fellow Catholics changed
in any way. Rolfe scorned almost the entire English-Irish member-
ship of the Church. He said plainly that the English faithful were
“physically and mentally hebete, exolete, effete” and all in all
“intolerable.” He rarely respected them as men or as co-religion-
ists, and he mocked their understanding.

Even so, Rolfe was determined from the day of his acceptance
into the Church of Rome to lead a Catholic life among Catholics.
Conversion to him was not merely a matter of faith: it included
as well what he called “temporalities.” He viewed Catholicism as
a huge brotherhood to which converts ought to be “welcomed
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and made snug for life” by the members of their “new faith.” So
firm was his conviction and so incomprehensible to him others’
failures to act on it that he drafted for publication over the name
Bellator Romanus a letter with the title “The Way the Papists
Treat their Converts.” T'he Manchester Guardian published it in
June 1891 as “Converts to the Roman Church.” The letter is mild,
even apologetic, but it states without question Rolfe’s belief in the
obligation of members of the faith to provide for its converts. He
refused to accept the fact that his fellow religionists are a part of
humanity and their behaviour, like all humanity’s, rarely godlike.
In his own case, Rolfe expected his fellow Catholics to welcome
him and to meet his demands, to offer him any and every assistance
he might need or want, whether it meanta sympathetic ear, advice,
lodging, or cash. Furthermore, as in his letters to Meynell, Rolfe
insisted that he alone define the exact nature of such help.

Rolfe was fortunate enough to find refuge and support soon
after his removal from Scots College, although at first he had con-
siderable difficulty. He had no place to sleep, no food, and no
money to pay for either. He turned to Father Peter Paul Mackey,
a British scholar in Rome, who reluctantly provided Rolfe with
three days’ bed and board at the Hotel Minerva, an inn which faces
Bernini’s small marble elephant and obelisk on the Piazza della
Minerva. When his three days ran out, Rolfe cadged a meal here
and a bed there from the few people he knew in Rome. From one
he demanded / 50 in order to return to England in comfort, and
once he appealed to the British Consul for repatriation. Neither
was forthcoming. For all of this, Rolfe blamed the rector of Scots
College and told him so in a letter which asked whether he was
willing to see Rolfe “starve in the streets” and whether “such a
public scandal” was “to go on forever.”

At last Rolfe had substantial help from the Duchess of Sforza-
Cesarini, widow of Lorenzo, Duke of Sforza-Cesarini, an English
woman, and a convert. Rolfe had known her grandson when the
boy was at school in England and Rolfe a schoolmaster. As soon






