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ESSAYS 

Zachary Beare 

Michael Field's Renaissance: 

An Examination of Paterian Influence, Gender Play, 

and the Use of the Ekphrastic Form in Sight and Song 

For some years my work has been done for ~the younger 

generation' - not yet knocking at the door, but awaited with 
welcome. 

Michael Field, "Preface," Under the Bough 

Ekphrasis becomes all that is 'other' to the central elucidating 
narrative and all that subverts an overriding telos. 

Grant Scott, '!he Sculpted U0rd 

LTHOUGH OSCAR WILDE IS undoubtedly the best- known 

follower of Waiter Pater, two other literary figures influenced by 

Pater's work have recently garnered significant critical attention. 

The work of Katherine Bradley and Edith Cooper, who published under 

the pseudonym "Michael Field, n has received an enormous increase in 
scholarship over the past tcn years. In terms of Paterian influence, one of 

Field's most interesting texts is Sight and Song, the collection of ekphrastic 

poetry published in 1892. Criticism of Sight and Song tends to fall into two 

categories: critics either examine the complex gender and sexual identities 

of Bradley and Cooper, or they explore the theoretical issues surrounding 
ekphrasis. In this essay, I would like to suggest reading Sight and Song as 

a project of its late-Victorian moment, as emerging from a Paterian 

cosmopolitan and transnational tradition. Situating the collection in this way 
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allows one to discern the ways in which the transgress,ive gender and sexual 
politics of Bradley and Cooper and the transmedial hermeneutic project 

they are engaged in work parallel to each other. Beyond bridging the two 

dominant critical readings of the text, however, reading Sight and Song as a 
cosmopolitan text reveals the collection's political importance and illuminates 

the relationship between burgeoning queer sensibiLities and destabilizations 

of national identity at the Jin-de-siecle. Such a reading highlights the 

importance of the text to scholars across the disciplines who are interested 
in cosmopolitanism, late-Victorian sexuality, and the intersections between 

these two fields. 

To understand the collection's interdisciplinary appeal, I suggest seeing 

it as being constructed through a series of transgressive movements, Sight 

a11d Song is a collection of poetry authored by two women using a male 

pseudonym; its project is concerned with crossing medial divides; the process 
of seeing the subjects of the poems requires crossing national boundaries, 

Sight and Song's appeal and subversiveness come out of the ways it refuses 

fLXity of gender, media, and even national identity, instead favoring more 

fluid movements across these divides. Such features situate the collection 
within late-Victorian conversations about art, gender, sexuality, and (trans) 

nationalism - conversations which continue throughout the twentieth century 

and to today. 

Although the transgressive movements may present Field's Sight and SOllg 

as a pioneering text, it is essential to examine how the collection emerges 
from a Paterian tradition. Published only two years before Waiter Pater's 

death (1892), Field's Sight and Song is both a continuation of the aesthetic 

project Pater began in his Renaissallce and a deviation from his theory of 

aesthetic experience. While the transnational and transtemporal sensibility of 

the collection, and Field's experimentation with issues of spectators hip and 
aesthetic experience, link it to Pater's work, one must examine how the two 

projects differ. In "Sight and Song: Transparent Translations and a Manifesto 

for the Observer," Ana 1. Parejo Vadillo acknowledges "Field's admiration 

for and devotion to Pater's writings" but argues that though Field and Pater 

shared a "common interest in the figure of the spectator, Field disagreed with 
Pater in the way in which the spectator/critic experienced art" (15-16). It 

is Sight and Song's preoccupation with translation that most distingUishes 
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Field from Pater. In The Renaissance, Pater begins his essay "The School of 

Giorgione"by dismissing the notion of translating art. Pater suggests that "[i]t 
is the mistake of much popular criticism to regard poetry, music, and painting 

- all the various products of art - as but translations into different languages 

of one and the same fixed quantity of imaginative thought, supplemented by 

certain technical qualities" (130) . Such a statement positions Pater at odds 

with the mandate Field outlines in the preface to Sight and Song, which is 

"to express not so much what these pictures are to the poet, but rather what 

poetry they objectively incarnate" Cv). Such a project is designed to do just 

what Pater calls "a mistake" and is constructed on the assumption that forms 

of art can be translated across medial divides. 

Although it is important to acknowledge and interrogate the differences 

between the two texts, it is equally essential to discern the links between Pater's 

Renaissance and Field's Sight and Song. Both works constitute journeys across 

Europe and across time. Pater's examination of the Renaissance leads him from 

medieval France to fifteenth-century Italy and fmally to eighteenth-century 

Germany. Similarly, Field's examination of Renaissance art takes Bradley and 

Cooper across Europe. The poems in their collection are "translations" of 

Renaissance works that hang in major art galleries in Europe , mainly the 

Louvre, the Dresden Gallery, and the National Gallery in London. The works 

they "translate" were constructed at various Renaissance moments, and it 

is important to acknowledge that in the process of ekphrasis, the paintings' 

messages are rearticulated by the poet in the present. Because both texts are 

built off of transnational and transtemporal movements, both Pater's series of 

essays and Field's collection of poetry suggest that art and aesthetic experience 

are, by their nature, cosmopolitan; the collections seem to suggest that there 

is something about art and aesthetic experience that transcends national and 

temporal boundaries. It is in this way that the relationship between late

nineteenth-century aestheticism and destabilizations of national identity 

become apparent. 

Matthew Potolsky has recently scrutinized this relationship between 

aestheticism, decadence, and cosmopolitanism in his essay "The Decadent 

Counterpublic." Examining the relationship between the artist and his or 

her public, Potolsky argues that "this relationship underlies a cosmopolitan 

notion of community that is crucial to the complex political legacy of fin-de-
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riecle culture." Potolsky theorizes that decadence facilitated development of 

a "counterpublic sphere," a sort of community of dissident views . He posits 

that "[t]he defining poli tical principle of this [decadent] counterpublic was 

its cosmopolitanism. It Even more so than being connected to aes theticist 

conceptions of art and aesthetic experience, the cosmopolitan ism of Pater 

and Field's texts is political. The reject.ion of nationalism so ccntral to 

cosmopolitan ideologies is implicit in the ways that Pater and Field articulate 

art and aesthetic experience as phcnomena that transcend national and 

temporal boundaries. Given that their respective texts were written at a time 

of Britain's increasing nationalism and colonial power, thc subtleties of how 

Pater and Field were engaging in political discoursc about cosmopolitanism 

become apparent. 

The political and social implications of cosmopolitanism and globalization 

are now being examined by queer theorists who link fluid notions of national 

identity to conceptions of sexual andgcnder identities .Jon Binnie and Beverley 

Skeggs argue that "[c]osmopolitanism offers the promise of footloose-ness, 

against the reactionary nature of place-based identities - a rejection of fIxed 

identities" (46). Rejection of fIXed identities is key; it is essential to examine 

the relationship between cosmopolitanism and identity construction. The 

political implications of such identity construction are further examined by 

Binnie in The Globalization of Sexuality, in which he argues th at "the ftxity 

of identity and primary loyalty to the nation-state - which lies at the heart 

of nationalism, can be threatened by sexual dissidence" (29). Much like 

Potolsky, who uncovers the political nature of decadent counterpublics and 

decadent cosmopolitanisffi , Binnie articulates the political implications of 

cosmopoliranism and dissident sexuality and how they counter ideologies of 

nationalism. Not only does Sight and Song exist within the reading circle of a 

udecadent counterpublic," it is also a tcxt of a burgeoning queer, cosmopolitan 

counterpubl.ic. 

The notion of a self-constructed and appositional cosmopolitan subject 

that Potolsky, Binnie, and Skeggs point to is also important. Binnie and Skeggs 

argue that "[c]entral" to a definition of cosmopolitanisffi "is the understanding 

of cul ture as something that can be owned by a person in the making of 

themselves, a way of accruing value to themselves as a cosmopoli tan subject " 

(41), a proposition th at acknowledges the cultural capita l accompanying such 
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identity construction. Such cultural capital facilitates political and critical 

agency and allows critics and artists to make transgressive sexual, gender, 

political, and artistic moves. This possession of political and critical agency 
is central to the reason 1 am arguing that Sight and Song needs to be situated 

within a cosmopolitan framework. Binnic and Skeggs suggest that "to be 

cosmopolitan one has to have access to a particular form of knowledge, [and 

to bel able to appropriate and know the other and generate authority from 

this knowing" (42) . This is what Bradley and Cooper do when they take the 

pseudonym of "Michael Field": they appropriate an Other, a male au thorial 

voice, and use this vo ice to publish. Even after Robert Browning exposed 

their use of a shared nom de plume in 1884, Bradley and Cooper continued 

to use it. In "Michael Field: Gender Knot," Katharine Pionke suggests that 

Bradley and Cooper persisted in publishing under Michael Field "because 

the name 'Michael Field' had become a personal name, rather than merely 

a pseudonym" and that "the name was an intrinsic part of who they were" 

(24) . Pionke also asserts "to work in a man's world, Katherine and Edith had, 

in part, to act or be like men" (25), hinting at the cultural capital associated 

with this complex identity. The appropriation of the voice of an Other 

allowed Bradley and Cooper to "work in a man's world" and be who they 

"had to be" in order to be successful literary figures. Beyond just a practical 

necessity, Bradley and Cooper's choice to co ntinue publishing under the 
name IIMichael Field" should be considered as being even more important, 

even more subversive. When they published under their pseudonym after its 

exposure, they were engaging in a type of public transgendcred display. I say 

public because reviews of Sight and Song printed at the time of the collection's 

publication used both the male name "Michael Field" and female pronouns 

to talk about the authors and their work. This allowed for complications of 

gender identity to be presented in the periodical press for a wide audience to 

read. Such a juxtaposition of male name and female pronouns surely affected 

the consciousness of readers at the time, highlighting gender's complexity 

and instability. 
Bradley and Cooper asserted power in both the gesture of adopting 

their pseudonym and choosing to retain it after its pseudonymic use had 

been exposed. A s Pionke argues, "naming oneself, or assumi ng a name that 

has been bestowed upon oneself, allows one to claim ownership over one's 
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identity" (26) . Bradley and Cooper's use of the pseudonym served as a way 

for the two writers to claim the agency to determine, in part, how the world 

would see them. Rather than seeking to change the external signifiers of 

their gender identity, BradIey and Cooper were interested in complicating 

gender identity through the use of language; by complicating it in this way, 
they began articulating a burgeoning idea of queerness that was not so tied to 

binary conceptions of gender. 
The complexity of Bradley and Cooper's gendered authorsh ip also 

manifests itself within their poetry. The first stanza of "Venus, Mercury, and 
Cupid" can be read in terms of the collection's authorship and hermeneutic 

project: 

Here we have the lovely masque 

Of a Venus, in the braid 

Of bright oak-boughs, come to ask 

Hermes will he give a task 

To the little lad beside her, 

Who half hides and half doth guide her. (1-6) 

Although it is a description of Correggio's painting, I read this stanza as an 

embedded discussion of authorship. Venus, the embodiment of femininity 

and womanhood, can be seen as representing Brad ley and Cooper; Cupid, 
the "l ittle lad beside her / Who half hides and half doth guide her" (5-6), 

their pseudonym "Michael Field ." In much the same way that Cupid is an 

extension (is birthed out of) Venus, "Michael Field" is brought into existence 

through Bradley and Cooper. Thus the pseudonym both "hides" and "guides" 

Bradley and Cooper. The rhetorical function of H ermes is also important. As 

the messenger god, Hermes is charged with the task of translation, a task that 

Field (and by extension, Bradley and Cooper) take up with their ekphrastic 

project. It is also important to note that although Corrcggio uses the Roman 

name "Mercury,1t Field's poem chooses the Greek "Hermes." This play with 

names parallels the authors' own choice to employ a different name. 
When Bradley and Cooper finally abandoned thei r pseudonym in 1905 

with the publication of Borgia, they did not return to using their legal names. 
Instead, they published Borgia anonymously and attributed subsequent 

work to "the author of Borgia ." In Tbe Globalization of Sexuality, Binnie 
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acknowledges that "questions of authority and reflexivity routinely come 

into play in discussions of sexuality and globalization" (4). The cosmopolitan 

nature ofBradley and Coopeer's collection, the gendering of their authorship, 

and the way that gendering manifests itself within the poetry, suggest such 

reflexivity. 

Although they may appear unrelated, the gendering of Bradley and 

Cooper's authorship and the personal and social transgressions associated 

with such gendered authorship are closely tied to Michael Field's hermeneutic 

project, the translation of image into verse. In his preface to The Sculpted 

Word, Grant Scott questions the ideological implications of ekphrasis: "Why 

is ekphrasis more frequently seen as a transgression than a crossing or joining? 

What is it about the border between word and the image that seems so 

dangerous?" (xi i). Scott cites that "everywhere in ekphrastic studies [one] 

encounter[s] the language of subterfuge, of conspiracy; there is something 

taboo about moving across media, even as there is something profoundly 

Iiberating"{xiii) . The taboo nature of the genre and the suggestion of liberation 

are both crucial. Scott goes on to answer his own question, suggesting that "to 

write an ekphrasis . .. is to summon a whole host of psychological issues that 
have less to do with aesthetics than with anxieties over such issues as cultural 

heritage, poetic tradition, and gender identity" (xiii) . Anxieties concerning 

cultural heritage and gender heritage are especially related to Field's project. 

In "Looking Strategically,"}ill Ehnenn discusses how Field often "downplay[s] 

the male subjects usually read .. . instead drawing the spectator's attention to 
the female elements in the periphery of the paintings," a move rhat challenges 

both cultural and gender heritage (80). "Treading the Press," a poem noted 

by Ehnenn, seems especially powerful in terms of the way it rescripts 

Benozzo Gozzoli 's Drunkenness of Noah, downplaying the male subjects and 

emphasizing the female. As Ehnenn notes, Noah is "strikingly absent" from 

the poem; rather than "a Biblical story about a patriarch's wrathful curse," the 

poem presents "a charming scene about a happy community of women" (80). 

Field not only gives a narrative to these female figures from the background, 

the speaker's attention to hair, clothes, and "white, curving napes" (3) 

sexualizes these figures and turns them into objects of a spectator's gaze. 

The complicated {multi)gendering of the authorship creates an ambiguously 

gendered spectator. It opens up the pOSSibility of an eroticized lesbian gaze 
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and even a transgendered gaze. 

Scort argues that "when we become ekphrastics, we begin to act out what 

is forbidden and incestuous; we traverse borders with a strange hush" (xii). 

Scott's words are revealing of the social and political implications of Field's 

ekphrastic project. Scort's articulation of ekphrasis as an act that is "forbidden 

and incestuous" cannot help but remind the reader of Bradley and Cooper's 

own incestuous lesbian relationship. Also, Scott's repeated references to 

"travers[ing] borders"parallels the actual geographi c border crossings involved 

in the research for the writing of Sight alld SOllg. 

Beyond the political importance of the gendering of Field's authorship, 

the gender boundary crossings involved in the genre of ekphrasis must be 

noted.James Heffernan discusses the topics of gender and translation involved 

in ekphras tic poetry in Museum of Words, remarking that "ekphrasis manifests 

the antagonism of word and image" and that "when the conflict between the 

two becomes a conflict between narrat.ive and stasis ... [one] can read this 

conversion in terms of gender: the male as agent of narrative overcoming the 

female as image as fIxed and Hxating object of desire" (109). By implication, 

when Bradley and Cooper write their ekphrasis, they are also moving between 

genres which have been gendered by critics. At the same time that Bradley 

and Cooper are using a male pseudonym to wri te, they are also adopting a 

genre typically conceived of as masculine, poetry, and they use thi s masculine 

genre in order to translate the message of a form of art, which is typically 

scripted as feminine, Renaissance paintings. The way in wh ich they describe 

their poems as translations, however, suggests that there is a fluid relationship 

between the two. By showing how one medium can easily be translated into 

another, Bradley and Cooper also hint at the fluidity of gender identity. Thus 

Bradley and Cooper's play wi th language, with form, and with the gendering 

of their authorship are all connected, allied wi th the process of employing 

typically Other voices in order to complicate conceptions of gender, sexuality, 

and national identity. 

Situating the collection within its cosmopolitan framework allows one 

to see how this impressive cultural text both pulls from and challenges critics 

like Pater, and showcases how Field's text plays with social in stitutions like 

gender, sexuality, and national identity at thejin-de-sicc!e. Perhaps this is why 

it is so important to examine the connection between Bradley and Cooper's use 
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of ekphrasis and the collection's over-arching political and social sensibilities. 

Such a reading highlights the collection's potential political and social power. 

Considering the socio-political importance of ekphrasis. Scott argues that 

"ekphrasis becomes all that is 'other' to the central elucidating narrative and 

all that subverts an overriding te/os" (34). Furthermore, Scott draws attention 

to the way in which ekphrasis is invested in subverting dominant worldviews. 

Scatt's observation could function as a summation of the entire project of 

Field's Sight and Song. The latte r deliberately plays with all that is Other. 

Bradley and Cooper literally assume the position of Other to write their 

collection; as Scatt argues, the form of artistic expression that they choose 

works by breaking down the binary between image and text, between sight 

and song, exposing an interrelation between media and between genders at 

the same time. The play with media, with gender, and with art as a national 

construct all work together in Field's text, and this playful attitude towards 

these social institutions works to subvert, to question, and to de stabilize the 

intensely engrained cultural beliefs about these institutions. It is in this way 

that Field's collection challenges dominant metanarratives, blurs lines, and 

crosses boundaries - building from and expanding on Pater's cosmopolitanism 

and celebrating a fluid sense of art and identity that is at once before its time 

and also uniquely situated as part of the political and social potential of its 

late-Victorian moment. 

Western Washington University 
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