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In the short stories of Katherine Mansfield, her characters act out their
selfishness, self-delusion, and naIvet~ in settings ranging from the lawless
wilderness of New Zealand to the most proper of social situations. One of
her most famous short stories is "The Garden Party: which one might call a
quintessential "Mansfield story" (Banks 73). It is a study of what appears to
be the social and artistic awakening of a young, upper-class girl, Laura
Sheridan, whose family's annual garden party happens to occur on the day a
local workingman has met accidental death. Laura's response upon hearing
of the death is to feel that the party should be cancelled out of respect for
the bereaved, and the reader senses that the girl's youthful outlook on life
will be modulated by this intrusion of harsh reality. Laura's family does not
share her empathy, and the party comes off as planned, Laura herself being
mollified by the chance to wear a special hat. Afterwards, Laura takes some
of the leftovers to the dead workman's family, views the body, and
experiences a heightened empathy which seems to lift her out of her class-
bound role--she experiences beauty in what others view only as
inconvenience, or as disaster. As Gilbert and Gubar put it in No Man's
Land, Laura experiences a "moment of being" in which she is "mysteriously
empowered" by a meditation on a dead man (1.95). In Saralyn Daly's words,
Laura has achieved an "incoherent insight": "As death and the party have
existed side by side, so her exaltation and her tears . . . the menace has
merged with and become beauty" (121, 1(0). The story ends upon an
apparent note of harmony between Laura and her brother Laurie, when
Laura tries to express the effect upon her of her empathetic vision.

I find, however, that Laura's moment of empathetic bliss is profoundly
ambiguous and that, upon reflection, the reader is left uncertain as to
whether anything has really changed. It seems to me that what Mansfield is
working out in the story involves more than an adolescent's personal
epiphany or a clever critique of upper-class complacency, as well presented
as these themes may be. Mansfield's thematic manipulation also expresses'
her own anxieties about her "colonial" background, and one may also find
suggestions of anxiety over the tensions between the demands of the artistic
temperament and the problems of the "real world." Class consciousness
here takes the form of a critique of the hypocrisy and
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