As Good as God, as Clever as the Devil   Rodney Bolt
The Impossible Life of Mary Benson Atlantic Books 2011 £22 ISBN 978 184354 861 4 362pp
[image: As Good as God, as Clever as the Devil: The Impossible Life of Mary Benson]The best books take you on an enjoyable journey giving you sights and insights and landing you refreshed and wiser at the end. This chronicle gives sight of religious enthusiasm, Victorian and Edwardian England, same sex friendship, country life in Sussex and leaves you wiser about the wellsprings of creativity. It is the life of Mary Benson (1841-1918), wife then widow of Archbishop Edward Benson, her loves, trials and family. 
Religious enthusiasts are notorious for their failure to sympathise. Where sympathetic gifts are allied to a force of conviction though there can be a creative dynamic. This appears to have been the case in the extraordinary marriage of Edward and Mary though the force of conviction was at Edward’s end and the pastoral sympathy at Mary’s. Headstrong Edward, loving yet exacting, proposes to Mary when she is only twelve. His helpmate eagerly sympathises with him, his family and many others with such humour and wisdom as to make her a great subject for Rodney Bolt’s fascinating biography covering her life, loves and faith pilgrimage.
Edward’s career, founded in the muscular Christianity of Rugby and Wellington College, takes him to Lincoln Cathedral, then onward to be first Bishop of Truro and, as climax, to be Archbishop of Canterbury. His pioneering at Truro earns recognition for gifts of leadership that he carries with a psychological downside so that, 12 years older though he was than her, it was Mary who was destined to carry him through many a dark mood. Her support came from a series of same sex friendships compensating for the emotional shallowness of their marriage and helping her recover from the eventual loss of both Edward and the high social standing that fell from her at his death.  
As Good as God, as clever as the Devil was the summary of one of her close friends, Ethel Smyth, adopted as the title of the biography, a phrase about her said to resonate with her contemporaries. Mary’s same sex friendships, especially the one with Archbishop Tait’s daughter Lucy that continued after Edward’s death, have been controversial. The biographer draws from Mary’s diaries the distinction she made between the love she held in mind and heart for these friends and the carnal expression of that love which she fought off.  Her underlining of certain passages in her copy of Thomas à Kempis The Imitation of Christ illustrates the struggle she had with ‘carnal affection’. Her counsel against the same to her children is documented.  Rodney Bolt is careful to honour these stated reservations, familiar within Christian ethics, but now rather unintelligible through the sexualising of friendship in post-Christian society. 
If Edward was head, Mary was heart of an extraordinarily creative family.  Arthur wrote the words for Land of Hope and Glory and edited Queen Victoria’s papers. Fred became a highly successful author and Maggie a famous Egyptologist. Roman Catholic convert, Hugh gained fame as preacher and writer. All made their mark and all suffered great frustrations which, as writers, they document both indirectly and directly. Some of them blame their mental instability on their extraordinary parents. It seems that their living with unfulfilled longings – none married – became a crucible for creative expression. In one of Arthur’s inspirational images life can feel as two lady birds might feel on the inside and outside of a window signalling to one another yet unable to find intimacy.
Arthur’s last word on his mother on her memorial in Horsted Keynes Church speaks of Mary’s eager sympathy, wise counsel, abundant humour and far seeing love.  These qualities are captured in Bolt’s very readable book that follows her life story whilst opening up the story of England past through many delightful anecdotes. I loved the absent-minded Truro parson whose sister had to secure him to the altar rail with a dog chain and padlock to prevent him wandering off before the service was over. Mary’s attempts to get Arthur to church in Horsted Keynes brings from him a similar image of  the liturgy as people penned in rows like sheep intermittently crying out together like ducks in a pool. The book, like its subject, easily catches the imagination.
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