
‘the parlour-game of formal logic’: Dorothy Richardson’s Letters and the 

Anxiety of Influence 

 

Dorothy Richardson was notoriously wary of allying her work with that of other 

literary writers, philosophers, or thinkers. In 1948, in response to being asked who 

she felt had influenced her work, she responded strongly: ‘Apart from its very limited 

interest, comparable to the parlour-game of formal logic, I deplore the search, in 

literary criticism, for influences & relationships’.
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 She does however provide two 

names in the letter: Henry James and Henri Bergson. The influence of Henry James 

on Richardson’s work was never a secret: Pilgrimage features a dramatised reading of 

his work, and her 1938 foreword credits James as a ‘pathfinder’, giving a detailed 

description of what exactly she has taken and what she has rejected from his work.  

However, the claiming on Bergson as an influence in this letter is a puzzling one.  

Later, in 1952, Richardson claims that, with relation to Bergson, she was ‘never 

consciously aware of any specific influence’.
2
 What reason could Richardson have for 

emphasising her ‘love & reverence’ for Bergson in 1948, and then denying any 

influence he may have had on her only four years later? Is this a simple distaste for 

the trivial ‘parlour-game’ of a search for influences, or a deliberate strategy to 

confound critics, to ‘efface the traces’?  When both the admission of influence of both 

James and Bergson is ‘modified’ with severe qualifications, (which read very like a 

rejection), is this criticism an attempt to delineate precisely which aspects of a writer 

have influenced Richardson’s work, or a refusal to commit to any explanation of 

influence that may affect a reading of Pilgrimage. Is this then the typical modernist 

evasion, or something else? Can the critic substitute intertextuality for ‘influence’ in 

order to solve this apparent contradiction? 

 

This panel will seek to answer these questions. Using Richardson’s letters, and her 

thirteen-volume lifework Pilgrimage, the panel will track Richardson’s admissions 

and evasions, in order to ascertain what light these can shed on her own construction 

of the significance of her writing, and the place she assigns for it within both a fin-de-

siècle and a modernist narrative. 
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