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Virginia Woolf

1882—1941

The novelist and critic Virginia Woolf, one of the founders of literary modernism in
fiction, was born in London. The daughter of the Victorian intellectual Sir Leslie
Stephen, Woolf educated herself thoroughly using the resources of her father’s
library and friends. On her father’s death in 1904, she moved to Gordon Square in
the Bloomsbury neighborhood that houses the University of London and the British
Museum. There she and her sister Vanessa gathered round them that coterie of artists
and intellectuals that have become known as the “Bloomsbury Group.” In 1912 she

" married the journalist and editor Leonard Woolf, and together in 1917 they founded

the Ho garth Press, a small press distinguished for publishing not only her own work

* but that of authors such as D. H. Lawrence and T. S. Eliot, in addition to the English

translations of Sigmund Freud. Woolf’s early The Voyage Out (1915) and Night and
Day (1919) prepared the way for her more ambitious, experimental Jacob’s Room
(1922), and the novels for which she is most admired, Mrs. Dalloway (1925), To the
‘Lighthouse (1927), and The Waves (1931). Her other novels inchide Orlando: A
Biography (1928), The Years (1937), and Between the Acts (1941). While Woolf
was completing Between the Acts during the darkest days of World War 11, it was
expected that at any moment the German Wehrmacht would invade the Sussex coast
not far from her ‘home — an event Woolf knew would create 1ncomprehen31b1e
havoc for Eng]and her ]ew1sh husband, and herself. The i invasion never came off
but at that time of crisis Woolf suffered a terrifying recurrerice of the depress1on that
had plagued her since childhood, and she drowned herself i in the River Quse.

While Woolf may be best known for her novels, she was also a prohﬁc writer of
critical essays, reviews, and autobiography: The complete edition of her essays will
contain over one million words. Working rapidly for the journalistic deadlines of the
weekly Times Literary Supplement, the Nation and Athenaeum, and T. S. Eliot’s
Criterion, Woolf took up in her writing individual authors, schools, and aspects of
contemporary culture. Although her subjects were often dictated by journalistic
assignment, she used them to explore her own central aesthetic beliefs about the
bankruptcy of the realist literary tradition and the importance of what we today call
modernism. This credo can be found in the two volumes of The Common Reader
(1925 and 1932), in The Death of the Moth (1942), and in Granite and Rainbow
(1958) published after her death. The selections below are taken from her well-
known work of feminist theory, A Room of One’s Own (1929).

Woolf takes her place in the world of literary criticism as both a modernist and a
feminist, and as a feminist she is considerably more modern than her dates of birth
and death might suggest. If the major feminist issues of the 1970s and 1980s were
the critique of patriarchal culture and its attitudes toward women, the analysis of
female creativity and the tradition of women’s writing, and the analysis of écriture
féminine (as French feminists termed the special quality of women’s writing), the
roots of all three can be found in Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own.

VIRGINIA WOOLF



The most famous section of A Room of One’s Own — a personal brief for women
writers expanded from two lectures Woolf gave at Newnham and Girton Colleges —
is that which traces the tragically wasted career of an imaginary “Shakespeare’s sis-
ter,” whose creativity and talent would have found no outlet in the society of the six-
teenth century. This fictional history is the premise for a historical sketch of actual
women writers and the difficulties they experienced in their work, from Aphra Behn,
the first female dramatist to make a living by her pen, through the noble bluestock-
ings of the eighteenth century, to the four major novelists of the nineteenth: Jane
Austen, Emily and Charlotte Bronté&, and George Eliot. In her manifesto, written in
1929, ten years after women received the vote and sixty-five years after the found-
ing of the first women’s college at Oxford, Woolf remains painfully conscious of the
disparities that still exist between women and men. But she is convinced that the
birth of a female Shakespeare, one with an “incandescent” spirit capable of unim-
peded expression, is possible within the century — if the rest of her sisters work to
prepare her way. '

In the course of tracing the histories of women writers, Woolf touches on a great
many issues taken up by later feminists. Her ironic commentary, set in the British
Museum, on the way women have traditionally been defined and analyzed as inferiors
by men previews the issues later raised by Simone de Beauvoir, Kate Millett, Mary
Ellmann, and other images-of-women critics. Woolf’s analysis of the women novel-
ists of the nineteenth century — of how the adoption of a masculine prose by
Charlotte Bront¢ and George Eliot hampered their expressiveness, and of ‘how
Austen succeeded in devising a feminine prose that allowed her to say what she
needed to — anticipates current research on women’s language and écriture fémi-
nine. And in her emphatic endorsement of Coleridge’s claim that a great mind is
androgynous, Woolf takes a stand on the most contested feminist question —
whether there are distinct masculine and feminine modes of creativity — which
would be attacked by critics like Showalter who are committed to the idea of a
uniquely feminine poetics, and by French feminists such as Cixous (see p. 1643) and
Irigaray exploring a more polymorphous sexuality.

But, in her feminism, Woolf is also very much the modernist, convinced that the
key role of the artist is to create a world whose validity stands independent of the
testimony and personal life of the artist herself. Like Eliot’s catalytic creator,
Woolf’s must be impersonal and detached, with the ego shaping a sensibility but not
expressing a personality. This vision accounts for some of Woolf’s judgments on
her major predecessors, the women who made the nineteenth-century novel what it
was. Austen’s delicacy and disinterestedness wins the highest acclaim, as does
Emily Bront&’s masterly creation of a transcendent Yorkshire world of pure poetic
imagination. In Jane Eyre, however, Woolf spots the telltale signs of Charlotte
Bronté’s rage:

She left her story, to which her entire devotion was due, to attend to some personal griev-
ance. She remembered that she had been starved of her proper due of experience —
she had been made to stagnate in a parsonage mending stockings when she wanted to
wander free over the world. Her imagination swerved from indignation and we feel it
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swerve. . . . The portrait of Rochester is drawn in the dark. We feel the influence of fear in
it; just as we constantly feel an acidity which is the result of oppression, a buried suffering
smouldering beneath her passion, a rancour which contracts those books, splendid as they
are, with a spasm of pain.

As Woolf well understands, the root causes of Charlotte Bront&’s aesthetic im-
perfections were social. It would take a miracle for any woman under the oppres-
sion of patriarchal society, deprived of the financial independence and quiet leisure
that men often took for granted, to produce texts that transcend the creating self.
Woolf closes her treatise by arguing that it will take the transformation of society,
giving women the titular “room of one’s own,” to make a space where Shake-
speare’s future sisters can evolve.
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[Shakespeare’s Sister]

from A Room of One’s Own

Let me imagine, since facts are so hard to come
by, what would have happened had Shakespeare
had a wonderfully gifted sister, called Judith, let
us say. Shakespeare himself went, very probably —
his mother was an heiress — to the grammar
school, where he may have learnt Latin — Ovid,
Virgil and Horace — and the elements of gram-
mar and logic. He was, it is well known, a wild
boy who poached rabbits, perhaps shot a deer,
and had, rather sooner than he should have done,
to marry a woman in the neighborhood, who bore
him a child rather quicker than was right. That
escapade sent him to seek his fortune in London.
He had, it seemed, a taste for the theatre; he began
by holding horses at the stage door. Very soon he
got work in the theatre, became a successful
actor, and lived at the hub of the universe, meet-
ing everybody, knowing everybody, practising
his art on the boards, exercising his wits in the
streets, and even getting access to the palace of
the queen. Meanwhile his extraordinarily gifted
sister, let us suppose, remained at home. She was
as adventurous, as imaginative, as agog to see the
world as he was. But she was not sent to school.
She had no chance of learning grammar and
logic, let alone of reading Horace and Virgil. She
picked up a book now and then, one of her
brother’s perhaps, and read a few pages. But then
her parents came in and told her to mend the
stockings or mind the stew and not moon about
with books and papers, They would have spoken
sharply but kindly, for they were substantial peo-
ple who knew the conditions of life for a woman
and loved their daughter — indeed, more likely
than not she was the apple of her father’s eye.
Perhaps she scribbled some pages up in an apple
loft on the sly, but was careful to hide them or set
fire to them. Soon, however, before she was out
of her teens, she was to be betrothed to the son of
a neighboring wool-stapler. She cried out that
marriage was hateful to her, and for that she was
severely beaten by her father. Then he ceased to
scold her. He begged her instead not to hurt him,

not to shame him in this matter of her marriage.
He would give her a chain of beads or a fine pet-
ticoat, he said; and there were tears in his eyes.
How could she disobey him? How could she
break his heart? The force of her own gift alone
drove her to it. She made up a small parcel of her
belongings, let herself down by a rope one sum-
mer’s night and took the road to L.ondon. She was
not seventeen. The birds that sang in the hedge
were not more musical than she was. She had
the quickest fancy, a gift like her brother’s, for the
tune of words. Like him, she had a taste for the
theatre. She stood at the stage door; she wanted to
act, she said. Men laughed in her face. The man-
ager — a fat, loose-lipped man — guffawed. He
bellowed something about poodles dancing and
women acting — no woman, he said, could pos-
sibly be an actress. He hinted — you can imagine
what. She could get no training in her craft. Could
she even seek her dinner in a tavern or roam the
streets at midnight? Yet her genius was for fiction
and lusted to feed abundantly upon the lives of
men and women and the study of their ways. At
last — for she was very young, oddly like
Shakespeare the poet in her face, with the same
grey eyes and rounded brows — at last Nick
Greene the actor-manager took pity on her; she
found herself with child by that gentleman and
so — who shall measure the heat and violence of
the poet’s heart when caught and tangled in-a
woman’s body? — killed herself one winter’s
night and lies buried at some cross-roads where
the omnibuses now stop outside the Elephant and
Castle.!

That, more or less, is how the story would run,
I think, if a woman in Shakespeare’s day had had
Shakespeare’s genius. But for my part, I agree
with the deceased bishop, if such he was — it is
unthinkable that any woman in Shakespeare’s

!Public square in London on the south bank of the
Thames.
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day should have had Shakespeare’s genius. For
genius like Shakespeare’s is not born among
labouring, uneducated, servile people. It was not
born in England among the Saxons and the
Britons. It is not born today among the working
classes. How, then, could it have been born
among women whose work began, according to
Professor Trevelyan,> almost before they were
out of the nursery, who were forced to it by their
parents and held to it by all the power of law and
custom? Yet genius of a sort must have existed
among women as it must have existed among the
working classes. Now and again an Emily Bronté
or a Robert Burns blazes out and proves its pres-
ence. But certainly it never got itself on to paper.
When, however, one reads of a witch being
ducked, of a woman possessed by devils, of a
wise women selling herbs, or even of a very
remarkable man who had a mother, then I think
we are on the track of a lost novelist, a suppressed
poet, of some mute and inglorious Jane Austen,
some Emily Bronté who dashed her brains out on
the moor or mopped and mowed about the high-
ways crazed with the torture that her gift had put
her to. Indeed, T would venture to guess that
Anon, who wrote so many poems without signing
them, was often a woman. It was a woman
Edward Fitzgerald, I think, suggested who made
the ballads and the folk-songs, crooning them to
her children, beguiling her spinning with them, or
the length of the winter’s hight.

This may be true or it may be false — who can
say‘7 — but what is true in‘it, so it seemed to me,
reviewing the story of Shakespeare s sister as I
had made it, is that any woman born with a great
gift in the sixteenth century would certainly have
gone crazed, shot herself, or ended her days in
some lonely cottage outside the village, half
witch, half wizard, feared and mocked at. For it
needs little skill in psychology to be sure that a
highly gifted girl who had tried to use her gift for
poetry would have been so thwarted and hindered
by other people, so tortured and pulled asunder by
her own contrary 1nstmcts that she must have lost

2George Macaulay Trevelyan (1876-1962), Regius pro-
fessor of modern history at Cambridge, author of England in

the Age of Wycliffe (1899) and British History in the

Nineteenth Century (1922).
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her health and sanity to a certainty. No girl could
have walked to London and stood at a stage door
and forced her way into the presence of actor-
managers without doing herself a violence and
suffering an anguish which may have been irra-
tional — for chastity may be a fetish invented by
certain societies for unknown reasons — but
were none the less inevitable. Chastity had then,
it has even now, a religious importance in a
woman’s life, and has so wrapped itself round
with nerves and instincts that to cut it free and
bring it to the light of day demands courage of the
rarest. To have lived a free life in London in the
sixteenth century would have meant for a woman
who was poet and playwright a nervous stress and
dilemma which might well have killed her. Had
she survived, whatever she had written would
have been twisted and deformed, issuing from a
strained and morbid imagination. And undoubt-
edly, I thought, looking at the shelf where there
are no plays by women, her work would have
gone unsigned. That refuge she would have
sought certainly. It was the relic of the sense of
chastity that dictated anonymity to women even
so late as the nineteenth century. Currer Bell,
George Eliot, George Sand, all the victims of
innér -strife as their writings prove, sought inef-

fectively to veil themselves by using the name of

a man. Thus they did homage to the convention,
which if not implanted by the other sex was lib-
erally’ encouraged by them (the chief glory of a
woman is not to be talked of, said Pericles, him-
self a much-talked-of man), that publicity in
women is detestable. Anonymity runs in their
blood. The desire to be veiled still possesses
them. They are not even now as concerned about
the health of their fame as men are, and, speaking
generally, will pass a tombstone or a signpost
without feeling an irresistible -desire to cut their
names on it, as Alf, Bert or Chas. must do in obe-
dience to their instinct, which murmurs if it sees
a fine Woman go by, or even a dog, Ce chien est
4 moi.®> And, of course, it may not be a dog, I
thought, remembermg Parliament Square, the
Sieges Allee* and other avenues; it may be a piece

The dog is mine.
“4Broad avenue in Berlin.



of land or a man with curly black hair. It is one of
the great advantages of being a woman that one
can pass even a very fine negress without wishing
to make an Englishwoman of her.

That woman, then, who was born with a gift of
poetry in the sixteenth century, was an unhappy
woman, a woman at strife against herself. All the
conditions of her life, all her own instincts, wére
hostile to the state of mind which is needed to set
free whatever is in the brain. But what is the state
of mind that is most propitious to the act of cre-
ation, I asked. Can one come by any notion of
the state that furthers and makes possible that
strange activity? Here I opened the volume con-
taining the Tragedies of Shakespeare. What was
Shakespeare’s state of mind, for instance, when
he wrote Lear and Antony and Cleopatra? It was
certainly the state of mind most favourable to
poetry that there has ever existed. But
Shakespeare himself said nothing about it. We
only know casually and by chance that he “never
blotted a line.” Nothing indeed was ever said by
the artist himself about his state of mind until the
eighteenth century perhaps. Rousseau perhaps
began it. At any rate, by the nineteenth century
self-consciousness had developed so far that it
was the habit for men of letters to describe their
minds in confessions and autobiographies. Their
lives also were written, and their letters were
printed after their deaths. Thus, though we do not
know what Shakespeare went through when he
wrote Lear, we do know what Carlyle went
through when he wrote the French Revolution;
what Flaubert went through when he wrote
Madame Bovary; what Keats was going through
when he tried to write poetry against the coming
of death and the indifference of the world.

And one gathers from this enormous modern
literature of confession and self-analysis that to
write a work of genius is almost always a feat of
prodigious difficuity. Everything is against the
likelihood that it will come from the writer’s
mind whole and entire. Generally material

circumstances are against it. Dogs will bark; peo-
ple will interrupt; money must be made; health
will break down. Further, accentuating -all these
difficulties and making thern harder to bear is the
world’s notoriou$ indifférénce. It does not ask
people to write poems and novels and histories; it
does not need them. It does not care whether
Flaubert finds the right word or whether Carlyle
scrupulously verifies this or that fact. Naturally, it
will not pay for what it does not want. And so the
writer, Keats, Flaubert, Carlyle, suffers, espe-
cially in the creative years of youth, every form of
distraction and discouragement. A curse, a cry of
agony, rises from those books of analysis and
confession. “Mighty poets in their misery dead” —
that is the burden of their song. If anything comes
through in spite of all this, it is a miracle, and
probably no book is born entire and uncnppled as
it was concelved

But for women, I thought, looking at the
empty shelves, these difficulties were infinitely
more formidable. In the first place; to have a room
of her own, let alone a quiet room or a sound-
proof room, was out of the question, unless her
parents were exceptionally rich or very noble,
even up to the beginning of the nineteenth cen-
tury. Since her pin money, which depended on
the good will of her father, was only enough to
keep her clothed, she was debarred from such
alleviations as came even to Keats or Tennyson
or Carlyle, all poor men, from a walking tour, a
little journey to France, from the separate lodging
which, even if it were miserable enough, shel-
tered them from the claims and tyrannies of their
families. Such material difficulties were formida-
ble; but much worse were the immaterial. The
indifference of the wotld which Keats and
Flaubert and other men of genius have found so

. hard to bear was in her case not indifference but

hostility. The world did not say to her as it said to
them, Write if you choose; it makes no difference
to me. The world said with a guffaw, Write?
What’s the good of your writing? -
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[Austen—Bronté—Eliot]

from A Room of One’s Own

Here, then, one had reached the early nineteenth
century. And here, for the first time, I found sev-
eral shelves given up entirely to the works of
women. But why, I could not help asking, as I ran
my eyes over them, were they, with very few
exceptions, all novels? The original impulse was
to poetry. The “supreme head of song” was a
poetess. Both in France and in England the
women poets precede the women novelists.
Moreover, I thought, looking at the four famous
names, what had George Eliot in common with
Emily Bronté? Did not Charlotte Bront€ fail
entirely to understand Jane Austen? Save for the
possibly relevant fact that not one of them had a
child, four more incongruous characters could not
have met together in a room — so much so that it
is tempting to invent a meeting and a dialogue
between them. Yet by some strange force they
were all compelled, when they wrote, to write
novels. Had it something to do with being born of
the middle class, I asked; and with the fact, which
Miss Emily Davies! a little later was so strikingly
to demonstrate, that the middle-class family in the
early nineteenth century was possessed only of a
single sitting-room between them? If a woman
wrote, she would have to write :in the common
sitting-room. And, as Miss Nightingale was so
vehemently to complain, — “women never have
an half hour . .. that they can call their own” —
she was always interrupted. Still it would be eas-
ier to write prose and fiction there than to write
poetry or a play. Less concentration is required.
Jane Austen wrote like that to the end of her days.
“How she was able to effect all this,” her nephew
writes in his Memoir, “is surprising, for she had
no separate study to repair to, and most of the
work must have been done in the general sitting-
room, subject to all kinds of casual interruptions.
She was careful that her occupation should not be

1Sarah Emily Davies (1830-1921), British feminist
responsible for the admission of women to University
College, London (1870) and the foundation of Girton College,
Cambridge (1873).
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suspected by servants or visitors or any persons
beyond her own family party.”? Jane Austen hid
her manuscripts or covered them with a piece of
blotting-paper. Then, again, all the literary train-
ing that a woman had in the early nineteenth cen-
tury was training in the observation of character,
in the analysis of emotion. Her sensibility had
been educated for centuries by the influences of
the common sitting-room. People’s feelings were
impressed on her; personal relations were always
before her eyes. Therefore, when the middle-class
woman took to writing, she naturally wrote nov-
els, even though, as seems evident enough, two of
the four famous women here named were not by
nature novelists. Emily Bront&€ should have writ-
ten poetic plays; the overflow of George Eliot’s
capacious mind should have spread itself when
the creative impulse was spent upon history or
biography. They wrote novels, however; one may
even go further, I said, taking Pride and
Prejudice from the shelf, and say that they wrote
good novels. Without boasting or giving pain to
the opposite sex, one may say that Pride and
Prejudice is a good book. At any rate, one would
not have been ashamed to have been caught in the
act of writing Pride and Prejudice. Yet Jane
Austen was glad that a hinge creaked, so that she
might hide her manuscript before any one came
in. To Jane Austen there was something discred-
itable in writing Pride and Prejudice. And, 1
wondered, would Pride and Prejudice have been

. a better novel if Jane Austen had not thought it
~necessary to hide her manuscript from visitors? I

read a page or two to see; but I could not find any
signs that her circumstances had harmed her work
in the slightest. That, perhaps, was the chief mir-
acle about it. Here was a woman about the year
1800 writing without hate, without bitterness,
without fear, without protest, without preaching.
That was how Shakespeare wrote, 1 thought,

?Memoir of Jane Austen, by her nephew, James Edward
Austen-Leigh. [Woolf]



looking at Antony and Cleopatra,; and when peo-
ple compare Shakespeare and Jane Austen, they
may mean that the minds of both had consumed
all impediments; and for that reason we do not
know Jane Austen and we do not know
Shakespeare, and for that reason Jane Austen per-
vades every word that she wrote, and so does
Shakespeare. If Jane Austen suffered in any way
from her circumstances it was in the narrowness
of life that was imposed upon her. It was impos-
sible for a woman to go about alone. She never
travelled; she never drove through London in an
omnibus or had luncheon in a shop by herself.
But perhaps it was the nature of Jane Austen not
to want what she had not. Her gift and her cir-
cumstances matched each other completely. But I
doubt whether that was true of Charlotte Bront€,
I said, opening Jane Eyre and laying it beside
Pride and Prejudice.

I opened it at chapter twelve and my eye was
caught by the phrase, “Anybody may blame me
who likes.” What were they blaming Charlotte
Bronté for, I wondered? And I read how Jane
Eyre used to go up on the roof when Mrs. Fairfax
was making jellies and looked over the fields at
the distant view. And then she longed — and it
was for this that they blamed her — that “then I
longed for a power of vision which might over-
pass that limit; which might reach the busy world,
towns, regions full of life I had heard of but never
seen: that then I desired more of practical experi-
ence than I possessed; more of intercourse with
my kind, of acquaintance with variety of charac-
ter than was here within my reach. I valued what
was good in Mrs. Fairfax, and what was good in
Adele; but I believed in the existence of other and
more vivid kinds of goodness, and what I
believed in I wished to behold.

“Who blames me? Many, no doubt, and I shall
be called discontented. I could not help it: the
restlessness was in my nature; it agitated me to
pain sometimes. . . .

“It is vain to say human beings ought to be sat-
isfied with tranquillity: they must have action;
and they will make it if they cannot find it.
Millions are condemned to a stiller doom- than
mine, and millions are in silent revolt against
their lot. Nobody knows how many rebellions fer-
ment in the masses of life which people earth.

Women are supposed to be very calm generally:
but women feel just as men feel; they need exer-
cise for their faculties and a field for their efforts
as much as their brothers do; they suffer from too
rigid a restraint, too absolute a stagnation, pre-
cisely as men would suffer; and it is narrow-
minded in their more privileged fellow-creatures
to say that they ought to confine themselves to
making puddings and knitting stockings, to play-
ing on the piano and embroidering bags. It is
thoughtless to condemn them, or laugh at them, if
they seek to do more or learn more than custom
has pronounced necessary for their sex.

“When thus alone I not unfrequently heard
Grace Poole’s laugh. . . .”

That is an awkward break, I thought. It is
upsetting to come upon Grace Poole all of a sud-
den. The continuity is disturbed. One might say, I
continued, laying the book down beside Pride
and Prejudice, that the woman who wrote those
pages had more genius in her than Jane Austen;
but if one reads them over and marks that jerk in
them, that indignation, one sees that she will
never get her genius expressed whole and entire.
Her books will be deformed and twisted. She will
write in a rage where she should write calmly.
She will write foolishly where she should write
wisely. She will write of herself where she should
write of her characters. She is at war with her lot.
How could she help but die young, cramped and
thwarted?

One could not but play for a moment with the
thought of what might have happened if Charlotte
Bronté had possessed say three hundred a year —
but the foolish woman sold the copyright of her
novels outright for fifteen hundred pounds; had
somehow possessed more knowledge of the busy
world, and towns and regions full of life; more
practical experience, and intercourse with her
kind and acquaintance with a variety of character.
In those words she puts her finger exactly not
only upon her own defects as a novelist but upon
those of her sex at that time. She knew, no one
better, how enormously her genius would have
profited if it had not spent itself in solitary visions
over distant fields; if experience and intercourse
and travel had been granted her. But they were
not granted; they were withheld; and we must
accept the fact that all those good novels, Villette,
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Emma, Wuthering Heights, Middlemarch, were
written by women without more experience of
life than could enter the house of a respectable
clergyman; written too in the common sitting-
room of that respectable house and by women so
poor that they could not afford to buy more than
a few quires of paper at a time upon which to
write Wuthering Heights or Jane Eyre. One of
them, it is true, George Eliot, escaped after much
tribulation, but only to a secluded villa in St.
John’s Wood. And there she settled down in the
shadow of the world’s disapproval. “I wish it to
be understood,”’- she wrote, “that I should never
invite any one to come and see me who did not
ask for the invitation”; for was she not living in
sin with a married man and might not the sight of
her damage the chastity of Mrs. Smith or whoever
it might be that chanced to call? One must submit
to the social convention, and be “‘cut off from
what is called the world.” At the same time, on
the other side of Europe, there was a.young man
living freely with this gipsy or with that great
lady; going to the wars; picking up unhindered
and uncensored all that varied experience of
human life which served him so splendidly later
when he .came to write his books. Had Tolstoy
lived at the Priory in seclusion with a married
lady “cut off from what is called the world,” how-
ever edifying the moral lesson, he-could scarcely,
I thought, have written War and Peace.

But one could perhaps go a little deeper into
the question of novel-writing and the effect of sex
upon the novelist. If one shuts one’s eyes and
thinks of the novel as a whole, it would seem to
be a creation owning a certain looking-glass like-
ness to life, though of course with simplifications
and distortions innumerable. At any rate, it is a
structure leaving a shape on the mind’s eye, built
now in squares, now pagoda shaped, now throw-
ing out wings and arcades, now solidly compact
and domed like the Cathedral of Saint Sofia at
Constantinople. This shape, I thought, thinking
back over certain famous novels, starts in one the
kind of emotion that is appropriate to it. But that
emotion at once blends itself with others, for the
“shape” is not made by the relation of stone to
stone, but by the relation of human being to
human being. Thus a novel starts in us all sorts of
antagonistic and opposed emotions. Life conflicts
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with something that is not life. Hence the diffi-
culty of coming to any agreement about novels,
and the immense sway that our private prejudices
have upon us. On the one hand, we feel You —
John the hero — must live, or 1 shall be in the
depths of despair. On the other, we feel, Alas,
John, you must die, because the shape of the book
requires it. Life conflicts with something that is
not life. Then since life it is in part, we judge it as
life. James is the sort of man I most detest, one
says. Or, This is a farrago of absurdity. I could
never feel anything of the sort myself. The whole
structure, it is obvious, thinking back on any
famous novel, is one of .infinite complexity,
because it is thus made up of so many different
judgments, of so many different kinds of emo-
tion. The wonder is that any book so composed
holds together for more than a year or two, or can
possibly mean to the English reader “what it
means for the Russian or the Chinese. But they do
hold together occasionally very remarkably. And
what holds them together in these rare instances
of survival (I was thinking of War and Peace) is
something:that one calls integrity, though it has
nothing to do with paying one’s bills or behaving
honourably in an emergency. What one means by
integrity, in the case of the novelist, is the con-
viction that he gives one that this is the truth. Yes,
one feels, I should never have ‘thought that this
could be so; I have never known people behaving
like that. But you have convinced me that so it is,
so it happens. One holds -every phrase, every
scene to the light .as one reads — for Nature
seems, very oddly, to have provided us with an
inner light by which to judge of the novelist’s
integrity or disintegrity. Or perhaps ‘it is rather
that Nature, in her most irrational mood, has
traced in invisible ink on the walls of the. mind a
premonition which these great artists confirm; a
sketch which only needs to be held to the fire of
genius to become visible. When one so exposes it
and sees it come to life one exclaims in rapture,
But this is what I have always felt and known and
desired! And one boils over with excitement, and,
shutting the book even with a kind of reverence as
if it were something very precious, a stand-by to
return to as Jong as one lives, one puts it back on
the shelf, 1 said, taking War and Peace and
putting it back in its place. If, on the other hand,



these poor sentences that one takes and tests
rouse first a quick and eager response with their
bright colouring and their dashing gestures but
there they stop: something seems to check them
in their development: or if they bring to light only
a faint scribble in that corner and a blot over
there, and nothing appears whole and entire, then
one heaves a sigh of disappointment and says,
Another failure. This novel has come to grief
somewhere.

And for the most part, of course, novels do
come to grief somewhere. The imagination falters
under the enormous strain. The insight is con-
fused; it can no longer distinguish between the
true and false; it has no longer the strength to go
on with the vast labour that calls at every moment
for the use of so many different faculties. But how
would all this be affected by the sex of the novel-
ist, I wondered, looking at Jane Eyre and the
others. Would the fact of her sex in any way inter-
fere with the integrity of a woman novelist — that
integrity which I take to be the backbone of the
writer? Now, in the passages I have quoted from
Jane Eyre, it is clear that anger was tampering
with the integrity of Charlotte Bronté the novelist.
She left her story, to which her entire devotion
was due, to attend to some personal grievance.
She remembered that she had been starved of her
proper due of experience — she had been made to
stagnate in a parsonage mending stockings when
she wanted to wander free over the world. Her
imagination swerved from indignation and we feel
it swerve. But there were many more influences
than anger tugging at her imagination and deflect-
ing it from its path. Ignorance, for instance. The
portrait of Rochester is drawn in the dark. We feel
the influence of fear in it; just as we constantly feel
an acidity which is the result of oppression, a
buried suffering smouldering beneath her passion,
arancour which contracts those books, splendid as
they are, with a spasm of pain.

And since a novel has this correspondence to
real life, its values are to some extent those of real
life. But it is obvious that the values of women dif-
fer very often from the values which have been
made by the other sex; naturally, this is so. Yet it
is the masculine values that prevail. Speaking
crudely, football and sport are “important”; the
worship of fashion, the buying of clothes “trivial.”

And these values are inevitably transferred from
life to fiction. This is an important book, the critic
assumes, because it deals with war. This is an
insignificant book because it deals with the feel-
ings of women in a drawing-room. A scene in a
battlefield is more important than a scene in a
shop — everywhere and much more subtly the
difference of value persists. The whole structure,
therefore, of the early nineteenth-century novel
was raised, if one was a woman, by a mind which
was slightly pulled from the straight, and made to
alter its clear vision in deference to external
authority. One has only to skim those old forgot-
ten novels and listen to the tone of voice in which
they were written to divine that the writer was
meeting criticism; she was saying this by way of
aggression, or that by way of conciliation. She
was admitting that she -‘was ‘“only a woman,” or
protesting that she was “as good as a man.” She
met that criticism as her temperament dictated,
with docility and diffidence, or with anger and
emphasis. It does not matter which it was; she was
thinking of something other than the thing itself.
Down comes her book upon our heads. There was
a flaw in the centre of it. And I thought of all the
women’s novels that lie scattered, like small pock-
marked apples in an orchard, about the second-
hand book shops of London. It was the flaw in the
centre that had rotted them. She had altered her
values in deference to the opinion of others.

But how impossible it must have been for them
not to budge either to the right or to the left. What
genius, what integrity it must have required in face
of all that criticism, in the midst of that purely
patriarchal society, to hold fast to the thing as they
saw it without shrinking. Only Jane Austen did it
and Emily Bronté. It is another feather, perhaps
the finest, in their caps. They wrote- as women
write, not as men write. Of all the thousand
women who wrote novels then, they alone entirely
ignored the perpetual admonitions of the eternal
pedagogue — write this, think that. They alone
were deaf to that persistent voice, now grumbling,
now patronising, now domineering, now grieved,
now shocked, now angry, now avuncular, that
voice which cannot let women alone, but must be
at them, like some too conscientious governess,
adjuring them, like Sir Egerton Brydges, to be
refined; dragging even into the criticism of poetry
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criticism of sex;> admonishing them, if they would
be good and win, as I suppose, some shiny prize,
to keep within certain limits which the gentleman
in question thinks suitable: . .. female novelists
should only aspire to excellence by courageously
acknowledging the limitations of their sex.””* That
puts the matter in a nutshell, and when I tell you,
rather to your surprise, that this sentence was writ-
ten not in August 1828 but in August 1928, you
will agree, I think, that however delightful it is to
us now, it represents a vast body of opinion — I
am not going to stir those old pools, I take only
what chance has floated to my feet — that was far
more vigorous and far more vocal a century ago.
It would have needed a very stalwart young
woman in 1828 to disregard all those snubs and
chidings and promises of prizes. One must have
been something of a firebrand to say to oneself,
Oh, but they can’t buy literature too. Literature is
open to everybody. I refuse to allow you, Beadle
though you are, to turn me off the grass. Lock up
your libraries if you like; but there is no gate, no
lock, no bolt that you can set upon the freedom of
my mind.

But whatever effect discouragement and criti-
cism had upon their writing — and I believe that
they had a very great effect — that was unimpor-
tant compared with the other difficulty which
faced them (I was still considering those early
nineteenth-century novelists) when they came to
set their thoughts on paper — that is that they had
no tradition behind them, or one so short and par-
tial that it was of little help. For we think back
through our mothers if we are women. It is use-
less to go to the great men writers for help, how-
ever much one may go to them for pleasure. Lamb,
Browne, Thackeray, Newman, Sterne, Dickens,
De Quincey — whoever it may be — never

3“IShe] has a metaphysical purpose, and that is a danger-

ous obsession, especially with a woman, for women rarely
possess men’s healthy love of rhetoric. It is a strange lack in
the sex which is in other things more primitive and more
materialistic.” — New Criterion, June 1928. [Woolf]

47f like the reporter, you believe that female novelists
should only aspire to excellence by courageously acknowl-
edging the limitations of their sex (Jane Austen [has] demon-
strated how gracefully this gesture can be accomplished). . . .”
— Life and Letters, August 1928. [Woolf]
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helped a woman yet, though she may have learnt
a few tricks of them and adapted them to her use.
The weight, the pace, the stride of a man’s mind
are too unlike her own for her to lift anything sub-
stantial from him successfully. The ape is too dis-
tant to be sedulous. Perhaps the first thing she
would find, setting pen to paper, was that there
was no common sentence ready for her use. All
the great novelists like Thackeray and Dickens
and Balzac have written a natural prose, swift but
not slovenly, expressive but not precious, taking
their own tint without ceasing to be common
property. They have based it on the sentence that
was current at the time. The sentence that was
current at the beginning of the nineteenth century
ran something like this perhaps: “The grandeur of
their works was an argument with them, not to
stop short, but to proceed. They could have no
higher excitement or satisfaction than in the exer-
cise of their art and endless generations of truth
and beauty. Success prompts to exertion; and
habit facilitates success.” That is a man’s sen-
tence; behind it one can see Johnson, Gibbon and
the rest. It was a sentence that was unsuited for a
woman’s use. Charlotte Bront&, with all her
splendid gift for prose, stumbled and fell with that
clumsy weapon in her hands. George Eliot com-
mitted atrocities with it that beggar description.
Jane Austen looked at it and laughed at it and
devised a perfectly natural, shapely sentence
proper for her own use and never departed from
it. Thus, with less genius for writing than
Charlotte Bront€, she got infinitely more said.
Indeed, since freedom and fullness of expression
are of the essence of the art, such a lack of tradi-
tion, such a scarcity and inadequacy of tools,
must have told enormously upon the writing of
women. Moreover, a book is not made of sen-
tences laid end to end, but of sentences built, if an
image helps, into arcades or domes. And this
shape too has been made by men out of their own
needs for their own uses. There is no reason to
think that the form of the epic or of the poetic
play suits a woman any more than the sentence
suits her. But all the older forms of literature were
hardened and set by the time she became a writer.
The novel alone was young enough to be soft in
her hands — another reason, perhaps, why she
wrote novels. Yet who shall say that even now



“the novel” (I give it inverted commas to mark
my sense of the words’ inadequacy), who shall
say that even this most pliable of all forms is
rightly shaped for her use? No doubt we shall find
her knocking that into shape for herself when she
has the free use of her limbs; and providing some

new vehicle, not necessarily in verse, for the
poetry in her. For it is the poetry that is still
denied outlet. And I went on to ponder how a
woman nowadays would write a poetic tragedy in
five acts — would she use verse — would she not
use prose rather?

[The Androgynous Vision]
from A Room of One’s Own

What does one mean by “the unity of the mind,”
I pondered, for clearly the mind has so great a
power of concentrating at any point at any
moment that it seems to have no single state of
being. It can separate itself from the people in the
street, for example, and think of itself as apart
from them, at an upper window looking down on
them. Or it can think with other people sponta-
neously, as, for instance, in a crowd waiting to
hear some piece of news read out. It can think
back through its fathers or through its mothers, as
I have said that a woman writing thinks back
through her mothers. Again if one is a woman one
is often surprised by a sudden splitting off of con-
sciousness, say in walking down Whitehall, when
from being the natural inheritor of that civilisa-
tion, she becomes, on the contrary, outside of it,
alien and critical. Clearly the mind is always
altering its focus, and bringing the world into dif-
ferent perspectives. But some of these states of
mind seem, even if adopted spontaneously, to be
less comfortable than others. In order to keep
oneself continuing in them one is unconsciously
holding something back, and gradually the
repression becomes an effort. But there may be
some state of mind in which one could continue
without effort because nothing is required to be
held back. And this perhaps, I thought, coming in
from the window, is one of them. For certainly
when I saw the couple get into the taxi-cab the
mind felt as if, after being divided, it had come
together again in natural fusion. The obvious rea-
son would be that it is natural for the sexes to
cooperate. One has a profound, if irrational,

instinct in favour of the theory that the union of
man and woman makes for the greatest satisfac-
tion, the most complete happiness. But the sight
of the two people getting into the taxi and the sat-
isfaction it gave me made me also ask whether
there are two sexes in the mind corresponding to
the two sexes in the body, and whether they also
require to be united in order to get complete sat-
isfaction and happiness. And I went on amateur-
ishly to sketch a plan of the soul so that in each of
us two powers preside, one male, one female; and
in the man’s brain, the man predominates over the
woman, and in the woman’s brain, the woman
predominates over the man. The normal and com-
fortable state of being is that when the two live in
harmony together, spiritually co-operating. If one
is a man, still the woman part of the brain must
have effect; and a woman also must have inter-
course with the man in her. Coleridge perhaps
meant this when he said that a great mind is
androgynous.! It is when this fusion takes place
that the mind is fully fertilised and uses all its fac-
ulties.” Perhaps a mind that is purely masculine
cannot create, any more than a mind that is purely
feminine, I thought. But it would be well to test
what one meant by man-womanly, and con-
versely by woman-manly, by pausing and looking
at a book or two.

Coleridge certainly did not mean, when he said
that a great mind is androgynous, that it is a mind
that has any special sympathy with women; a mind

1See Specimens of the Table Talk of S. T. Coleridge
(London, 1837) for September 1,1832.
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that takes up their cause or devotes itself to their
interpretation. Perhaps the androgynous mind is
less apt to make these distinctions than the single-
sexed mind. He meant, perhaps, that the androgy-
nous mind is resonant and porous; that it transmits
emotion without impediment; that it is naturally
creative, incandescent, and undivided. In fact one
goes back to Shakespeare’s mind as the type of the
androgynous, of the man-womanly mind, though
it would be impossible to say what Shakespeare

thought of women. And if it be true that it is one

of the tokens of the fully developed mind that it
does not think specially or separately of sex, how
much harder it is to attain that condition now than
ever before. Here I came to the books by living
writers, and there paused and wondered if this fact
were not at the root of something that had long
puzzled me. No age can ever have been as stri-
dently sex-conscious as our own; those innumer-
able books by men about women in the British
Museum are a proof of it. The Suffrage campaign®
was no doubt to blame. It must have roused in men
an extraordinary desire for self-assertion; it must
have made them-lay an emphasis upon their own
sex and its characteristics which they would not
have troubled to think about had they not been
challenged. And when one is challenged, even by
a few women in black bonnets, one retaliates, if
one has never been challenged before, rather
excessively. That perhaps accounts for some of the
characteristics that I remember to have found here,
I thought, taking down a new novel by Mr. A, who
is in the prime of life and very well thought of,
apparently, by the reviewers. I opened it. Indeed, it
was delightful to read a man’s writing again. It
was so direct, so straightforward after the writing
of women. It indicated such freedom of mind, such
liberty of person, such confidence in himself. One
had a sense of physical well-being in the presence
of this well-nourished, well-educated, free mind,
which had never been thwarted or opposed, but
had had full liberty from birth to stretch itself in
whatever way it liked. All this was admirable. But
after reading a chapter or two a shadow seemed to

Women in the United Kingdom asserted their right to
vote in a campaign that lasted from 1866 to 1928. (Women
over 30 were given the vote in 1918; the franchise was
extended to women 21—29 in 1928.)
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lie across the page. It was a straight dark bar, a
shadow shaped something like the letter “I.” One
began dodging this way and that to catch a glimpse
of the landscape behind it. Whether that was
indeed a tree or a woman walking I was not quite
sure. Back one was always hailed to the letter “I.”
One began to be tired of “I.” Not but what this “I”
was a most respectable “I”’; honest and logical; as
hard as a nut, and polished for centuries by good
teaching and good feeding. I respect and admire
that “T” from the bottom of my heart. But — here
I turned a page or two, looking for something or

" other — the worst of it is that in the shadow of the

letter “T” all is shapeless as mist. Is that a tree? No,
it is a woman. But . . . she has not a bone in her
body, I thought, watching Phoebe, for that was her
name, coming across the beach. Then Alan got up
and the shadow of Alan at once obliterated
Phoebe. For Alan had views and Phoebe was
quenched in the flood of his views. And then Alan,
I thought, has passions; and here I turned page
after page very fast, feeling that the crisis was
approaching, and so it was. It took place on the
beach under the sun. It was done very openly. It
was done very vigorously. Nothing could have
been more indecent. But . . . I had said “but” too
often. One cannot go on saying "but.” One must
finish the sentence somehow, I rebuked myself.
Shall I finish it, “But — I am bored!” But why was
I bored? Partly because of the dominance of the
letter “I” and the aridity, which, like the giant
beech tree, it casts within its shade. Nothing will
grow there. And partly for some more obscure rea-
son. There seemed to be some obstacle, some
impediment of Mr. A’s mind which blocked the
fountain of creative energy and shored it within
narrow limits. And remembering the lunch party at

- Oxbridge, and the cigarette ash and the Manx cat

and Tennyson and Christina Rossetti all in a
bunch, it seemed possible that the impediment lay
there. As he no longer hums under his breath,
“There has fallen a splendid tear from the passion~
flower at the gate,”® when Phoebe crosses the

3From Maud (1862) by Alfred Lord Tennyson (1 809-1892),
lines 165—68. This famous passage goes on: “She is coming,
my dove, my dear; She is commg, my life, my fate; / The red
rose cries, ‘She is near, she is near;’ and the white rose weeps,

‘She is late;” / The larkspur listens, ‘I hear, I hear;’ and the lily’
whispers, ‘T wait.”



beach, and she no longer replies, ‘“My heart is like
a singing bird whose nest is in a water’d shoot,”*
when Alan approaches what can he do? Being
honest as the day and logical as the sun, there is
only one thing he can do. And that he does, to do
him justice, over and over (I said, turning the
pages) and over again. And that, I added, aware of
the awful nature of the confession, seems some-
how dull. Shakespeare’s indecency uproots a
thousand other things-in one’s mind, and is far
from being dull. But Shakespeare does it for plea-
sure; Mr. A, as the nurses say, does it on purpose.
He does it in protest. He is protesting against the
equality of the other sex by asserting his own
superiority. He is therefore impeded and inhibited
and self-conscious as Shakespeare might have
been if he too had known Miss-Clough and Miss
Davies.> Doubtless Elizabethan literature would
have been very different from what it is if the
woman’s ‘movement had begun in the sixteenth
century and not in the nineteenth.

What, then, it amounts to, if this theory of the
two sides of the mind holds good,-is that virility
has now become self-consciou 1
say, are now writing only with the male side of
their brains. It is a mistake for a woman to read
them, for she will inevitably look for something
that she will not find. It is the power of suggestion
that one most misses, I thought, taking Mr. B the
critic-in my hand -and reading, very carefully and
very dutifully, his remarks upon the art of poetry.
Very able they were, acute and full of learning;
but the trouble was, that his feelings no longer
communicated; his mind seemed separated into
different chambers; not a sound carried from one
to the other. Thus, when one takes a sentence of
Mr. B into the mind it falls plump to the ground —
dead; but when one takes a sentence of Coleridge

“The opening lines of “A Birthday” in Goblin Market and
Other Poems (published in the same years as Maud, 1862), by
Christina Rossetti (1830-1894), ending “Because the birth-
day of my life / Is come, my love is come to me.”

SAnne Jemima Clough (1820-1892) and Emily Davies
(1830-1921) were prominent in both the suffrage movement
and the efforts to open Cambridge University to women.
Clough served as principal of Newnham College; Davies
raised money for the foundation of what eventually became
Girton College.

into the mind, it explodes and gives birth to all
kinds of other ideas, and that is the only sort of
writing of which one can say that it has the secret
of perpetual life.

But whatever the reason may be, it is a fact

come to rows of books by Mr. Galsworthy and
Mr. Kipling — that some of the finest works of
our greatest living writers fall upon deaf ears. Do
what she will a woman cannot find in them that
fountain of perpetual life which the critics assure
her is there. It is not only that they celebrate male

' virtues, enforce male values, and describe the

world of men,; it is that the emotion with which
these books are permeated is to a woman incom-
prehensible. It is coming, it is gathering, it is
about to burst on one’s head, one begins saying
long before the end. That picture will fall on old
Jolyon’s head; he will die of the shock; the old
clerk will speak over him two or three obituary
words; and all the swans on the Thames will
simultaneously burst out singing. But one will
rush away. before that happens and hide in the
gooseberry bushes, for the emotion which is so
deep, so subtle, so symbolical to a man moves a
woman to wonder. So with Mr. Kipling’s officers
who turn their backs; and his Sowers who sow the
Seed; and his Men who are alone with their
Work; and the Flag — one blushes at all these
capital letters as if one had been caught eaves-

~ dropping at some purely masculine orgy. The fact

is that neither Mr. Galsworthy nor Mr. Kipling
has a spark of the woman in him. Thus all their
qualities seem to a woman, if one may generalise,
crude and immature. They lack suggestive power.
And when a book lacks suggestive power, how-
ever hard it hits the surface of the mind it cannot
penetrate within.

And in that restless mood in which one takes
books out and puts them back again without look-
ing at them I began to envisage an age to come of
pure, of self-assertive virility, such as the letters of
professors (take Sir Walter Raleigh’s” letters, for
instance) seem to forebode, and the rulers of Italy’

SNot the Elizabethan explorer, but Sir Walter Alexander
Raleigh (1861-1922), professor at Oxford and the author of
dozens of studies on English literature.

"Benito Mussolini and his Fascist Party.
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have already brought into being. For one can
hardly fail to be impressed in Rome by the sense
of unmitigated masculinity; and whatever the
value of unmitigated masculinity upon the state,
one may question the effect of it upon the art of
poetry. At any rate, according to the newspapers,
there is a certain anxiety about fiction in Italy.
There has been a meeting of academicians whose
object it is “to develop the Italian novel.” “Men
famous by birth, or in finance, industry or the
Fascist corporations” came together the other day
and discussed the matter, and a telegram was sent
to the Duce expressing the hope “‘that the Fascist
era would soon give birth to a poet worthy of it.”
We may all join in that pious hope, but it is doubt-
ful whether poetry can come out of an incubator.
Poetry ought to have a mother as well as a father.
The Fascist poem, one may fear, will be a horrid
little abortion such as one sees in a glass jar in the
museum of some county town. Such monsters
never live long, it is said; one has never seen a
prodigy of that sort cropping grass in a field. Two
heads on one body do not make for length of life.

However, the blame for all this, if one is anx-
ious to lay blame, rests no more upon one sex
than upon the other. All seducers and reformers
are responsible, Lady Bessborough when she lied
to Lord Granville;:® Miss Davies when she told
the truth to Mr. Greg.® All who have brought
about a state of sex-consciousness are to blame,
and it is they who drive me, when I want to
stretch my faculties on a book, to seek it in that
happy age, before Miss Davies and Miss Clough
were born, when the writer used both sides of his
mind equally. One must turn back to Shakespeare
then, for Shakespeare was androgynous; and so
was Keats and Sterne and Cowper and Lamb and
Coleridge. Shelley perhaps was sexless. Milton
and Ben Jonson had a dash too much of the male

8Two well-born Regency lovers, Henrietta Spencer
Ponsonby, Countess Bessborough (1761-1821), and
Granville Leveson Gower, Earl Granville (1773-1846). The
“lie” is in her letter to Granville, which Woolf quotes earlier:
“ perfectly agree with you that no woman has any business to
meddle with [politics] or any other serious business whatso-
ever, farther than giving her opinion (if she is ask’d).”

Probably Walter Wilson Greg (1875-1959), known pri-
marily as a textual editor of English literature, who is quoted
earlier in A Room of One’s Own: the “essentials of a woman’s
being are that they are supported by, and they minister to, men.”
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in them. So had Wordsworth and Tolstoi. In our
time Proust was wholly androgynous, if not per-
haps a little too much of a woman. But that fail-
ing is too rare for one to complain of it, since
without some mixture of the kind the intellect
seems to predominate and the other faculties of
the mind harden and become barren. However, I
consoled myself with the reflection that this is
perhaps a passing phase; much of what I have
said in obedience to my promise to' give you the
course of my thoughts will seem out of date;
much of what flames in my eyes will seem dubi-
ous to.you who have not yet come of age.

Even so, the very first sentence that I would
write here, I said, crossing over to the writing-table
and taking up the page headed Women and
Fiction, is that it is fatal for any one who writes to
think of their sex. It is fatal to be a man or woman
pure and simple; one must be woman-manly or
man-womanly. It is fatal for a woman to lay the
least stress on any grievance; to plead even with
justice any cause; in any way to speak consciously
as a woman. And fatal is no figure of speech; for
anything written with that conscious bias is
doomed to death. It ceases to be fertilised. Brilliant
and effective, powerful and masterly, as it may
appear for a day or two, it must wither at nightfall,
it cannot grow in the minds of others. Some col-
laboration has to take place in the mind between
the woman and the man before the act of creation
can be accomplished. Some marriage of opposites
has to be consummated. The whole of the mind
must lie wide open if we are to get the sense that
the writer is communicating his experience with
perfect fullness. There must be freedom and there
must be peace. Not a wheel must grate, not a light
glimmer. The curtains must be close drawn, The
writer, I thought, once his experience is over, must
lie back and let his mind celebrate its nuptials in
darkness. He must not look or question what is
being done. Rather, he must pluck the petals from
a rose or watch the swans float calmly down the
river. And I saw again the current which took the
boat and the undergraduate and the dead leaves;
and the taxi took the man and the woman, I
thought, seeing them come together across the
street, and the current swept them away, I thought,
hearing far off the roar of London’s traffic, into
that tremendous stream.





