








































































































































































































































































































100 A ROOM OF ONE’S OWN

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 easier 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 interrup-
tions. She was careful that her occupation should
not be suspected by servants or visitors or any per-
sons 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 com-
mon sitting-room. People’s feelings were impressed
on her; personal relations were always before her
eyes. Therefore, when the middle-class woman took

1 Memoir of Fane Austen, by her nephew, James Edward
Austen-Leigh.
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That was how Shakespeare wrote, I thought, look-
ing at Antony and Cleopatra; and when people com-
pare Shakespeare and Jane Austen, they may mean
that the minds of both had consumed all impedi-
ments; and for that reason we do not know Jane
Austen and we do not know Shakespeare, and for
that reason Jane Austen pervades 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 impossible 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 circumstances matched each other completely.
But I doubt whether that was true of Charlotte
Brontg, I said, opening Fane Eyre and laying it be-
side 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 to 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
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this that they blamed her—that “then I longed for
a power of vision which might overpass 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 experience than I pos-
sessed; more of intercourse with my kind, of ac-
quaintance with variety of character than was here
within my reach. I valued what was good in
Mrs. Fairfax, and what was good in Adéle; 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 satis-
fied 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 ferment 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 exercise for their faculties and a field
for their efforts as much as their brothers doj; they
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suffer from too rigid a restraint, too absolute a
stagnation, precisely as men would suffer; and it
is narrow-minded in their more privileged fellow-
creatures to say that they ought to confine them-
selves to making puddings and knitting stockings,
to playing 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 up-
setting to come upon Grace Poole all of a sudden.
The continuity is disturbed. One might say, I con-
tinued, laying the book down beside Pride and Pre-
Judice, 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 fool-
ishly 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?
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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, 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 io 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
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tions innumerable. At any rate, it is a structure
leaving a shape on the mind’s eye, built now in
squares, now pagoda shaped, now throwing 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 antagonisticand opposed
emotions. Life conflicts with something that is not
life. Hence the difficulty of coming to any agree-
ment 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 I 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
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up of so many different judgements, of so many
different kinds of emotion. 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 re-
markably. 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
conviction 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 disin-
tegrity. Or perhaps it is rather that Nature, in her
most irrational mood, has traced in invisible ink on
thewalls of themind 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
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rapture, But thisiswhatI havealways 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 long as one lives, one puts it back on the
shelf, I 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: some-
thing 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 dis-
appointment 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 confused; it can
no longer distinguish between the true and the 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 novelist, I wondered, look-
ing at Fane Eyre and the others. Would the fact of
her sex in any way interfere with the integrity of a
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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, be-
cause it deals with war. This is an insignificant book
because it deals with the feelings of women in a
drawing-room. A scene in a battle-field is more im-
portant than a scene in a shop—everywhere and
muchmoresubtly thedifference of value persists. The
whole structure, therefore, of the early nineteenth-
century novel was raised, if one was a woman, by a
mind which wasslightly pulled from the straight,and
made to alter its clear vision in deference to external
authority. One has only to skim those old forgotten
novels and listen to the tone of voice in which they
are 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 diffi-
dence, or withanger and emphasis. Itdoesnot 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,
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like small pock-marked apples inan 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 howimpossibleit must have been for them not
tobudge either to the right or to theleft. Whatgenius,
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 with-
out 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 domi-
neering, 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 criticism of sex;! admonishing them, if they

1 ¢“[She] has a metaphysical purpose, and that is a
dangerous obsession, especially with a woman, for women



A ROOM OF ONE’S OWN 113

would be good and win, as I suppose, some shiny
prize, to keep within certain limits which the gentle-
man in question thinks suitable—*. . . female novel-
ists 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 written
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 dis-
regard 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 toallow
you, Beadle though you are, to turn me off the grass.

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.

1 ¢ If, like the reporter, you believe that female novelists
should only aspire to excellence by courageously acknow-
ledging the limitations of their sex (Jane Austen [has]
demonstrated how gracefully this gesture can be accom-
plished . . .).”—Life and Letters, August 1928,

H



114 A ROOM OF ONE’S OWN

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 criticism
had upon their writing—and I believe that they
had a very great effect—that was unimportant com-
pared 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 partial that it was of little
help. For we think back through our mothers if we
are women. It is useless to go to the great men
writers for help, however much one may go to them
for pleasure. Lamb, Browne, Thackeray, Newman,
Sterne, Dickens, De Quincey—whoever it may be—
never 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
substantial from him successfully. The ape is too
distant 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
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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 exercise of their art and
endless generations of truth and beauty. Success
prompts to exertion; and habit facilitates success.”
That is a man’s sentence; behind it one can see
Johnson, Gibbon and the rest. It was a sentence that
was unsuited for a woman’s use. Charlotte Bronté,
with all her splendid gift for prose, stumbled and fell
with that clumsy weapon in her hands. George Eliot
committed 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 Bronté,
she got infinitely more said. Indeed, since freedom
and fullness of expression are of the essence of the
art, such a lack of tradition, such a scarcity and
inadequacy of tools, must have told enormously
upon the writing of women. Moreover, a book is not
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made of sentences 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 suit a woman any more than the
sentence suits her. But all the older forms of litera-
ture 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
verseP—would she not use prose rather?

But these are difficult questions which lie in the
twilight of the future. I must leave them, if only be-
cause they stimulate me to wander from my subject
into trackless forests where I shall be lost and, very
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likely, devoured by wild beasts. I do not want, and
I am sure that you do not want me, to broach that
very dismal subject, the future of fiction, so that I
will only pause here one moment to draw your
attention to the great part which must be played
in that future so far as women are concerned by
physical conditions. The book has somehow to be
adapted to the body, and at a venture one would
say that women’s books should be shorter, more
concentrated, than those of men, and framed so
that they do not need long hours of steady and
uninterrupted work. For interruptions there will
always be. Again, the nerves that feed the brain
would seem to differ in men and women, and if you
are going to make them work their best and hardest,
you must find out what treatment suits them—
whether these hours of lectures, for instance, which
the monks devised, presumably, hundreds of years
ago, suit them—what alternations of work and rest
they need, interpreting rest not as doing nothing
but as doing something but something that is differ-
ent; and what should that difference be? All this
should be discussed and discovered; all this is part
of the question of women and fiction. And yet, I
continued, approaching the bookcase again, where
shall I find that elaborate study of the psychology
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of women by a woman? If through their incapacity
to play football women are not going to be allowed
to practise medicine——

Happily my thoughts were now given another
turn.



CHAPTER V

I uAD come at last, in the course of this rambling,
to the shelves which hold books by the living; by
women and by men; for there are almost as many
books written by women now as by men. Or if that
is not yet quite true, if the male is still the voluble
sex, it is certainly true that women no longer write
novels solely. There are Jane Harrison’s books on
Greekarchaeology;VernonLee’sbooksonaesthetics;
Gertrude Bell’s books on Persia. There are books
on all sorts of subjects which a generation ago no

woman could have touched. There are poems and

plays and criticism; there are histories and bio-

graphies, books of travel and books of scholarship

and research; there are even a few philosophies and

books about science and economics. And though
novels predominate, novels themselves may very
well have changed from association with books of a
different feather. The natural simplicity, the epic
age of women’s writing, may have gone. Reading
and criticism may have given her a wider range,

a greater subtlety. The impulse towards autobio-
119
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graphy may be spent. She may be beginning to use
writing as an art, not as a method of self-expression.
Among these new novels one might find an answer
to several such questions.
I took down one of them at random. It stood at
the very end of the shelf, was called Life’s Adventure,
or some such title, by Mary Carmichael, and was
published in this very month of October. It seems to
be her first book, I said to myself, but one must read
it as if it were the last volume in a fairly long series,
continuing all those other books that I have been
glancing at—Lady Winchilsea’s poems and Aphra
Behn’splaysand the novels of the four great novelists.
For books continue each other, in spite of our habit
of judging them separately. And I must also consider
her—this unknown woman—as the descendant of all
those other women whose circumstances I have been
glancing at and see what she inherits of their charac-
teristics and restrictions. So, with a sigh, because
novels so often provide an anodyne and not an anti-
dote, glide one into torpid slumbers instead of rous-
ing one with a burning brand, I settled down with
a notebook and a pencil to make what I could of
Mary Carmichael’s first novel, Life’s Adventure.
To begin with, I ran my eye up and down the
page. I am going to get the hang of her sentences
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first, I said, before I load my memory with blue
eyes and brown and the relationship that there may
be between Chloe and Roger. There will be time
for that when I have decided whether she has a pen
in her hand or a pickaxe. So I tried a sentence or
two on my tongue. Soon it was obvious that some-
thing was not quite in order. The smooth gliding of
sentence after sentence was interrupted. Something
tore, something scratched; a single word here and
there flashed its torch in my eyes. She was “unhand-
ing” herself as they say in the old plays. She is like
a person striking a match that will not light, I
thought. But why, I asked her as if she were present,
are Jane Austen’s sentences not of the right shape
for you? Must they all be scrapped because Emma
and Mr. Woodhouse are dead? Alas, I sighed, that
it should be so. For while Jane Austen breaks from
melody to melody as Mozart from song to song, to
read this writing was like being out atsea in an open
boat. Up one went, down one sank. This terseness,
thisshort-windedness, might mean thatshe wasafraid
of something; afraid of being called ‘“‘sentimental”
perhaps; or she remembers that women’s writing has
been called flowery and so provides a superfluity
of thorns; but until I have read a scene with some
care, I cannot be sure whether she is being herself
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or someone else. At any rate, she does not lower one’s
vitality, I thought, reading more carefully. But she
is heaping up too many facts. She will not be able
to use half of them in a book of this size. (It was
about half the length of Fane Eyre.) However, by
some means or other she succeeded in getting us all
—Roger, Chloe, Olivia, Tony and Mr. Bigham—in
a canoe up the river. Wait a moment, I said, leaning
back in my chair, I must consider the whole thing
more carefully before I go any further.

I am almost sure, I said to myself, that Mary
Carmichael is playing a trick on us. For I feel as
one feels on a switchback railway when the car,
instead of sinking, as one has been led to expect,
swerves up again. Mary is tampering with the ex-
pected sequence. First she broke the sentence; now
she has broken the sequence. Very well, she has
every right to do both these things if she does them
not for the sake of breaking, but for the sake of
creating. Which of the two it is I cannot be sure
until she has faced herself with a situation. I will give
her every liberty, I said, to choose what that situa-
tion shall be; she shall make it of tin cans and old
kettles if she likes; but she must convince me that
she believes it to be a situation; and then when she
has made it she must face it. She must jump. And,
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determined to do my duty by her as reader if she
would do her duty by me as writer, I turned the
page and read . . . I am sorry to break off so
abruptly. Are there no men present? Do you promise
me that behind that red curtain over there the
figure of Sir Chartres Biron is not concealed? We are
all women you assure me? Then I may tell you that
the very next words I read were these—*“Chloe liked
Olivia . ..”” Do not start. Do not blush. Let us admit
in the privacy of our own society that these things
sometimes happen. Sometimes women do like
women.

““Chloe liked Olivia,” I read. And then it struck
me how immense a change was there. Chloe liked
Olivia perhaps for the first time in literature. Cleo-
patra did not like Octavia. And how completely
Antony and Cleopatra would have been altered had
she done so! As it is, I thought, letting my mind,
I am afraid, wander a little from Life’s Adventure,
the whole thing is simplified, conventionalised, if
one dared say it, absurdly. Cleopatra’s only feeling -
about Octavia is one of jealousy. Is she taller than
I am? How does she do her hair? The play, perhaps,
required no more. But how interesting it would
have been if the relationship between the two
women had been more complicated. All these re-
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drama which, with its violence, could make so little
use of them, and to devise the novel as a more fitting
receptacle. Even so it remains obvious, even in the
writing of Proust, that a man is terribly hampered
and partial in his knowledge of women, as a woman
in her knowledge of men.

Also, I continued, looking down at the page
again, it is becoming evident that women, like men,
have other interests besides the perennial interests
of domesticity. “Chloe liked Olivia. They shared a
laboratory together. . . .”” I read on and discovered
that these two young women were engaged in
mincing liver, which is, it seems, a cure for per-
nicious anazmia; although one of them was married
and had—I think I am right in stating—two small
children. Now all that, of course, has had to be left
out, and thus the splendid portrait of the fictitious
woman is much too simple and much too mono-
tonous. Suppose, for instance, that men were only
represented in literature as the lovers of women, and
were never the friends of men, soldiers, thinkers,
dreamers; how few parts in the plays of Shakespeare
could be allotted to them; how literature would
suffer! We might perhaps have most of Othello;
and a good deal of Antony; but no Caesar, no
Brutus, no Hamlet, no Lear, no Jaques—literature



126 A ROOM OF ONE’S OWN

would be incredibly impoverished, as indeed litera-
ture is impoverished beyond our counting by the
doors that have been shut upon women. Married
against their will, kept in one room, and to one
occupation, how could a dramatist give a full or
interesting or truthful account of them? Love was
the only possible interpreter. The poet was forced
to be passionate or bitter, unless indeed he chose to
“hate women’’, which meant more often than not
that he was unattractive to them.

Now if Chloe likes Olivia and they share a
laboratory, which of itself will make their friendship
more varied and lasting because it will be less
personal; if Mary Carmichael knows how to write,
and I was beginning to enjoy some quality in her
style; if she has a room to herself, of which I am
not quite sure; if she has five hundred a year of her
own—but that remains to be proved—then I think
that something of great importance has happened.

For if Chloe likes Olivia and Mary Carmichael
knows how to express it she will light a torch in that
vast chamber where nobody has yet been. It is all
half lights and profound shadows like those ser-
pentine caves where one goes with a candle peering
up and down, not knowing where one is stepping.
And I began to read the book again, and read how
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Chloe watched Olivia put a jar on a shelf and say
how it was time to go home to her children. That is
a sight that has never been seen since the world
began, I exclaimed. And I watched too, very curi-
ously. For I wanted to see how Mary Carmichael
set to work to catch those unrecorded gestures, those
unsaid or half-said words, which form themselves,
no more palpably than the shadows of moths on
the ceiling, when women are alone, unlit by the
capricious and coloured light of the other sex. She
will need to hold her breath, I said, reading on, if
she is to do it; for women are so suspicious of any
interest that has not some obvious motive behind it,
so terribly accustomed to concealment and suppres-
sion, that they are off at the flicker of an eye turned
observingly in their direction. The only way for you
to do it, I thought, addressing Mary Carmichael as
if she were there, would be to talk of something else,
looking steadily out of the window, and thus note,
not with a pencil in a notebook, but in the shortest
of shorthand, in words that are hardly syllabled
yet, what happens when Olivia—this organism that
has been under the shadow of the rock these million
years—feels the light fall on it, and sees coming her
way a piece of strange food—knowledge, adventure,
art. And she reaches out for it, I thought, again
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even at this moment almost unclassified. But if I
want to know all that a human being can tell me
about Sir Hawley Butts, for instance, I have only to
open Burke or Debrett and I shall find that he took
such and such a degree; owns a hall; has an heir;
was Secretary to a Board; represented Great Britain
in Canada; and has received a certain number of
degrees, offices, medals and other distinctions by
which his merits are stamped upon him indelibly.
Only Providence can know more about Sir Hawley
Butts than that.

When, therefore, I say “highly developed”, “in-
finitely intricate” of women, I am unable to verify
my words either in Whitaker, Debrett or the Uni-
versity Calendar. In this predicament what can I
do? And I looked at the bookcase again. There
were the biographies: Johnson and Goethe and
Carlyle and Sterne and Cowper and Shelley and
Voltaire and Browning and many others. And I be-
gan thinking of all those great men who have for
one reason or another admired, sought out, lived
with, confided in, made love to, written of, trusted
in, and shown what can only be described as some
need of and dependence upon certain persons of
the opposite sex. That all these relationships were

absolutely Platonic I would not affirm, and Sir
I
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William Joynson Hicks would probably deny. But
we should wrong these illustrious men very greatly
if we insisted that they got nothing from these
alliances but comfort, flattery and the pleasures of
the body. What they got, it is obvious, was some-
thing that their own sex was unable to supply; and
it would not be rash, perhaps, to define it further,
without quoting the doubtless rhapsodical words of
the poets, as some stimulus, some renewal of creative
power which is in the gift only of the opposite sex
to bestow. He would open the door of drawing-
room or nursery, I thought, and find her among
her children perhaps, or with a piece of embroidery
onherknee—at any rate, the centreof some different
order and system of life, and the contrast between
this world and his own, which might be the law
courts or the House of Commons, would at once
refresh and invigorate; and there would follow, even
in the simplest talk, such a natural difference of
opinion that the dried ideas in him would be
fertilised anew; and the sight of her creating in a
different medium from his own would so quicken
his creative power that insensibly his sterile mind
would begin to plot again, and he would find the
phrase or the scene which was lacking when he put
on his hat to visit her. Every Johnson has his Thrale,
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and holds fast to her for some such reasons as these,
and when the Thrale marries her Italian music
master Johnson goes half mad with rage and dis-
gust, not merely. that he will miss his pleasant
evenings at Streatham, but that the light of his life
will be ““as if gone out”.

And without being Dr. Johnson or Goethe or
Carlyle or Voltaire, one may feel, though very dif-
ferently from these great men, the nature of this
intricacy and the power of this highly developed
creative faculty among women. One goes into the
room—but the resources of the English language
would be much put to the stretch, and whole flights
of words would need to wing their way illegitimately
into existence before a woman could say what hap-
pens when she goes into a room. The rooms differ
so completely; they are calm or thunderous; open
on to the sea, or, on the contrary, give on to a prison
yard; are hung with washing; or alive with opals
and silks; are hard as horsehair or soft as feathers—
one has only to go into any room in any street for the
whole of that extremely complex force of femininity
to fly in one’s face. How should it be otherwise?
For women have sat indoors all these millions of
years, so that by this time the very walls are per-
meated by their creative force, which has, indeed,
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so overcharged the capacity of bricks and mortar
that it must needs harness itself to pens and brushes
and business and politics. But this creative power
differs greatly from the creative power of men. And
one must conclude that it would be a thousand
pities if it were hindered or wasted, for it was won
by centuries of the most drastic discipline, and there
is nothing to take its place. It would be a thousand
pities if women wrote like men, or lived like men,
or looked like men, for if two sexes are quite inade-
quate, considering the vastness and variety of the
world, how should we manage with one only? Ought
not education to bring out and fortify the differences
rather than the similarities? For we have too much
likeness as it is, and if an explorer should come back
and bring word of other sexes looking through the
branches of other trees at other skies, nothing would
be of greater service to humanity; and we should
have the immense pleasure into the bargain of
watching Professor X rush for his measuring-rods
to prove himself “superior’’.

Mary Carmichael, I thought, still hovering at a
little distance above the page, will have her work
cut out for her merely as an observer. I am afraid
indeed that she will be tempted to become, what 1
think the less interesting branch of the species—the
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naturalist-novelist,and not the contemplative. There
are so many new facts for her to observe. She will
not need to limit herself any longer to the respect-
able houses of the upper middle classes. She will go
without kindness or condescension, but in the spirit
of fellowship, into those small, scented rooms where
sit the courtesan, the harlot and the lady with the
pug dog. There they still sit in the rough and ready-
made clothes that the male writer has had perforce
to clap upon their shoulders. But Mary Carmichael

will have out her scissors and fit them close to every

hollow and angle. It will be a curious sight, when

it comes, to see these women as they are, but we

must wait a little, for Mary Carmichael will still be

encumbered with that self-consciousness in the pres-

ence of ‘“sin” which is the legacy of our sexual

barbarity. She will still wear the shoddy old fetters

of class on her feet.

However, the majority of women are neither har-
lots nor courtesans; nor do they sit clasping pug
dogs to dusty velvet all through the summer after-
noon. But what do they do then? and there came
to my mind’s eye one of those long streets somewhere
south of the river whose infinite rows are innumer-
ably populated. With the eye of the imagination I
saw a very ancient lady crossing the street on the
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arm of a middle-aged woman, her daughter, per-
haps, both so respectably booted and furred that
their dressing in the afternoon must be a ritual, and
the clothes themselves put away in cupboards with
camphor, year after year, throughout the summer
months. They cross the road when the lamps are
being lit (for the dusk is their favourite hour), as
they must have done year after year. The elder is
close on eighty; but if one asked her what her life has
meant to her,shewould say that she remembered the
streets lit for the battle of Balaclava, or had heard
the guns fire in Hyde Park for the birth of King
Edward the Seventh. And if one asked her, longing
to pin down the moment with date and season, but
what were you doing on the fifth of April 1868, or
the second of November 1875, she would look vague
and say that she could remember nothing. For all
the dinners are cooked; the plates and cups washed;
the children sent to school and gone out into the
world. Nothing remains of it all. All has vanished.
No biography or history has a word to say about it.
And the novels, without meaning to, inevitably lie.
All these infinitely obscure lives remain to be re-
corded, I said, addressing Mary Carmichael as if
she were present; and went on in thought through
the streets of London feeling in imagination the
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pressure of dumbness, the accumulation of unre-
corded life, whether from the women at the street
corners with their arms akimbo, and the rings
embedded in their fat swollen fingers, talking with
a gesticulation like the swing of Shakespeare’s
words; or from the violet-sellers and match-sellers
and old crones stationed under doorways; or from
drifting girls whose faces, like waves in sun and
cloud, signal the coming of men and women and the
flickering lights of shop windows. All that you will
have to explore, I said to Mary Carmichael, hold-
ing your torch firm in your hand. Above all, you
must illumine your own soul with its profundities
and its shallows, and its vanities and its generosities,
and say what your beauty means to you or your
plainness, and what is your relation to the ever-
changing and turning world of gloves and shoes and
stuffs swaying up and down among the faint scents
" that come through chemists’ bottles down arcades
of dress material over a floor of pseudo-marble. For
in imagination I had gone into a shop; it was laid
with black and white paving; it was hung, astonish-
ingly beautifully, with coloured ribbons. Mary
Carmichael might well have a look at that in
passing, I thought, for it is a sight that would lend
itself to the pen as fittingly as any snowy peak or
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rocky gorge in the Andes. And there is the girl
behind the counter too—1I would as soon have
her true history as the hundred and fiftieth life of
Napoleon or seventieth study of Keats and his use
of Miltonic inversion which old Professor Z and
his like are now inditing. And then I went on very
warily, on the very tips of my toes (so cowardly
am I, so afraid of the lash that was once almost laid
on my own shoulders), to murmur that she should
also learn to laugh, without bitterness, at the vani-
ties—say rather at the peculiarities, for it is a less
offensive word—of the other sex. For there is a spot
the size of a shilling at the back of the head which
one can never see for oneself. It is one of the good
offices that sex can discharge for sex—to describe that
spot the size of a shilling at the back of the head.
Think how much women have profited by the
comments of Juvenal; by the criticism of Strind-
berg. Think with what humanity and brilliancy
men, from the earliest ages, have pointed out to
women that dark place at the back of the head!
And if Mary were very brave and very honest, she
would go behind the other sex and tell us what she
found there. A true picture of man as a whole can
never be painted until a woman has described that
spot the size of a shilling. Mr. Woodhouse and Mr.
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Casuabon are spots of that size and nature. Not of
course that anyone in their senses would counsel her
to hold up to scorn and ridicule of set purpose—
literature shows the futility of what is written in that
spirit. Be truthful, one would say, and the result
is bound to be amazingly interesting. Comedy is
bound to be enriched. New facts are bound to be
discovered.

However, it was high time to lower my eyes to the
page again. It would be better, instead of speculat-

. ing what Mary Carmichael might write and should

write, to see what in fact Mary Carmichael did
write. So I began to read again. I remembered
that I had certain grievances against her. She had
broken up Jane Austen’s sentence, and thus given
me no chance of pluming myself upon my impec-
cable taste, my fastidious ear. For it was useless to
sé.y, “Yes, yes, this is very nice; but Jane Austen
wrote much better than you do”, when I had to
admit that there was no point of likeness between
them. Then she had gone further and broken the
sequence—the expected order. Perhaps she had
done this unconsciously, merely giving things their
natural order, as a woman would, if she wrote like a
woman. But the effect was somehow baffling; one
could not see a wave heaping itself, a crisis coming
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round the next corner. Therefore I could not plume
myself either upon the depths of my feelings and my
profound knowledge of the human heart. For when-
ever I was about to feel the usual things in the usual
places, about love, about death, the annoying crea-
ture twitched me away, as if the important point
were just a little further on. And thus she made it
impossible for me to roll out my sonorous phrases
about “elemental feelings”, the “common stuff of
humanity”’, “the depthsof the humanheart’”,and all
those other phrases which support us in our belief
that, however clever we may be on top, we are very
serious, very profound and very humane underneath.
She made me feel, on the contrary, that instead of
being serious and profound and humane, one might
be—and the thought was far less seductive—merely
lazy minded and conventional into the bargain.
But I read on, and noted certain other facts. She
was no “‘genius”’—that was evident. She had no-
thing like the love of Nature, the fiery imagination,
the wild poetry, the brilliant wit, the brooding wis-
dom of her great predecessors, Lady Winchilsea,
Charlotte Bront&, Emily Bront&, Jane Austen and
George Eliot; she could not write with the melody
and the dignity of Dorothy Osborne—indeed she
was no more than a clever girl whose books will no



A ROOM OF ONE’S OWN 139

doubt be pulped by the publishers in ten years’
time. But, nevertheless, she had certain advantages
which women of far greater gift lacked even half
_ a century ago. Men were no longer to her “the
opposing faction’; she need not waste her time
railing against them; she need not climb on to the
roof and ruin her peace of mind longing for travel,
experience and a knowledge of the world and
character that were denied her. Fear and hatred
were almost gone, or traces of them showed only
in a slight exaggeration of the joy of freedom, a
tendency to the caustic and satirical, rather than to
the romantic, in her treatment of the other sex.
Then there could be no doubt that as a novelist she
enjoyed some natural advantages of a high order.
* She had a sensibility that was very wide, eager and
free. It responded to an almost imperceptible touch
on it. It feasted like a plant newly stood in the air
on every sight and sound that came its way. It
ranged, too, very subtly and curiously, among al-
most unknown or unrecorded things; it lighted on
. small things and showed that perhaps they were
not small after all. It brought buried things to light
and made one wonder what need there had been to
bury them. Awkward though she was and without
the unconscious bearing of long descent which
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went on writing, as if one had gone to the top of
the world and seen it laid out, very majestically,
beneath.

At any rate, she was making the attempt. And as
I watched her lengthening out for the test, I saw,
but hoped that she did not see, the bishops and the
deans, the doctors and the professors, the patri-
archs and the pedagogues all at her shouting warn-
ing and advice. You can’t do this and you shan’t
do that! Fellows and scholars only allowed on the
grass! Ladies not admitted without a letter of intro-
duction! Aspiring and graceful female novelists this
way! So they kept at her like the crowd at a fence
on the race-course, and it was her trial to take her
fence without looking to right or to left. If you stop to
curse you are lost, I said to her; equally, if you stop
to laugh. Hesitate or fumble and you are done for.
Think only of the jump, I implored her, as if I had
put the whole of my money on her back; and she
went over it like a bird. But there was fence beyond
that and a fence beyond that. Whether she had the
staying power I was doubtful, for the clapping and
the crying were fraying to the nerves. But she did
her best. Considering that Mary Carmichael was
no genius, but an unknown girl writing her first
novel in a bed-sitting-room, without enough of
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those desirable things, time, money and idleness, .
she did not do so badly, I thought.

Give her another hundred years, I concluded,
reading the last chapter—people’s noses and bare
shoulders showed naked against a starry sky, for
someone had twitched the curtain in the drawing-
room—give her a room of her own and five hundred
a year, let her speak her mind and leave out half
that she now puts in, and she will write a better
book one of these days. She will be a poet, I said,
putting Life’s Adventure, by Mary Carmichael, at the
end of the shelf, in another hundred years’ time.



CHAPTER VI

NexT day the light of the October morning was
falling in dusty shafts through the uncurtained win-
dows, and the hum of traffic rose from the street.
London then was winding itself up again; the fac-
tory was astir; the machines were beginning. It was
tempting, after all this reading, to look out of the
window and see what London was doing on the
morning of the 26th of October 1928. And what was
London doing? Nobody, it seemed, was reading
Antony and Cleopatra. London was wholly indifferent,
it appeared, to Shakespeare’s plays. Nobody cared
a straw—and I do not blame them—for the future
of fiction, the death of poetry or the development
by the average woman of a prose style completely
expressive of her mind. If opinions upon any of these
matters had been chalked on the pavement, nobody
would have stooped to read them. The nonchalance
of the hurrying feet would have rubbed them out
in half an hour. Here came an errand-boy; here a
woman with a dog on a lead. The fascination of the
London street is that no two people are ever alike;
143
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in his boat and the dead leaves. Now it was bring-
ing from one side of the street to the other dia-
gonally a girl in patent leather boots, and then a
young man in a maroon overcoat; it was also bring-
ing a taxi-cab; and it brought all three together
at a point directly beneath my window; where the
taxi stopped; and the girl and the young man
stopped; and they got into the taxi; and then the
cab glided off as if it were swept on by the current
elsewhere.

The sight was ordinary enough; what was strange
was the rhythmical order with which my imagina-
tion had invested it; and the fact that the ordinary
sight of two people getting into a cab had the power
to communicate something of their own seeming
satisfaction. The sight of two people coming down
the street and meeting at the corner seems to ease
the mind of some strain, I thought, watching the
taxi turn and make off. Perhaps to think, as I had
been thinking these two days, of one sex as distinct
from the other is an effort. It interferes with the
unity of the mind. Now that effort had ceased and
that unity had been restored by seeing two people
come together and get into a taxi-cab. The mind is
certainly a very mysterious organ, I reflected, draw-

ing my head in from the window, about which
K
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nothing whatever is known, though we depend upon
it so completely. Why do I feel that there are
severances and oppositions in the mind, as there are
strains from obvious causes on the body? What does
one mean by “the unity of the mind”? I pondered,
for clearly the mind has so great a power of con-
centrating 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 spontaneously, 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 consciousness, say in walking down Whitehall,
when from being the natural inheritor of that
civilisation, she becomes, on the contrary, outside
of it, alien and critical. Clearly the mind is always
altering its focus, and bringing the world into
different perspectives. But some of these states of
mind seem, even if adopted spontaneously, to be
less comfortable than others. In order to keep one-
self continuing in them one is unconsciously holding
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something back, and gradually the repression be-
comes 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 a natural
fusion. The obvious reason would be that it is
natural for the sexes to co-operate. One has a pro-
found, if irrational, instinct in favour of the theory
that the union of man and woman makes for the
greatest satisfaction, the most complete happiness.
But the sight of the two people getting into the taxi
and the satisfaction it gave me made me also ask
whether there are two sexes in the mind correspond-
ing to the twosexes in the body, and whether they also
require to be united in order to get complete satis-
faction and happiness? And I went on amateurishly
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 pre-
dominates 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
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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 faculties.
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 conversely
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 2 mind
that has any special sympathy with women; a mind
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 andro-
gynous mind is resonant and porous; that it trans-
mits emotion without impediment; that it is natur-
ally 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
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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 con-
dition 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 stridently sex-conscious as
our own; those innumerable 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 2 man’s
writing again. It was so direct, so straightforward
after the writing of women. It indicated such free-
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dom 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-edu-
cated, 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 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 “I” from the bottom of
my heart. But—here I turned a page or two, look-
ing for something or other—the worst of it is that
in the shadow of the letter “I’’ 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
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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 my-
self. 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
reason. There seemed to be some obstacle, some
impediment in 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 beach,
and she no longer replies, “My heart is like a
singing bird whose nest is in a water’d shoot”, when
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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 somehow dull.
Shakespeare’s indecency uproots a thousand other
things in one’s mind, and is far from being dull.
But Shakespeare does it for pleasure; 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 Eliza-
bethan literature would have been very diflerent
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-conscious—men, that is to 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
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reading, very carefully and very dutifully, his re-
marks 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 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 that
one must deplore. For it means—here I had 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 per-
petual 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 incomprehensible. 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
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old clerk will speak over him two or three obituary
words; and all the swans on the Thames will simul-
taneously 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 eavesdropping 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 suggest-
ive power. And when a book lacks suggestive power,
however 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 looking
at them I began to envisage an age to come of pure,
of self-assertive virility, such as the letters of pro-
fessors (take Sir Walter Raleigh’s letters, for instance)
seem to forebode, and the rulers of Italy have al-
ready brought into being. For one can hardly fail to
be impressed in Rome by the sense of unmitigated
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masculinity; and whatever the value of unmitigated
masculinity upon the state, one may question the
effect of itupon the artof poetry. At anyrate, accord-
ing 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 tele-
gram was sent to the Duce expressing the hope ““that
the Fascistera would soongive birth to a poetworthy
of it”. We may all join in that pious hope, but it is
doubtful whether poetry can come out of an incu-
bator. 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 anxious
to lay blame, rests no more upon one sex than upon
the other. All seducersand reformersareresponsible:
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-con-
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sciousness 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 wasandrogynous;
and sowere 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
in them. So had Wordsworth and Tolstoi. In our
time Proust was wholly androgynous, if not perhaps
a little too much of a woman. But that failing is too
rare for one to complain of it, since without some
mixture of the kind the intellect seems to predomin-
ate 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 dubious 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 anyone who writes to think of
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their sex. It is fatal to be a man or woman pure and
simple; onemust be woman-manlyorman-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 collaboration has to take place in
the mind between the woman and the man before
the art 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 experi-
ence is over, must lie back and let his mind cele-
brate 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
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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.

Here, then, Mary Beton ceases to speak. She has
told you how she reached the conclusion—the pro-
saic conclusion—that it is necessary to have five
hundred a year and a room with a lock on the door
if you are to write fiction or poetry. She has tried
to lay bare the thoughts and impressions that led
her to think this. She has asked you to follow her
flying into the arms of a Beadle, lunching here, din-
ing there, drawing pictures in the British Museum,
taking books from the shelf, looking out of the
window. While she has been doing all these things,
you no doubt have been observing her failings and
foibles and deciding what eflect they have had on
her opinions. You have been contradicting her and
making whatever additions and deductions seem
good to you. Thatis all as it should be, for in a
question like this truth is only to be had by laying
together many varieties of error. And I will end now
in my own person by anticipating two criticisms, so
obvious that you can hardly fail to make them.
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No opinion has been expressed, you may say,
upon the comparative merits of the sexes even as
writers. That was done purposely, because, even if
the time had come for such a valuation—and it is
far more important at the moment to know how
much money women had and how many rooms
than to theorise about their capacities—even if the
time had come I do not believe that gifts, whether
of mind or character, can be weighed like sugar
and butter, not even in Cambridge, where they are
so adept at putting people into classes and fixing
caps on their heads and letters after their names. I

do not believe that even the Table of Precedency

which you will find in Whitaker’s A/manac represents
a final order of values, or that there is any sound
reason to suppose that a Commander of the Bath
will ultimately walk into dinner behind a Master in
Lunacy. All this pitting of sex against sex, of quality
against quality; all this claiming of superiority and
imputing of inferiority, belong to the private-school
stage of human existence where there are “sides”,
and it is necessary for one side to beat another side,
and of the utmost importance to walk up to a plat-
form and receive from the hands of the Headmaster
himself a highly ornamental pot. As people mature
they cease to believe in sides orin Headmasters or



160 A ROOM OF ONE’S OWN

in highly ornamental pots. At any rate, where books
are concerned, it is notoriously difficult to fix labels
of merit in such a way that they do not come off.
Are not reviews of current literature a perpetual
illustration of the difficulty of judgement? ‘“This
great book”, “this worthless book”, the same book
is called by both names. Praise and blame alike
mean nothing. No, delightful as the pastime of
measuring may be, it is the most futile of all occupa-
tions, and to submit to the decrees of the measurers
the most servile of attitudes. So long as you write
what you wish to write, that is all that matters; and
whether it matters for ages or only for hours, nobody
can say. But to sacrifice a hair of the head of your
vision, a shade of its colour, in deference to some
Headmaster with a silver pot in his hand or to some
professor with a measuring-rod up his sleeve, is the
most abject treachery, and the sacrifice of wealth
and chastity which used to be said to be the greatest
" of human disasters, a mere flea-bite in comparison.
Next I think that you may object that in all
this I have made too much of the importance of
material things. Even allowing a generous margin
for symbolism, that five hundred a year stands for °
the power to contemplate, that a lock on the door
means the power to think for oneself, still you may
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say that the mind should rise above such things; and
that great poets have often been poor men. Let me
then quote to you the words of your own Professor
of Literature, who knows better than I do what goes
to the making of a poet. Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch
writes:1

‘““What are the great poetical names of the last
hundred years or so? Coleridge, Wordsworth, Byron,
Shelley, Landor, Keats, Tennyson, Browning, Ar-
nold, Morris, Rossetti, Swinburne—we may stop
there. Of these, all but Keats, Browning, Rossetti
were University men; and of these three, Keats, who
died young, cut off in his prime, was the only one
not fairly well to do. It may seem a brutal thing to
say, and it is a sad thing to say: but, as a matter of
hard fact, the theory that poetical genius bloweth
where it listeth, and equally in poor and rich, holds
little truth. As a matter of hard fact, nine out of
those twelve were University men: which means
that somehow or other they procured the means to
get the best education England can give. As a matter
of hard fact, of the remaining three you know that
Browning was well to do, and I challenge you that,
if he had not been well to do, he would no more
have attained to write Saul or The Ring and the Book

1 The Art of Writing, by Sir Arthur Quiller-Couch.

L
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than Ruskin would have attained to writing Modern
Painters if his father had not dealt prosperously in
business. Rossetti had a small private income; and,
moreover, he painted. There remains but Keats;
whom Atropos slew young, as she slew John Clare
in a mad-house, and James Thomson by the lauda-
num he took to drug disappointment. These are
dreadful facts, but let us face them. It is—however
dishonouring to us as a nation—certain that, by
some fault in our commonwealth, the poor poet has
notin these days, nor has had for two hundred years,
a dog’s chance. Believe me—and I have spent a
great part of ten years in watching some three
hundred and twenty elementary schools,—we may
prate of democracy, but actually, a poor child in
England has little more hope than had the son of
an Athenian slave to be emancipated into that
intellectual freedom of which great writings are
born.”

Nobody could put the point more plainly. “The
poor poet has not in these days, nor has had for two
hundred years, a dog’s chance . . . a poor child in
England has little more hope than had the son of an
Athenian slave to be emancipated into that intel-
lectual freedom of which great writings are born.”
That is it. Intellectual freedom depends upon
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material things. Poetry depends upon intellectual
freedom. And women have always been poor, not
for two hundred years merely, but from the be-
ginning of time. Women have had less intellectual
freedom than the sons of Athenian slaves. Women,
then, have not had a dog’s chance of writing poetry.
That is why I have laid so much stress on money
and a room of one’s own. However, thanks to the
toils of those obscure women in the past, of whom I

wish we knew more, thanks, curiously enough to

two wars, the Crimean which let Florence Nightin-

gale out of her drawing-room, and the European

War which opened the doors to the average woman

some sixty years later, these evils are in the way to

be bettered. Otherwise you would not be here to-

night, and your chance of earning five hundred

pounds a year, precarious as I am afraid that it still

is, would be minute in the extreme.

Still, you may object, why do you attach so much
importance to this writing of books by women
when, according to you, it requires so much effort,
leads perhaps to the murder of one’s aunts, will
make one almost certainly late for luncheon, and

. may bring one into very grave disputes with certain
very good fellows? My motives, let me admit, are
partly selfish. Like most uneducated Englishwomen,
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I like reading—I like reading books in the bulk.
. Lately my diet has become a trifle monotonous;
history is too much about wars; biography too much
about great men; poetry has shown, I think, a tend-
ency to sterility, and fiction—but I have sufficiently
exposed my disabilities as a critic of modern fiction
and will say no more about it. Therefore I would
ask you to write all kinds of books, hesitating at no
subject however trivial or however vast. By hook or
by crook, I hope that you will possess yourselves of
money enough to travel and to idle, to contemplate
the future or the past of the world, to dream over
books and loiter at street corners and let the line
of thought dip deep into the stream. For I am by no
means confining you to fiction. If you would please
me—and there are thousands like me—you would
write books of travel and adventure, and research
and scholarship, and history and biography, and
criticism and philosophy and science. By so doing
you will certainly profit the art of fiction. For books
have a way of influencing each other. Fiction will
be much the better for standing cheek by jowl with
poetry and philosophy. Moreover, if you consider
any great figure of the past, like Sappho, like the
Lady Murasaki, like Emily Bronté, you will find
that she is an inheritor as well as an originator, and



A ROOM OF ONE’S OWN 165

has come into existence because women have come
to have the habit of writing naturally; so that even
as a prelude to poetry such activity on your part
would be invaluable.

But when I look back through these notes and
criticise my own train of thought as I made them,
I find that my motives were not altogether selfish.
There runs through these comments and discursions
the conviction—or is it the instinct?—that good
books are desirable and that good writers, even if -
they show every variety of human depravity, are
still good human beings. Thus when I ask you to
write more books I am urging you to do whatwill be
for your good and for the good of the world atlarge.
How to justify this instinct or belief I do not know,
for philosophic words, if one has not been educated
at a university, are apt to play one false. What is
meant by “reality’’? It would seem to be something
very erratic, very undependable—now to be found
in a dusty road, now in a scrap of newspaper in the
street, now a daffodil in the sun. It lights up a group
in a room and stamps some casual saying. It over-
whelms one walking home beneath the stars and
makes the silent world more real than the world of
speech—and then there it is again in an omnibus
in the uproar of Piccadilly. Sometimes, too, itseems
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to dwell in shapes too far away for us to discern what
their nature is. But whatever it touches, it fixes and
makes permanent. That is what remains over when
the skin of the day has been cast into the hedge;
that is what is left of past time and of our loves and
hates. Now the writer, as I think, has the chance to
live more than other people in the presence of this
reality. It is his business to find it and collect it and
communicate it to the rest of us. So at least I infer
from reading Lear or Emma or La Recherche du Temps
Perdu. For the reading of these books seems to per-
form a curious couching operation on the senses;
one sees more intensely afterwards; the world seems
bared of its covering and given an intenser life.
Those are the enviable people who live at enmity
with unreality; and those are the pitiable who are
knocked on the head by the thing done without
knowing or caring. So that when I ask you to earn
money and have a room of your own, I am asking
you to live in the presence of reality, an invigor-
ating life, it would appear, whether one can impart
it or not.

Here I would stop, but the pressure of conven-
tion decrees that every speech must end with a
peroration. And a peroration addressed to women
should have something, you will agree, particularly
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exalting and ennobling about it. I should implore
you to remember your responsibilities, to be higher,
more spiritual; I should remind you how much de-
pends upon you, and what an influence you can exert
upon the future. But those exhortations can safely,
I think, be left to the other sex, who will put them,
and indeed have put them,with far greatereloquence
than I can compass. When I rummage in my own
mind I find no noble sentiments about being com-
panions and equals and influencing the world to
higher ends. I find myself saying briefly and pro-
saically that it is much more important to be oneself
than anything else. Do not dream of influencing
other people, I would say, if I knew how to make
it sound exalted. Think of things in themselves.

And again I am reminded by dipping into news-
papers and novels and biographies that when a
woman speaks to women she should have something
very unpleasant up her sleeve. Women are hard on
women. Women dislike women. Women—but are
you not sick to death of the word? I can assure you
that I am. Let us agree, then, thata paper read by
a woman to women should end with something
particularly disagreeable.

But how does it go? What can I think of? The
truth is, I often like women. I like their unconven-
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tionality. I like their completeness. I like their anony-
mity. I like—but I must not run on in this way.
That cupboard there,—you say it holds clean table-
napkins only; but what if Sir Archibald Bodkin were
concealed among them? Let me then adopt a sterner
tone. Have I, in the preceding words, conveyed to
you sufficiently the warnings and reprobation of
mankind? I have told you the very low opinion in
which you were held by Mr. Oscar Browning. I
have indicated what Napoleon once thought of you
and what Mussolini thinks now. Then, in case any
of you aspire to fiction, I have copied out for your
benefit the advice of the critic about courageously
acknowledging the limitations of your sex. I have
referred to Professor X and given prominence to his
statement that women are intellectually, morally
and physically inferior to men. I have handed on all
that has come my way without going in search of it,
and hereisa final warning—from Mr. John Langdon
Davies.! Mr. John Langdon Davies warns women
““thatwhen children cease to be altogether desirable,
women cease to be altogether necessary”. I hope
you will make a note of it. _
How can I further encourage you to go about
the business of life? Young women, I would say, and
1 A Short History of Women, by John Langdon Davies.
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speare had a sister; but do not look for her in Sir
Sidney Lee’s life of the poet. She died young—alas,
she never wrote a word. She lies buried where the
omnibuses now stop, opposite the Elephant and
Castle. Now my belief is that this poet who never
wrote a word and was buried at the cross-roads still
lives. She lives in you and in me, and in many other
women who are not here to-night, for they are
washing up the dishes and putting the children to
bed. But she lives; for great poets do not die; they
are continuing presences; they need only the oppor-
tunity to walk among us in the flesh. This oppor-
tunity, as I think, it is now coming within your
power to give her. For my belief is that if we live
another century or so—I am talking of the common
life which is the real life and not of the little separate
lives which we live as individuals—and have five
hundred a year each of us and rooms of our own; if
we have the habit of freedom and the courage to
write exactly what we think; if we escape a little
from the common sitting-room and see human be-
ings not always in their relation to each other but
in relation to reality; and the sky, too, and the trees
or whatever it may be in themselves; if we look past
Milton’s bogey, for no human being should shut out
the view; if we face the fact, for it is a fact, that there
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is no arm to cling to, but that we go alone and that
our relation is to the world of reality and not only
to the world of men and women, then the oppor-
tunity will come and the dead poet who was Shake-
speare’s sister will put on the body which she has so
often laid down. Drawing her life from the lives of
the unknown who were her forerunners, as her
brother did before her, she will be born. As for
her coming without that preparation, without that
effort on our part, without that determination that
when she is born again she shall find it possible to
live and write her poetry, that we cannot expect,
for that would be impossible. But I maintain that
she would come if we worked for her, and that so

to work, even in poverty and obscurity, is worth
while.

THE END





