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Foreword
I have spent nearly five decades reading and rereading Virginia Woolf—what she wrote, 
what has been written about her, and what has been written about what she wrote. I cannot 
get enough. I chase after her words and thoughts with my hair “flying back like the tail of a 
racehorse,” attempting to grasp her meaning and understand the working of her mind and 
imagination.

In 1977 I purchased a copy of Mrs. Dalloway, my first Woolf novel. It is a “Book of the Month” 
edition: no introduction, no notes. I had no concept of the worlds within worlds of Mrs. 
Dalloway, nor did I have any grasp of the scope of everything Woolf created in her lifetime. 
But I was captured and held fast by the rhythm, the musicality, the wit, and poetry within 
her prose. For the next thirty years, while raising three children and building a career in 
healthcare regulatory compliance, I continued reading Woolf’s novels and short stories. 
Then, ten years ago, life presented me with the gift of a teacher and friend in J. J. Wilson: 
Professor Emerita, Sonoma State University; instrumental in bringing Woolf back into 
the academic conversation; co-founder of the Virginia Woolf Miscellany and of The Sitting 
Room Library.

The Virginia Woolf Miscellany was first published in 1973, with the goal of bringing attention 
to the work of Virginia Woolf and facilitating an ongoing conversation in which scholars, 
teachers, students, and common readers could learn from one another. What began as 
a newsletter with a modest circulation has grown over the years. The Miscellany is now 
a sizable journal publishing articles, selected essays from conferences, poems, artwork, 
and reviews under the guidance of Professor Vara Neverow of Southern Connecticut State 
University and a dedicated editorial board. 

The Sitting Room Library, inspired by the Morrison Reading Room at the University of Cali-
fornia, Berkeley Library, began as a place for people to gather, hold salons, and celebrate the 
cultural contributions of women artists and writers. The library’s collection of books began 
with donations provided by early visitors and volunteers and has expanded to include over 
7,000 titles showcasing feminist writing, art, and thought. 

When I retired, I began attending events at the Sitting Room, including poetry readings 
and writing workshops. I was soon invited to join the group of volunteers that keep the 
library going by serving as librarians, archivists, historians, facilitators, and more. J.J. 
offered me the assignment of maintaining the ever-expanding Woolf collection: the Woolf 
Wall—a dedicated area of the library that houses nearly 600 books by and about Virginia 
Woolf alongside all 101 issues of the Miscellany.  In the Woolf Archives you will find endless 
treasures, such as set directions for a dramatic reading of The Waves, presented at the 1974 
Virginia Woolf Symposium at University of California Santa Cruz; photocopies of notes and 
illustrations from Virginia Woolf’s notebooks for Three Guineas taken when on a trip long 
ago to Monks House; and documents, articles, essays, and correspondence from Woolf 
scholars and readers collected over the past fifty years. The Woolf Wall is a mecca for lovers 

https://virginiawoolfmiscellany.wordpress.com/%20
https://sittingroomlibrary.org/
https://sittingroomlibrary.org/
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of Woolf, providing exposure to and immersion in the numerous biographies and critical 
studies of Woolf’s writing.  As I took on my new responsibilities as its curator, I read several 
biographies including Virginia Woolf by Hermione Lee and Virginia Woolf: A Writer’s Life, by 
Lyndall Gordon. Then I “dipped my beak” into the critical studies, beginning with The Inter-
rupted Moment: A View of Woolf’s Novels by Lucio P. Ruotolo, and discovered that they were 
very accessible to a “common reader” like me. After all, Woolf named two collections after 
the common reader, and Woolf scholars, like Woolf, share a respect for readers who are not 
scholars or critics but read for themselves. 

As books piled up on my shelves and my notes accumulated in unruly piles, it occurred 
to me that a select few of the numerous essays and short stories written by Woolf were 
frequently referenced by scholars. I have at least one, if not several, copies of books that 
contain these specific works—The Common Reader, Granite and Rainbow, and The Death 
of the Moth, etc.—on my shelves. But I wanted to have them all in one volume, to move 
uninterrupted through Woolf’s imagination, chase her thoughts, capture them in my heart 
and mind and experience the rapture of grasping life, if only for a moment.  One day I made 
a list of these essential writings, which has become the table of contents of this modest 
collection.

There is much to gain from spending time tracing the lines of thought that led Woolf to dis-
till so much truth into her fiction.  In “Modern Fiction,” which Mark Hussey in his so-useful 
Virginia Woolf A-Z cites as Woolf’s best known and most oft-quoted essay, she examines the 
notion that the current great novels do not reflect ‘life itself.’ She implores writers to escape 
from the previous forms of the novel in search of models that can capture something real, 
writing:  

“Life is not a series of gig lamps symmetrically arranged; but a luminous halo, a 
semi-transparent envelope surrounding us from the beginning of consciousness to the 
end. Is it not the task of the novelist to convey this varying, this unknown and uncircum-
scribed spirit, whatever aberration or complexity it may display, with as little mixture of the 
alien and external as possible?”

Given what we know about how Woolf and other women writers continue to be criticized 
for the subjects they write about, the essay ends with the prescient statement: “‘The proper 
stuff of fiction’ does not exist; everything is the proper stuff of fiction...”    

In each of these works, readers can join Woolf in exploring a range of ideas and approaches 
to the novel and what she is trying to accomplish with her own writing.  Often referred to as 
“one of the most influential manifestos of literary modernism,” the essay “Mr. Bennett and 
Mrs. Brown” looks at how character-making is evolving as an essential literary function. 
Woolf asserts a need to move away from minute outside details, questioning the notion of 
how best to express character in fiction and the meaning of “reality.”  



8

I take great comfort in the advice Woolf gives in “How Should One Read A Book?” which is 
to take no advice and follow your own instincts. Now when I read, I let the story take me 
where the story is going, open my mind as wide as possible and, “try to become the author.”  
With Woolf’s guidance, I am a “fellow-worker and accomplice” to the writers whose worlds I 
enter. 

This collection ends not with an essay, but a short story—the first Woolf ever published, and 
published by her own Hogarth Press. In a 1930 letter to Ethel Smyth, Woolf writes: “I shall 
never forget the day I wrote The Mark on the Wall – all in a flash, as if flying …”1 Reading “The 
Mark on the Wall” taught me “how to read Woolf,” and indeed, how to read, in general.  

My hope is that this selection of Woolf’s writings will be a welcome addition to the shelves 
of those who want to explore the ideas and challenges that ignited Woolf’s creative imagi-
nation—to dig into all “the proper stuff” of life and art.

One of the themes explored in Woolf’s most famous nonfiction work, A Room of One’s Own, 
and in some of the works collected here, is the issue of access.  Access to knowledge, infor-
mation, and education. Between 1915  and 1941 Woolf published eight novels, The Voyage 
Out (1915), Night and Day (1919), Jacob’s Room (1922), Mrs. Dalloway (1925), To the Lighthouse 
(1927), The Waves (1931), The Years (1937), and Between the Acts (1941, published posthu-
mously); three biographies—two “faux” biographies, Orlando: A Biography (1928) and Flush: 
A Biography (1933), and Roger Fry: A Biography (1940) which is a real biography; the book-
length essays A Room of One’s Own (1929) and Three Guineas (1938); and two collections of 
essays.  Over the next ten years, Woolf’s work will continue to move into the public domain 
in more countries, increasing awareness and expanding access to her canon. I am certain 
that Woolf would be pleased with this project created by a common reader and made avail-
able to other common readers via Cita Press, a library open to all with no barriers or closed 
doors to keep anyone out. 

—JOANN BORRI, 2025

1: Letter from Virginia Woolf to Ethel Smyth, October 16, 1930. A Reflection of the Other Per-
son: Collected Letters IV, 1929-31 (London: The Hogarth Press, 1981), 231.
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Modern Fiction
Woolf’s notes from her reading of the first seven chapters of James Joyce’s Ulysses formed the basis for the essay 
“Modern Novels,” which ran in The Times Literary Supplement in April 1919. She revised and retitled the essay as 
“Modern Fiction” for the first Common Reader collection in 1925.

In making any survey, even the freest and loosest, of modern fiction it is difficult not to take 
it for granted that the modern practice of the art is somehow an improvement upon the 
old. With their simple tools and primitive materials, it might be said, Fielding did well and 
Jane Austen even better, but compare their opportunities with ours! Their masterpieces 
certainly have a strange air of simplicity. And yet the analogy between literature and the 
process, to choose an example, of making motor cars scarcely holds good beyond the first 
glance. It is doubtful whether in the course of the centuries, though we have learnt much 
about making machines, we have learnt anything about making literature. We do not come 
to write better; all that we can be said to do is to keep moving, now a little in this direction, 
now in that, but with a circular tendency should the whole course of the track be viewed 
from a sufficiently lofty pinnacle. It need scarcely be said that we make no claim to stand, 
even momentarily, upon that vantage ground. On the flat, in the crowd, half blind with dust, 
we look back with envy to those happier warriors, whose battle is won and whose achieve-
ments wear so serene an air of accomplishment that we can scarcely refrain from whis-
pering that the fight was not so fierce for them as for us. It is for the historian of literature 
to decide; for him to say if we are now beginning or ending or standing in the middle of a 
great period of prose fiction, for down in the plain little is visible. We only know that certain 
gratitudes and hostilities inspire us; that certain paths seem to lead to fertile land, others to 
the dust and the desert; and of this perhaps it may be worth while to attempt some account.

Our quarrel, then, is not with the classics, and if we speak of quarreling with Mr. Wells, 
Mr. Bennett, and Mr. Galsworthy it is partly that by the mere fact of their existence in the 
flesh their work has a living, breathing, every day imperfection which bids us take what 
liberties with it we choose. But it is also true that, while we thank them for a thousand gifts, 
we reserve our unconditional gratitude for Mr. Hardy, for Mr. Conrad, and in a much lesser 
degree for the Mr. Hudson, of The Purple Land, Green Mansions, and Far Away and Long Ago. 
Mr. Wells, Mr. Bennett, and Mr. Galsworthy have excited so many hopes and disappointed 
them so persistently that our gratitude largely takes the form of thanking them for having 
shown us what they might have done but have not done; what we certainly could not do, but 
as certainly, perhaps, do not wish to do. No single phrase will sum up the charge or griev-
ance which we have to bring against a mass of work so large in its volume and embodying 
so many qualities, both admirable and the reverse. If we tried to formulate our meaning 
in one word we should say that these three writers are materialists. It is because they are 
concerned not with the spirit but with the body that they have disappointed us, and left us 
with the feeling that the sooner English fiction turns its back upon them, as politely as may 
be, and marches, if only into the desert, the better for its soul. Naturally, no single word 
reaches the center of three separate targets. In the case of Mr. Wells it falls notably wide of 



10

the mark. And yet even with him it indicates to our thinking the fatal alloy in his genius, the 
great clod of clay that has got itself mixed up with the purity of his inspiration. But Mr. Ben-
nett is perhaps the worst culprit of the three, inasmuch as he is by far the best workman. 
He can make a book so well constructed and solid in its craftsmanship that it is difficult for 
the most exacting of critics to see through what chink or crevice decay can creep in. There 
is not so much as a draught between the frames of the windows, or a crack in the boards. 
And yet—if life should refuse to live there? That is a risk which the creator of The Old Wives’ 
Tale, George Cannon, Edwin Clayhanger, and hosts of other figures, may well claim to have 
surmounted. His characters live abundantly, even unexpectedly, but it remains to ask how 
do they live, and what do they live for? More and more they seem to us, deserting even the 
well-built villa in the Five Towns, to spend their time in some softly padded first-class rail-
way carriage, pressing bells and buttons innumerable; and the destiny to which they travel 
so luxuriously becomes more and more unquestionably an eternity of bliss spent in the 
very best hotel in Brighton. It can scarcely be said of Mr. Wells that he is a materialist in the 
sense that he takes too much delight in the solidity of his fabric. His mind is too generous in 
its sympathies to allow him to spend much time in making things shipshape and substan-
tial. He is a materialist from sheer goodness of heart, taking upon his shoulders the work 
that ought to have been discharged by Government officials, and in the plethora of his ideas 
and facts scarcely having leisure to realize, or forgetting to think important, the crudity and 
coarseness of his human beings. Yet what more damaging criticism can there be both of his 
earth and of his Heaven than that they are to be inhabited here and hereafter by his Joans 
and his Peters? Does not the inferiority of their natures tarnish whatever institutions and 
ideals may be provided for them by the generosity of their creator? Nor, profoundly though 
we respect the integrity and humanity of Mr. Galsworthy, shall we find what we seek in his 
pages.

If we fasten, then, one label on all these books, on which is one word materialists, we mean 
by it that they write of unimportant things; that they spend immense skill and immense 
industry making the trivial and the transitory appear the true and the enduring.

We have to admit that we are exacting, and, further, that we find it difficult to justify our 
discontent by explaining what it is that we exact. We frame our question differently at 
different times. But it reappears most persistently as we drop the finished novel on the 
crest of a sigh—Is it worth while? What is the point of it all? Can it be that owing to one of 
those little deviations which the human spirit seems to make from time to time Mr. Bennett 
has come down with his magnificent apparatus for catching life just an inch or two on 
the wrong side? Life escapes; and perhaps without life nothing else is worth while. It is a 
confession of vagueness to have to make use of such a figure as this, but we scarcely better 
the matter by speaking, as critics are prone to do, of reality. Admitting the vagueness which 
afflicts all criticism of novels, let us hazard the opinion that for us at this moment the form 
of fiction most in vogue more often misses than secures the thing we seek. Whether we 
call it life or spirit, truth or reality, this, the essential thing, has moved off, or on, and refuses 
to be contained any longer in such ill-fitting vestments as we provide. Nevertheless, we 
go on perseveringly, conscientiously, constructing our two and thirty chapters after a 
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design which more and more ceases to resemble the vision in our minds. So much of the 
enormous labor of proving the solidity, the likeness to life, of the story is not merely labor 
thrown away but labor misplaced to the extent of obscuring and blotting out the light of the 
conception. The writer seems constrained, not by his own free will but by some powerful 
and unscrupulous tyrant who has him in thrall to provide a plot, to provide comedy, tragedy, 
love, interest, and an air of probability embalming the whole so impeccable that if all his 
figures were to come to life they would find themselves dressed down to the last button of 
their coats in the fashion of the hour. The tyrant is obeyed; the novel is done to a turn. But 
sometimes, more and more often as time goes by, we suspect a momentary doubt, a spasm 
of rebellion, as the pages fill themselves in the customary way. Is life like this? Must novels 
be like this?

Look within and life, it seems, is very far from being “like this”. Examine for a moment 
an ordinary mind on an ordinary day. The mind receives a myriad impressions—trivial, 
fantastic, evanescent, or engraved with the sharpness of steel. From all sides they come, 
an incessant shower of innumerable atoms; and as they fall, as they shape themselves into 
the life of Monday or Tuesday, the accent falls differently from of old; the moment of im-
portance came not here but there; so that if a writer were a free man and not a slave, if he 
could write what he chose, not what he must, if he could base his work upon his own feeling 
and not upon convention, there would be no plot, no comedy, no tragedy, no love interest 
or catastrophe in the accepted style, and perhaps not a single button sewn on as the Bond 
Street tailors would have it. Life is not a series of gig lamps symmetrically arranged; but a 
luminous halo, a semi-transparent envelope surrounding us from the beginning of con-
sciousness to the end. Is it not the task of the novelist to convey this varying, this unknown 
and uncircumscribed spirit, whatever aberration or complexity it may display, with as little 
mixture of the alien and external as possible? We are not pleading merely for courage and 
sincerity; we are suggesting that the proper stuff of fiction is a little other than custom 
would have us believe it.

It is, at any rate, in some such fashion as this that we seek to define the quality which 
distinguishes the work of several young writers, among whom Mr. James Joyce is the 
most notable, from that of their predecessors. They attempt to come closer to life, and to 
preserve more sincerely and exactly what interests and moves them, even if to do so they 
must discard most of the conventions which are commonly observed by the novelist. Let 
us record the atoms as they fall upon the mind in the order in which they fall, let us trace 
the pattern, however disconnected and incoherent in appearance, which each sight or 
incident scores upon the consciousness. Let us not take it for granted that life exists more 
fully in what is commonly thought big than in what is commonly thought small. Any one 
who has read The Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man or, what promises to be a far more 
interesting work, Ulysses,2 now appearing in the Little Review, will have hazarded some 
theory of this nature as to Mr. Joyce’s intention. On our part, with such a fragment before 
us, it is hazarded rather than affirmed; but whatever the intention of the whole there can be 
no question but that it is of the utmost sincerity and that the result, difficult or unpleasant 
as we may judge it, is undeniably important. In contrast with those whom we have called 
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materialists Mr. Joyce is spiritual; he is concerned at all costs to reveal the flickerings of that 
innermost flame which flashes its messages through the brain, and in order to preserve it 
he disregards with complete courage whatever seems to him adventitious, whether it be 
probability, or coherence or any other of these signposts which for generations have served 
to support the imagination of a reader when called upon to imagine what he can neither 
touch nor see. The scene in the cemetery, for instance, with its brilliancy, its sordidity, its in-
coherence, its sudden lightning flashes of significance, does undoubtedly come so close to 
the quick of the mind that, on a first reading at any rate, it is difficult not to acclaim a mas-
terpiece. If we want life itself here, surely we have it. Indeed, we find ourselves fumbling 
rather awkwardly if we try to say what else we wish, and for what reason a work of such 
originality yet fails to compare, for we must take high examples, with Youth or The Mayor of 
Casterbridge. It fails because of the comparative poverty of the writer’s mind, we might say 
simply and have done with it. But it is possible to press a little further and wonder whether 
we may not refer our sense of being in a bright yet narrow room, confined and shut in, 
rather than enlarged and set free, to some limitation imposed by the method as well as 
by the mind. Is it the method that inhibits the creative power? Is it due to the method that 
we feel neither jovial nor magnanimous, but centered in a self which, in spite of its tremor 
of susceptibility, never embraces or creates what is outside itself and beyond? Does the 
emphasis laid, perhaps didactically, upon indecency, contribute to the effect of something 
angular and isolated? Or is it merely that in any effort of such originality it is much easier, 
for contemporaries especially, to feel what it lacks than to name what it gives? In any case 
it is a mistake to stand outside examining “methods”. Any method is right, every method is 
right, that expresses what we wish to express, if we are writers; that brings us closer to the 
novelist’s intention if we are readers. This method has the merit of bringing us closer to 
what we were prepared to call life itself; did not the reading of Ulysses suggest how much 
of life is excluded or ignored, and did it not come with a shock to open Tristram Shandy or 
even Pendennis and be by them convinced that there are not only other aspects of life, but 
more important ones into the bargain.

However this may be, the problem before the novelist at present, as we suppose it to have 
been in the past, is to contrive means of being free to set down what he chooses. He has to 
have the courage to say that what interests him is no longer “this” but “that”: out of “that” 
alone must he construct his work. For the moderns “that”, the point of interest, lies very 
likely in the dark places of psychology. At once, therefore, the accent falls a little differently; 
the emphasis is upon something hitherto ignored; at once a different outline of form 
becomes necessary, difficult for us to grasp, incomprehensible to our predecessors. No one 
but a modern, perhaps no one but a Russian, would have felt the interest of the situation 
which Chekhov has made into the short story which he calls “Gusev.” Some Russian soldiers 
lie ill on board a ship which is taking them back to Russia. We are given a few scraps of their 
talk and some of their thoughts; then one of them dies and is carried away; the talk goes 
on among the others for a time, until Gusev himself dies, and looking “like a carrot or a 
radish” is thrown overboard. The emphasis is laid upon such unexpected places that at first 
it seems as if there were no emphasis at all; and then, as the eyes accustom themselves to 
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twilight and discern the shapes of things in a room we see how complete the story is, how 
profound, and how truly in obedience to his vision Chekhov has chosen this, that, and the 
other, and placed them together to compose something new. But it is impossible to say “this 
is comic”, or “that is tragic”, nor are we certain, since short stories, we have been taught, 
should be brief and conclusive, whether this, which is vague and inconclusive, should be 
called a short story at all.

The most elementary remarks upon modern English fiction can hardly avoid some men-
tion of the Russian influence, and if the Russians are mentioned one runs the risk of feeling 
that to write of any fiction save theirs is waste of time. If we want understanding of the soul 
and heart where else shall we find it of comparable profundity? If we are sick of our own 
materialism the least considerable of their novelists has by right of birth a natural rever-
ence for the human spirit. “Learn to make yourself akin to people. . . . But let this sympathy 
be not with the mind—for it is easy with the mind—but with the heart, with love towards 
them.” In every great Russian writer we seem to discern the features of a saint, if sympathy 
for the sufferings of others, love towards them, endeavor to reach some goal worthy of the 
most exacting demands of the spirit constitute saintliness. It is the saint in them which 
confounds us with a feeling of our own irreligious triviality, and turns so many of our fa-
mous novels to tinsel and trickery. The conclusions of the Russian mind, thus comprehen-
sive and compassionate, are inevitably, perhaps, of the utmost sadness. More accurately 
indeed we might speak of the inconclusiveness of the Russian mind. It is the sense that 
there is no answer, that if honestly examined life presents question after question which 
must be left to sound on and on after the story is over in hopeless interrogation that fills 
us with a deep, and finally it may be with a resentful, despair. They are right perhaps; 
unquestionably they see further than we do and without our gross impediments of vision. 
But perhaps we see something that escapes them, or why should this voice of protest mix 
itself with our gloom? The voice of protest is the voice of another and an ancient civilization 
which seems to have bred in us the instinct to enjoy and fight rather than to suffer and 
understand. English fiction from Sterne to Meredith bears witness to our natural delight 
in humor and comedy, in the beauty of earth, in the activities of the intellect, and in the 
splendor of the body. But any deductions that we may draw from the comparison of two 
fictions so immeasurably far apart are futile save indeed as they flood us with a view of the 
infinite possibilities of the art and remind us that there is no limit to the horizon, and that 
nothing—no “method”, no experiment, even of the wildest—is forbidden, but only falsity 
and pretense. “The proper stuff of fiction” does not exist; everything is the proper stuff of 
fiction, every feeling, every thought; every quality of brain and spirit is drawn upon; no 
perception comes amiss. And if we can imagine the art of fiction come alive and standing in 
our midst, she would undoubtedly bid us break her and bully her, as well as honor and love 
her, for so her youth is renewed and her sovereignty assured.

2: Written April 1919. (Woolf’s footnote from The Common Reader)
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Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown 
“Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown” was the first essay published under Hogarth Press’ Hogarth Essays series. It was 
adapted from a lecture Woolf gave to members of the Cambridge Heretics Society. The series also published 
works by Vernon Lee, Gertrude Stein, and others.

It seems to me possible, perhaps desirable, that I may be the only person in this room who 
has committed the folly of writing, trying to write, or failing to write, a novel. And when I 
asked myself, as your invitation to speak to you about modern fiction made me ask myself, 
what demon whispered in my ear and urged me to my doom, a little figure rose before 
me—the figure of a man, or of a woman, who said, “My name is Brown. Catch me if you can.”

Most novelists have the same experience. Some Brown, Smith, or Jones comes before them 
and says in the most seductive and charming way in the world, “Come and catch me if you 
can.” And so, led on by this will-o’-the-wisp, they flounder through volume after volume, 
spending the best years of their lives in the pursuit, and receiving for the most part very 
little cash in exchange. Few catch the phantom; most have to be content with a scrap of her 
dress or a wisp of her hair.

My belief that men and women write novels because they are lured on to create some 
character which has thus imposed itself upon them has the sanction of Mr. Arnold Bennett. 
In an article from which I will quote he says: “The foundation of good fiction is charac-
ter-creating and nothing else. . . . Style counts; plot counts; originality of outlook counts. But 
none of these counts anything like so much as the convincingness of the characters. If the 
characters are real the novel will have a chance; if they are not, oblivion will be its portion...” 
And he goes on to draw the conclusion that we have no young novelists of first-rate impor-
tance at the present moment, because they are unable to create characters that are real, 
true, and convincing.

These are the questions that I want with greater boldness than discretion to discuss tonight. 
I want to make out what we mean when we talk about “character” in fiction; to say some-
thing about the question of reality which Mr. Bennett raises; and to suggest some reasons 
why the younger novelists fail to create characters, if, as Mr. Bennett asserts, it is true that 
fail they do. This will lead me, I am well aware, to make some very sweeping and some 
very vague assertions. For the question is an extremely difficult one. Think how little we 
know about character—think how little we know about art. But, to make a clearance before 
I begin, I will suggest that we range Edwardians and Georgians into two camps; Mr. Wells, 
Mr. Bennett, and Mr. Galsworthy I will call the Edwardians; Mr. Forster, Mr. Lawrence, Mr. 
Strachey, Mr. Joyce, and Mr. Eliot I will call the Georgians. And if I speak in the first person, 
with intolerable egotism, I will ask you to excuse me. I do not want to attribute to the world 
at large the opinions of one solitary, ill-informed, and misguided individual.

My first assertion is one that I think you will grant—that every one in this room is a judge 
of character. Indeed it would be impossible to live for a year without disaster unless one 
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practiced character-reading and had some skill in the art. Our marriages, our friendships 
depend on it; our business largely depends on it; every day questions arise which can only 
be solved by its help. And now I will hazard a second assertion, which is more disputable 
perhaps, to the effect that on or about December 1910 human character changed.

I am not saying that one went out, as one might into a garden, and there saw that a rose had 
flowered, or that a hen had laid an egg. The change was not sudden and definite like that. 
But a change there was, nevertheless; and since one must be arbitrary, let us date it about 
the year 1910. The first signs of it are recorded in the books of Samuel Butler, in The Way of 
All Flesh in particular; the plays of Bernard Shaw continue to record it. In life one can see 
the change, if I may use a homely illustration, in the character of one’s cook. The Victorian 
cook lived like a leviathan in the lower depths, formidable, silent, obscure, inscrutable; the 
Georgian cook is a creature of sunshine and fresh air; in and out of the drawing-room, now 
to borrow The Daily Herald, now to ask advice about a hat. Do you ask for more solemn in-
stances of the power of the human race to change? Read the Agamemnon, and see whether, 
in process of time, your sympathies are not almost entirely with Clytemnestra. Or consider 
the married life of the Carlyles, and bewail the waste, the futility, for him and for her, of the 
horrible domestic tradition which made it seemly for a woman of genius to spend her time 
chasing beetles, scouring saucepans, instead of writing books. All human relations have 
shifted—those between masters and servants, husbands and wives, parents and children. 
And when human relations change there is at the same time a change in religion, conduct, 
politics, and literature. Let us agree to place one of these changes about the year 1910.

I have said that people have to acquire a good deal of skill in character-reading if they are 
to live a single year of life without disaster. But it is the art of the young. In middle age and 
in old age the art is practiced mostly for its uses, and friendships and other adventures and 
experiments in the art of reading character are seldom made. But novelists differ from the 
rest of the world because they do not cease to be interested in character when they have 
learnt enough about it for practical purposes. They go a step further; they feel that there is 
something permanently interesting in character in itself. When all the practical business 
of life has been discharged, there is something about people which continues to seem to 
them of overwhelming importance, in spite of the fact that it has no bearing whatever upon 
their happiness, comfort, or income. The study of character becomes to them an absorbing 
pursuit; to impart character an obsession. And this I find it very difficult to explain: what 
novelists mean when they talk about character, what the impulse is that urges them so 
powerfully every now and then to embody their view in writing.

So, if you will allow me, instead of analyzing and abstracting, I will tell you a simple story 
which, however pointless, has the merit of being true, of a journey from Richmond to 
Waterloo, in the hope that I may show you what I mean by character in itself; that you may 
realize the different aspects it can wear; and the hideous perils that beset you directly you 
try to describe it in words.

One night some weeks ago, then, I was late for the train and jumped into the first carriage I 
came to. As I sat down I had the strange and uncomfortable feeling that I was interrupting a 
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conversation between two people who were already sitting there. Not that they were young 
or happy. Far from it. They were both elderly, the woman over sixty, the man well over forty. 
They were sitting opposite each other, and the man, who had been leaning over and talking 
emphatically to judge by his attitude and the flush on his face, sat back and became silent. 
I had disturbed him, and he was annoyed. The elderly lady, however, whom I will call Mrs. 
Brown, seemed rather relieved. She was one of those clean, threadbare old ladies whose 
extreme tidiness—everything buttoned, fastened, tied together, mended and brushed up—
suggests more extreme poverty than rags and dirt. There was something pinched about 
her—a look of suffering, of apprehension, and, in addition, she was extremely small. Her 
feet, in their clean little boots, scarcely touched the floor. I felt that she had nobody to sup-
port her; that she had to make up her mind for herself; that, having been deserted, or left 
a widow, years ago, she had led an anxious, harried life, bringing up an only son, perhaps, 
who, as likely as not, was by this time beginning to go to the bad. All this shot through my 
mind as I sat down, being uncomfortable, like most people, at traveling with fellow pas-
sengers unless I have somehow or other accounted for them. Then I looked at the man. He 
was no relation of Mrs. Brown’s I felt sure; he was of a bigger, burlier, less refined type. He 
was a man of business I imagined, very likely a respectable corn-chandler from the North, 
dressed in good blue serge with a pocket-knife and a silk handkerchief, and a stout leather 
bag. Obviously, however, he had an unpleasant business to settle with Mrs. Brown; a secret, 
perhaps sinister business, which they did not intend to discuss in my presence.

“Yes, the Crofts have had very bad luck with their servants,” Mr. Smith (as I will call him) said in 
a considering way, going back to some earlier topic, with a view to keeping up appearances.

“Ah, poor people,” said Mrs. Brown, a trifle condescendingly. “My grandmother had a maid 
who came when she was fifteen and stayed till she was eighty” (this was said with a kind of 
hurt and aggressive pride to impress us both perhaps).

“One doesn’t often come across that sort of thing nowadays,” said Mr. Smith in conciliatory 
tones.

Then they were silent.

“It’s odd they don’t start a golf club there—I should have thought one of the young fellows 
would,” said Mr. Smith, for the silence obviously made him uneasy.

Mrs. Brown hardly took the trouble to answer.

“What changes they’re making in this part of the world,” said Mr. Smith looking out of the 
window, and looking furtively at me as he did do.

It was plain, from Mrs. Brown’s silence, from the uneasy affability with which Mr. Smith 
spoke, that he had some power over her which he was exerting disagreeably. It might have 
been her son’s downfall, or some painful episode in her past life, or her daughter’s. Perhaps 
she was going to London to sign some document to make over some property. Obviously 
against her will she was in Mr. Smith’s hands. I was beginning to feel a great deal of pity for 
her, when she said, suddenly and inconsequently,
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“Can you tell me if an oak-tree dies when the leaves have been eaten for two years in suc-
cession by caterpillars?”

She spoke quite brightly, and rather precisely, in a cultivated, inquisitive voice.

Mr. Smith was startled, but relieved to have a safe topic of conversation given him. He told 
her a great deal very quickly about plagues of insects. He told her that he had a brother who 
kept a fruit farm in Kent. He told her what fruit farmers do every year in Kent, and so on, 
and so on. While he talked a very odd thing happened. Mrs. Brown took out her little white 
handkerchief and began to dab her eyes. She was crying. But she went on listening quite 
composedly to what he was saying, and he went on talking, a little louder, a little angrily, as 
if he had seen her cry often before; as if it were a painful habit. At last it got on his nerves. 
He stopped abruptly, looked out of the window, then leant towards her as he had been 
doing when I got in, and said in a bullying, menacing way, as if he would not stand any more 
nonsense,

“So about that matter we were discussing. It’ll be all right? George will be there on Tuesday?”

“We shan’t be late,” said Mrs. Brown, gathering herself together with superb dignity.

Mr. Smith said nothing. He got up, buttoned his coat, reached his bag down, and jumped out 
of the train before it had stopped at Clapham Junction. He had got what he wanted, but he 
was ashamed of himself; he was glad to get out of the old lady’s sight.

Mrs. Brown and I were left alone together. She sat in her corner opposite, very clean, very 
small, rather queer, and suffering intensely. The impression she made was overwhelming. 
It came pouring out like a draught, like a smell of burning. What was it composed of—that 
overwhelming and peculiar impression? Myriads of irrelevant and incongruous ideas 
crowd into one’s head on such occasions; one sees the person, one sees Mrs. Brown, in the 
center of all sorts of different scenes. I thought of her in a seaside house, among queer 
ornaments: sea-urchins, models of ships in glass cases. Her husband’s medals were on the 
mantelpiece. She popped in and out of the room, perching on the edges of chairs, picking 
meals out of saucers, indulging in long, silent stares. The caterpillars and the oak-trees 
seemed to imply all that. And then, into this fantastic and secluded life, in broke Mr. Smith. 
I saw him blowing in, so to speak, on a windy day. He banged, he slammed. His dripping 
umbrella made a pool in the hall. They sat closeted together.

And then Mrs. Brown faced the dreadful revelation. She took her heroic decision. Early, 
before dawn, she packed her bag and carried it herself to the station. She would not let 
Smith touch it. She was wounded in her pride, unmoored from her anchorage; she came 
of gentlefolks who kept servants—but details could wait. The important thing was to 
realize her character, to steep oneself in her atmosphere. I had no time to explain why I 
felt it somewhat tragic, heroic, yet with a dash of the flighty, and fantastic, before the train 
stopped, and I watched her disappear, carrying her bag, into the vast blazing station. She 
looked very small, very tenacious; at once very frail and very heroic. And I have never seen 
her again, and I shall never know what became of her.
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The story ends without any point to it. But I have not told you this anecdote to illustrate 
either my own ingenuity or the pleasure of traveling from Richmond to Waterloo. What I 
want you to see in it is this. Here is a character imposing itself upon another person. Here 
is Mrs. Brown making someone begin almost automatically to write a novel about her. I 
believe that all novels begin with an old lady in the corner opposite. I believe that all novels, 
that is to say, deal with character, and that it is to express character—not to preach doc-
trines, sing songs, or celebrate the glories of the British Empire, that the form of the novel, 
so clumsy, verbose, and undramatic, so rich, elastic, and alive, has been evolved. To express 
character, I have said; but you will at once reflect that the very widest interpretation can 
be put upon those words. For example, old Mrs. Brown’s character will strike you very dif-
ferently according to the age and country in which you happen to be born. It would be easy 
enough to write three different versions of that incident in the train, an English, a French, 
and a Russian. The English writer would make the old lady into a ‘character’; he would bring 
out her oddities and mannerisms; her buttons and wrinkles; her ribbons and warts. Her 
personality would dominate the book. A French writer would rub out all that; he would 
sacrifice the individual Mrs. Brown to give a more general view of human nature; to make 
a more abstract, proportioned, and harmonious whole. The Russian would pierce through 
the flesh; would reveal the soul—the soul alone, wandering out into the Waterloo Road, 
asking of life some tremendous question which would sound on and on in our ears after 
the book was finished. And then besides age and country there is the writer’s temperament 
to be considered. You see one thing in character, and I another. You say it means this, and I 
that. And when it comes to writing each makes a further selection on principles of his own. 
Thus Mrs. Brown can be treated in an infinite variety of ways, according to the age, country, 
and temperament of the writer.

But now I must recall what Mr. Arnold Bennett says. He says that it is only if the characters 
are real that the novel has any chance of surviving. Otherwise, die it must. But, I ask myself, 
what is reality? And who are the judges of reality? A character may be real to Mr. Bennett 
and quite unreal to me. For instance, in this article he says that Dr. Watson in Sherlock 
Holmes is real to him: to me Dr. Watson is a sack stuffed with straw, a dummy, a figure of 
fun. And so it is with character after character—in book after book. There is nothing that 
people differ about more than the reality of characters, especially in contemporary books. 
But if you take a larger view I think that Mr. Bennett is perfectly right. If, that is, you think 
of the novels which seem to you great novels—War and Peace, Vanity Fair, Tristram Shandy, 
Madame Bovary, Pride and Prejudice, The Mayor of Casterbridge, Villette—if you think of 
these books, you do at once think of some character who has seemed to you so real (I do 
not by that mean so lifelike) that it has the power to make you think not merely of it itself, 
but of all sorts of things through its eyes—of religion, of love, of war, of peace, of family life, 
of balls in county towns, of sunsets, moonrises, the immortality of the soul. There is hardly 
any subject of human experience that is left out of War and Peace it seems to me. And in all 
these novels all these great novelists have brought us to see whatever they wish us to see 
through some character. Otherwise, they would not be novelists; but poets, historians, or 
pamphleteers.
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But now let us examine what Mr. Bennett went on to say—he said that there was no great 
novelist among the Georgian writers because they cannot create characters who are real, 
true, and convincing. And there I cannot agree. There are reasons, excuses, possibilities 
which I think put a different color upon the case. It seems so to me at least, but I am well 
aware that this is a matter about which I am likely to be prejudiced, sanguine, and near-
sighted. I will put my view before you in the hope that you will make it impartial, judicial, 
and broad-minded. Why, then, is it so hard for novelists at present to create characters 
which seem real, not only to Mr. Bennett, but to the world at large? Why, when October 
comes round, do the publishers always fail to supply us with a masterpiece?

Surely one reason is that the men and women who began writing novels in 1910 or there-
abouts had this great difficulty to face—that there was no English novelist living from 
whom they could learn their business. Mr. Conrad is a Pole; which sets him apart, and 
makes him, however admirable, not very helpful. Mr. Hardy has written no novel since 1895. 
The most prominent and successful novelists in the year 1910 were, I suppose, Mr. Wells, 
Mr. Bennett, and Mr. Galsworthy. Now it seems to me that to go to these men and ask them 
to teach you how to write a novel—how to create characters that are real—is precisely like 
going to a bootmaker and asking him to teach you how to make a watch. Do not let me give 
you the impression that I do not admire and enjoy their books. They seem to me of great 
value, and indeed of great necessity. There are seasons when it is more important to have 
boots than to have watches. To drop metaphor, I think that after the creative activity of the 
Victorian age it was quite necessary, not only for literature but for life, that someone should 
write the books that Mr. Wells, Mr. Bennett, and Mr. Galsworthy have written. Yet what odd 
books they are! Sometimes I wonder if we are right to call them books at all. For they leave 
one with so strange a feeling of incompleteness and dissatisfaction. In order to complete 
them it seems necessary to do something—to join a society, or, more desperately, to write 
a check. That done, the restlessness is laid, the book finished; it can be put upon the shelf, 
and need never be read again. But with the work of other novelists it is different. Tristram 
Shandy or Pride and Prejudice is complete in itself; it is self-contained; it leaves one with 
no desire to do anything, except indeed to read the book again, and to understand it better. 
The difference perhaps is that both Sterne and Jane Austen were interested in things in 
themselves; in character in itself; in the book in itself. Therefore everything was inside the 
book, nothing outside. But the Edwardians were never interested in character in itself; or in 
the book in itself. They were interested in something outside. Their books, then, were in-
complete as books, and required that the reader should finish them, actively and practically, 
for himself.

Perhaps we can make this clearer if we take the liberty of imagining a little party in the 
railway carriage—Mr. Wells, Mr. Galsworthy, Mr. Bennett are traveling to Waterloo with Mrs. 
Brown. Mrs. Brown, I have said, was poorly dressed and very small. She had an anxious, 
harassed look. I doubt whether she was what you call an educated woman. Seizing upon 
all these symptoms of the unsatisfactory condition of our primary schools with a rapidity 
to which I can do no justice, Mr. Wells would instantly project upon the windowpane a 
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vision of a better, breezier, jollier, happier, more adventurous and gallant world, where 
these musty railway carriages and fusty old women do not exist; where miraculous barges 
bring tropical fruit to Camberwell by eight o’clock in the morning; where there are public 
nurseries, fountains, and libraries, dining-rooms, drawing-rooms, and marriages; where 
every citizen is generous and candid, manly and magnificent, and rather like Mr. Wells 
himself. But nobody is in the least like Mrs. Brown. There are no Mrs. Browns in Utopia. 
Indeed I do not think that Mr. Wells, in his passion to make her what she ought to be, would 
waste a thought upon her as she is. And what would Mr. Galsworthy see? Can we doubt that 
the walls of Doulton’s factory would take his fancy? There are women in that factory who 
make twenty-five dozen earthenware pots every day. There are mothers in the Mile End 
Road who depend upon the farthings which those women earn. But there are employers 
in Surrey who are even now smoking rich cigars while the nightingale sings. Burning with 
indignation, stuffed with information, arraigning civilization, Mr. Galsworthy would only 
see in Mrs. Brown a pot broken on the wheel and thrown into the corner.

Mr. Bennett, alone of the Edwardians, would keep his eyes in the carriage. He, indeed, would 
observe every detail with immense care. He would notice the advertisements; the pictures 
of Swanage and Portsmouth; the way in which the cushion bulged between the buttons; 
how Mrs. Brown wore a brooch which had cost three-and-ten-three at Whitworth’s bazaar; 
and had mended both gloves—indeed the thumb of the left-hand glove had been replaced. 
And he would observe, at length, how this was the non-stop train from Windsor which calls 
at Richmond for the convenience of middle-class residents, who can afford to go to the 
theatre but have not reached the social rank which can afford motor-cars, though it is true, 
there are occasions (he would tell us what), when they hire them from a company (he would 
tell us which). And so he would gradually sidle sedately towards Mrs. Brown, and would 
remark how she had been left a little copyhold, not freehold, property at Datchet, which, 
however, was mortgaged to Mr. Bungay the solicitor—but why should, I presume to invent 
Mr. Bennett? Does not Mr. Bennett write novels himself? I will open the first book that 
chance puts in my way—Hilda Lessways. Let us see how he makes us feel that Hilda is real, 
true, and convincing, as a novelist should. She shut the door in a soft, controlled way, which 
showed the constraint of her relations with her mother. She was fond of reading Maud; she 
was endowed with the power to feel intensely. So far, so good; in his leisurely, surefooted 
way Mr. Bennett is trying in these first pages, where every touch is important, to show us 
the kind of girl she was.

But then he begins to describe, not Hilda Lessways, but the view from her bedroom window, 
the excuse being that Mr. Skellorn, the man who collects rents, is coming along that way. Mr. 
Bennett proceeds:

“The bailiwick of Turnhill lay behind her; and all the murky district of the Five Towns, of 
which Turnhill is the northern outpost, lay to the south. At the foot of Chatterley Wood the 
canal wound in large curves on its way towards the undefiled plains of Cheshire and the 
sea. On the canal-side, exactly opposite to Hilda’s window, was a flour-mill, that sometimes 
made nearly as much smoke as the kilns and the chimneys closing the prospect on either 
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hand. From the flourmill a bricked path, which separated a considerable row of new 
cottages from their appurtenant gardens, led straight into Lessways Street, in front of Mrs. 
Lessways’ house. By this path Mr. Skellorn should have arrived, for he inhabited the farthest 
of the cottages.”

One line of insight would have done more than all those lines of description; but let them 
pass as the necessary drudgery of the novelist. And now—where is Hilda? Alas. Hilda is still 
looking out of the window. Passionate and dissatisfied as she was, she was a girl with an 
eye for houses. She often compared this old Mr. Skellorn with the villas she saw from her 
bedroom window. Therefore the villas must be described. Mr. Bennett proceeds:

“The row was called Freehold Villas: a consciously proud name in a district where much of 
the land was copyhold and could only change owners subject to the payment of ‘fines,’ and 
to the feudal consent of a ‘court’ presided over by the agent of a lord of the manor. Most 
of the dwellings were owned by their occupiers, who, each an absolute monarch of the 
soil, niggled in his sooty garden of an evening amid the flutter of drying shirts and towels. 
Freehold Villas symbolized the final triumph of Victorian economics, the apotheosis of the 
prudent and industrious artisan. It corresponded with a Building Society Secretary’s dream 
of paradise. And indeed it was a very real achievement. Nevertheless, Hilda’s irrational 
contempt would not admit this.”

Heaven be praised, we cry! At last we are coming to Hilda herself. But not so fast. Hilda 
may have been this, that, and the other; but Hilda not only looked at houses, and thought 
of houses; Hilda lived in a house. And what sort of a house did Hilda live in? Mr. Bennett 
proceeds:

“It was one of the two middle houses of a detached terrace of four houses built by her 
grandfather Lessways, the teapot manufacturer; it was the chief of the four, obviously the 
habitation of the proprietor of the terrace. One of the corner houses comprised a grocer’s 
shop, and this house had been robbed of its just proportion of garden so that the seigneur-
ial garden-plot might be triflingly larger than the other. The terrace was not a terrace of 
cottages, but of houses rated at from twenty-six to thirty-six pounds a year; beyond the 
means of artisans and petty insurance agents and rent-collectors. And further, it was well 
built, generously built; and its architecture, though debased, showed some faint traces of 
Georgian amenity. It was admittedly the best row of houses in that newly settled quarter of 
the town. In coming to it out of Freehold Villas Mr. Skellorn obviously came to something 
superior, wider, more liberal. Suddenly Hilda heard her mother’s voice…”

But we cannot hear her mother’s voice, or Hilda’s voice; we can only hear Mr. Bennett’s 
voice telling us facts about rents and freeholds and copyholds and fines. What can Mr. 
Bennett be about? I have formed my own opinion of what Mr. Bennett is about—he is trying 
to make us imagine for him; he is trying to hypnotize us into the belief that, because he 
has made a house, there must be a person living there. With all his powers of observation, 
which are marvelous, with all his sympathy and humanity, which are great, Mr. Bennett 
has never once looked at Mrs. Brown in her corner. There she sits in the corner of the 
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carriage—that carriage which is traveling, not from Richmond to Waterloo, but from one 
age of English literature to the next, for Mrs. Brown is eternal, Mrs. Brown is human nature, 
Mrs. Brown changes only on the surface, it is the novelists who get in and out—there she 
sits and not one of the Edwardian writers has so much as looked at her. They have looked 
very powerfully, searchingly, and sympathetically out of the window; at factories, at Utopias, 
even at the decoration and upholstery of the carriage; but never at her, never at life, never 
at human nature. And so they have developed a technique of novel-writing which suits 
their purpose; they have made tools and established conventions which do their business. 
But those tools are not our tools, and that business is not our business. For us those con-
ventions are ruin, those tools are death.

You may well complain of the vagueness of my language. What is a convention, a tool, 
you may ask, and what do you mean by saying that Mr. Bennett’s and Mr. Wells’s and Mr. 
Galsworthy’s conventions are the wrong conventions for the Georgian’s? The question is 
difficult: I will attempt a short cut. A convention in writing is not much different from a 
convention in manners. Both in life and in literature it is necessary to have some means of 
bridging the gulf between the hostess and her unknown guest on the one hand, the writer 
and his unknown reader on the other. The hostess bethinks her of the weather, for gener-
ations of hostesses have established the fact that this is a subject of universal interest in 
which we all believe. She begins by saying that we are having a wretched May, and, having 
thus got into touch with her unknown guest, proceeds to matters of greater interest. So it 
is in literature. The writer must get into touch with his reader by putting before him some-
thing which he recognizes, which therefore stimulates his imagination, and makes him 
willing to co-operate in the far more difficult business of intimacy. And it is of the highest 
importance that this common meeting-place should be reached easily, almost instinctively, 
in the dark, with one’s eyes shut. Here is Mr. Bennett making use of this common ground 
in the passage which I have quoted. The problem before him was to make us believe in the 
reality of Hilda Lessways. So he began, being an Edwardian, by describing accurately and 
minutely the sort of house Hilda lived in, and the sort of house she saw from the window. 
House property was the common ground from which the Edwardians found it easy to 
proceed to intimacy. Indirect as it seems to us, the convention worked admirably, and 
thousands of Hilda Lessways were launched upon the world by this means. For that age and 
generation, the convention was a good one.

But now, if you will allow me to pull my own anecdote to pieces, you will see how keenly I 
felt the lack of a convention, and how serious a matter it is when the tools of one generation 
are useless for the next. The incident had made a great impression on me. But how was I 
to transmit it to you? All I could do was to report as accurately as I could what was said, to 
describe in detail what was worn, to say, despairingly, that all sorts of scenes rushed into 
my mind, to proceed to tumble them out pell-mell, and to describe this vivid, this overmas-
tering impression by likening it to a draught or a smell of burning. To tell you the truth, I 
was also strongly tempted to manufacture a three-volume novel about the old lady’s son, 
and his adventures crossing the Atlantic, and her daughter, and how she kept a milliner’s 
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shop in Westminster, the past life of Smith himself, and his house at Sheffield, though such 
stories seem to me the most dreary, irrelevant, and humbugging affairs in the world.

But if I had done that I should have escaped the appalling effort of saying what I meant. And 
to have got at what I meant I should have had to go back and back and back; to experiment 
with one thing and another; to try this sentence and that, referring each word to my vision, 
matching it as exactly as possible, and knowing that somehow I had to find a common 
ground between us, a convention which would not seem to you too odd, unreal, and far-
fetched to believe in. I admit that I shirked that arduous undertaking. I let my Mrs. Brown 
slip through my fingers. I have told you nothing whatever about her. But that is partly the 
great Edwardians’ fault. I asked them—they are my elders and betters—How shall I begin 
to describe this woman’s character? And they said, “Begin by saying that her father kept a 
shop in Harrogate. Ascertain the rent. Ascertain the wages of shop assistants in the year 
1878. Discover what her mother died of. Describe cancer. Describe calico. Describe——” But 
I cried, “Stop! Stop!” And I regret to say that I threw that ugly, that clumsy, that incongruous 
tool out of the window, for I knew that if I began describing the cancer and the calico, my 
Mrs. Brown, that vision to which I cling though I know no way of imparting it to you, would 
have been dulled and tarnished and vanished for ever.

That is what I mean by saying that the Edwardian tools are the wrong ones for us to use. 
They have laid an enormous stress upon the fabric of things. They have given us a house 
in the hope that we may be able to deduce the human beings who live there. To give them 
their due, they have made that house much better worth living in. But if you hold that 
novels are in the first place about people, and only in the second about the houses they live 
in, that is the wrong way to set about it. Therefore, you see, the Georgian writer had to begin 
by throwing away the method that was in use at the moment. He was left alone there facing 
Mrs. Brown without any method of conveying her to the reader. But that is inaccurate. A 
writer is never alone. There is always the public with him—if not on the same seat, at least 
in the compartment next door. Now the public is a strange traveling companion. In England 
it is a very suggestible and docile creature, which, once you get it to attend, will believe 
implicitly what it is told for a certain number of years. If you say to the public with sufficient 
conviction, “All women have tails, and all men humps,” it will actually learn to see women 
with tails and men with humps, and will think it very revolutionary and probably improper 
if you say “Nonsense. Monkeys have tails and camels humps. But men and women have 
brains, and they have hearts; they think and they feel,”—that will seem to it a bad joke, and 
an improper one into the bargain.

But to return. Here is the British public sitting by the writer’s side and saying in its vast and 
unanimous way, “Old women have houses. They have fathers. They have incomes. They 
have servants. They have hot water bottles. That is how we know that they are old women. 
Mr. Wells and Mr. Bennett and Mr. Galsworthy have always taught us that this is the way to 
recognize them. But now with your Mrs. Brown—how are we to believe in her? We do not 
even know whether her villa was called Albert or Balmoral; what she paid for her gloves; or 
whether her mother died of cancer or of consumption. How can she be alive? No; she is a 
mere figment of your imagination.”
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And old women of course ought to be made of freehold villas and copyhold estates, not of 
imagination.

The Georgian novelist, therefore, was in an awkward predicament. There was Mrs. Brown 
protesting that she was different, quite different, from what people made out, and luring 
the novelist to her rescue by the most fascinating if fleeting glimpse of her charms; there 
were the Edwardians handing out tools appropriate to house building and house breaking; 
and there was the British public asseverating that they must see the hot water bottle first. 
Meanwhile the train was rushing to that station where we must all get out.

Such, I think, was the predicament in which the young Georgians found themselves about 
the year 1910. Many of them—I am thinking of Mr. Forster and Mr. Lawrence in particular—
spoilt their early work because, instead of throwing away those tools, they tried to use them. 
They tried to compromise. They tried to combine their own direct sense of the oddity and 
significance of some character with Mr. Galsworthy’s knowledge of the Factory Acts, and Mr. 
Bennett’s knowledge of the Five Towns. They tried it, but they had too keen, too overpower-
ing a sense of Mrs. Brown and her peculiarities to go on trying it much longer. Something 
had to be done. At whatever cost of life, limb, and damage to valuable property Mrs. Brown 
must be rescued, expressed, and set in her high relations to the world before the train 
stopped and she disappeared for ever. And so the smashing and the crashing began. Thus 
it is that we hear all round us, in poems and novels and biographies, even in newspaper 
articles and essays, the sound of breaking and falling, crashing and destruction. It is the 
prevailing sound of the Georgian age—rather a melancholy one if you think what melo-
dious days there have been in the past, if you think of Shakespeare and Milton and Keats 
or even of Jane Austen and Thackeray and Dickens; if you think of the language, and the 
heights to which it can soar when free, and see the same eagle captive, bald, and croaking.

In view of these facts—with these sounds in my ears and these fancies in my brain—I am 
not going to deny that Mr. Bennett has some reason when he complains that our Georgian 
writers are unable to make us believe that our characters are real. I am forced to agree that 
they do not pour out three immortal masterpieces with Victorian regularity every autumn. 
But instead of being gloomy, I am sanguine. For this state of things is, I think, inevitable 
whenever from hoar old age or callow youth the convention ceases to be a means of com-
munication between writer and reader, and becomes instead an obstacle and an impedi-
ment. At the present moment we are suffering, not from decay, but from having no code of 
manners which writers and readers accept as a prelude to the more exciting intercourse 
of friendship. The literary convention of the time is so artificial—you have to talk about 
the weather and nothing but the weather throughout the entire visit—that, naturally, the 
feeble are tempted to outrage, and the strong are led to destroy the very foundations and 
rules of literary society. Signs of this are everywhere apparent. Grammar is violated; syntax 
disintegrated; as a boy staying with an aunt for the weekend rolls in the geranium bed out 
of sheer desperation as the solemnities of the sabbath wear on. The more adult writers do 
not, of course, indulge in such wanton exhibitions of spleen. Their sincerity is desperate, 
and their courage tremendous; it is only that they do not know which to use, a fork or their 
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fingers. Thus, if you read Mr. Joyce and Mr. Eliot you will be struck by the indecency of the 
one, and the obscurity of the other. Mr. Joyce’s indecency in Ulysses seems to me the con-
scious and calculated indecency of a desperate man who feels that in order to breathe he 
must break the windows. At moments, when the window is broken, he is magnificent. But 
what a waste of energy! And, after all, how dull indecency is, when it is not the overflowing 
of a superabundant energy or savagery, but the determined and public-spirited act of a 
man who needs fresh air! Again, with the obscurity of Mr. Eliot. I think that Mr. Eliot has 
written some of the loveliest single lines in modern poetry. But how intolerant he is of the 
old usages and politenesses of society—respect for the weak, consideration for the dull! 
As I sun myself upon the intense and ravishing beauty of one of his lines, and reflect that I 
must make a dizzy and dangerous leap to the next, and so on from line to line, like an acro-
bat flying precariously from bar to bar, I cry out, I confess, for the old decorums, and envy 
the indolence of my ancestors who, instead of spinning madly through mid-air, dreamt 
quietly in the shade with a book. Again, in Mr. Strachey’s books, “Eminent Victorians” and 

“Queen Victoria,” the effort and strain of writing against the grain and current of the times 
is visible too. It is much less visible, of course, for not only is he dealing with facts, which 
are stubborn things, but he has fabricated, chiefly from eighteenth-century material, a 
very discreet code of manners of his own, which allows him to sit at table with the highest 
in the land and to say a great many things under cover of that exquisite apparel which, had 
they gone naked, would have been chased by the men-servants from the room. Still, if you 
compare “Eminent Victorians” with some of Lord Macaulay’s essays, though you will feel 
that Lord Macaulay is always wrong, and Mr. Strachey always right, you will also feel a body, 
a sweep, a richness in Lord Macaulay’s essays which show that his age was behind him; all 
his strength went straight into his work; none was used for purposes of concealment or of 
conversion. But Mr. Strachey has had to open our eyes before he made us see; he has had 
to search out and sew together a very artful manner of speech; and the effort, beautifully 
though it is concealed, has robbed his work of some of the force that should have gone into 
it, and limited his scope.

For these reasons, then, we must reconcile ourselves to a season of failures and fragments. 
We must reflect that where so much strength is spent on finding a way of telling the truth 
the truth itself is bound to reach us in rather an exhausted and chaotic condition. Ulysses, 
Queen Victoria, Mr. Prufrock—to give Mrs. Brown some of the names she has made famous 
lately—is a little pale and disheveled by the time her rescuers reach her. And it is the sound 
of their axes that we hear—a vigorous and stimulating sound in my ears—unless of course 
you wish to sleep, when, in the bounty of his concern, Providence has provided a host of 
writers anxious and able to satisfy your needs. Thus I have tried, at tedious length, I fear, to 
answer some of the questions which I began by asking. I have given an account of some of 
the difficulties which in my view beset the Georgian writer in all his forms. I have sought to 
excuse him. May I end by venturing to remind you of the duties and responsibilities that are 
yours as partners in this business of writing books, as companions in the railway carriage, 
as fellow travelers with Mrs. Brown? For she is just as visible to you who remain silent as 
to us who tell stories about her. In the course of your daily life this past week you have had 
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far stranger and more interesting experiences than the one I have tried to describe. You 
have overheard scraps of talk that filled you with amazement. You have gone to bed at 
night bewildered by the complexity of your feelings. In one day thousands of ideas have 
coursed through your brains; thousands of emotions have met, collided, and disappeared 
in astonishing disorder. Nevertheless, you allow the writers to palm off upon you a version 
of all this, an image of Mrs. Brown, which has no likeness to that surprising apparition 
whatsoever, In your modesty you seem to consider that writers are of different blood and 
bone from yourselves; that they know more of Mrs. Brown than you do. Never was there a 
more fatal mistake. It is this division between reader and writer, this humility on your part, 
these professional airs and graces on ours, that corrupt and emasculate the books which 
should be the healthy offspring of a close and equal alliance between us. Hence spring 
those sleek, smooth novels, those portentous and ridiculous biographies, that milk and 
watery criticism, those poems melodiously celebrating the innocence of roses and sheep 
which pass so plausibly for literature at the present time.

Your part is to insist that writers shall come down off their plinths and pedestals, and 
describe beautifully if possible, truthfully at any rate, our Mrs. Brown. You should insist that 
she is an old lady of unlimited capacity and infinite variety; capable of appearing in any 
place; wearing any dress; saying anything and doing heaven knows what. But the things 
she says and the things she does and her eyes and her nose and her speech and her silence 
have an overwhelming fascination, for she is, of course, the spirit we live by, life itself.

But do not expect just at present a complete and satisfactory presentment of her. Tolerate 
the spasmodic, the obscure, the fragmentary, the failure. Your help is invoked in a good 
cause. For I will make one final and surpassingly rash prediction—we are trembling on 
the verge of one of the great ages of English literature. But it can only be reached if we are 
determined never, never to desert Mrs. Brown.

A paper read to the Heretics, Cambridge, on May 18, 1924.
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On Not Knowing Greek
FOR IT IS VAIN and foolish to talk of Knowing Greek, since in our ignorance we should be 
at the bottom of any class of schoolboys, since we do not know how the words sounded, 
or where precisely we ought to laugh, or how the actors acted, and between this foreign 
people and ourselves there is not only difference of race and tongue but a tremendous 
breach of tradition. All the more strange, then, is it that we should wish to know Greek, try 
to know Greek, feel for ever drawn back to Greek, and be for ever making up some notion 
of the meaning of Greek, though from what incongruous odds and ends, with what slight 
resemblance to the real meaning of Greek, who shall say?

It is obvious in the first place that Greek literature is the impersonal literature. Those few 
hundred years that separate John Paston from Plato, Norwich from Athens, make a chasm 
which the vast tide of European chatter can never succeed in crossing. When we read 
Chaucer, we are floated up to him insensibly on the current of our ancestors’ lives, and 
later, as records increase and memories lengthen, there is scarcely a figure which has not 
its nimbus of association, its life and letters, its wife and family, its house, its character, its 
happy or dismal catastrophe. But the Greeks remain in a fastness of their own. Fate has 
been kind there too. She has preserved them from vulgarity, Euripides was eaten by dogs; 
Aeschylus killed by a stone; Sappho leapt from a cliff. We know no more of them than that. 
We have their poetry, and that is all.

But that is not, and perhaps never can be, wholly true. Pick up any play by Sophocles, read—

Son of him who led our hosts at Troy of old, son of 
Agamemnon,

and at once the mind begins to fashion itself surroundings. It makes some background, 
even of the most provisional sort, for Sophocles; it imagines some village, in a remote part 
of the country, near the sea. Even nowadays such villages are to be found in the wilder parts 
of England, and as we enter them we can scarcely help feeling that here, in this cluster of 
cottages, cut off from rail or city, are all the elements of a perfect existence. Here is the Rec-
tory; here the Manor house, the farm and the cottages; the church for worship, the club for 
meeting, the cricket field for play. Here life is simply sorted out into its main elements. Each 
man and woman has his work; each works for the health or happiness of others. And here, 
in this little community, characters become part of the common stock; the eccentricities 
of the clergyman are known; the great ladies’ defects of temper; the blacksmith’s feud with 
the milkman, and the loves and matings of the boys and girls. Here life has cut the same 
grooves for centuries; customs have arisen; legends have attached themselves to hilltops 
and solitary trees, and the village has its history, its festivals, and its rivalries.

It is the climate that is impossible. If we try to think of Sophocles here, we must annihilate 
the smoke and the damp and the thick wet mists. We must sharpen the lines of the hills. We 
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must imagine a beauty of stone and earth rather than of woods and greenery. With warmth 
and sunshine and months of brilliant, fine weather, life of course is instantly changed; it is 
transacted out of doors, with the result, known to all who visit Italy, that small incidents are 
debated in the street, not in the sitting-room, and become dramatic; make people voluble; 
inspire in them that sneering, laughing, nimbleness of wit and tongue peculiar to the 
Southern races, which has nothing in common with the slow reserve, the low half-tones, 
the brooding introspective melancholy of people accustomed to live more than half the 
year indoors.

That is the quality that first strikes us in Greek literature, the lightning-quick, sneering, 
out-of-doors manner. It is apparent in the most august as well as in the most trivial places. 
Queens and Princesses in this very tragedy by Sophocles stand at the door bandying 
words like village women, with a tendency, as one might expect, to rejoice in language, to 
split phrases into slices, to be intent on verbal victory. The humor of the people was not 
good natured like that of our postmen and cabdrivers. The taunts of men lounging at the 
street corners had something cruel in them as well as witty. There is a cruelty in Greek 
tragedy which is quite unlike our English brutality: Is not Pentheus, for example, that highly 
respectable man, made ridiculous in the Bacchæ before he is destroyed? In fact, of course, 
these Queens and Princesses were out of doors, with the bees buzzing past them, shadows 
crossing them, and the wind taking their draperies. They were speaking to an enormous 
audience rayed round them on one of those brilliant southern days when the sun is so 
hot and yet the air so exciting. The poet, therefore, had to bethink him, not of some theme 
which could be read for hours by people in privacy, but of something emphatic, familiar, 
brief, that would carry, instantly and directly, to an audience of seventeen thousand people, 
perhaps, with ears and eyes eager and attentive, with bodies whose muscles would grow 
stiff if they sat too long without diversion. Music and dancing he would need, and naturally 
would choose one of those legends, like our Tristram and Iseult, which are known to every 
one in outline, so that a great fund of emotion is ready prepared, but can be stressed in a 
new place by each new poet.

Sophocles would take the old story of Electra, for instance, but would at once impose his 
stamp upon it. Of that, in spite of our weakness and distortion, what remains visible to us? 
That his genius was of the extreme kind in the first place; that he chose a design which, 
if it failed, would show its failure in gashes and ruin, not in the gentle blurring of some 
insignificant detail; which, if it succeeded, would cut each stroke to the bone, would stamp 
each finger-print in marble. His Electra stands before us like a figure so tightly bound 
that she can only move an inch this way, an inch that. But each movement must tell to the 
utmost, or, bound as she is, denied the relief of all hints, repetitions, suggestions, she will be 
nothing but a dummy, tightly bound. Her words in crisis are, as a matter of fact, bare; mere 
cries of despair, joy, hate

 οἲ ‘γὼ τάλαιν’, ὄλωλα τῇδ’ ὲν ἡμέρᾀ.  
 παῖσον, εἰ σθένεις, διπλῆν.
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But these cries give angle and outline to the play. It is thus, with a thousand differences of 
degree, that in English literature Jane Austen shapes a novel. There comes a moment—”I will 
dance with you,” says Emma—which rises higher than the rest, which, though not eloquent 
in itself, or violent, or made striking by beauty of language, has the whole weight of the book 
behind it. In Jane Austen, too, we have the same sense, though the ligatures are much less 
tight, that her figures are bound, and restricted to a few definite movements. She, too, in her 
modest, everyday prose, chose the dangerous art where one slip means death.

But it is not so easy to decide what it is that gives these cries of Electra in her anguish their 
power to cut and wound and excite. It is partly that we know her, that we have picked up 
from little turns and twists of the dialogue hints of her character, of her appearance, which, 
characteristically, she neglected; of something suffering in her, outraged and stimulated 
to its utmost stretch of capacity, yet, as she herself knows (“my behavior is unseemly and 
becomes me ill”), blunted and debased by the horror of her position, an unwed girl made to 
witness her mother’s vileness and denounce it in loud, almost vulgar, clamor to the world 
at large. It is partly, too, that we know in the same way that Clytemnestra is no unmitigated 
villainess. “δεινὸν τὸ τίκτειν ἐστίν,” she says—“there is a strange power in motherhood”. It is no 
murderess, violent and unredeemed, whom Orestes kills within the house, and Electra bids 
him utterly destroy—“strike again”. No; the men and women standing out in the sunlight 
before the audience on the hillside were alive enough, subtle enough, not mere figures, or 
plaster casts of human beings.

Yet it is not because we can analyze them into feelings that they impress us. In six pages of 
Proust we can find more complicated and varied emotions than in the whole of the Electra. 
But in the Electra or in the Antigone we are impressed by something different, by some-
thing perhaps more impressive—by heroism itself, by fidelity itself. In spite of the labor and 
the difficulty it is this that draws us back and back to the Greeks; the stable, the permanent, 
the original human being is to be found there. Violent emotions are needed to rouse him 
into action, but when thus stirred by death, by betrayal, by some other primitive calamity, 
Antigone and Ajax and Electra behave in the way in which we should behave thus struck 
down; the way in which everybody has always behaved; and thus we understand them more 
easily and more directly than we understand the characters in the Canterbury Tales. These 
are the originals, Chaucer’s the varieties of the human species.

It is true, of course, that these types of the original man or woman, these heroic Kings, 
these faithful daughters, these tragic Queens who stalk through the ages always planting 
their feet in the same places, twitching their robes with the same gestures, from habit 
not from impulse, are among the greatest bores and the most demoralizing companions 
in the world. The plays of Addison, Voltaire, and a host of others are there to prove it. But 
encounter them in Greek. Even in Sophocles, whose reputation for restraint and mastery 
has filtered down to us from the scholars, they are decided, ruthless, direct. A fragment of 
their speech broken off would, we feel, color oceans and oceans of the respectable drama. 
Here we meet them before their emotions have been worn into uniformity. Here we listen 
to the nightingale whose song echoes through English literature singing in her own Greek 
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tongue. For the first time Orpheus with his lute makes men and beasts follow him. Their 
voices ring out clear and sharp; we see the hairy tawny bodies at play in the sunlight among 
the olive trees, not posed gracefully on granite plinths in the pale corridors of the British 
Museum. And then suddenly, in the midst of all this sharpness and compression, Electra, 
as if she swept her veil over her face and forbade us to think of her any more, speaks of 
that very nightingale: “that bird distraught with grief, the messenger of Zeus. Ah, queen of 
sorrow, Niobe, thee I deem divine—thee; who evermore weepest in thy rocky tomb”.

And as she silences her own complaint, she perplexes us again with the insoluble question 
of poetry and its nature, and why, as she speaks thus, her words put on the assurance of 
immortality. For they are Greek; we cannot tell how they sounded; they ignore the obvious 
sources of excitement; they owe nothing of their effect to any extravagance of expression, 
and certainly they throw no light upon the speaker’s character or the writer’s. But they 
remain, something that has been stated and must eternally endure.

Yet in a play how dangerous this poetry, this lapse from the particular to the general must 
of necessity be, with the actors standing there in person, with their bodies and their faces 
passively waiting to be made use of! For this reason the later plays of Shakespeare, where 
there is more of poetry than of action, are better read than seen, better understood by leav-
ing out the actual body than by having the body, with all its associations and movements, 
visible to the eye. The intolerable restrictions of the drama could be loosened, however, 
if a means could be found by which what was general and poetic, comment, not action, 
could be freed without interrupting the movement of the whole. It is this that the choruses 
supply; the old men or women who take no active part in the drama, the undifferentiated 
voices who sing like birds in the pauses of the wind; who can comment, or sum up, or allow 
the poet to speak himself or supply, by contrast, another side to his conception. Always in 
imaginative literature, where characters speak for themselves and the author has no part, 
the need of that voice is making itself felt. For though Shakespeare (unless we consider 
that his fools and madmen supply the part) dispensed with the chorus, novelists are always 
devising some substitute—Thackeray speaking in his own person, Fielding coming out and 
addressing the world before his curtain rises. So to grasp the meaning of the play the cho-
rus is of the utmost importance. One must be able to pass easily into those ecstasies, those 
wild and apparently irrelevant utterances, those sometimes obvious and commonplace 
statements, to decide their relevance or irrelevance, and give them their relation to the play 
as a whole.

We must “be able to pass easily”; but that of course is exactly what we cannot do. For the 
most part the choruses, with all their obscurities, must be spelt out and their symmetry 
mauled. But we can guess that Sophocles used them not to express something outside 
the action of the play, but to sing the praises of some virtue, or the beauties of some place 
mentioned in it. He selects what he wishes to emphasize and sings of white Colonus and 
its nightingale, or of love unconquered in fight. Lovely, lofty, and serene his choruses grow 
naturally out of his situations, and change, not the point of view, but the mood. In Euripides, 
however, the situations are not contained within themselves; they give off an atmosphere 
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of doubt, of suggestion, of questioning; but if we look to the choruses to make this plain 
we are often baffled rather than instructed. At once in the Bacchæ we are in the world of 
psychology and doubt; the world where the mind twists facts and changes them and makes 
the familiar aspects of life appear new and questionable. What is Bacchus, and who are 
the Gods, and what is man’s duty to them, and what the rights of his subtle brain? To these 
questions the chorus makes no reply, or replies mockingly, or speaks darkly as if the strait-
ness of the dramatic form had tempted Euripides to violate it in order to relieve his mind 
of its weight. Time is so short and I have so much to say, that unless you will allow me to 
place together two apparently unrelated statements and trust to you to pull them together, 
you must be content with a mere skeleton of the play I might have given you. Such is the 
argument. Euripides therefore suffers less than Sophocles and less than Aeschylus from 
being read privately in a room, and not seen on a hillside in the sunshine. He can be acted 
in the mind; he can comment upon the questions of the moment; more than the others he 
will vary in popularity from age to age.

If then in Sophocles the play is concentrated in the figures themselves, and in Euripides is 
to be retrieved from flashes of poetry and questions far flung and unanswered, Aeschylus 
makes these little dramas (the Agamemnon has 1663 lines; Lear about 2600), tremendous 
by stretching every phrase to the utmost, by sending them floating forth in metaphors, 
by bidding them rise up and stalk eyeless and majestic through the scene. To understand 
him it is not so necessary to understand Greek as to understand poetry. It is necessary to 
take that dangerous leap through the air without the support of words which Shakespeare 
also asks of us. For words, when opposed to such a blast of meaning, must give out, must 
be blown astray, and only by collecting in companies convey the meaning which each one 
separately is too weak to express. Connecting them in a rapid flight of the mind we know 
instantly and instinctively what they mean, but could not decant that meaning afresh into 
any other words. There is an ambiguity which is the mark of the highest poetry; we cannot 
know exactly what it means. Take this from the Agamemnon for instance—

 ὀμμάτων δ ἐν ἀχηνίαις ἔρρει πᾶσ’ Ἀφροδίτα.

The meaning is just on the far side of language. It is the meaning which in moments of 
astonishing excitement and stress we perceive in our minds without words; it is the mean-
ing that Dostoevsky (hampered as he was by prose and as we are by translation) leads us 
to by some astonishing run up the scale of emotions and points at but cannot indicate; the 
meaning that Shakespeare succeeds in snaring.

Aeschylus thus will not give, as Sophocles gives, the very words that people might have 
spoken, only so arranged that they have in some mysterious way a general force, a symbolic 
power, nor like Euripides will he combine incongruities and thus enlarge his little space, 
as a small room is enlarged by mirrors in odd corners. By the bold and running use of met-
aphor he will amplify and give us, not the thing itself, but the reverberation and reflection 



32

which, taken into his mind, the thing has made; close enough to the original to illustrate it, 
remote enough to heighten, enlarge, and make splendid.

For none of these dramatists had the license which belongs to the novelist, and, in some 
degree, to all writers of printed books, of modeling their meaning with an infinity of slight 
touches which can only be properly applied by reading quietly, carefully, and sometimes 
two or three times over. Every sentence had to explode on striking the ear, however slowly 
and beautifully the words might then descend, and however enigmatic might their final 
purport be. No splendor or richness of metaphor could have saved the Agamemnon if 
either images or allusions of the subtlest or most decorative had got between us and the 
naked cry

 ὀτοτοτοῖ πόποι δᾶ. ὢ ‘πολλον, ὢ ‘πολλον.

Dramatic they had to be at whatever cost.

But winter fell on these villages, darkness and extreme cold descended on the hillside. 
There must have been some place indoors where men could retire, both in the depths 
of winter and in the summer heats, where they could sit and drink, where they could lie 
stretched at their ease, where they could talk. It is Plato, of course, who reveals the life 
indoors, and describes how, when a party of friends met and had eaten not at all luxu-
riously and drunk a little wine, some handsome boy ventured a question, or quoted an 
opinion, and Socrates took it up, fingered it, turned it round, looked at it this way and that, 
swiftly stripped it of its inconsistencies and falsities and brought the whole company by 
degrees to gaze with him at the truth. It is an exhausting process; to contract painfully upon 
the exact meaning of words; to judge what each admission involves; to follow intently, yet 
critically, the dwindling and changing of opinion as it hardens and intensifies into truth. 
Are pleasure and good the same? Can virtue be taught? Is virtue knowledge? The tired or 
feeble mind may easily lapse as the remorseless questioning proceeds; but no one, how-
ever weak, can fail, even if he does not learn more from Plato, to love knowledge better. For 
as the argument mounts from step to step, Protagoras yielding, Socrates pushing on, what 
matters is not so much the end we reach as our manner of reaching it. That all can feel—the 
indomitable honesty, the courage, the love of truth which draw Socrates and us in his wake 
to the summit where, if we too may stand for a moment, it is to enjoy the greatest felicity of 
which we are capable.

Yet such an expression seems ill fitted to describe the state of mind of a student to whom, 
after painful argument, the truth has been revealed. But truth is various; truth comes to 
us in different disguises; it is not with the intellect alone that we perceive it. It is a winter’s 
night; the tables are spread at Agathon’s house; the girl is playing the flute; Socrates has 
washed himself and put on sandals; he has stopped in the hall; he refuses to move when 
they send for him. Now Socrates has done; he is bantering Alcibiades; Alcibiades takes a 
fillet and binds it round “this wonderful fellow’s head”. He praises Socrates. “For he cares 
not for mere beauty, but despises more than any one can imagine all external possessions, 
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whether it be beauty or wealth or glory, or any other thing for which the multitude felic-
itates the possessor. He esteems these things and us who honor them, as nothing, and 
lives among men, making all the objects of their admiration the playthings of his irony. But 
I know not if any one of you has ever seen the divine images which are within, when he 
has been opened and is serious. I have seen them, and they are so supremely beautiful, so 
golden, divine, and wonderful, that everything which Socrates commands surely ought to 
be obeyed even like the voice of a God.” All this flows over the arguments of Plato—laughter 
and movement; people getting up and going out; the hour changing; tempers being lost; 
jokes cracked; the dawn rising. Truth, it seems, is various; Truth is to be pursued with all our 
faculties. Are we to rule out the amusements, the tendernesses, the frivolities of friendship 
because we love truth? Will truth be quicker found because we stop our ears to music and 
drink no wine, and sleep instead of talking through the long winter’s night? It is not to 
the cloistered disciplinarian mortifying himself in solitude that we are to turn, but to the 
well-sunned nature, the man who practices the art of living to the best advantage, so that 
nothing is stunted but some things are permanently more valuable than others.

So in these dialogues we are made to seek truth with every part of us. For Plato, of course, 
had the dramatic genius. It is by means of that, by an art which conveys in a sentence or 
two the setting and the atmosphere, and then with perfect adroitness insinuates itself into 
the coils of the argument without losing its liveliness and grace, and then contracts to bare 
statement, and then, mounting, expands and soars in that higher air which is generally 
reached only by the more extreme measures of poetry—it is this art which plays upon us 
in so many ways at once and brings us to an exultation of mind which can only be reached 
when all the powers are called upon to contribute their energy to the whole.

But we must beware. Socrates did not care for “mere beauty”, by which he meant, perhaps, 
beauty as ornament. A people who judged as much as the Athenians did by ear, sitting 
out-of-doors at the play or listening to argument in the market-place, were far less apt 
than we are to break off sentences and appreciate them apart from the context. For them 
there were no Beauties of Hardy, Beauties of Meredith, Sayings from George Eliot. The 
writer had to think more of the whole and less of the detail. Naturally, living in the open, it 
was not the lip or the eye that struck them, but the carriage of the body and the proportions 
of its parts. Thus when we quote and extract we do the Greeks more damage than we do the 
English. There is a bareness and abruptness in their literature which grates upon a taste 
accustomed to the intricacy and finish of printed books. We have to stretch our minds to 
grasp a whole devoid of the prettiness of detail or the emphasis of eloquence. Accustomed 
to look directly and largely rather than minutely and aslant, it was safe for them to step into 
the thick of emotions which blind and bewilder an age like our own. In the vast catastrophe 
of the European war our emotions had to be broken up for us, and put at an angle from 
us, before we could allow ourselves to feel them in poetry or fiction. The only poets who 
spoke to the purpose spoke in the sidelong, satiric manner of Wilfrid Owen and Siegfried 
Sassoon. It was not possible for them to be direct without being clumsy; or to speak simply 
of emotion without being sentimental. But the Greeks could say, as if for the first time, “Yet 
being dead they have not died”. They could say, “If to die nobly is the chief part of excellence, 
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to us out of all men Fortune gave this lot; for hastening to set a crown of freedom on Greece 
we lie possessed of praise that grows not old”. They could march straight up, with their eyes 
open; and thus fearlessly approached, emotions stand still and suffer themselves to be 
looked at.

But again (the question comes back and back), Are we reading Greek as it was written 
when we say this? When we read these few words cut on a tombstone, a stanza in a chorus, 
the end or the opening of a dialogue of Plato’s, a fragment of Sappho, when we bruise our 
minds upon some tremendous metaphor in the Agamemnon instead of stripping the 
branch of its flowers instantly as we do in reading Lear—are we not reading wrongly? losing 
our sharp sight in the haze of associations? reading into Greek poetry not what they have 
but what we lack? Does not the whole of Greece heap itself behind every line of its litera-
ture? They admit us to a vision of the earth unravaged, the sea unpolluted, the maturity, 
tried but unbroken, of mankind. Every word is reinforced by a vigor which pours out of 
olive-tree and temple and the bodies of the young. The nightingale has only to be named 
by Sophocles and she sings; the grove has only to be called ἄβατον, “untrodden”, and we 
imagine the twisted branches and the purple violets. Back and back we are drawn to steep 
ourselves in what, perhaps, is only an image of the reality, not the reality itself, a summer’s 
day imagined in the heart of a northern winter. Chief among these sources of glamor and 
perhaps misunderstanding is the language. We can never hope to get the whole fling of a 
sentence in Greek as we do in English. We cannot hear it, now dissonant, now harmonious, 
tossing sound from line to line across a page. We cannot pick up infallibly one by one all 
those minute signals by which a phrase is made to hint, to turn, to live. Nevertheless it is the 
language that has us most in bondage; the desire for that which perpetually lures us back. 
First there is the compactness of the expression. Shelley takes twenty-one words in English 
to translate thirteen words of Greek.

 πᾶς γοῦν ποιητὴς γίγνεται, κἂν ἄμουσος ᾖ τὸ πρίν, οὗ ἂν Ἕρως  
 ἅψηται

 . . . For every one, even if before he were ever so undisciplined, becomes a poet as soon 
as he is touched by love.

Every ounce of fat has been pared off, leaving the flesh firm. Then, spare and bare as it is, 
no language can move more quickly, dancing, shaking, all alive, but controlled. Then there 
are the words themselves which, in so many instances, we have made expressive to us of 
our own emotions, thalassa, thanatos, anthos, aster—to take the first that come to hand; 
so clear, so hard, so intense, that to speak plainly yet fittingly without blurring the outline 
or clouding the depths Greek is the only expression. It is useless, then, to read Greek in 
translations. Translators can but offer us a vague equivalent; their language is necessarily 
full of echoes and associations. Professor Mackail says “wan”, and the age of Burne-Jones 
and Morris is at once evoked. Nor can the subtler stress, the flight and the fall of the words, 
be kept even by the most skillful of scholars—
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. . . thee, who evermore weepest in thy rocky tomb

is not

 ἅτ’ ἐν τάφῳ πετραίῳ,  
 αἰ, δακρύεις.

Further, in reckoning the doubts and difficulties there is this important problem—Where 
are we to laugh in reading Greek? There is a passage in the Odyssey where laughter begins 
to steal upon us, but if Homer were looking we should probably think it better to control our 
merriment. To laugh instantly it is almost necessary (though Aristophanes may supply us 
with an exception) to laugh in English. Humor, after all, is closely bound up with a sense of 
the body. When we laugh at the humor of Wycherley, we are laughing with the body of that 
burly rustic who was our common ancestor on the village green. The French, the Italians, 
the Americans, who derive physically from so different a stock, pause, as we pause in read-
ing Homer, to make sure that they are laughing in the right place, and the pause is fatal. 
Thus humor is the first of the gifts to perish in a foreign tongue, and when we turn from 
Greek to English literature it seems, after a long silence, as if our great age were ushered in 
by a burst of laughter.

These are all difficulties, sources of misunderstanding, of distorted and romantic, of servile 
and snobbish passion. Yet even for the unlearned some certainties remain. Greek is the im-
personal literature; it is also the literature of masterpieces. There are no schools; no fore-
runners; no heirs. We cannot trace a gradual process working in many men imperfectly un-
til it expresses itself adequately at last in one. Again, there is always about Greek literature 
that air of vigor which permeates an “age”, whether it is the age of Aeschylus, or Racine, or 
Shakespeare. One generation at least in that fortunate time is blown on to be writers to the 
extreme; to attain that unconsciousness which means that the consciousness is stimulated 
to the highest extent; to surpass the limits of small triumphs and tentative experiments. 
Thus we have Sappho with her constellations of adjectives; Plato daring extravagant flights 
of poetry in the midst of prose; Thucydides, constricted and contracted; Sophocles gliding 
like a shoal of trout smoothly and quietly, apparently motionless, and then, with a flicker of 
fins, off and away; while in the Odyssey we have what remains the triumph of narrative, the 
clearest and at the same time the most romantic story of the fortunes of men and women.

The Odyssey is merely a story of adventure, the instinctive story-telling of a sea-faring race. 
So we may begin it, reading quickly in the spirit of children wanting amusement to find 
out what happens next. But here is nothing immature; here are full-grown people, crafty, 
subtle, and passionate. Nor is the world itself a small one, since the sea which separates 
island from island has to be crossed by little hand-made boats and is measured by the 
flight of the sea-gulls. It is true that the islands are not thickly populated, and the people, 
though everything is made by hands, are not closely kept at work. They have had time to 
develop a very dignified, a very stately society, with an ancient tradition of manners behind 
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it, which makes every relation at once orderly, natural, and full of reserve. Penelope crosses 
the room; Telemachus goes to bed; Nausicaa washes her linen; and their actions seem 
laden with beauty because they do not know that they are beautiful, have been born to 
their possessions, are no more self-conscious than children, and yet, all those thousands 
of years ago, in their little islands, know all that is to be known. With the sound of the sea in 
their ears, vines, meadows, rivulets about them, they are even more aware than we are of 
a ruthless fate. There is a sadness at the back of life which they do not attempt to mitigate. 
Entirely aware of their own standing in the shadow, and yet alive to every tremor and gleam 
of existence, there they endure, and it is to the Greeks that we turn when we are sick of the 
vagueness, of the confusion, of the Christianity and its consolations, of our own age.
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How Should One Read a Book?
”How Should One Read a Book?” was adapted, as Woolf puts it, from “a paper read at a school”—a lecture Woolf 
delivered at Hayes Court Common school in Kent in January 1926. The version that appears in the free online 
editions of this book (web and downloadable formats) was published in October of that same year in The Yale 
Review. It is in the public domain. The version in the print edition of this collection was originally published in 
The Common Reader: Second Series (1932). It is reprinted with permission from Harper Collins Publishers. 

AT THIS LATE HOUR of the world’s history, books are to be found in almost every room of 
the house—in the nursery, in the drawing room, in the dining room, in the kitchen. But in 
some houses they have become such a company that they have to be accommodated with 
a room of their own—a reading room, a library, a study. Let us imagine that we are now in 
such a room; that it is a sunny room, with windows opening on a garden, so that we can 
hear the trees rustling, the gardener talking, the donkey braying, the old women gossiping 
at the pump—and all the ordinary processes of life pursuing the casual irregular way which 
they have pursued these many hundreds of years. As casually, as persistently, books have 
been coming together on the shelves. Novels, poems, histories, memoirs, dictionaries, 
maps, directories; black letter books and brand new books; books in French and Greek and 
Latin; of all shapes and sizes and values, bought for purposes of research, bought to amuse 
a railway journey, bought by miscellaneous beings, of one temperament and another, 
serious and frivolous, men of action and men of letters.

Now, one may well ask oneself, strolling into such a room as this, how am I to read these 
books? What is the right way to set about it? They are so many and so various. My appetite 
is so fitful and so capricious. What am I to do to get the utmost possible pleasure out of 
them? And is it pleasure, or profit, or what is it that I should seek? I will lay before you some 
of the thoughts that have come to me on such an occasion as this. But you will notice the 
note of interrogation at the end of my title. One may think about reading as much as one 
chooses, but no one is going to lay down laws about it. Here in this room, if nowhere else, we 
breathe the air of freedom. Here simple and learned, man and woman are alike. For though 
reading seems so simple—a mere matter of knowing the alphabet—it is indeed so difficult 
that it is doubtful whether anybody knows anything about it. Paris is the capital of France; 
King John signed the Magna Charta; those are facts; those can be taught; but how are we 
to teach people so to read “Paradise Lost” as to see that it is a great poem, or “Tess of the 
D’Urbervilles” so as to see that it is a good novel? How are we to learn the art of reading for 
ourselves? Without attempting to lay down laws upon a subject that has not been legalized, 
I will make a few suggestions, which may serve to show you how not to read, or to stimulate 
you to think out better methods of your own.

And directly we begin to ask how should one read a book we are faced by the fact that books 
differ; there are poems, novels, biographies on the book shelf there; each differs from 
the other as a tiger differs from a tortoise, a tortoise from an elephant. Our attitude must 
always be changing, it is clear. From different books we must ask different qualities. Simple 
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as this sounds, people are always behaving as if all books were of the same species—as if 
there were only tortoises or nothing but tigers. It makes them furious to find a novelist 
bringing Queen Victoria to the throne six months before her time; they will praise a poet 
enthusiastically for teaching them that a violet has four petals and a daisy almost invariably 
ten. You will save a great deal of time and temper better kept for worthier objects if you will 
try to make out before you begin to read what qualities you expect of a novelist, what of a 
poet, what of a biographer. The tortoise is bald and shiny; the tiger has a thick coat of yellow 
fur. So books too differ: one has its fur, the other has its baldness.

Yes; but for all that the problem is not so simple in a library as at the Zoölogical Gardens. 
Books have a great deal in common; they are always overflowing their boundaries; they are 
always breeding new species from unexpected matches among themselves. It is difficult 
to know how to approach them, to which species each belongs. But if we remember, as we 
turn to the bookcase, that each of these books was written by a pen which, consciously or 
unconsciously, tried to trace out a design, avoiding this, accepting that, adventuring the 
other; if we try to follow the writer in his experiment from the first word to the last, without 
imposing our design upon him, then we shall have a good chance of getting hold of the 
right end of the string.

To read a book well, one should read it as if one were writing it. Begin not by sitting on the 
bench among the judges but by standing in the dock with the criminal. Be his fellow worker, 
become his accomplice. Even, if you wish merely to read books, begin by writing them. For 
this certainly is true—one cannot write the most ordinary little story, attempt to describe 
the simplest event—meeting a beggar, shall we say, in the street, without coming up against 
difficulties that the greatest of novelists have had to face. In order that we may realize, how-
ever briefly and crudely, the main divisions into which novelists group themselves, let us 
imagine how differently Defoe, Jane Austen, and Thomas Hardy would describe the same 
incident—this meeting a beggar in the street. Defoe is a master of narrative. His prime 
effort will be to reduce the beggar’s story to perfect order and simplicity. This happened 
first, that next, the other thing third. He will put in nothing, however attractive, that will tire 
the reader unnecessarily, or divert his attention from what he wishes him to know. He will 
also make us believe, since he is a master, not of romance or of comedy, but of narrative, 
that everything that happened is true. He will be extremely precise therefore. This hap-
pened, as he tells us on the first pages of “Robinson Crusoe,” on the first of September. More 
subtly and artfully, he will hypnotize us into a state of belief by dropping out casually some 
little unnecessary fact—for instance, “my father called me one morning into his chamber, 
where he was confined by the gout.” His father’s gout is not necessary to the story, but it is 
necessary to the truth of the story, for it is thus that anybody who is speaking the truth adds 
some small irrelevant detail without thinking. Further, he will choose a type of sentence 
which is flowing but not too full, exact but not epigrammatic. His aim will be to present the 
thing itself without distortion from his own angle of vision. He will meet the subject face to 
face, four-square, without turning aside for a moment to point out that this was tragic, or 
that beautiful; and his aim is perfectly achieved.
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But let us not for a moment confuse it with Jane Austen’s aim. Had she met a beggar 
woman, no doubt she would have been interested in the beggar’s story. But she would have 
seen at once that for her purposes the whole incident must be transformed. Streets and 
the open air and adventures mean nothing to her, artistically. It is character that interests 
her. She would at once make the beggar into a comfortable elderly man of the upper middle 
classes, seated by his fireside at his ease. Then, instead of plunging into the story vigorously 
and veraciously, she will write a few paragraphs of accurate and artfully seasoned intro-
duction, summing up the circumstances and sketching the character of the gentleman 
she wishes us to know. “Matrimony as the origin of change was always disagreeable” to Mr. 
Woodhouse, she says. Almost immediately, she thinks it well to let us see that her words are 
corroborated by Mr. Woodhouse himself. We hear him talking. “Poor Miss Taylor!—I wish 
she were here again. What a pity it is that Mr. Weston ever thought of her.” And when Mr. 
Woodhouse has talked enough to reveal himself from the inside, she then thinks it time 
to let us see him through his daughter’s eyes. “You got Hannah that good place. Nobody 
thought of Hannah till you mentioned her.” Thus she shows us Emma flattering him and 
humoring him. Finally then, we have Mr. Woodhouse’s character seen from three different 
points of view at once; as he sees himself; as his daughter sees him; and as he is seen by the 
marvelous eye of that invisible lady Jane Austen herself. All three meet in one, and thus we 
can pass round her characters free, apparently, from any guidance but our own.

Now let Thomas Hardy choose the same theme—a beggar met in the street—and at once 
two great changes will be visible. The street will be transformed into a vast and sombre 
heath; the man or woman will take on some of the size and indistinctness of a statue. 
Further, the relations of this human being will not be towards other people, but towards 
the heath, towards man as law-giver, towards those powers which are in control of man’s 
destiny. Once more our perspective will be completely changed. All the qualities which 
were admirable in “Robinson Crusoe,” admirable in “Emma,” will be neglected or absent. 
The direct literal statement of Defoe is gone. There is none of the clear, exact brilliance of 
Jane Austen. Indeed, if we come to Hardy from one of these great writers we shall exclaim 
at first that he is “melodramatic” or “unreal” compared with them. But we should bethink 
us that there are at least two sides to the human soul; the light side and the dark side. In 
company, the light side of the mind is exposed; in solitude, the dark. Both are equally real, 
equally important. But a novelist will always tend to expose one rather than the other; and 
Hardy, who is a novelist of the dark side, will contrive that no clear, steady light falls upon 
his people’s faces, that they are not closely observed in drawing rooms, that they come in 
contact with moors, sheep, the sky and the stars, and in their solitude are directly at the 
mercy of the gods. If Jane Austen’s characters are real in the drawing room, they would 
not exist at all upon the top of Stonehenge. Feeble and clumsy in drawing rooms, Hardy’s 
people are large-limbed and vigorous out of doors. To achieve his purpose Hardy is neither 
literal and four-square like Defoe, nor deft and pointed like Jane Austen. He is cumbrous, 
involved, metaphorical. Where Jane Austen describes manners, he describes nature. 
Where she is matter of fact, he is romantic and poetical. As both are great artists, each is 
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careful to observe the laws of his own perspective, and will not be found confusing us (as so 
many lesser writers do) by introducing two different kinds of reality into the same book.

Yet it is very difficult not to wish them less scrupulous. Frequent are the complaints that 
Jane Austen is too prosaic, Thomas Hardy too melodramatic. And we have to remind our-
selves that it is necessary to approach every writer differently in order to get from him all 
he can give us. We have to remember that it is one of the qualities of greatness that it brings 
heaven and earth and human nature into conformity with its own vision. It is by reason 
of this masterliness of theirs, this uncompromising idiosyncrasy, that great writers often 
require us to make heroic efforts in order to read them rightly. They bend us and break us. 
To go from Jane Austen to Hardy, from Peacock to Trollope, from Scott to Meredith, from 
Richardson to Kipling, is to be wrenched and distorted, thrown this way and then that. 
Besides, everyone is born with a natural bias of his own in one direction rather than in 
another. He instinctively accepts Hardy’s vision rather than Jane Austen’s, and, reading with 
the current and not against it, is carried on easily and swiftly by the impetus of his own bent 
to the heart of his author’s genius. But then Jane Austen is repulsive to him. He can scarcely 
stagger through the desert of her novels.

Sometimes this natural antagonism is too great to be overcome, but trial is always worth 
making. For these difficult and inaccessible books, with all their preliminary harshness, 
often yield the richest fruits in the end, and so curiously is the brain compounded that 
while tracts of literature repel at one season, they are appetizing and essential at another.

If, then, this is true—that books are of very different types, and that to read them rightly 
we have to bend our imaginations powerfully, first one way, then another—it is clear that 
reading is one of the most arduous and exhausting of occupations. Often the pages fly 
before us and we seem, so keen is our interest, to be living and not even holding the volume 
in our hands. But the more exciting the book, the more danger we run of over-reading. The 
symptoms are familiar. Suddenly the book becomes dull as ditchwater and heavy as lead. 
We yawn and stretch and cannot attend. The highest flights of Shakespeare and Milton 
become intolerable. And we say to ourselves—is Keats a fool or am I?—a painful question, 
a question, moreover, that need not be asked if we realized how great a part the art of not 
reading plays in the art of reading. To be able to read books without reading them, to skip 
and saunter, to suspend judgment, to lounge and loaf down the alleys and bye-streets 
of letters is the best way of rejuvenating one’s own creative power. All biographies and 
memoirs, all the hybrid books which are largely made up of facts, serve to restore to us the 
power of reading real books that is to say, works of pure imagination. That they serve also to 
impart knowledge and to improve the mind is true and important, but if we are considering 
how to read books for pleasure, not how to provide an adequate pension for one’s widow, 
this other property of theirs is even more valuable and important. But here again one 
should know what one is after. One is after rest, and fun, and oddity, and some stimulus to 
one’s own jaded creative power. One has left one’s bare and angular tower and is strolling 
along the street looking in at the open windows. After solitude and concentration, the open 



41

air, the sight of other people absorbed in innumerable activities, comes upon us with an 
indescribable fascination.

The windows of the houses are open; the blinds are drawn up. One can see the whole 
household without their knowing that they are being seen. One can see them sitting round 
the dinner table, talking, reading, playing games. Sometimes they seem to be quarreling—
but what about? Or they are laughing—but what is the joke? Down in the basement the cook 
is reading a newspaper aloud, while the housemaid is making a piece of toast; in comes 
the kitchen maid and they all start talking at the same moment—but what are they saying? 
Upstairs a girl is dressing to go to a party. But where is she going? There is an old lady sitting 
at her bedroom window with some kind of wool work in her hand and a fine green parrot 
in a cage beside her. And what is she thinking? All this life has somehow come together; 
there is a reason for it; a coherency in it, could one but seize it. The biographer answers the 
innumerable questions which we ask as we stand outside on the pavement looking in at 
the open window. Indeed there is nothing more interesting than to pick one’s way about 
among these vast depositories of facts, to make up the lives of men and women, to create 
their complex minds and households from the extraordinary abundance and litter and 
confusion of matter which lies strewn about. A thimble, a skull, a pair of scissors, a sheaf of 
sonnets, are given us, and we have to create, to combine, to put these incongruous things 
together. There is, too, a quality in facts, an emotion which comes from knowing that men 
and women actually did and suffered these things, which only the greatest novelists can 
surpass. Captain Scott, starving and freezing to death in the snow, affects us as deeply 
as any made-up story of adventure by Conrad or Defoe; but it affects us differently. The 
biography differs from the novel. To ask a biographer to give us the same kind of pleasure 
that we get from a novelist is to misuse and misread him. Directly he says “John Jones was 
born at five-thirty in the morning of August 13, 1862,” he has committed himself, focused 
his lens upon fact, and if he then begins to romance, the perspective becomes blurred, we 
grow suspicious, and our faith in his integrity as a writer is destroyed. In the same way fact 
destroys fiction. If Thackeray, for example, had quoted an actual newspaper account of the 
Battle of Waterloo in “Vanity Fair,” the whole fabric of his story would have been destroyed, 
as a stone destroys a bubble.

But it is undoubted that these hybrid books, these warehouses and depositories of facts, 
play a great part in resting the brain and restoring its zest of imagination. The work of 
building up a life for oneself from skulls, thimbles, scissors, and sonnets stimulates our in-
terest in creation and rouses our wish to see the work beautifully and powerfully done by a 
Flaubert or a Tolstoi. Moreover, however interesting facts may be, they are an inferior form 
of fiction, and gradually we become impatient of their weakness and diffuseness, of their 
compromises and evasions, of the slovenly sentences which they make for themselves, and 
are eager to revive ourselves with the greater intensity and truth of fiction.

It is necessary to have in hand an immense reserve of imaginative energy in order to attack 
the steeps of poetry. Here are none of those gradual introductions, those resemblances to 
the familiar world of daily life with which the novelist entices us into his world of imagi-
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nation. All is violent, opposite, unrelated. But various causes, such as bad books, the worry 
of carrying on life efficiently, the intermittent but powerful shocks dealt us by beauty, and 
the incalculable impulses of our own minds and bodies frequently put us into that state of 
mind in which poetry is a necessity. The sight of a crocus in a garden will suddenly bring to 
mind all the spring days that have ever been. One then desires the general, not the partic-
ular; the whole, not the detail; to turn uppermost the dark side of the mind; to be in contact 
with silence, solitude, and all men and women and not this particular Richard, or that 
particular Anne. Metaphors are then more expressive than plain statements.

Thus in order to read poetry rightly, one must be in a rash, an extreme, a generous state of 
mind in which many of the supports and comforts of literature are done without. Its power 
of make-believe, its representative power, is dispensed with in favor of its extremities and 
extravagances. The representation is often at a very far remove from the thing represented, 
so that we have to use all our energies of mind to grasp the relation between, for example, 
the song of a nightingale and the images and ideas which that song stirs in the mind. Thus 
reading poetry often seems a state of rhapsody in which rhyme and meter and sound stir 
the mind as wine and dance stir the body, and we read on, understanding with the senses, 
not with the intellect, in a state of intoxication. Yet all this intoxication and intensity of de-
light depend upon the exactitude and truth of the image, on its being the counterpart of the 
reality within. Remote and extravagant as some of Shakespeare’s images seem, far-fetched 
and ethereal as some of Keats’s, at the moment of reading they seem the cap and culmina-
tion of the thought; its final expression. But it is useless to labor the matter in cold blood. 
Anyone who has read a poem with pleasure will remember the sudden conviction, the 
sudden recollection (for it seems sometimes as if we were about to say, or had in some pre-
vious existence already said, what Shakespeare is actually now saying), which accompany 
the reading of poetry, and give it its exaltation and intensity. But such reading is attended, 
whether consciously or unconsciously, with the utmost stretch and vigilance of the faculties, 
of the reason no less than of the imagination. We are always verifying the poet’s statements, 
making a flying comparison, to the best of our powers, between the beauty he makes out-
side and the beauty we are aware of within. For the humblest among us is endowed with the 
power of comparison. The simplest (provided he loves reading) has that already within him 
to which he makes what is given him—by poet or novelist—correspond.

With that saying, of course, the cat is out of the bag. For this admission that we can com-
pare, discriminate, brings us to this further point. Reading is not merely sympathizing 
and understanding; it is also criticizing and judging. Hitherto our endeavor has been to 
read books as a writer writes them. We have been trying to understand, to appreciate, to 
interpret, to sympathize. But now, when the book is finished, the reader must leave the 
dock and mount the bench. He must cease to be the friend; he must become the judge. And 
this is no mere figure of speech. The mind seems,” for all is obscure that takes place in the 
mind) to go through two processes in reading. One might be called the actual reading; the 
other the after reading. During the actual reading, when we hold the book in our hands, 
there are incessant distractions and interruptions. New impressions are always completing 
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or canceling the old. One’s judgment is suspended, for one does not know what is coming 
next. Surprise, admiration, boredom, interest, succeed each other in such quick succession 
that when, at last, the end is reached, one is for the most part in a state of complete bewil-
derment. Is it good? or bad? What kind of book is it? How good a book is it? The friction of 
reading and the emotion of reading beat up too much dust to let us find clear answers to 
these questions. If we are asked our opinion, we cannot give it. Parts of the book seem to 
have sunk away, others to be starting out in undue prominence. Then perhaps it is better 
to take up some different pursuit—to walk, to talk, to dig, to listen to music. The book upon 
which we have spent so much time and thought fades entirely out of sight. But suddenly, as 
one is picking a snail from a rose, tying a shoe, perhaps, doing something distant and dif-
ferent, the whole book floats to the top of the mind complete. Some process seems to have 
been finished without one’s being aware of it. The different details which have accumulated 
in reading assemble themselves in their proper places. The book takes on a definite shape; 
it becomes a castle, a cowshed, a gothic ruin, as the case may be. Now one can think of the 
book as a whole, and the book as a whole is different, and gives one a different emotion, 
from the book received currently in several different parts. Its symmetry and proportion, its 
confusion and distortion can cause great delight or great disgust apart from the pleasure 
given by each detail as it is separately realized. Holding this complete shape in mind it now 
becomes necessary to arrive at some opinion of the book’s merits, for though it is possible 
to receive the greatest pleasure and excitement from the first process, the actual reading, 
though this is of the utmost importance, it is not so profound or so lasting as the pleasure 
we get when the second process the after reading—is finished, and we hold the book clear, 
secure, and (to the best of our powers) complete in our minds.

But how, we may ask, are we to decide any of these questions—is it good, or is it bad?—how 
good is it, how bad is it? Not much help can be looked for from outside. Critics abound; 
criticisms pullulate; but minds differ too much to admit of close correspondence in matters 
of detail, and nothing is more disastrous than to crush one’s own foot into another person’s 
shoe. When we want to decide a particular case, we can best help ourselves, not by reading 
criticism, but by realizing our own impression as acutely as possible and referring this 
to the judgments which we have gradually formulated in the past. There they hang in the 
wardrobe of our mind—the shapes of the books we have read, as we hung them up and put 
them away when we had done with them. If we have just read “Clarissa Harlowe,” for exam-
ple, let us see how it shows up against the shape of “Anna Karenina.” At once the outlines 
of the two books are cut out against each other as a house with its chimneys bristling and 
its gables sloping is cut out against a harvest moon. At once Richardson’s qualities—his 
verbosity, his obliqueness—are contrasted with Tolstoi’s brevity and directness. And what 
is the reason of this difference in their approach? And how does our emotion at different 
crises of the two books compare? And what must we attribute to the eighteenth century, 
and what to Russia and the translator? But the questions which suggest themselves are 
innumerable. They ramify infinitely, and many of them are apparently irrelevant. Yet it is 
by asking them and pursuing the answers as far as we can go that we arrive at our standard 
of values, and decide in the end that the book we have just read is of this kind or of that, 
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has merit in that degree or in this. And it is now, when we have kept closely to our own 
impression, formulated independently our own judgment, that we can most profitably help 
ourselves to the judgments of the great critics—Dryden, Johnson, and the rest. It is when we 
can best defend our own opinions that we get most from theirs.

So then—to sum up the different points we have reached in this essay—have we found any 
answer to our question, how should we read a book? Clearly, no answer that will do for ev-
eryone; but perhaps a few suggestions. In the first place, a good reader will give the writer 
the benefit of every doubt; the help of all his imagination; will follow as closely, interpret as 
intelligently as he can. In the next place, he will judge with the utmost severity. Every book, 
he will remember, has the right to be judged by the best of its kind. He will be adventurous, 
broad in his choice, true to his own instincts, yet ready to consider those of other people. 
This is an outline which can be filled in at taste and at leisure, but to read something after 
this fashion is to be a reader whom writers respect. It is by the means of such readers that 
masterpieces are helped into the world.

If the moralists ask us how we can justify our love of reading, we can make use of some 
such excuse as this. But if we are honest, we know that no such excuse is needed. It is true 
that we get nothing whatsoever except pleasure from reading; it is true that the wisest of us 
is unable to say what that pleasure may be. But that pleasure—mysterious, unknown, use-
less as it is—is enough. That pleasure is so curious, so complex, so immensely fertilizing to 
the mind of anyone who enjoys it, and so wide in its effects, that it would not be in the least 
surprising to discover, on the day of judgment when secrets are revealed and the obscure 
is made plain, that the reason why we have grown from pigs to men and women, and come 
out from our caves, and dropped our bows and arrows, and sat round the fire and talked 
and drunk and made merry and given to the poor and helped the sick and made pavements 
and houses and erected some sort of shelter and society on the waste of the world, is noth-
ing but this: we have loved reading.
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The Narrow Bridge of Art
This is adapted (with some slight corrections for consistency) from the original form of the essay, published in 
two parts as “Poetry Fiction and the Future” in the New York Herald Tribune’s Sunday “Books” section in August 
1927. It was later reprinted in the posthumous Collected Essays by Virginia Woolf (Volume Two). 

I

FAR the greater number of critics turn their backs upon the present and gaze steadily into 
the past. Wisely, no doubt, they make no comment upon what is being actually written at 
the moment; they leave that duty to the race of reviewers whose very title seems to imply 
transiency in themselves and in the objects they survey. But one has sometimes asked 
one’s self, must the duty of the critic always be to the past, must his gaze always be fixed 
backward? Could he not sometimes turn round and, shading his eyes in the manner of 
Robinson Crusoe on the desert island, look into the future and trace on its mist the faint 
lines of the land which some day perhaps we may reach? The truth of such speculations 
can never be proved, of course, but in an age like ours there is a great temptation to indulge 
in them. For it is an age clearly when we are not fast anchored where we are;  things are 
moving round us; we are moving ourselves. Is it not the critic’s duty to tell us, or to guess at 
least, where we are going? 

Obviously the inquiry must narrow itself very strictly, but it might perhaps be possible in 
a short space to take one instance of dissatisfaction and difficulty, and, having examined 
into that, we might be the better able to guess the direction in which, when we have sur-
mounted it, we shall go. 

Nobody indeed can read much modern literature without being aware that some dissat-
isfaction, some difficulty, is lying in our way. On all sides writers are attempting what they 
cannot achieve, are forcing the form they use to contain a meaning which is strange to 
it. Many reasons might be given, but here let us select only one, and that is the failure of 
poetry to serve us as it has served so many generations of our fathers. Poetry is not lending 
her services to us nearly as freely as she did to them. The great channel of expression which 
has carried away so much energy, so much genius, seems to have narrowed itself or to have 
turned aside. 

That is true only within certain limits of course; our age is rich in lyric poetry; no age 
perhaps has been richer. But for our generation and the generation that is coming the lyric 
cry of ecstasy or despair, which is so intense, so personal, and so limited, is not enough. 
The mind is full of monstrous, hybrid, unmanageable emotions. That the age of the earth 
is 3,000,000,000 years; that human life lasts but a second; the capacity of the human 
mind is nevertheless boundless; that life is infinitely beautiful yet repulsive; that one’s 
fellow creatures are adorable but disgusting; that science and religion have between them 
destroyed belief; that all bonds of union seem broken, yet some control must exist—it is in 
this atmosphere of doubt and conflict that writers have now to create, and the fine fabric of 
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a lyric is no more fitted to contain this point of view than a rose leaf to envelop the rugged 
immensity of a rock. 

But when we ask ourselves what has in the past served to express such an attitude as 
this—an attitude which is full of contrast and collision; an attitude which seems to demand 
the conflict of one character upon another, and at the same time to stand in need of some 
general shaping power, some conception which lends the whole harmony and force, we 
must reply that there was a form once, and it was not the form of lyric poetry; it was the 
form of the drama, of the poetic drama of the Elizabethan age. And that is the one form 
which seems dead beyond all possibility of resurrection today. 

For if we look at the state of the poetic play we must have grave doubts that any force on 
earth can now revive it. It has been practiced and is still practiced by writers of the highest 
genius and ambition. Since the death of Dryden every great poet it seems has had his fling. 
Wordsworth and Coleridge, Shelley and Keats, Tennyson, Swinburne, and Browning (to 
name the dead only) have all written poetic plays, but none has succeeded. Of all the plays 
they wrote, probably only Swinburne’s “Atalanta” and Shelley’s “Prometheus” are still read, 
and they less frequently than other works by the same writers. All the rest have climbed to 
the top shelves of our bookcases, put their heads under their wings, and gone to sleep. No 
one will willingly disturb those slumbers. 

Yet it is tempting to try to find some explanation of this failure in case it should throw light 
upon the future which we are considering. The reason why poets can no longer write poetic 
plays lies somewhere perhaps in this direction. 

There is a vague, mysterious thing called an attitude toward life. We all know people—if 
we turn from literature to life for a moment—who are at loggerheads with existence; 
unhappy people who never get what they want; are baffled, complaining, who stand at 
an uncomfortable angle whence they see everything askew. There are others again who, 
though they appear perfectly content, seem to have lost all touch with reality. They lavish 
all their affections upon little dogs and old china. They take interest in nothing but the 
vicissitudes of their own health and the ups and downs of social snobbery. There are, how-
ever, others who strike us, why precisely it would be difficult to say, as being by nature or 
circumstances in a position where they can use their faculties to the full upon things that 
are of importance. They are not necessarily happy or successful, but there is a zest in their 
presence, an interest in their doings. They seem alive all over. This may be partly the result 
of circumstances—they have been born into surroundings that suit them—but much more 
is the result of some happy balance of qualities in themselves so that they see things not at 
an awkward angle, all askew; nor distorted through a mist; but four square, in proportion; 
they grasp something hard; when they come into action they cut real ice. 

A writer too has in the same way an attitude toward life, though it is a different life from the 
other. They too can stand at an uncomfortable angle; can be baffled, frustrated, unable to 
get at what they want as writers. This is true, for example, of the novels of George Gissing. 
Then, again, they can retire to the suburbs and lavish their interest upon pet dogs and 
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duchesses—prettinesses, sentimentalities, snobberies, and this is true of some of our most 
highly successful novelists. But there are others who seem by nature or circumstances 
so placed that they can use their faculties freely upon important things. It is not that they 
write quickly or easily, or become at once successful or celebrated. One is rather trying to 
analyze a quality which is present in most of the great ages of literature and is most marked 
in the work of Elizabethan dramatists. They seem to have an attitude toward life, a position 
which allows them to move their limbs freely; a view which, though made up of all sorts of 
different things, falls into the right perspective for their purposes. 

In part, of course, this was the result of circumstances. The public appetite, not for books, 
but for the drama, the smallness of the towns, the distance which separated people, the 
ignorance in which even the educated then lived, all made it natural for the Elizabethan 
imagination to fill itself with lions and unicorns, dukes and duchesses, violence and 
mystery. This was reinforced by something which we cannot explain so simply, but which 
we can certainly feel. They had an attitude toward life which made them able to express 
themselves freely and fully. Shakespeare’s plays are not the work of a baffled and frustrated 
mind; they are the perfectly elastic envelope of his thought. Without a hitch he turns from 
philosophy to a drunken brawl; from love songs to an argument; from simple merriment to 
profound speculation. And it is true of all the Elizabethan dramatists that though they may 
bore us—and they do—they never make us feel that they are afraid or self-conscious, or 
that there is anything hindering, hampering, inhibiting the full current of their minds. 

Yet our first thought when we open a modern poetic play—and this applies to much 
modern poetry—is that the writer is not at his ease. He is afraid, he is forced, he is self-con-
scious. And with what good reason! we may exclaim, for which of us is perfectly at his ease 
with a man in a toga called Xenocrates, or with a woman in a blanket called Eudoxa? Yet for 
some reason the modern poetic play is always about Xenocrates and not about Mr. Rob-
inson; it is about Thessaly and not about Charing Cross Road. When the Elizabethans laid 
their scenes in foreign parts and made their heroes and heroines princes and princesses 
they only shifted the scene from one side to the other of a very thin veil. It was a natural 
device which gave depth and distance to their figures. But the country remained English; 
and the Bohemian prince was the same person as the English noble. Our modern poetic 
playwrights, however, seem to seek the veil of the past and of distance for a different rea-
son. They want not a veil that heightens but a curtain that conceals; they lay their scene in 
the past because they are afraid of the present. They are aware that if they tried to express 
the thoughts, the visions, the sympathies and antipathies which are actually turning and 
tumbling in their brains in this year of grace 1927 the poetic decencies would be violated; 
they could only stammer and stumble and perhaps have to sit down or to leave the room. 
The Elizabethans had an attitude which allowed them complete freedom; the modern play-
wright has either no attitude at all, or one so strained that it cramps his limbs and distorts 
his vision. He has therefore to take refuge with Xenocrates, who says nothing or only what 
blank verse can with decency say. But can we explain ourselves a little more fully? What has 
changed, what has happened, what has put the writer now at such an angle that he cannot 
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pour his mind straight into the old channels of English poetry? Some sort of answer may 
be suggested by a walk through the streets of any large town. The long avenue of brick is 
cut up into boxes, each of which is inhabited by a different human being who has put locks 
on his doors and bolts on his windows to ensure some privacy, yet is linked to his fellows 
by wires which pass overhead, by waves of sound which pour through the roof and speak 
aloud to him of battles and murders and strikes and revolutions all over the world. And if 
we go in and talk to him we shall find that he is a wary, secretive, suspicious animal, ex-
tremely self-conscious, extremely careful not to give himself away. Indeed, there is nothing 
in modern life which forces him to do it. There is no violence in private life; we are polite, 
tolerant, agreeable, when we meet. War even is conducted by companies and communities 
rather than by individuals. Dueling is extinct. The marriage bond can stretch indefinitely 
without snapping. The ordinary person is calmer, smoother, more self-contained than he 
used to be. 

But again we should find if we took a walk with our friend that he is extremely alive to 
everything—to ugliness, sordidity, beauty, amusement. He is immensely inquisitive. He 
follows every thought careless where it may lead him. He discusses openly what used 
never to be mentioned even privately. And this very freedom and curiosity are perhaps 
the cause of what appears to be his most marked characteristic—the strange way in which 
things that have no apparent connection are associated in his mind. Feelings which used to 
come single and separate do so no longer. Beauty is part ugliness; amusement part disgust; 
pleasure part pain. Emotions which used to enter the mind whole are now broken up on the 
threshold. 

For example: It is a spring night, the moon is up, the nightingale singing, the willows 
bending over the river. Yes, but at the same time a diseased old woman is picking over her 
greasy rags on a hideous iron bench. She and the spring enter his mind together; they blend 
but do not mix. The two emotions, so incongruously coupled, bite and kick at each other in 
unison. But the emotion which Keats felt when he heard the song of the nightingale is one 
and entire, though it passes from joy in beauty to sorrow at the unhappiness of human fate. 
He makes no contrast. In his poem sorrow is the shadow which accompanies beauty. In the 
modern mind beauty is accompanied not by its shadow but by its opposite. The modern 
poet talks of the nightingale who sings “jug jug to dirty ears.” There trips along by the side 
of our modern beauty some mocking spirit which sneers at beauty for being beautiful; 
which turns the looking glass and shows us that the other side of her cheek is pitted and 
deformed. It is as if the modern mind, wishing always to verify its emotions, had lost the 
power of accepting anything simply for what it is. Undoubtedly this skeptical and testing 
spirit has led to a great freshening and quickening of soul. There is a candor, an honesty 
in modern writing which is salutary if not supremely delightful. Modern literature, which 
had grown a little sultry and scented with Oscar Wilde and Walter Pater, revived instantly 
from her nineteenth-century languor when Samuel Butler and Bernard Shaw began to 
burn their feathers and apply their salts to her nose. She awoke; she sat up; she sneezed. 
Naturally, the poets were frightened away. 
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For of course poetry has always been overwhelmingly on the side of beauty. She has always 
insisted on certain rights, such as rhyme, meter, poetic diction. She has never been used for 
the common purpose of life. Prose has taken all the dirty work on to her own shoulders; has 
answered letters, paid bills, written articles, made speeches, served the needs of business-
men, shopkeepers, lawyers, soldiers, peasants. 

Poetry has remained aloof in the possession of her priests. She has perhaps paid the pen-
alty for this seclusion by becoming a little stiff. Her presence with all her apparatus—her 
veils, her garlands, her memories, her associations—affects us the moment she speaks. 
Thus when we ask poetry to express this discord, this incongruity, this sneer, this contrast, 
this curiosity, the quick, queer emotions which are bred in small separate rooms, the wide, 
general ideas which civilization teaches, she cannot move quickly enough, simply enough, 
or broadly enough to do it. Her accent is too marked; her manner too emphatic. She gives 
us instead lovely lyric cries of passion; with a majestic sweep of her arm she bids us take 
refuge in the past; but she does not keep pace with the mind and fling herself subtly, 
quickly, passionately into its various sufferings and joys. Byron in Don Juan pointed the way; 
he showed how flexible an instrument poetry might become, but none has followed his 
example or put his tool to further use. We remain without a poetic play. 

Thus we are brought to reflect whether poetry is capable of the task which we are now 
setting her. It may be that the emotions here sketched in such rude outline and imputed to 
the modern mind submit more readily to prose than to poetry. It may be possible that prose 
is going to take over—has, indeed, already taken over—some of the duties which were once 
discharged by poetry. 

II

IF, THEN, we are daring and risk ridicule and try to see in what direction we who seem to be 
moving so fast are going, we may guess that we are going in the direction of prose and that 
in ten or fifteen years’ time prose will be used for purposes for which prose has never been 
used before. That cannibal, the novel, which has devoured so many forms of art will by then 
have devoured even more. We shall be forced to invent new names for the different books 
which masquerade under this one heading. And it is possible that there will be among the 
so-called novels one which we shall scarcely know how to christen. It will be written in 
prose, but in prose which has many of the characteristics of poetry. It will have something 
of the exaltation of poetry, but much of the ordinariness of prose. It will be dramatic, and 
yet not a play. It will be read, not acted. By what name we are to call it is not a matter of very 
great importance. What is important is that this book which we see on the horizon may 
serve to express some of those feelings which seem at the moment to be balked by poetry 
pure and simple and to find the drama equally inhospitable to them. Let us try, then, to 
come to closer terms with it and to imagine what may be its scope and nature. 

In the first place, one may guess that it will differ from the novel as we know it now chiefly 
in that it will stand further back from life. It will give, as poetry does, the outline rather than 
the detail. It will make little use of the marvelous fact-recording power, which is one of the 
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attributes of fiction. It will tell us very little about the houses, incomes, occupations of its 
characters; it will have little kinship with the sociological novel or the novel of environment. 
With these limitations it will express the feeling and ideas of the characters closely and 
vividly, but from a different angle. It will resemble poetry in this that it will give not only 
or mainly people’s relations to each other and their activities together, as the novel has 
hitherto done, but it will give the relation of the mind to general ideas and its soliloquy in 
solitude. For under the dominion of the novel we have scrutinized one part of the mind 
closely and left another unexplored. We have come to forget that a large and important part 
of life consists in our emotions toward such things as roses and nightingales, the dawn, the 
sunset, life, death, and fate; we forget that we spend much time sleeping, dreaming, think-
ing, reading, alone; we are not entirely occupied in personal relations; all our energies are 
not absorbed in making our livings. The psychological novelist has been too prone to limit 
psychology to the psychology of personal intercourse; we long sometimes to escape from 
the incessant, the remorseless analysis of falling into love and falling out of love, of what 
Tom feels for Judith and Judith does or does not altogether feel for Tom. We long for some 
more impersonal relationship. We long for ideas, for dreams, for imaginations, for poetry. 

And it is one of the glories of the Elizabethan dramatists that they give us this. The poet is 
always able to transcend the particularity of Hamlet’s relation to Ophelia and to give us his 
questioning not of his own personal lot alone but of the state and being of all human life. In 
Measure for Measure, for example, passages of extreme psychological subtlety are mingled 
with profound reflections, tremendous imaginations. Yet it is worth noticing that if Shake-
speare gives us this profundity, this psychology, at the same time Shakespeare makes no 
attempt to give us certain other things. The plays are of no use whatever as “applied sociol-
ogy.” If we had to depend upon them for a knowledge of the social and economic conditions 
of Elizabethan life, we should be hopelessly at sea. 

In these respects then the novel or the variety of the novel which will be written in time to 
come will take on some of the attributes of poetry. It will give the relations of man to nature, 
to fate; his imagination; his dreams. But it will also give the sneer, the contrast, the ques-
tion, the closeness and complexity of life. It will take the mold of that queer conglomeration 
of incongruous things—the modern mind. Therefore it will clasp to its breast the precious 
prerogatives of the democratic art of prose; its freedom, its fearlessness, its flexibility. For 
prose is so humble that it can go anywhere; no place is too low, too sordid, or too mean for it 
to enter. It is infinitely patient, too, humbly acquisitive. It can lick up with its long glutinous 
tongue the most minute fragments of fact and mass them into the most subtle labyrinths, 
and listen silently at doors behind which only a murmur, only a whisper, is to be heard. 
With all the suppleness of a tool which is in constant use it can follow the windings and 
record the changes which are typical of the modern mind. To this, with Proust and Dosto-
evsky behind us, we must agree. 

But can prose, we may ask, adequate though it is to deal with the common and the com-
plex—can prose say the simple things which are so tremendous? Give the sudden emotions 
which are so surprising? Can it chant the elegy, or hymn the love, or shriek in terror, or 
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praise the rose, the nightingale, or the beauty of the night? Can it leap at one spring at 
the heart of its subject as the poet does? I think not. That is the penalty it pays for having 
dispensed with the incantation and the mystery, with rhyme and meter. It is true that prose 
writers are daring; they are constantly forcing their instrument to make the attempt. But 
one has always a feeling of discomfort in the presence of the purple patch or the prose 
poem. The objection to the purple patch, however, is not that it is purple but that it is a 
patch. Recall for instance Meredith’s “Diversion on a Penny Whistle” in “Richard Feverel.” 
How awkwardly, how emphatically, with a broken poetic meter it begins: “Golden lie the 
meadows; golden run the streams; red gold is on the pine-stems. The sun is coming down 
to earth and walks the fields and the waters.” Or recall the famous description of the storm 
at the end of Charlotte Brontë’s “Villette.” These passages are eloquent, lyrical, splendid; 
they read very well cut out and stuck in an anthology; but in the context of the novel they 
make us uncomfortable. For both Meredith and Charlotte Brontë called themselves novel-
ists; they stood close up to life; they led us to expect the rhythm, the observation, and the 
perspective of prose. We feel the jerk and the effort; we are half woken from that trance of 
consent and illusion in which our submission to the power of the writer’s imagination is 
most complete. 

But let us now consider another book, which though written in prose and by way of being 
called a novel, adopts from the start a different attitude, a different rhythm, which stands 
back from life, and leads us to expect a different perspective—“Tristram Shandy.” It is a book 
full of poetry, but we never notice it; it is a book stained deep purple, which is yet never 
patchy. Here though the mood is changing always, there is no jerk, no jolt in that change to 
waken us from the depths of consent and belief. In the same breath Sterne laughs, sneers, 
cuts some indecent ribaldry, and passes on to a passage like this: 

Time wastes too fast: every letter I trace tells me with what rapidity life follows my pen; 
the days and hours of it more precious—my dear Jenny—than the rubies about thy neck, 
are flying over our heads like light clouds of a windy day, never to return more; everything 
presses on—whilst thou are twisting that lock—see! it grows gray; and every time I kiss thy 
hand to bid adieu, and every absence which follows it, are preludes to that eternal separa-
tion which we are shortly to make.—Heaven have mercy upon us both! 

CHAP. IX 

Now, for what the world thinks of that ejaculation——I would not give a groat.

And he goes on to my Uncle Toby, the Corporal, Mrs. Shandy, and the rest of them. 

There, one sees, is poetry changing easily and naturally into prose, prose into poetry. 
Standing a little aloof, Sterne lays his hands lightly upon imagination, wit, fantasy; and 
reaching high up among the branches where these things grow, naturally and no doubt 
willingly forfeits his right to the more substantial vegetables that grow on the ground. For, 
unfortunately, it seems true that some renunciation is inevitable. You cannot cross the 



52

narrow bridge of art carrying all its tools in your hands. Some you must leave behind, or 
you will drop them in midstream or, what is worse, overbalance and be drowned yourself. 

So, then, this unnamed variety of the novel will be written standing back from life, because 
in that way a larger view is to be obtained of some important features of it; it will be written 
in prose, because prose, if you free it from the beast-of-burden work which so many novel-
ists necessarily lay upon it, of carrying loads of details, bushels of fact—prose thus treated 
will show itself capable of rising high from the ground, not in one dart, but in sweeps and 
circles, and of keeping at the same time in touch with the amusements and idiosyncrasies 
of human character in daily life. 

There remains, however, a further question. Can prose be dramatic? It is obvious, of course, 
that Shaw and Ibsen have used prose dramatically with the highest success, but they have 
been faithful to the dramatic form. This form one may prophecy is not the one which the 
poetic dramatist of the future will find fit for his needs. A prose play is too rigid, too limited, 
too emphatic for his purposes. It lets slip between its meshes half the things that he wants 
to say. He cannot compress into dialogue all the comment, all the analysis, all the richness 
that he wants to give. Yet he covets the explosive emotional effect of the drama; he wants to 
draw blood from his readers, and not merely to stroke and tickle their intellectual suscepti-
bilities. The looseness and freedom of “Tristram Shandy,” wonderfully though they encircle 
and float off such characters as Uncle Toby and Corporal Trim, do not attempt to range and 
marshal these people in dramatic contrast together. Therefore it will be necessary for the 
writer of this exacting book to bring to bear upon his tumultuous and contradictory emo-
tions the generalizing and simplifying power of a strict and logical imagination. Tumult is 
vile; confusion is hateful; everything in a work of art should be mastered and ordered. His 
effort will be to generalize and split up. Instead of enumerating details he will mold blocks. 
His characters thus will have a dramatic power which the minutely realized characters of 
contemporary fiction often sacrifice in the interests of psychology. And then, though this 
is scarcely visible, so far distant it lies on the rim of the horizon—one can imagine that he 
will have extended the scope of his interest so as to dramatize some of those influences 
which play so large a part in life, yet have so far escaped the novelist—the power of music, 
the stimulus of sight, the effect on us of the shape of trees or the play of color, the emotions 
bred in us by crowds, the obscure terrors and hatreds which come so irrationally in certain 
places or from certain people, the delight of movement, the intoxication of wine. Every 
moment is the center and meeting place of an extraordinary number of perceptions which 
have not yet been expressed. Life is always and inevitably much richer than we who try to 
express it. 

But it needs no great gift of prophecy to be certain that whoever attempts to do what is 
outlined above will have need of all his courage. Prose is not going to learn a new step at 
the bidding of the first comer. Yet if the signs of the times are worth anything the need of 
fresh developments is being felt. It is certain that there are scattered about in England, 
France, and America writers who are trying to work themselves free from a bondage which 
has become irksome to them; writers who are trying to readjust their attitude so that they 
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may once more stand easily and naturally in a position where their powers have full play 
upon important things. And it is when a book strikes us as the result of that attitude rather 
than by its beauty or its brilliancy that we know that it has in it the seeds of an enduring 
existence. 
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Women and Fiction
THE TITLE of this article can be read in two ways: it may allude to women and the fiction 
that they write, or to women and the fiction that is written about them. The ambiguity is in-
tentional, for, in dealing with women as writers, as much elasticity as possible is desirable; 
it is necessary to leave oneself room to deal with other things besides their work, so much 
has that work been influenced by conditions that have nothing whatever to do with art. 

The most superficial inquiry into women’s writing instantly raises a host of questions. Why, 
we ask at once, was there no continuous writing done by women before the eighteenth 
century? Why did they then write almost as habitually as men, and in the course of that 
writing produce, one after another, some of the classics of English fiction? And why did 
their art then, and why to some extent does their art still, take the form of fiction? 

A little thought will show us that we are asking questions to which we shall get, as answer, 
only further fiction. The answer lies at present locked in old diaries, stuffed away in old 
drawers, half-obliterated in the memories of the aged. It is to be found in the lives of the 
obscure—in those almost unlit corridors of history where the figures of: generations of 
women are so dimly, so fitfully perceived. 

For very little is known about women. The history of England is the history of the male line, 
not of the female. Of our fathers we know always some fact, some distinction. They were 
soldiers or they were sailors; they filled that office or they made that law. But of our moth-
ers, our grandmothers, our great-grandmothers, what remains? Nothing but a tradition. 
One was beautiful; one was red-haired; one was kissed by a Queen. We know nothing of 
them except their names and the dates of their marriages and the number of children they 
bore. 

Thus, if we wish to know why at any particular time women did this or that, why they wrote 
nothing, why on the other hand they wrote masterpieces, it is extremely difficult to tell. 
Anyone who should seek among those old papers, who should turn history wrong side out 
and so construct a faithful picture of the daily life of the ordinary woman in Shakespeare’s 
time, in Milton’s time, in Johnson’s time, would not only write a book of astonishing interest, 
but would furnish the critic with a weapon which he now lacks. The extraordinary woman 
depends on the ordinary woman. It is only when we know what were the conditions of the 
average woman’s life—the number of her children, whether she had money of her own, 
if she had a room to herself, whether she had help in bringing up her family, if she had 
servants, whether part of the housework was her task—it is only when we can measure 
the way of life and the experience of life made possible to the ordinary woman that we can 
account for the success or failure of the extraordinary woman as a writer. 

Strange spaces of silence seem to separate one period of activity from another. There was 
Sappho and a little group of women all writing poetry on a Greek island six hundred years 
before the birth of Christ. They fall silent. Then about the year 1000 we find a certain court 
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lady, the Lady Murasaki, writing a very long and beautiful novel in Japan. But in England in 
the sixteenth century, when the dramatists and poets were most active, the women were 
dumb. 

Elizabethan literature is exclusively masculine. Then, at the end of the eighteenth century 
and in the beginning of the nineteenth, we find women again writing–this time in En-
gland—with extraordinary frequency and success. 

Law and custom were of course largely responsible for these strange intermissions of 
silence and speech. When a woman was liable, as she was in the fifteenth century, to be 
beaten and flung about the room if she did not marry the man of her parents’ choice, the 
spiritual atmosphere was not favorable to the production of works of art. When she was 
married without her own consent to a man who thereupon became her lord and master, 
“so far at least as law and custom could make him,” as she was in the time of the Stuarts, 
it is likely she had little time for writing, and less encouragement. The immense effect of 
environment and suggestion upon the mind, we in our psychoanalytical age are beginning 
to realize. Again, with memoirs and letters to help us, we are beginning to understand how 
abnormal is the effort needed to produce a work of art, and what shelter and what support, 
the mind of the artist requires. 

Of those facts the lives and letters of men like Keats and Carlyle and Flaubert assure us. 
Thus it is clear that the extraordinary outburst of fiction in the beginning of the nineteenth 
century in England was heralded by innumerable slight changes in law and customs and 
manners. And women of the nineteenth century had some leisure; they had some educa-
tion. It was no longer the exception for women of the middle and upper classes to choose 
their own husbands. And it is significant that of the four great women novelists—Jane 
Austen, Emily Brontë, Charlotte Brontë, and George Eliot—not one had a child, and two 
were unmarried. 

Yet, though it is clear that the ban upon writing had been removed, there was still, it would 
seem, considerable pressure upon women to write novels. No four women can have been 
more unlike in genius and character than these four. Jane Austen can have had nothing 
in common with George Eliot; George Eliot was the direct opposite of Emily Brontë. Yet all 
were trained for the same profession; all, when they wrote, wrote novels. 

Fiction was, as fiction still is, the easiest thing for a woman to write. Nor is it difficult to 
find the reason. A novel is the least concentrated form of art. A novel can be taken up or 
put down more easily than a play or a poem. George Eliot left her work to nurse her father. 
Charlotte Brontë put down her pen to pick the eyes out of the potatoes. And living as she did 
in the common sitting room, surrounded by people, a woman was trained to use her mind 
in observation and upon the analysis of character. She was trained to be a novelist and not 
to be a poet. 

Even in the nineteenth century, a woman lived almost solely in her home and her emo-
tions. And those nineteenth century novels, remarkable as they were, were profoundly 
influenced by the fact that the women who wrote them were excluded by their sex from 



56

certain kinds of experience. That experience has a great influence upon fiction is indis-
putable. The best part of Conrad’s novels, for instance, would be destroyed if it had been 
impossible for him to be a sailor. Take away all that Tolstoi knew of war as a soldier, of life 
and society as a rich young man whose education admitted him to all sorts of experience 
and War and Peace would be incredibly impoverished. 

Yet Pride and Prejudice, Wuthering Heights, Villette, and Middlemarch were written by 
women from whom was forcibly withheld all experience save that which could be met with 
in a middle class drawing-room. No firsthand experience of war or seafaring or politics 
or business was possible for them. Even their emotional life was strictly regulated by law 
and custom. When George Eliot ventured to live with Mr. Lewes without being his wife, 
public opinion was scandalized. Under its pressure she withdrew into a suburban seclusion 
which, inevitably, had the worst possible effects upon her work. She wrote that unless 
people asked of their own accord to come and see her, she never invited them. At the same 
time, on the other side of Europe, Tolstoi was living a free life as a soldier, with men and 
women of all classes, for which nobody censured him and from which his novels drew 
much of their astonishing breadth and vigor. 

But the novels of women were not affected only by the necessarily narrow range of the 
writer’s experience. They showed, at least in the nineteenth century, another characteristic 
which may be traced to the writer’s sex. In Middlemarch and in Jane Eyre we are conscious 
not merely of the writer’s character, as we are conscious of the character of Charles Dick-
ens, but we are conscious of a woman’s presence—of someone resenting the treatment of 
her sex and pleading for its rights. This brings into women’s writing an element which is 
entirely absent from a man’s, unless, indeed, he happens to be a working man, a Negro, or 
one who for some other reason is conscious of disability. It introduces a distortion and is 
frequently the cause of weakness. The desire to plead some personal cause or to make a 
character the mouthpiece of some personal discontent or grievance always has a distract-
ing effect, as if the spot at which the reader’s attention is directed were suddenly twofold 
instead of single. 

The genius of Jane Austen and Emily Brontë is never more convincing than in their power 
to ignore such claims and solicitations and to hold on their way unperturbed by scorn 
or censure. But it needed a very serene or a very powerful mind to resist the temptation 
to anger. The ridicule, the censure, the assurance of inferiority in one form or another 
which were lavished upon women who practiced an art, provoked such reactions naturally 
enough. One sees the effect in Charlotte Brontë’s indignation, in George Eliot’s resignation. 
Again and again one finds it in the work of the lesser women writers—in their choice 
of a subject, in their unnatural self-assertiveness, in their unnatural docility. Moreover, 
insincerity leaks in almost unconsciously, They adopt a view in deference to authority. The 
vision becomes too masculine or it becomes too feminine; it loses its perfect integrity and, 
with that, its most essential quality as a work of art. The great change that has crept into 
women’s writing is, it would seem, a change of attitude. The woman writer is no longer 
bitter. She is no longer angry. She is no longer pleading and protesting as she writes. We 
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are approaching, if we have not yet reached, the time when her writing will have little or 
no foreign influence to disturb it. She will be able to concentrate upon her vision without 
distraction from outside. The aloofness that was once within the reach of genius and origi-
nality is only now coming within the reach of ordinary women. Therefore the average novel 
by a woman is far more genuine and far more interesting today than it was a hundred or 
even fifty years ago. 

But it is still true that before a woman can write exactly as she wishes to write, she has 
many difficulties to face. To begin with, there is the technical difficulty—so simple, appar-
ently; in reality, so baffling—that the very form of the sentence does not fit her. It is a sen-
tence made by men; it is too loose, too heavy, too pompous for a woman’s use. Yet in a novel, 
which covers so wide a stretch of ground, an ordinary and usual type of sentence has to be 
found to carry the reader on easily and naturally from one end of the book to the other, And 
this a woman must make for herself, altering and adapting the current sentence until she 
writes one that takes the natural shape of her thought without crushing or distorting it. 

But that, after all, is only a means to an end, and the end is still to be reached only when 
a woman has the courage to surmount opposition and the determination to be true to 
herself. For a novel, after all, is a statement about a thousand different objects—human, 
natural, divine; it is an attempt to relate them to each other. In every novel of merit these 
different elements are held in place by the force of the writer’s vision. But they have an-
other order also, which is the order imposed upon them by convention. And as men are the 
arbiters of that convention, as they have established an order of values in life, so too, since 
fiction is largely based on life, these values prevail there also to a very great extent. 

It is probable, however, that both in life and in art the values of a woman are not the values 
of a man. Thus, when a woman comes to write a novel, she will find that she is perpetually 
wishing to alter the established values—to make serious what appears insignificant to a 
man, and trivial what is to him important. And for that, of course, she will be criticized; for 
the critic of the opposite sex will be genuinely puzzled and surprised by an attempt to alter 
the current scale of values, and will see in it not merely a difference of view, but a view that 
is weak, or trivial, or sentimental, because it differs from his own. 

But here, too, women are coming to be more independent of opinion. They are beginning 
to respect their own sense of values. And for this reason the subject matter of their novels 
begins to show certain changes. They are less interested, it would seem, in themselves; on 
the other hand, they are more interested in other women. In the early nineteenth century, 
women’s novels were largely autobiographical. One of the motives that led them to write 
was the desire to expose their own suffering, to plead their own cause. Now that this desire 
is no longer so urgent, women are beginning to explore their own sex, to write of women as 
women have never been written of before; for of course, until very lately, women in litera-
ture were the creation of men. 

Here again there are difficulties to overcome, for, if one may generalize, not only do 
women submit less readily to observation than men, but their lives are far less tested and 
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examined by the ordinary processes of life. Often nothing tangible remains of a woman’s 
day. The food that has been cooked is eaten; the children that have been nursed have gone 
out into the world. Where does the accent fall? What is the salient point for the novelist to 
seize upon? It is difficult to say. Her life has an anonymous character which is baffling and 
puzzling in the extreme. For the first time, this dark country is beginning to be explored 
in fiction; and at the same moment a woman has also to record the changes in women’s 
minds and habits which the opening of the professions has introduced. She has to observe 
how their lives are ceasing to run underground; she has to discover what new colors and 
shadows are showing in them now that they are exposed to the outer world.

If, then, one should try to sum up the character of women’s fiction at the present moment, 
one would say that it is courageous; it is sincere; it keeps closely to what women feel. It is 
not bitter. It does not insist upon its femininity. But at the same time, a woman’s book is not 
written as a man would write it. These qualities are much commoner than they were, and 
they give even to second and third-rate work the value of truth and the interest of sincerity. 

But in addition to these good qualities, there are two that call for a word more of discussion. 
The change which has turned the English woman from a nondescript influence, fluctuating 
and vague, to a voter, a wage earner, a responsible citizen, has given her both in her life and 
in her art a turn toward the impersonal. Her relations now are not only emotional; they are 
intellectual, they are political. The old system which condemned her to squint askance at 
things through the eyes or through the interests of husband or brother, has given place to 
the direct and practical interests of one who must act for herself, and not merely influence 
the acts of others. Hence her attention is being directed away from the personal center 
which engaged it exclusively in the past to the impersonal, and her novels naturally become 
more critical of society, and less analytical of individual lives. 

We may expect that the office of gadfly to the state, which has been so far a male prerog-
ative, will now be discharged by women also. Their novels will deal with social evils and 
remedies. Their men and women will not be observed wholly in relation to each other 
emotionally, but as they cohere and clash in and classes and races. That is one change of 
some importance. But there is another more interesting to those who prefer the butterfly 
to the gadfly—that is to say, the artist to the reformer. The greater impersonality of women’s 
lives will encourage the poetic spirit, and it is in poetry that women’s fiction is still weakest. 
It will lead them to be less absorbed in facts and no longer content to record with aston-
ishing acuteness the minute details which fall under their own observation. They will look 
beyond the personal and political relationships to the wider questions which the poet tries 
to solve—of our destiny and the meaning of life. 

The basis of the poetic attitude is of course largely founded upon material things. It de-
pends upon leisure, and a little money, and the chance which money and leisure give to 
observe impersonally and dispassionately. With money and leisure at their service, women 
will naturally occupy themselves more than has hitherto been possible with the craft of 
letters. They will make a fuller and a more subtle use of the instrument of writing. Their 
technique will become bolder and richer. In the past, the virtue of women’s writing often lay 
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in its divine spontaneity, like that of the blackbird’s song or the thrush’s. It was untaught; it 
was from the heart. But it was also, and much more often, chattering and garrulous—mere 
talk spilt over paper and left to dry in pools and blots. In future, granted time and books and 
a little space in the house for herself, literature will become for women, as for men, an art 
to be studied. Women’s gift will be trained and strengthened. The novel will cease to be the 
dumping ground for the personal emotions. It will become, more than at present, a work of 
art like any other, and its resources and its limitations will be explored. 

From this it is a short step to the practice of the sophisticated arts, hitherto so little prac-
ticed by women—to the writing of essays and criticism, of history and biography. And that, 
too, if we are considering the novel, will be of advantage; for besides improving the quality 
of the novel itself, it will draw off the aliens who have been attracted to fiction by its acces-
sibility while their hearts lay elsewhere. Thus will the novel be rid of those excrescences of 
history and fact which, in our time, have made it so shapeless. 

So, if we may prophecy, women in time to come will write fewer novels, but better novels; 
and not novels only, but poetry and criticism and history. But in this, to be sure, one is 
looking ahead to that golden, that perhaps fabulous age when women will have what has so 
long been denied them—leisure, and money, and a room to themselves. 



60

The Mark on the Wall
PERHAPS it was the middle of January in the present that I first looked up and saw the mark 
on the wall. In order to fix a date it is necessary to remember what one saw. So now I think 
of the fire; the steady film of yellow light upon the page of my book; the three chrysanthe-
mums in the round glass bowl on the mantelpiece. Yes, it must have been the winter time, 
and we had just finished our tea, for I remember that I was smoking a cigarette when I 
looked up and saw the mark on the wall for the first time. I looked up through the smoke of 
my cigarette and my eye lodged for a moment upon the burning coals, and that old fancy 
of the crimson flag flapping from the castle tower came into my mind, and I thought of the 
cavalcade of red knights riding up the side of the black rock. Rather to my relief the sight of 
the mark interrupted the fancy, for it is an old fancy, an automatic fancy, made as a child 
perhaps. The mark was a small round mark, black upon the white wall, about six or seven 
inches above the mantelpiece.

How readily our thoughts swarm upon a new object, lifting it a little way, as ants carry a 
blade of straw so feverishly, and then leave it.… If that mark was made by a nail, it can’t have 
been for a picture, it must have been for a miniature—the miniature of a lady with white 
powdered curls, powder-dusted cheeks, and lips like red carnations. A fraud of course, for 
the people who had this house before us would have chosen pictures in that way—an old 
picture for an old room. That is the sort of people they were—very interesting people, and I 
think of them so often, in such queer places, because one will never see them again, never 
know what happened next. They wanted to leave this house because they wanted to change 
their style of furniture, so he said, and he was in process of saying that in his opinion art 
should have ideas behind it when we were torn asunder, as one is torn from the old lady 
about to pour out tea and the young man about to hit the tennis ball in the back garden of 
the suburban villa as one rushes past in the train.

But as for that mark, I’m not sure about it; I don’t believe it was made by a nail after all; 
it’s too big, too round, for that. I might get up, but if I got up and looked at it, ten to one I 
shouldn’t be able to say for certain; because once a thing’s done, no one ever knows how it 
happened. Oh! dear me, the mystery of life; The inaccuracy of thought! The ignorance of 
humanity! To show how very little control of our possessions we have—what an accidental 
affair this living is after all our civilization—let me just count over a few of the things lost 
in one lifetime, beginning, for that seems always the most mysterious of losses—what cat 
would gnaw, what rat would nibble—three pale blue canisters of book-binding tools? Then 
there were the bird cages, the iron hoops, the steel skates, the Queen Anne coal-scuttle, 
the bagatelle board, the hand organ—all gone, and jewels, too. Opals and emeralds, they lie 
about the roots of turnips. What a scraping paring affair it is to be sure! The wonder is that 
I’ve any clothes on my back, that I sit surrounded by solid furniture at this moment. Why, if 
one wants to compare life to anything, one must liken it to being blown through the Tube at 
fifty miles an hour—landing at the other end without a single hairpin in one’s hair! Shot out 
at the feet of God entirely naked! Tumbling head over heels in the asphodel meadows like 
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brown paper parcels pitched down a shoot in the post office! With one’s hair flying back like 
the tail of a race-horse. Yes, that seems to express the rapidity of life, the perpetual waste 
and repair; all so casual, all so haphazard.…

But after life. The slow pulling down of thick green stalks so that the cup of the flower, as 
it turns over, deluges one with purple and red light. Why, after all, should one not be born 
there as one is born here, helpless, speechless, unable to focus one’s eyesight, groping at 
the roots of the grass, at the toes of the Giants? As for saying which are trees, and which 
are men and women, or whether there are such things, that one won’t be in a condition to 
do for fifty years or so. There will be nothing but spaces of light and dark, intersected by 
thick stalks, and rather higher up perhaps, rose-shaped blots of an indistinct color—dim 
pinks and blues—which will, as time goes on, become more definite, become—I don’t know 
what.…

And yet that mark on the wall is not a hole at all. It may even be caused by some round black 
substance, such as a small rose leaf, left over from the summer, and I, not being a very 
vigilant housekeeper—look at the dust on the mantelpiece, for example, the dust which, so 
they say, buried Troy three times over, only fragments of pots utterly refusing annihilation, 
as one can believe.

The tree outside the window taps very gently on the pane.… I want to think quietly, calmly, 
spaciously, never to be interrupted, never to have to rise from my chair, to slip easily from 
one thing to another, without any sense of hostility, or obstacle. I want to sink deeper and 
deeper, away from the surface, with its hard separate facts. To steady myself, let me catch 
hold of the first idea that passes.… Shakespeare.… Well, he will do as well as another. A man 
who sat himself solidly in an arm-chair, and looked into the fire, so—A shower of ideas fell 
perpetually from some very high Heaven down through his mind. He leant his forehead on 
his hand, and people, looking in through the open door,—for this scene is supposed to take 
place on a summer’s evening—But how dull this is, this historical fiction! It doesn’t interest 
me at all. I wish I could hit upon a pleasant track of thought, a track indirectly reflecting 
credit upon myself, for those are the pleasantest thoughts, and very frequent even in the 
minds of modest mouse-colored people, who believe genuinely that they dislike to hear 
their own praises. They are not thoughts directly praising oneself; that is the beauty of 
them; they are thoughts like this:

“And then I came into the room. They were discussing botany. I said how I’d seen a flower 
growing on a dust heap on the site of an old house in Kingsway. The seed, I said, must have 
been sown in the reign of Charles the First. What flowers grew in the reign of Charles the 
First?” I asked—(but, I don’t remember the answer). Tall flowers with purple tassels to them 
perhaps. And so it goes on. All the time I’m dressing up the figure of myself in my own 
mind, lovingly, stealthily, not openly adoring it, for if I did that, I should catch myself out, 
and stretch my hand at once for a book in self-protection. Indeed, it is curious how instinc-
tively one protects the image of oneself from idolatry or any other handling that could 
make it ridiculous, or too unlike the original to be believed in any longer. Or is it not so very 
curious after all? It is a matter of great importance. Suppose the looking glass smashes, 
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the image disappears, and the romantic figure with the green of forest depths all about 
it is there no longer, but only that shell of a person which is seen by other people—what 
an airless, shallow, bald, prominent world it becomes! A world not to be lived in. As we 
face each other in omnibuses and underground railways we are looking into the mirror 
that accounts for the vagueness, the gleam of glassiness, in our eyes. And the novelists in 
future will realize more and more the importance of these reflections, for of course there 
is not one reflection but an almost infinite number; those are the depths they will explore, 
those the phantoms they will pursue, leaving the description of reality more and more out 
of their stories, taking a knowledge of it for granted, as the Greeks did and Shakespeare 
perhaps—but these generalizations are very worthless. The military sound of the word 
is enough. It recalls leading articles, cabinet ministers—a whole class of things indeed 
which as a child one thought the thing itself, the standard thing, the real thing, from which 
one could not depart save at the risk of nameless damnation. Generalizations bring back 
somehow Sunday in London, Sunday afternoon walks, Sunday luncheons, and also ways 
of speaking of the dead, clothes, and habits—like the habit of sitting all together in one 
room until a certain hour, although nobody liked it. There was a rule for everything. The 
rule for tablecloths at that particular period was that they should be made of tapestry with 
little yellow compartments marked upon them, such as you may see in photographs of the 
carpets in the corridors of the royal palaces. Tablecloths of a different kind were not real 
tablecloths. How shocking, and yet how wonderful it was to discover that these real things, 
Sunday luncheons, Sunday walks, country houses, and tablecloths were not entirely real, 
were indeed half phantoms, and the damnation which visited the disbeliever in them was 
only a sense of illegitimate freedom. What now takes the place of those things I wonder, 
those real standard things? Men perhaps, should you be a woman; the masculine point of 
view which governs our lives, which sets the standard, which establishes Whitaker’s Table 
of Precedency, which has become, I suppose, since the war half a phantom to many men 
and women, which soon—one may hope, will be laughed into the dustbin where the phan-
toms go, the mahogany sideboards and the Landseer prints, Gods and Devils, Hell and so 
forth, leaving us all with an intoxicating sense of illegitimate freedom—if freedom exists…

In certain lights that mark on the wall seems actually to project from the wall. Nor is it 
entirely circular. I cannot be sure, but it seems to cast a perceptible shadow, suggesting 
that if I ran my finger down that strip of the wall it would, at a certain point, mount and 
descend a small tumulus, a smooth tumulus like those barrows on the South Downs which 
are, they say, either tombs or camps. Of the two I should prefer them to be tombs, desiring 
melancholy like most English people, and finding it natural at the end of a walk to think of 
the bones stretched beneath the turf.… There must be some book about it. Some antiquary 
must have dug up those bones and given them a name.… What sort of a man is an anti-
quary, I wonder? Retired Colonels for the most part, I daresay, leading parties of aged labor-
ers to the top here, examining clods of earth and stone, and getting into correspondence 
with the neighboring clergy, which, being opened at breakfast time, gives them a feeling of 
importance, and the comparison of arrow-heads necessitates cross-country journeys to 
the county towns, an agreeable necessity both to them and to their elderly wives, who wish 



63

to make plum jam or to clean out the study, and have every reason for keeping that great 
question of the camp or the tomb in perpetual suspension, while the Colonel himself feels 
agreeably philosophic in accumulating evidence on both sides of the question. It is true 
that he does finally incline to believe in the camp; and, being opposed, indites a pamphlet 
which he is about to read at the quarterly meeting of the local society when a stroke lays 
him low, and his last conscious thoughts are not of wife or child, but of the camp and that 
arrowhead there, which is now in the case at the local museum, together with the foot of a 
Chinese murderess, a handful of Elizabethan nails, a great many Tudor clay pipes, a piece 
of Roman pottery, and the wine-glass that Nelson drank out of—proving I really don’t know 
what.

No, no, nothing is proved, nothing is known. And if I were to get up at this very moment 
and ascertain that the mark on the wall is really—what shall we say?—the head of a gigantic 
old nail, driven in two hundred years ago, which has now, owing to the patient attrition of 
many generations of housemaids, revealed its head above the coat of paint, and is taking its 
first view of modern life in the sight of a white-walled fire-lit room, what should I gain?—
Knowledge? Matter for further speculation? I can think sitting still as well as standing up. 
And what is knowledge? What are our learned men save the descendants of witches and 
hermits who crouched in caves and in woods brewing herbs, interrogating shrew-mice and 
writing down the language of the stars? And the less we honor them as our superstitions 
dwindle and our respect for beauty and health of mind increases.… Yes, one could imagine 
a very pleasant world. A quiet, spacious world, with the flowers so red and blue in the open 
fields. A world without professors or specialists or house-keepers with the profiles of po-
licemen, a world which one could slice with one’s thought as a fish slices the water with his 
fin, grazing the stems of the water-lilies, hanging suspended over nests of white sea eggs.… 
How peaceful it is down here, rooted in the center of the world and gazing up through 
the grey waters, with their sudden gleams of light, and their reflections—if it were not for 
Whitaker’s Almanack—if it were not for the Table of Precedency!

I must jump up and see for myself what that mark on the wall really is—a nail, a rose-leaf, a 
crack in the wood?

Here is nature once more at her old game of self-preservation. This train of thought, she 
perceives, is threatening mere waste of energy, even some collision with reality, for who 
will ever be able to lift a finger against Whitaker’s Table of Precedency? The Archbishop of 
Canterbury is followed by the Lord High Chancellor; the Lord High Chancellor is followed by 
the Archbishop of York. Everybody follows somebody, such is the philosophy of Whitaker; 
and the great thing is to know who follows whom. Whitaker knows, and let that, so Nature 
counsels, comfort you, instead of enraging you; and if you can’t be comforted, if you must 
shatter this hour of peace, think of the mark on the wall.

I understand Nature’s game—her prompting to take action as a way of ending any thought 
that threatens to excite or to pain. Hence, I suppose, comes our slight contempt for men 
of action—men, we assume, who don’t think. Still, there’s no harm in putting a full stop to 
one’s disagreeable thoughts by looking at a mark on the wall.
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Indeed, now that I have fixed my eyes upon it, I feel that I have grasped a plank in the sea; I 
feel a satisfying sense of reality which at once turns the two Archbishops and the Lord High 
Chancellor to the shadows of shades. Here is something definite, something real. Thus, 
waking from a midnight dream of horror, one hastily turns on the light and lies quiescent, 
worshipping the chest of drawers, worshipping solidity, worshipping reality, worshipping 
the impersonal world which is a proof of some existence other than ours. That is what one 
wants to be sure of.… Wood is a pleasant thing to think about. It comes from a tree; and 
trees grow, and we don’t know how they grow. For years and years they grow, without paying 
any attention to us, in meadows, in forests, and by the side of rivers—all things one likes to 
think about. The cows swish their tails beneath them on hot afternoons; they paint rivers so 
green that when a moorhen dives one expects to see its feathers all green when it comes up 
again. I like to think of the fish balanced against the stream like flags blown out; and of wa-
ter-beetles slowly raiding domes of mud upon the bed of the river. I like to think of the tree 
itself:—first the close dry sensation of being wood; then the grinding of the storm; then the 
slow, delicious ooze of sap. I like to think of it, too, on winter’s nights standing in the empty 
field with all leaves close-furled, nothing tender exposed to the iron bullets of the moon, a 
naked mast upon an earth that goes tumbling, tumbling, all night long. The song of birds 
must sound very loud and strange in June; and how cold the feet of insects must feel upon 
it, as they make laborious progresses up the creases of the bark, or sun themselves upon 
the thin green awning of the leaves, and look straight in front of them with diamond-cut 
red eyes.… One by one the fibers snap beneath the immense cold pressure of the earth, 
then the last storm comes and, falling, the highest branches drive deep into the ground 
again. Even so, life isn’t done with; there are a million patient, watchful lives still for a tree, 
all over the world, in bedrooms, in ships, on the pavement, lining rooms, where men and 
women sit after tea, smoking cigarettes. It is full of peaceful thoughts, happy thoughts, this 
tree. I should like to take each one separately—but something is getting in the way.… Where 
was I? What has it all been about? A tree? A river? The Downs? Whitaker’s Almanack? The 
fields of asphodel? I can’t remember a thing. Everything’s moving, falling, slipping, vanish-
ing.… There is a vast upheaval of matter. Someone is standing over me and saying—

“I’m going out to buy a newspaper.”

“Yes?”

“Though it’s no good buying newspapers.… Nothing ever happens. Curse this war; God damn 
this war!… All the same, I don’t see why we should have a snail on our wall.”

Ah, the mark on the wall! It was a snail.
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