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Two

The scene, if I may ask you to follow me, wes now changed.
‘The leaves were still falling, but in London now, not Oxbridge;
and I must ask you to imagine a room, like many thousands,
with a window looking across people’s hats and vans and
motor-cars to other windows, and on the table inside the room
a blank sheet of paper on which wes written in large letters
'WOMEN AND FICTION, but no more. The inevitable sequel to
lunching and dining at Oxbridge seemed, unfortunately, to be a
visit to the British Museum. One must strain off what was per-
sonal and accidental in all these impressions and ach the
pure fluid, the essential oil of truth. For that visit to Oxbridge
and the lunchecn and the dinner had started a swarm of ques-
tions. Why did men drink wine and women water? Why was
one sex 50 prosperous and the other so poor? What effect has
poverty on fiction? What conditions are necessary for the cre-

themselves. But one needed answers,
swer was anly to be had by con e loa un-
prejudiced, who have removed themselves above the strife of
tongue and the confusion of body and issued the result of their
reasoning and research in books which are to be found in the
British Museum. If truth is not to be found on the shelves of |
the British Museum, where, T asked myself, picking up a note-
baok and a pencil, is truth?
Thus provided, thus confident and enquiring, I set out in the
/ pursuit of truth. The day, though rot actually wet, wes dismal,
and the streets in the neighbourhcod of the Museum were full
of open coal-hales, down which sacks were showering; four-
wheeled cabs were drawing up and depositing on the pave-
ment corded boxes containing, presumably, the entire ward-
robe of some Swiss or Italian family seeking forture or refuge
or some other desirable commaodity which is to be found in the
boarding-houses of Bloomsbury in the winter. The usual
hoarse-voiced men paraded the streets with plants on barrows.
Some shouted; others sang. London was like a workshop. Lon-
don was like a machine, We were all being shot backwards and
forwards on his plain fourdztion to make some pattem. The
British Museum vas énother dspartmen: of the factory. The

Hello and welcome to yet another session. We are continuing to look at Virginia Woolf’s
essay, “A Room of One's Own”. In the first part, we have seen how she begins to talk about
and then eventually write an extended thesis, extended essay about women and fiction; and
then she realizes that she needs to focus on the material conditions, on the socio-historical

conditions and financial allowances which would help women to write.

And then she also looks at the contrasting images that are presented from Oxbridge, which is
largely a male elite university and Fernham, the college which she finds as catering to
women. She looks at the historical differences. She looks at the differences in funding and
how certain kinds of situations, certain kinds of ambiences are made conducive only for male
writers, only for men. And she finds women being excluded from these spaces in physical

ways, in financial ways and also in largely historical ways.

And in the second part of this essay, she is paying a visit to the British museum. Let us also
think about this fundamental premise where she is experiencing all of these as this imaginary

woman whom she chooses to call as Mary or we choose to call her.

And then she is taking herself to the British museum and her experience is not radically

different here either. And then, much in alignment with popular beliefs, she is also asking, if



truth is not to be found on the shelves of the British museum, where I asked, myself picking
up a notebook and a pencil, is truth. So, she wants to know the reality about women and
fiction. She hopes to get as much information as possible by going through these various
annals of history which are available to her in the British museum. And thus, she says, “I set

out in pursuit of truth.”
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swing-doors swung open; and there one stood under the vast
dome, as if one were a thought in the huge baid forehead
which i ndidly d by a band of famous names.
| One went to the count ook a slip of paper; one
avolume of the c the five dots hers e
| separzte minutes of stupefaction, wonder and bewildernent.
| Have you any notion of how many books are written about wo-
men in the course of one year? Have you any notion how many
are written by men? Are you aware that you are, porhaps, the
most discussed animal in the universe? Here had T come with a

notebook and a pencil proposing to spend a morning reading,
supposing that at the end of the morning 1 should heve trans-
ferred the truth to my notebook. But [ should need to be a herd
of elephants, I thought, and a wilderness of spiders, desper-
ately referring to the animals that are reputed longest lived
and most multitudinously eyed, to cope with all this. I should
need claws of steel and beak of brass even to penetrate the
hysk. How shall T ever find the s of truth embadded in all
this mass of paper? I asked myself, and in despair began run-
ning my eya up and down the long list of titles. Even the names
of the books gave me food for thought. Sex and its nature
might well atiract doctors and biologists; bu: what was surpris-
ing and difficult of explanation was the fact that sex—woman,
that is to say—also attracts agreeable essayists, light-fingered
novelists, young men who have taken the MA. degree; men
who have faken no degree; men who have no apparan: qualific-
ation save that they are not women. Some of these books were,
on the face of it, frivolous and facetious; but many, on the oth-
er hand, were serious and prophetic, moral and hortatory.
Merely o read the titles suggested innumerable schoolmas-
- tors, innumerable clergymen mountirg their platforms and pul-
ding forth with loquacity which far exceeded the
r usually allotad to such discourse on this one subject. It
was a most strenge phenomenon; and apparently—here I con-
sulted the letter M—one confined to the male sex. Women do
not write books about men—a fact that | could not help wel-
coming with relief, for if I had first to read all that men have
written about women, then all that women have written about
men, the aloe that flowers once in a hundred years would
flower twice before I could sel pen to paper. So, making a

And now this is what she encounters over there: “Have you any notion of how many books
are written about women in the course of one year? Have you any notion of how many are
written by men? Are you aware that you are perhaps the most discussed animal in the
universe? Here had I come with a notebook and pencil proposing to spend a morning reading,
supposing that at the end of the morning I should have transferred the truth to my notebook.
But I should need to be a herd of elephants, I thought, and a wilderness of spiders,
desperately referring to the animals that are reputed longest lived, and most multitudinously
eyed, to cope with all this. I should need claws of steel and beak of brass even to penetrate

the husk.”

So, that is the kind of material that she is encountering, “How shall I ever find the grains of
truth embedded in all this mass of paper? Merely to read the titles suggested innumerable
schoolmasters, innumerable clergyman, mounting their platforms and pulpits and holding
forth with loquacity which far exceeded the hour usually allotted to such a discourse on this
one subject. It was the most strange phenomenon and apparently-- here I consulted the letter

M--one confined to the male sex, women did not write books about men. A fact that I could



not help welcoming with relief, for I had first to read all that men have written about women

and then all women have written about men.”
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perfectly arbitrary choice of a dozen volumes or so, I sent my
slips of paper to lie in the wire tray, and waited in my stall,
among the other seekers for the essential oil of truth.

What could be the reason, thn, of this curious disparity, 1
wondered, drawing cart-wheels on the slips of paper provided
by the Fritish taxpayer for other purposes. Why are women,
judging from this catalogue, so much more interesting to men
than men are to women? A very curicus fect it seemed, and my
wind wancered to picture the lives of men who spend their

| time in writirg books about women; whether they were old or'
| young, married or unmarried, red-nosed or hump-backed—ary-
how, it was flattering, vaguely, o foel oneself the object of
such attention provided that it was not entirely bestowed by
the crippled and the infirn—so 1 pondered unil all such frivol-
ous thoughts were ended by an avalanche of books sliding
down on to the desk in front of me. Now the trouble began. The
student who has been trained in research &t Oxbridge has no
doubt seme method of shepherding his question past all dis-
tractions bl it runs into his answer as a sheep runs into its
pen. The student by my side, for instance, who was copying as-
siduously from a scientific menual, was, 1 felt sure, extracting
pure ruggets of the essential ore every ten minutes or so. His
little grunts of satisfaction indicatad so much. But if, unfortu-
nately, one has had no training in a university, the question far

from being shepherded to its pen flies like a frightened flock
hither and thither, helier-skelter, pursued by a whols pack of
hounds. Professors, schoolmasters, sociologists, clergymen,
novelists, essayists, journalists, men who had no qualification
save that they were not wemen, chased my simple and single
question—Why are some women poor?—until it became fifty
questions; until the fifty questions leapt frantically into mid-
stream and were carried away. Every page in my notebook was
scribbled over with notes. To show the state of mind I was in, |
will read you a few of them, explaining that the page was

4 headed quite simply, WOMEN AND POVERTY, in block letters;
but what fellewed was something like this:

Condition in Middle Ages o,
Habits in the Fjji Islands of,
Warshipped as gedesses by,

And then she realizes, “Why are women, judging from this catalogue, so much more
interesting to men, than men are to women? A very curious fact it seemed, and my mind
wanted to picture the lives of men who spend their time writing books about women.
Whether they were old or young married or unmarried, red-nosed or hump backed—anyhow,
it was flattering vaguely to feel oneself the object of such attention provided.” She realizes,
initially with a lot of surprise, and later she realizes the dangers inherent within it also. Much
of what know, what has been written about women, all of those works have been authored by

men.

So, the limitation is there in an inherent way, but that has not been historically visible. And
therein lies the danger of such a conclusion and trying to go to a place such as the British
museum, from where you hope to find the truth. That is how she puts it. And this truth, about
women, has been largely authored by men. How reliable is that truth? How reliable is that
data? How reliable is that information which is being circulated as truth? And from this she

moves onto the other question about women and poverty.
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THE MENTAL, MORAL, AND PHYSICAL INFERIORITY OF
THE FEMALE SEX. He was not in my picture a man attractive
to women. He was heavily built; he had a great jowl; to halance
that he had very small eyes; he was very red in the face. His
expression suggested that he was labouring under some emo-
tion that made him jab his pen on the paper as if he were
killing some noxious insect as he wrote, but even when he had
Kkilled it that did not satisfy him; ke must go on killing it; and
even so, some cause for anger and irritation remained. Could it
be his wife, | asked, looking at my picture? Was she in love
with a cavelry officer? Was the cavalry officer slim and elegant
and dressed in astrakhan? Had he been laughed at, to adopt
the Freudian theory, in his cradle by a pretty girl? For even in
his cradle the professor, I thought, could not have been an at-
tractive child Whatever the reason, the professor was made to
leok very angry and very ugly in my sketch, as he wrote his
great book upon the mentel, moral and physical inferiority of
women. Drawing pictures was &n idle wzy of finishing an un-
profitebla morning's work. Yet it s in our idleness, in our
dreams, that the submerged truth sometimes comes to the tap.
A very elementary exercise in psychology, no: to be dignified
by the name of psychoanalysis, showed me, on looking at my

notebook, that the sketch of the angry professor had been
made in anger. Anger had snatched my pencil while I creamt.
But what was anger doing there? Interest, confusion, amuse-
ment, boredom—all these emotions I could trace and name as

ded each other throughout the morning. Had an-
nake, been lurking among them? Yes, said the

sketch, anger had. It referred me unmistakably to the one
ook, to the one phrase, which had roused the demon; it was
the professor's statement about the mentel, moral and physical
irferiority of women. My heart had leapt. My cheeks had burnt.

lushad with anger. There was nothing specially remark-

) er foolish, in that. One does not like to be told that
one is naturally the inferior of a little man—I looked at the stu-
den: next me—who breataes hard, wears a ready-made tie, and
has not shaved this fortnight. One has certain foolish vanities.
It is only human nature, I reflecled, and began drawing
cartwheels and circles over the angry professor's face till he
lcoked like a burning bush or a flaming comel—anyhow, an

And this connection that she draws upon, the connection between women and fiction, and the
connection between women and poverty, that is something which underscores throughout this
essay. She continues to look through these various pages and she hopes to find some iota of
truth in order to pursue her argument. But she realizes that she needs to find this information

from within herself.

It is an experiential journey that she is undertaking, and in this rather long essay, in this rather
long articulation, she is also trying to tell the audience that women's experiences cannot
perhaps be located from within history, from within the other kinds of knowledge systems
that you are familiar with. One perhaps needs to travel along with other women. One needs to
experience it differently in order to be able to articulate it, in order to be able to find the truth,

whatever that is within such experiences.
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In my little street, however, domesticity prevailed. The house
painter was descending his ladder; the nursemaid was wheel
irg the perambulator carefully in and out back to nursery tea;
the coal-heaver was folding his empty sacks on top of each oth-
er; the woman who keeps the green grocer’s shop was adding
up the days takings with her hands in red mittens. But so en-
grossed was 1 with the problem you heve laid upon my
shoulders that 1 could not see even these usual sights without
referring them to one centre. I thought how much hrder it is
now than it must have been even a century ago to say which of
these em ployments is the higher, the more necessary, Is it bet-
ter to be a ccal-heaver or a nursemaid; is the charwoman who
has brought up eight childrer of lass value to the world than,
the barrister who has made a hundred thousand pounds? it is
useless to ask such questions; for nobody can answer them.
Not only do the comparative values of charwomen and lawyers.
rise and fall from decade to decade, but we have no rods with
which to measure them even as they are at the moment. I had
been foolish o ask my professor to furnish me with ‘indisput-
able proofs' of this or that in his argument about women. Even
if one could state the valve of any one gift at the moment,
those values will change; in a century's time very possibly they
will have changed completely. Moreaver, in a hundred years, 1
thought, reaching my own doorstep, women will have ceased to
be the protected sex. Logically they will take part in all the
activities and exertions that were once denied them. The
nursemaid will heave coal. The shopwoman will drive an en-
gine. All assumptions founded on the facts observed when wo-
men were the protected sex will have disappeared—as, for ex-
ample (here & squad of soldiers marched down the street), that
women and clergymen and gandeners live longer than other
people. Remove that protection, expose them to the same exer-
tions &nd activities, make them soldiers and sailors and engine-
drivers and dock labourers, and will not women die off so much
younger, so much quicker, than men that one wil say, ' saw a
woman today', as one used to say, 'I saw an aercplane'.
Anything may happen when womanhood has ceased to be a
protected occupation, I thought, opening the door. But what
‘bearing has all this upon the subject of my paper, Women and

" Fiction? I askad, going indoors.

Even towards the end of the second part, we realize that she has not really reached a
conclusion. She is still struggling to say the most appropriate thing about women and fiction.
The final line says, “But what bearing has all this upon the subject of my paper Women and
Fiction?” Also, towards the end of the second part, we realize that she also talks about the

various aspects of women's sexuality.

She talks about how domesticated women's feelings have been. And then she begins to
wonder, she also begins to realize for herself, and the audience also, perhaps begin to realize
along with her, that women and fiction is not a topic which can be dealt within the book,

within the pages of a bound book.

It is something which extends outside, and this extension could be either physical, in terms of
the many infrastructures, and the many support systems that would facilitate a writer. It could
also be very psychological in nature, when you look inward into a woman's life, into the
woman’s experience, in order to understand how the topic of women and fiction needs to be
approached from different angles, physical, experiential, psychological, economic, historical

and of course literary as well.
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Three

1t was disappoiating not to have brought back in the evening
some important stalement, some authentic facl. Women are
poorer than men because—this or that, Perhaps now it would
be better to give up secking for the truth, and receiving on
one's head an avalanche of opinion hot as lava, discoloured as
dish-water. It would be better to draw the curtains; to shut out
distractions; to light tae lamp; to narrow the enquiry and to
ask the historien, who records not opinions bu: fac’s, to de-
scribe under what conditions women lived, not throughout the
ages, but in England, say, in the time of Elizabeth.

For it is a perennial puzzle why no woman wrotz a word of
that extraordinary literature when every other man, it seemed,
was capable of song or sonnet. What were the conditions in
which women lived? 1 asked mysel’ for fiction, imaginative
work that s, is not dropped like a pebble upon the ground, as -
science may be; fiction is like a spider’s web, attached ever so
lightly perhaps, but still attached to life at all four corners.
Often the attachment is scarcely parceptible; Shakespeare's
pays, for instance, seem to hang there complete by them-
selves. But when the web is pulled askew, hooked up at the
edge, tor in the middle, one remembers that these webs are
not spun ir. mid-air by incorporeal creatures, but are the work
of sufferng human beings, and are atl to grossly materi-
al things, like health and money and the houses we live in.

I went, therefors, to the shelf where the histories stand and
took down one of the latest, Professor Trevelyan's HISTORY
OF ENGLAND. Orce more I looked up Women, found 'position
of and tumed to the pages indicated. ‘Wife-beating’, I read,
‘was a recognized right of man, and was practised without
shame by high as well as low... Similarly,' the historian goes
on, 'the daughter who refused to marry the gentleman of her
parents’ choice was liable to be locked up, beaten and flung
about the room, without any shock being inflicted on public
‘opinion. Marriage was not an affair of personal affection, but of
femily avarice, particularly in the *chivalrous” upper classes
Betrothal often took place while one or bath of the parties was
in the cradle, and marriage when they were scarcely out of the
nurses' charge.' That was about 1470, soon after Chaucer's

time. The next reference to the position of women s some two
hundred years later, in the time of the Stuarts. ‘It was still the

| 'neither Shekespeare's women nor those of authentic

| seventeentr-century memoirs, like the Vernsys and tae

| Hutchinsors, seem wanting in personality and character.’ Cer-

| tainly, if we consider it, Cleopatra must have had a way with
her; Lady Macheth, one would suppose, had a will of her own;
Rosalind, one might conclude, was an attractive girl. Professor
Trevelyan is speaking no more than the truth when he remarks
that Shakespeare's women do not seem wanting in personality
and character. Not being a historian, one might go even fur-
ther and say that women have burnt like beacons in all the
works of all the poets from the beginning of time—Clytemnes-
tra, Antigone, Cleopatra, Lady Macheth, Phedre, sida, Ros-
alind, Desdemona, the Duchess of Malfi, among the dramatists;

_then amorg the prose writers: Millzmani, Clarissa, Becky
Sharp, Anna Karenina, Emma Bovary, Madame de Guer-
mantes—the names flock to mind, nor do they recall women
‘lacking in personality and character,’ Indeed, if woman had no

_existence save in the fiction written by men, one would ima-
gme her a person of the utmost importance; very various; hero-
ic and mean; splendid and sordid, infinitely beautiful and
hideous in the extrems; as great as a man, some think aven
greater!. But this is woman in fiction. In fact, as Professor
Trovelyan points out, ske was locked up, beaten end flung
about the room.

A very queer, composite being thus emerges. Imaginatively
she is of the highest importance; practically she ompletely
irsignificant. She pervadas poetry from cover to cover; she is
all but absent from history. She dominates the lives of kings
and conquerors in fiction; in fact she was the slave of any boy
whose parents forced & ring upon her finger. Some of the most
irspired words, some of the most profound thoughts in litarat-
e fall from her lips; in real life she could hardly read, could
scarcely spell, and was the property of her husband.

And from this she moves onto the third section, where she begins to wonder about the lives of
women within the Elizabethan circumstances. “For it is a perennial puzzle, why no woman
wrote a word of this extraordinary literature when every other man, it seemed, was capable of
song or sonnet? What were the conditions in which women lived?” She asks this question and
she herself is appalled at the lack of historical evidence supporting many of the arguments

that she wants to pursue.

“I asked myself; for fiction, imaginative work that is, is not dropped like a pebble upon the
ground as science may be; fiction is like a spider's web, attached ever so lightly perhaps, but
still attached to life at all four corners.” And she begins to wonder, what is it about the
Elizabethan conditions, what is it about the conditions within England that did not allow a

genius like Shakespeare to emerge from among the women?



And she talks about these many characters that men have created. Shakespeare has created
Lady Macbeth, Cleopatra. Then she talks about not being a historian. Then she talks about
Antigone Cleopatra, Lady Macbeth, Cressida, Rosalind, Desdemona. So, all of these are
women characters created by men, but we do not find a woman writer as such emerging in
these social conditions. “If woman had no existence save in fiction written by men, one
would imagine her a person of utmost importance; very various, heroic and mean; splendid
and sordid; infinitely beautiful and hideous in the extreme; and as great as a man some think

even greater. But this woman is fiction.”

And this something that she quotes from Professor Trevelyan. She realizes that this woman
who exists only in fiction, these set of women who exist only in fiction, they were perhaps
locked up, beaten and flung about the room. And this is how she begins to talk about the
perils of trying to locate a woman within this historical framework. They exist only
fictionally. And now we begin to realize the relevance of these many extra-literary concerns

being highlighted when Woolf talks about women and fiction.
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possible means could middle-class women with nothing but
brains and character at their command have taken part in any
one of the great movements which, brought together, consti-
tute the historias
collection of ane
writes her own |
handful of her lef
by which we can judge her. What one want
why does not some brilliant student at New
ply it?—is a mass of information; at wl
/A how many children h
| had she a room to h she do the cocking: would she
ese facts lie somewhere, pre-
ers and account books; the life of the
n woman must be scattered about some-
it and make a book of it. It would be
, 1 thought, looking about the
suggest Lo the stu-
0

lop-sided; but why should they not add a supplement to history,
calling it, of course, by some inconspicucus name so that wo-
wen night fgure there without improprie one often
catches a glimpse of them in the lives of

wink, a laugh, perhaps a ear. A
enough of Jare Austen; it scarc
again the influence of the trag illie upon th
poetry of Edgar Allan Poe; as for myself, I should not mind if
the homes and haunts of Mary Russell Mitford were closed to
the public for a century at least. But what I find deplorable, I
continued, looking about the bockshelves again, is that nothing
is known about women befors the

1o model in my mind to turn about this

I asking why women did not write postry in the Elizabethan
age, and I am not sure how they we ated; whether they
were taught to write; whether they ing-rooms to them-
selves; how many women had Iren before they were
twenty-one; what, in short, id from eight in the morning
1ill eight at night. They h oney evidently; according to




Professor Trevelyan they were married whether they liked it or
not before they were out of the nursery, at fifteen cr sixteen
very likely. It would have been exiremely odd, even upon this
showing, had one of them suddenly written the plays of
Shakespeare, | concluded, and I thought cf that cld gentleman,
wha is dead now, but was a bishop, ! think, who declared that
it was impossible for any woman, past, present, or to come, to
have the genius of Shakespeare. He wrote to the papars about
it. He also told a lacy who applied to him for information that
cats do not as a matier of fact go to heaven, though they have,
he added, souls of a sort. How much thinking those old gentle-

~ men used t0 save one! How the horders of ignorence shrank

| back at their approach! Cats do not go to heaver. Women can-

—not write the plays of Shakespeare.

Bo that as it may, I could not help thinking, as | looked at the
works of Shakespeare on the shelf, that the bishop was right at
least in this; it would have been impossible, completely and en-
tirely, for any woman Lo have written the plays of Shakespeare
in the age of Shakespeare. Let me imagine, since facts are so
hard to come by, what would have happened had Shakespeare
had a wonderfully gifted sister, called Judith, let us say. “
Shakespeare himself wert, very probably,—his mother was an
heiress—to the grammar school, where he may have learnt Lat-
ir—Ovid, Virgil and Horace—énd the elements of granmar and
logic. He was, it is well known, a wild boy who poached rab-
bits, perhaps shot a deer, and had, rather sooner than he
should hase done, to marry a woman in the neighbourkocd,
whao bore him a child rather quicker than was right. That es-
capade sent him to seek his forture in London. He had, it
seemed, a taste for the theatre; he bagan by holding horses at
the stage door. Very soon he got work in the theztre, et
successful actor, and lived at the hub of the uni
everybody, knowing everybody, practising his
boards, exercising his ws in the streets, and even getting zc-
cess to the palace of the queen. Meanwhile his extraordinarly
gifted sister, let us suppose, remained at home. She was as ad-
venturous, as imaginative, as agog to see the world as he was.
But she was not sent to school. She had no chance of learning
grammar and logic, let alone of reading Horace and Virgil. She
picked up a book now and then, one of har brotae”s perhaps,

and read a few pages. But then her parents came in and told
her to mend the stockirgs or mind the stew and not moon
about with books and papers. They would have spoken sharply
but kindly, for they were substantial people who knew the con-
ions of life for a woman and loved their daughter-
Ty than not she was the apple of her father's eye, Pe
cribbled some pages up in an apple lof: on the sly
but was careful to hide them or set fire to them. Socn,
however, before she was out of her teens, she wes to be be-
trothed to the son of a neighbouring wool-stapler. She cried
out that marriage was hateful to her, and for that she was
severely beatan by her father. Then he ceased to scold her. He
begged her instead not to hurt him, not to skame him in this
matter of her marriage. He would give her a chain of beads or
a fine petticoat, he said; and there ware tears in his eyes. How
could she disobey him? How could she break his heart? The
force of her own gift alone drove her to it. She made up a small
parcel of her belongings, let herself down by a rope one
summer’s night and took the road to London. She was not sev-
enteen. The birds that sang in the hedge were net more music-
al than she was. She had the quickest fancy, a gift like her
brother’s, for the tune of words. Like kim, she had a taste for
the theatre. She stocd at the stage dcor; she wanted to act, she
said. Men laughed in her face. The manager—a fat, looselipped
mar—guffawed. He bellowed something about poodles dancing
and women acting—no woman, he said, could possibly be an
actress. He hinted—you can imagine what. She could get no
training in her craft. Could she even seek her dinrer in a tav-
‘e or roam the strests at midnighi? Yet her genius was for fic-
tion and lusted to feed abundantly upon the lives of men and
women and the study of their ways. At last—fo
young, oddly like Shakespeare the poet in her fa
same grey eyes and rounded brows—at last Nick Greene the
actor-manager took pity on her; sh found hersel? with child by
that gentleman and so—who shall measure the heat and viol-
ence of the poet's heart when caught and tangled in a woman's
body?—killed herself one winter's night and lies buried at some
cross-roads where the omnibuses now stop outside the
Elephant and Castle.

And she also realizes there are very few facts which are available about women. “What one
wants, | thought-- and why does not some brilliant student at Newnham or Girton supply it?”
(these are the two colleges where she had given this lecture) “-- is a mass of information.
What age did she marry; how many children had she as a rule; what was the house like, had
she a room to herself; did she do the cooking; would she be likely to have a servant? All these
facts lie somewhere, presumably in parish registers and account books. The life of the
average Elizabethan woman must be scattered about somewhere, could one collect it and
make a book of it. It would be ambitious beyond my daring.” She of course realizes that too.
But she realizes that apart from these fictional accounts which have been largely narrated by
men-- and that at best is still fictional too-- she realizes that the real lived experience of

women are still scattered in different parts; and it is an ambitious task to collate them and to



present them as authentic experience. She also talks about how impossible now it is to know

“what they did from eight in the morning till eight at night.”

“They had no money evidently; according to Professor Trevelyan they were married whether
they liked it or not before they were out of the nursery at fifteen or sixteen very likely.” So,
this was the kind of lives that women had been leading and look at the kind of conclusion that
she is drawing from it. “Cats do not go to heaven. Women cannot write the plays of
Shakespeare.” It is as simple as it is illogical. But it is also a certain kind of a conclusion
based on which the society had been setting out their rules, based on which women had been

forced to lead their lives.

Now we come to one of the most interesting sections in this essay, where she talks about this
imaginary sister that Shakespeare could have had. “Let me imagine, since facts are so hard to
come by, what would have happened had Shakespeare had a wonderfully gifted sister called
Judith, let us say? Shakespeare himself went very probably-- his mother was an heiress to the
grammar school where he may have learned Latin — Ovid, Virgil and Horace and the
elements of grammar and logic. He was it is well-known a wild boy who poached rabbits,
perhaps shot a deer and had rather sooner than he should have done to marry a woman in the
neighbourhood who bore him a child rather quickly than was right.” This is the kind of

historical information that we also have about Shakespeare.

“That escapade sent him to seek his fortune in London. He had, it seemed a taste for the
theatre. He began by holding horses at the stage door, very soon he got work in the theatre,
became a successful actor and lived at the hub of the universe, meeting everybody, knowing
everybody, practice his art on the boards, exercising his wits in the streets and even getting

access to the palace of the queen.”

Look at the kind of details that we have about Shakespeare. Look at the narrative which has
become so popular about Shakespeare. Not really about what he has written, but about the
road which took him to this place where he started writing, started performing plays.
“Meanwhile, his extraordinary gifted sister”, this is again imaginary, let us suppose,
“remained at home. She was as adventurous, as imaginative, as agog to see the world as he
was but she was not sent to school. She had no chance of learning grammar and logic, let
alone reading Horace and Virgil. She picked up a book now and then, one of her brother's

perhaps and read a few pages. But then her parents came in and told her to mend the



stockings or mind the stew and not moon about with books and papers. They would have
spoken sharply but kindly for they were substantial people who knew the conditions of life

for a woman and loved their daughter.”

This is more important over here, the conditions for a woman. It is regardless of in which
family one is being born and brought up, regardless of the kind of conditions that the family
could afford or not, it always depends, not on the individual but on the conditions of life for a
woman. And the family also we realize are expected to and they eventually end up acting

accordingly.

This is perhaps one of the important matters that Virginia Woolf is also trying to pursue
through this line of thought. The argument that she is trying to pursue through this line of
thought, trying to tell her audience that ultimately it is the social conditions which would
make or unmake a writer; and for a woman certain conditions are pre-set. So, unless she
breaks out of those set conditions, there is no way in which she could emerge, she could
blossom as a writer, even if she had been this mythical sister that Shakespeare himself had.
And she also talks about how this imaginary sister Judith, eventually she would be married
away and her life would also eventually amount to almost perhaps nothing, and significantly
not as famous as her brother would become. And her life also would become just as ordinary

like any other lives and it would not be documented.

But look at the kind of attention, historical, literary, cultural and this multifaceted attention
that her brother receives on account of just being the male member of the family. Because
there are a lot of conditions which work towards his favour quite automatically as well. This
is not to undercut the genius that these individual writers possess, but to highlight the material

conditions which would not perhaps allow woman of similar gift to access or give herself.

(Refer Slide Time: 14:25)



‘That, more or less, is how the story would run, I think, if a
woman in Shakespeare's day had had Shakespeares genius.
But for my part, [ agree with the deceased bishop, if such he
was—it is unthinkable that any woman in Shakespeare's day o
should have had Shakespeare's genmius. For genius lixe NPTEL
Shakespeare’s is not bom among labouring, uneducated,

Yy

servile people. It wes not bom in England among the Saxons
and the Britons. It is not born today among the working
classes. How, then, could it have been born among women
whase work i i [revelyan, almest
before they w re forved lo it by
their parents law and castom?
Yot genius of a sort must have existed among women as it must
have existed among the working classes. Now ard again an
Emily Bronté or a Robert Burns blazes out and proves its pres
ence. But certainly it never got itself on to paper. When,
however, one reads of a witch being ducked, of a woman pos-
sessed by devils, of a wise woman selling herbs, or even of a
very remarkable man who had a mother, then I think we are on
the track of a lost rovelist, a suppressed poet, of some mute
and inglorious Jane Austen, some Emily Bronté who dashed her
brains out on the moor or mopped and mowed about the high-
ways crazed with the torture that her gift had put her o,
Indeed, 1 would venture to guess that Anon, who wrote s0
many posms withe

em, was often a woman. It was
a woman Edward think, suggested who made the
ballads and the folksongs, crooning them to her children, be-
quiling her spinning with them, or the length of the winter's
night.

‘This may be true or it may be false—who can say?—but what
is true in it, so it scemed to me, reviewing the story of
Shakespeare's sister as | had made it is that any woman born
with a great. gift in the sixteenth century would certainly have
gone crazed, shot hersolf, or ended her days in some lonely
cottage outside the village, half witch, half wizard, feared and
mocked at. For it needs little skill in psychology to be sure that
a highly gifted girl who had tried to use her gift for poetry
would have been so thwarted and hirdered by other pecpls, so
tortured and pulled asunder by her own contrary instincts, that
she must hava lost her health ard sanity to a certainty. No girl

She also talks about some issues related to class, though very briefly. “I think if a woman in
Shakespeare's day had had Shakespeare's genius. But for my part, I agree with the deceased
bishop, if such he was, it is unthinkable that any woman in Shakespeare's day should have
had Shakespeare's genius. For genius like Shakespeare's is not born among labouring,
uneducated, servile people.It was not born in England among the Saxons and the Britons. It is
not born today among the working class. How then could it have been born among women
whose work began almost before they went out of the nursery, who were forced to it by their

parents and held to it by all the power of law and custom?”

She also talks about the intricacies of gender and class over here, how all of these conditions
come together in almost a perfect, neat way; almost to ensure that women do not get to write
at all. Then she makes this very compelling argument, “...is that any woman born with a
great gift in the sixteenth century would certainly have gone crazed, shot herself or ended her
days in some lonely cottage outside the village, half witch, half wizard, feared and mocked

2

at

She is also here referring to the many social customs, many religious customs which had
branded women as crazy, as witches, as obnoxious beings, as objectionable beings within the
family, within the society. She also says that perhaps these women were the talented ones
who could not really break out of these customs and conditions which were pre-set in that in

the English society.

(Refer Slide Time: 15:56)



collect examples and deduce a theory,—but she would need
thick gloves on her hands, and bars to protect her of solid gold.

But what is amusiag now, 1 reccllected, shutting Lady Bess-
borough, had to be taken in desperate earnest once. Opirions
that one now pastes in a book labelled cock-a-doodledum and
keeps for reading to select audiences on summer nights once
drew teers, I can assure you, Among your grandmothers and
great-grandmothers there were many that wept their eyes out.
Florence Nigatingale shrieked aloud in her agory”. Moreover,
it is all very well for you, who have got yourselves to college
and enjoy sitting-rooms—or is it only bedsitting-rooms’—of
your own to say that genius should disregard such opinions;
that genius should be above caring what is said of it. Unfortu-
nately, it is precisely the men or women of genius who mind
most what is said of them. Remember Keats. Remember the
words he had cut on kis tombstone. Think of Tennyson; think
bt 1 need hardly multiply instances of the undeniable, if very
fortunate, fact that it is the nature of the artist to mind excess-
ively what is said about him. Literature is strewn with the
wreckaga of men who have minded bayond reason the opinions
of others.

And this susceptibility of theirs is doubly unfortunate, 1
thought, returning again to my criginal erquiry into what state
of mind is most propitious for creative work, because the mind
of an artist, in order to achieve the prodigious effort of freeing
whale and entire the work that is in him, must be incandes-
cent, like Shakespeare's mind, I conjecturad, Iooking at the
book which lay open at ANTONY AND CLEOPATRA. There
must be no obstacle in it, nc foreign matter unconsumed.

For though we say that we know nothing about
Shakespeare's state of mind, even as we say that, we are sey-
irg something about Shakespeares state of mind. The reason
perhaps why we know so little o Shakespeare—compared with
Donne or Ben Jonson or Milton—is that his grudges and spites
and antipathies are hidder. from us. We are not held up by
some 'revelation' which reminds us of the writer. All desire to
protest, to preach, to proclaim &n injury, to pay off a score, to
make the world the witness of some hardship or grievance was

6.5ee CASSANDRA, by Florence Nightingale, printed i THE CAUSE, by |
R Strachey.

In this entire section, she continues to pursue this line of argument and there are certain
repetitions, she reiterates her point. She underscores the belief she has that women cannot
write unless the conditions also change. Because women's genius is also dependent on the
many ways in which the social conditions and the moral conditions and the financial
conditions change to such an extent that they would become more conducive, at a personal

level, at the domestic level and also at a larger societal nationalistic level.

She also engages with some bit of literary history here and there to showcase this stark
difference between how women writers and how men writers have been treated, how they
have been recorded, how their histories have been presented. And also about the many roads
that they had to take before they could become a writer, and how those journeys were
facilitated more by the existing conditions and how these conditions were inherently hostile
to women. So, with this, we again now wrap up for today. We shall look at the remaining
sections in tomorrow sessions and also wrap it up. I thank you for listening and thank you for

attention. I look forward to seeing you in the next session.



