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‘That one would find any woman in that state of mind in the six-
centh century was obviously impossible. One has only to think
Elizabethan tombstones with all those children kneeling
with clasped hands; and their early deaths; and to see their
houses with their dark, cramped rooms, to realize that no wo.
man could written poetry the one would expect to
find would be that rather later pes e great lady would
sake advantage of her comparati jom and comfort to
publish something with her name to it and risk being thought a
monster. Men, of course, are not snobs, | continued, carefully
eschewing the arrant feminisn’ of Miss Rebecca West; but
they appreciate with sympathy for the most part the efforts of
a countess to write verse. One would expect to find a lady of
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has only to open her paetry to find hr !)urslmq out in m(hr]nl
tion against the position of women:

How we are fallen! fallen by mistaken rules,
And Education's more than Nature's fools;
Debarred from all improvements of the mind,
And to be dull, expected and designed;

And if someone would soar above the rest,

With warmer fancy, and ambition pressed,

So strong the opposing faction stil! appears,
‘The hopes to thrive can ne'er outweigh the fears.

Clearly her mind has by no means ‘consumed all impedi-
ments and become incandescent’. On the contrary, it is har-
assed and distracted with hates and grievances. The human
race is split up for her into two parties the 'opposing
faction’; men are hated and feared, because they have the

Hello and welcome. We continue looking at Virginia Woolf’s much celebrated essay, “A
Room of One’s Own”. This is considered as one of the essays that laid the foundation of
feminist literary tradition and it also had put forward some of the earliest thoughts as far as
feminist literary criticism is concerned. So, we begin to realize that she talks about very broad
themes such as women and literature and then she moves on to focused themes such as
gender. She also looks at various ideas of how class and poverty also influence, class and the

social conditions also influence the generation/production of literature.

So, in the first three sections, we saw how Virginia Woolf is taking the readers through this
experiential journey of being a woman writer, being a woman, being a woman scholar within
a very male centric societal system. She also shows us how in general, the university systems,
the universities, the colleges, the libraries, the museums and even the lunch halls are quite
hostile to the woman’s scholarship. It is not like any kind of a deliberate oppresive kind of a
hostility that one comes across. But we realize that there is certain invisibility about the

women in general, as far as literature and women are concerned.

In the 3™ chapter which we had taken a look at in the previous session, she also encouraged

us to look at the Elizabethan world, the Elizabethan literary world. And she gave us this very



contrasting example about Shakespeare, the brilliant writer, that master dramatist, the
imaginary sister that he would have possibly had, Judith Shakespeare, who never really
amounted to anything because she did not get the kind of conducive atmosphere in terms of

freedom, in terms of moving about, in terms of the agency that Shakespeare had.

So, there is a reason why Woolf chooses to focus on this Elizabethan literary world because it
was also considered as the glorious period of English literature, it was considered as a golden
period of English literature. And she chose even within such a system, even within such
glorious conditions which have been celebrated historically, literarily, we find that there is
very little that this world had contributed to women’s writings as such. And in Chapter 4, she
continues to discuss the Elizabethan world conditions and she tells us how it would have been
almost impossible for a woman to write as freely and completely as Shakespeare did because
that sort of a world was not available to her, that sort of a world was not available for any

woman to inhabit.

She begins this Chapter 4 with such a statement “that one would find any woman in that state
of mind in the sixteenth century was obviously impossible. One has only to think of the
Elizabethan tombstones with all those children kneeling with clasped hands and the early
deaths and to see their houses with dark cramped rooms to realize that no woman could have

written poetry then.”

She is giving us a different historical perspective of this much celebrated period, the glorious
period of English literary production, where women also had to deal with many other things
including their children’s deaths within their homes-- so social conditions had more adverse
effect on them than perhaps on the men. The health conditions, the hygiene conditions, all of
that had a severe impact, perhaps the most severe impact on the women than on the men.
“What one would expect to find would be, rather later perhaps, some great lady would take
advantage of a comparative freedom and comfort to publish something with her name to it

and risk being thought of a monster.”

So, she gives this example of some of the earliest writers who had the courage to write in the
sixteenth century and of course for doing that, for expressing oneself so freely, so completely,
as completely as one could, they also risked being labelled as monsters, as witches. And she
gives this pertinent example of Lady Winchilsea who was a countess, who was a courtier,
who also was one of the well-known poets of those times and this was the late seventeenth

century and early eighteenth century.



“Here is Lady Winchilsea, for example I thought, taking down her poems. She was born in
the year 1661; she was noble both by birth and by marriage; she was childless; she wrote
poetry and one has only to open her poetry to find her bursting out in indignation against the
position of women.” We find that Virginia Woolf identifies this particular woman, whose
maiden name was Anne and she was a countess too, Lady Winchilsea, where she is using her
pen to write against the oppression of women. And in certain ways, Woolf finds this quite
delimiting as well. But, she thinks it was a very brave move to make in late seventeenth

century.

She also finds those themes very delimiting because Woolf believes that when the woman is
writing, when a woman is writing against oppression, when this poetry is produced out of this

fear, out of these delimiting circumstances, there is only so much one could do with literature.

And had she got a different kind of a background altogether, if she did not have to struggle
with this daily oppression and this fear of being a woman and having to come out and write
with a lot of struggle then perhaps her poetry would have been purer, more liberating. And
another Shakespeare could have perhaps come out of it. Because Shakespeare or for that
matter any man when he was writing, never had to struggle with their own identity as a man.
But for the woman that perhaps is one of the first steps that she needs to overcome in terms of
overcoming this oppression, overcoming this fear which is looming high around them all the
time-- within the domestic spaces, within the societal spaces and all the public and private

spaces that they have access to.

“On the contrary, it is harassed and distracted with hates and grievances. The human race is
split up for her in two parties. Men are the opposing faction, men are hated and feared

because they have the power to bar her way to what she wants to, which is to write.
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power to bar her way to what she wants to do—which is to
write.

Alas! @ woman that attempts the pen,

Such & presumptuous creature is estzemed,
‘The fault can by no virtue be redees

They toll us take our sex and w
Good breeding, fashion, dancing, dres:
Are the eccomplishments we should dnsxm

To write, or read, or think, or to enquire,
Would cloud our beauty, and exhaust our time,
And interrupt the conquests of our prime.
‘Whilst the dull manage of a servile house

Is held by some our utmost art and use,

L play,

Indeed she has 0 encourage herself to write by supposing
that what she writes will never be published; to soothe herself
with the sad chant:

To some few friends, and to thy sorrows sing,
For groves of laurel thou wert never meant;
Be dark enough thy shades, and be thou there content.

Yet it is clear that could she have freed her mind from hate
and fear and not heaped it with bitterness and resentment, the
fire was hot within her. Now and again words issue of pure
poetry:

Nor will in fading silks compose,
Fairtly the inimitable rose.

—they are rightly praised by Mr Murry, and Pope, it is
“hough, remembered and appropriated those otkers:

Now the jonquille o'ercomes the feeble brain;
We faint beneath the aromatic pain.

It was & thousand pities that the woman who could write like
that, whose mind uned to nature and reflection, should
have been forced ‘o anger and bitterness. But how could she
have helped herself? I asked, imagining the sneers and the

laughter, the adulation of the toadies, the scepticism of the
professional poet. She must have shut herself up in a room in
the country to write, and been torn asunder by bitterness and
scruples perhaps, though her husband was of the kindest, and
their married life perfection. She 'must have', I say, because
when one comes to seek out tho facts nbout Lmly Winchilsea,

d5ta : .

lpmhly i tlangoly el 6 v il 3
ast to some extent when we find her u-lhn] o e
grip of it she would imagine:

ried, and my employment thought
An useless folly or presumptuous fault:

The employment, which was thus censured, was, as far as
one can see, the harmless one of rambling about the fields and
dreaming:

My hand delights to trace unusual things,

And deviates from the known and common way,
Nor will in fading silks compose,

Faintly the inimitabls rose.

Naturally, if that was her habit and that was her delight, she
could only expect to be laughed a; and, accordingly, Pope or
Gay is said to have satirized her 'as a blue-stocking with an itch
for scribbling. Also it is thought that she offended Gay by
‘aughing at him. She said that his TRIVIA showed that he was
more proper to walk before a chair than to ride in one'. But
this is all 'dubious gossip' and, says Mr Murry, ‘uninteresting',
But there I do not agree with him, for I should have liked to
have had more even of dubious gossip so that 1 might have
found cut or made up some image of this melancholy lady, who
loved wandering in the fields and thinking about unusual
things and scornec, so rashly, so unwisely, ‘the dull manage of
a servile house', But she became diffuse, Mr Murry says. Her
gift s all grown about with weads and bound with briars. It
‘had no chance of showing itself for the distinguished gift it
was, And g, her back on the , | turned to the oth-
ar great lady the I]uch@ﬁq whom Lamb loved, hare-brained,
fantastical Margaret of Newcastle, her elder, but her

Indeed, she has to encourage herself to write by supposing that what she writes will never be
published, to soothe herself with the sad chant. 7o some few friends, and to thy sorrows sing.

So, this is another sad thing that Woolf is pointing out. There were many such writers like
Lady Winchilsea who had to write with the hope or perhaps with this sorrowful feeling that
no one would ever get to see that writing, that was liberating in one sense, but it is also

infinitely sad at multiple levels.

And Woolf is more or less convinced “that could she have freed her mind from hate and fear

and not heaped with bitterness and resentment, the fire was hot within her.”



And perhaps she could have produced purer poetry, more complete poetry, more fuller poetry.
“It was a thousand pities that the woman who could write like that, whose mind was tuned to
nature and reflection, should have been forced to anger and bitterness. But how could she
have helped herself? 1 asked, imagining the sneers and the laughter, the adulation of the
toadies, the scepticism of the professional poet. She must have shut herself up in a room in
the country to write and been torn asunder by bitterness and scruple perhaps, though her

husband was of the kindest, and their married life perfection.”

This is what a woman who seems to have a near perfect life in terms of marriage, in terms of
the noble things that she had in her life--this is the kind of life that such a woman leads. So,
what about the others who do not even have this class privilege, who do not even have the
luxury to afford these sort of things? So, these women, Woolf realizes, they are constrained as
human beings, they are constrained as literary writers and there is not much that they could

do in terms of their literary output.
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the men talked without disturbing them. The strenge thing is, 1
thought, turning over the pages of Dorathy's letters, what a
gift that untaught and solitary girl had for the ‘raming of a sen-
sence, for the fashioning of & scene. Listen to her running on

‘After dinner wee sitt and talk till Mr B. com's in question
and then I am gon. the heat of the day is spent in reading or
werking and about sixe or seven a Clock, I walke out into a
Commen that lyes hard by the house where a great many
young wenches keep Sheep and Cow's and sitt in the shades
singing of Ballads; I goe to them and compare their voyces and
Beauty's to some Ancient Shepherdesses that I have read of
and finde a vaste difference there, but trust mee I think these
are &s innocent as those could bee. I talke to them, and finde
they want nothing to make them the happiest People in the
world, but the knoledge that they are soe. most commonly
when we are in the middest of our discourse one looks aboute
her and spyes her Cow's goeing into the Corne and then away
they all run, as if they had wing’s at theirs heels. T that am not
500 nimble stay behinde hen | see them driveing home
theire Cattle [ think tis time for mee to retyre too. when I have
supped I goe inzo the Garden and soe to the syde of a small
River that runs by it where [ sitt downe and wish you with
mee...

One could have sworn that she had the makings of @ writer in
her. But if I should not sleep this fortnight I should not come
10 that'—one can measure the opposition that was in the air to
a woman writing when one finds that even a woman with a
great turn for writing hés brought herself to believe that to
write a book was to be ridiculous, even to show oneself distrac-
ted. And so we come, | continued, replacing the single short
volume of Dorothy Osborne's letters upon the shelf, to Mrs
Behn.

And with Mrs Behn we turn a very important corner on the
road. We leave behind, shut up in their parks among their foli-
0s, those sclitary great ladies who wrcte without audience or
criticism, for their own delight alone. We come to town and rub
shoulders with ordinary peaple in the streets. Mrs Behn was &
middle-class woman with all the plebeian virtues of humour, vi-
ality and courage; & woman forced by the death of her hus-
band and some unfortunate adventures of her own to make her




living by her wits. She had to work on equal terms with men

4

She made, by working very hard, enough to live on. The im- s".V %

portance of that fact outweighs anything that she actually §(— 3
wrote, even the splendid 'A Thousand Martyrs I have made', or A\ ;
Love in Fantastic Triumph sat', for here begins the freedom of NP?EL

the mird, or rather the possibility that in the course of time the
mind will be free to write what it likes. For now that Aphra
Behn had done it, girls could go to their parents and say, You
nead not give me an allowanca; I can make money by my pen
Of course the answer for many years to come was, Yes, by liv-
ing the life of Aphra Behn! Death would be better! and the
door was slammed faster than ever. That profoundly interest-
ing subject, the value that men set upon women's chastity and
its effect upon their education, here suggests itself for discus-
sion, and might provide an interesting book if any student at
Girton or Newnham cared to go into the matter. Lady Dudlay,
sitting in diamonds among the midges of a Scottish moor,
might serve for frontispiece. Lord Dudley, THE TIMES said
when Lady Dudley died the other day, ‘a man cof cultivated
taste and many accomplishments, was benevolent and bounti-
ful, but whimsically despotic. He insisted upon his wife's wear-
ing full dress, even at the remotest shooting-lodge in the High-
lands; he loadad her with gorgeous jewels', and so on, 'he gave
her everything—always excepting any measure of responsibil-
ity Then Lord Dudley had a stroke and she nursed him and
ruled his estates with supreme competence for ever after. That
whimsica! despolism was in the nineteenth century too,

But to return. Aphra Behn proved that money could be made
Dy writing at the sacrifice, perhaps, of certain agreeable qualit-
ies; and so by degrees writing became not merely a sign of
folly and a distracted mind, but was of practical importance, A
‘husband might die, or some disaster overtake the family. Hun-
dreds of women began as the eighteenth century drew on to
add to their pin money, or to come to the rescue of their famil-
1es by making translations or writing the innumerable bad nov-
els which have ceased to b recorded even in text-bocks, but
are to be picked up in the fourpenny boxes in the Charing
Cross Road. The extreme activity of mind which showed itself
in the later aighteenth century among women—the talking, and
the meeting, the writing of essays on Shakespeare, the

translating of the classics—was founded on the solid fact that
women could make money by writing. Money dignifies what is
frivolous if unpaid for, It might still be well to sneer at ‘blue
stockings with an itch for scribbling’, but it could not be denied
that they could put meney in their purses. Thus, towards the =
end of the eighteenth century a change came about which, if |
were rewriting history, I should describe more fully and think
of greater importance than the Crusades or tha Wars of the
Roses.

The middle-class woman began to write. For if PRIDE AND
PREJUDICE matters, and MIDDLEMARCH and VILLETTE and
WUTHERING HEIGHTS matter, then it matters far more than [
can prove in an hour's rse that women generally, and not
merely the lonely aristocrat shut up in her country house
among her folios and her flatterers, took to writing. Without
those forerunners, Jane Austen and the Brontés and George
Eliot could no more have written than Shakespeare could heve
written vithout Marlowe, or Marlowe without Chaucer, or
Chaucer without those forgotten poets who paved the ways
and tamed the natural savagery of the tongue. For master-
pieces are not single and solitary births; they are the outcome
of many years of thinking in common, of thinking by the bedy
of the people, o that the experience of the mass is behind the
single voice. Jane Austen should have laid a wreath upon the
grave of Fanny Burney, anc George Elot done homage to the
robust shade of Carter—the valiant old woman who tied a
bell to her bedstead in order that she might wake early and
‘eérn Greek. All womer. together ought tc let owers fell upon
the tomb of Aphra Behn, which is, most scandalously but
rather appropriately, in Westminster Abbey, for it was she who
earned them the right to speak their minds. It is she—shady
and amorous as she was—who makes it rot quite fantastic for
me to say to you to-night: Farn five hundred a year by your
wits.

Here, then, one had reached the early nineteenth century.
And here, for the first time, 1 found several shelves given up
entirely to the works of women. But why, T could not help ask-
ing, as | ran my eyes over them, were they, with very few ex-
ceptions, all novels? The original impulse was to poetry. The
supreme head of song' was a poetess. Both in France and in
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England the women poets precede the women novelists.

2,
Moreover, I thought, looking at the four famous names, what 5’, [ \g
had George Eliot in common with Emily Brontd? Did not Char- § 4 |
lotte Bronté fail entirely to understand Jane Austen? Save for 3%
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the possibly relevant fact that not one of them had a child, four
‘more incongruous characters could not have met together in a NPTEL
room—so much so that it is tempting to invent a meeting and a
dialogue between them. Yel by some strange forcs they were
all compelled when they wrote, to write novels. Had it
something to do with being born of the middle class, I asked;
and with the fact, which Miss Emily Davies a little later was so
strikingly to demonstrate, that the middle-class family in the
early nineteenth century was possessed only of a single silting-
room between them? If a woman wrote, she would have to .~
_write in the common sitting-room. And, as Miss Nightingale
[was so vehemently to complain,—"women never have an half
| hour.. that they can call their own"—she was always interrup-
ted. Stll it would be easier 10 write prose end fiction there |/
than to write poetry or a play. Less concentration is required.
Jane Austen wrote like that to the end of her days. 'How she
was able to effect all this', her nephew writes in his Memoir, 'is
surprising, for she had no separate st Lo, and most
of the work must have “done in the general sitting-room,
subject to all kinds of casual interruptions. She was Careful
that her cccupation should not b suspected by servants or vis-
itors or any persons beyond her own family party”. Jane Austen
hid her manuscripis or covered them with a piece of blotting:
paper. Ther, again, all the literary training that a woman had /
In the early nineteenth century was training in the observation
of character, in the analysis of emotion. Her sensibility had )
been educated for centuries by the influences of the common™
sitting-room. People's feelings were impressed on her; personal
relations were always before her eyes. Therefore, when the
middle-class woman took to writing, she naturally wrote nov- -~
als, even though, as seems evident enough, two of the four
famous women here named were not by nature novelists. Emily
Bronté should have written poetic plays; the overflow of Ge-
orge Eliot's capacious mind should have spread itself when the

7.MEMOIR OF JANE AUSTEN, by her nephew, James Edward Austen-
eigh.



creative impulse was spent upon history_cr biography. They
wrote novels, however; one may even go further, I said, taking
PRIDE AND PREJUDICE from the shelf, and say that they
wrote good novels. Without boasting or giving pain to the op-
Dosite sex, one may say that PRIDE AND PREJUDICE is a good
ny nlo. one woul d nct have been 19h1mo(l 0 h"\r

fido hor manuspt balore anyone cz
thero was somothing discreditablo in writing PRIDE AN
PREJUDICE. And, [ wondered, would PRIDE AND P l(l UDI 1
have been & bet:er novel i Jane Austen had not thought 1 ne-
cessary to hide her manusc:ipt from visitors? I read a page or
wo to see; but I could not find any signs th t her circum-
stances had harmed her work in the itest.

was the chief miracle about it. Here was a woman about the
,w 1800 wiiting vithout hate, without. bitiermess, wihout
wes how
AND
CLEOPKIRA, and et popls compare hikespee and Jne v

»Imkosumn wro\c l lImu(hL Iookum at ANTONY

all |mpv,dnr t\, dIH] for lh at reason we (lu nuL Kaow ]1m—
Austen and we do not know Shekespeare, and for that reason
3 es every word that she wrote, and so does
Austen suffered in any way from her i
n the narrowness of life that was imposed
mm\ hor Itwas impossible for a woman to go about alone. She
never travelled; she never drove through London in an omni-
bus or had luncheon in a shop by herself. But perhaps it was
the nature of Jane Austen not to want what she had not. Her
gift and her circumstances matched each other completely. But
[ doubt whether that was true of Charlotte Bronté, [ said, open-
ing JANE EYRE and laying it beside PRIDE AND PREJUDICE,

1 opened it at chapter caught by the
phrase ‘Anybody may blame me o5, What were they
olaming Charlotte Bronté for? I wondered. And I read how Jane
Eyre used to go up cn to the roof when Mrs Fairfax was mak-
ing jellies and looked over the fields at the distant view. And
then she lorged—and it was for this that they blamed her—that
then I longad for a power of vision which might overpass that

Moving along these lines, Virginia Woolf of course realizes that there is a certain silver lining
over here. She begins to talk about this restoration writer, Aphra Behn. “And with Mrs. Behn
we turn a very important corner of the road. We leave behind, shut up in their parks among
their folios, those solitary great ladies who wrote without audience or criticism for their own

delight. We come to town, rub shoulders with ordinary people in the streets.”

“Mrs. Behn was a middle-class woman with all the plebeian virtues of humour, vitality and
courage; a woman forced by the death of her husband and some unfortunate adventures of her
own to make her living by her wits.” First she talks about certain Elizabethan writers, women
writers, who had to confine their writing to their own solitariness or to their own limited
audience because they do not have the means to bring out that writing. Sometimes they do
not have the courage and sometimes they must have thought it really not worth it to risk

many things that they hold during their life.

But on the contrary, she is also highlighting the way in which Aphra Behn could produce her
writing. Of course, her life is marred by a lot of personal and professional tragedies, but
nevertheless she manages to seek a living of her own through her writing. “She had to work
on equal terms with men. She made, by working very hard, enough to live on. The
importance of that fact outweighs anything that she actually wrote, even the splendid ‘A
Thousand Martyrs I have made’ or ‘Love in Fantastic Triumph sat’, for here begins the

freedom of the mind.”

This she quotes as an example of more freeier and fuller and complete kind of writing which

could perhaps give even Shakespeare a run for his money. And now it is very interesting, the



way Woolf begins to position Aphra Behn’s writing. It is not about a personal triumph alone,
it is about the kind of triumph which would also in turn influence a certain kind of writing,

which would also set standards for a certain kind of tradition which never had existed before.

And here is how she puts it: “For now that Aphra Behn had done it, girls could go to their
parents and say you need not give me allowance, I can make money by my pen. Of course,
the answer for many years was to come was, “Yes, by living the life of Aphra Behn!”. There
is a flipside to it as she notices, because Aphra Behn also had to live her life as a spy. There
were many political compromises that she had to make and perhaps and elsewhere Woolf also
points out, maybe she had to compromise a bit on the quality of writing as well in order to

make money.

But nevertheless here is a possibility, here is a different female tradition that Aphra Behn is
putting forward, which would also be encouraging to other young writers who never had
another example before them. And this, she thinks, is extremely important because men
writers, they always had certain lived examples who went before them, but for the female
writer, those kinds of examples were not there at all. Nevertheless, no matter even if Aphra
Behn’s life was very controversial, she thinks that this is certainly something to look forward

to in the light of the sheer absence of such lives at all.

There is of course this flipside, there is of course this counter argument that instead of living
a life like Aphra Behn’s, death would be better and the door was slammed faster than ever.
“That profoundly interesting subject, the value that men set up on women’s chastity and its
effect upon their education, here suggests itself a discussion and might provide an interesting
book, if any student at Girton or Newnham cared to go into that matter.” She is also
encouraging the students who are listening to her, the young women who are listening to her.
If you remember this was originally a lecture delivered to these two women’s colleges, Girton

and Newnham which were under Cambridge University.

She again comes back to talk about Aphra Behn, a bit more. And this is one of the finest
examples that she could give, as far as women, literature and money is concerned; about
having one’s own autonomy in terms of financial freedom. “But to return, Aphra Behn
proved that money could be made by writing at the sacrifice perhaps of certain agreeable
qualities. And so, by degrees, writing became not merely a sign of folly and a distracted
mind, but was of practical importance.” This is extremely important, Aphra Behn making

money is not just a personal gesture, it is not something which could be seen as a one-off



instance. But this is something which could clearly make a difference in the lives of many,
who would perhaps cease to look at women’s writing as a whimsical activity and also focus
on its practical importance. Because it is not about a distracted mind, it is about writing, in

certain quality, in order to beget money, in order to make a living.

“A husband might die or some disaster overtake the family. Hundreds of women began as the
eighteenth century drew on to add to their pin money or to come to the rescue of their
families by making translations or writing the innumerable bad novels which have ceased to
be recorded even in text books, but are to be picked up in the fourpenny boxes in the Charing
Cross Road.” This distinction is also extremely important about how women began to make
money through translations, by writing cheap novels, by writing bad novels. It really did not

matter, it was about making this a profession.

That is what Woolf is highlighting over here. “The extreme activity of mind which showed
itself in later eighteenth century among women, the talking, the meeting, the writing of essays
on Shakespeare, the translating of the classics was founded on the solid fact that women

could make money by writing.”

Woolf is clearly showing with historical examples, with empirical examples that when the
possibility of making money is made open for women, women began to write as well. So, it is
clearly about the professionalism which is at work over here, it is clearly about the pragmatic
aspects which are at work over here. It is not about venting out your whimsical mind, it is not
about talking about your private concerns, it is about making a living. And this connection is
extremely important in order for us to make sense of why this essay is being written in the
first place, that there is indeed a connection between women and their autonomy as far as

their writing is concerned.

And this turn of events, “Money dignifies what is frivolous if unpaid for.It might still be well
to sneer at ‘blue stockings with an itch for scribbling’, but it could not be denied that they
could put money in their purses.” She is again and again driving home this point that making
money through writing does bring a lot of respectability to women’s writing. “Thus towards
the end of the eighteenth century, a change came about, which if I were rewriting history”,
this is Virginia Woolf talking as a feminist literary historian, she is saying if she were to
rewrite the history, this is extremely important, “I should describe more fully and think of

greater importance than the Crusades or the Wars of the Roses.”



This momentous turn in history, which according to Virginia Woolf was perhaps inaugurated
by Aphra Behn, about women writing and then making a living out of it, making a profession

out of it, this is certainly a historical milestone.

“The middle-class women began to write. For if PRIDE AND PREJUDICE matters and
MIDDLEMARCH and VILLETTE and WUTHERING HEIGHTS matter, then it matters far
more than I can prove in hour’s discourse that women generally, and not merely the lonely
aristocrat shut up in her country house among her folios and her flatterers, took to writing.”
There is evidence in the number of women’s writing that came out, especially in, mostly in
the form of novels, mostly in the form of long fiction. “Without these forerunners Jane
Austen and the Brontes and George Eliot could not have more written than Shakespeare
could have written without Marlowe, or Marlowe without Chaucer, or Chaucer without those

forgotten poets who paved the ways and tamed the natural savagery of the tongue.”

Here she is alluding to literary history, how in history we find a certain kind of continuity
which is at work. What women did not have until a certain point of time was this tradition

that they could harp on, that discontinuity that they could take advantage of.

She finds it is from Chaucer onwards, who benefitted much from the forgotten poets. And
then after that Marlowe and Shakespeare and all these big male names, they all had benefited
from this tradition, which was handed down to them, handed over to them quite effortlessly.
And this precisely was a tradition that women did not have access to at all. There was no
tradition in the first place for them to take advantage of. So, we find that these women who
began to make money out of their writing, through the translation of classics or by writing
bad novels, by writing cheap novels, they had paved the way for the Jane Austens and the
Brontes and George Eliots who had something to fall back on. And there was a certain kind

of tradition, though in very minimalistic ways, being built upon.

“For masterpieces are not single and solitary works. They are the outcome of many years of
thinking in common, of thinking by the body of the people, so that the experience of the mass
is behind the single voice. This is a very modernist thought as well, we find this being echoed
in Eliot’s “Tradition and the Individual Talent” as well-- how the individual poet’s talent has
more authenticity when it is laid back against the tradition. Although, here she is talking
about a feminist literary tradition. And we find Virginia Woolf paying this stellar tribute to
Aphra Behn.



“All women together, ought to let flowers fall upon the tomb of Aphra Behn, which is most
scandalously but rather appropriately in Westminster Abbey. For it was she who earned them
the right to speak their minds. It is she, shady and amorous as she was,”—It was a very
scandalous life that she led, very controversial—“who makes it not quite fantastic for me to
say to you tonight, earn five hundred a year by your wits.” So, this is a message, she is giving
out to those women who are listening to her, who are expecting to listen to her, talk about
women and fiction-- earn money through your writing. So, it is a very feminist rhetoric,
which is at work over here, which is not talking merely about literariness, but it is telling

them to earn their living through their writing.

It is a very practical advice that she is giving out to these young women, asking them to earn
money, a very pragmatic, a very down-to-earth kind of advice, which is also very radical and
very feminist in its rudimentary form. Now, the discussion moves on to the visibility of
novels in the nineteenth century. She talks about the early nineteenth century and she is
drawing her attention to the number of women writers and also the kind of genre that they are
focusing on. “I found several shelves given up entirely for the works of women.” And this is
being noticed for the first time. She is taking us through this literary historical journey

through writers.

So, the first time that one is able to locate a shelf full of books written by women. But what
kind of works are these? “With very few exceptions all are novels. The original impulse was
to poetry. The supreme head of song was a poetess. Both in France and in England, the
women poets precede the women novelists.” So, what was that historical move? What was
that pragmatic condition that led them to move away from poetry and focus more on novels?
There was certainly a historical reason, there should be certainly a historical reason to it. We

find that here Woolf is also trying to historicize this entire discussion in various ways.

When she is talking about women and fiction, she says that it is not enough. It will not suffice
if one would have a very lose discussion on literary forms or in the literariness of the kind of
works that one is talking about. One needs to particularly focus on the real historical
conditions because pragmatic ways seem to speak louder in terms of feminist critical thought,
as we know than any kind of rosy male given definitions about literature. So, coming back to
this. “Moreover, I thought of looking at the four famous names, what had George Eliot in
common with Emily Bronte? Did not Charlotte Bronte fail entirely to understand Jane

Austen?



Say for the possibly relevant fact that not one of them had a child, four more incongruous
characters could have met together in a room, so much so that it is tempting to invent a
meeting and a dialogue between them.” She is trying to historicize as well as fictionalize at
the same time. And we find that there is immense power in this method that she is using over
here. Woolf also tries to give certain practical answers to some of the questions that she or

anyone could have had. So, why did they move from poetry to prose, from poetry to fiction?

“If a woman wrote, she would have had to write in the common sitting room.” Here, think
about the title of this essay, “A Room of One’s Own”, it was very less likely that a woman
who had to rear children, who had to do her household chores, could have access to a room of
her own. Now, she is talking about four women who did not have children, nevertheless, in
the middle-class family, in the early nineteenth century setting, she would have had to write
in the common sitting room. “And as Miss Nightingale was so vehemently to complain,
“Women never have an half hour...that they can call their own.” So, it is not really about
particular kinds of women but it is more about the social conditions which were dictating

terms for them.

“Still it would be easier to write prose and fiction there than to write a poetry or a play. Less
concentration is required. Jane Austen wrote like that to the end of her days. “How she was
able to effect all this”, her nephew writes it in his memoir, “is surprising for she had no
separate study to repair to and most of the work must have been done in the general sitting
room, subject to all kinds of casual interruptions.” So, now we realize that the points that

Woolf began to discuss at the outset of this essay were not imaginary at all.

There was a very strong historical foundation to the claims that she was making, that for the
woman to write they had to have access to a room of their own. And autonomy was
extremely important. A discussion on women and fiction could not have been had unless one
also chooses to talk about gender and poverty, class conditions and political conditions,
which were also at work, aiding the production or hampering the production of literature.
“She was careful that her occupation should not be suspected by servants or visitors or any
persons beyond her own family party. Jane Austen hid her manuscripts or covered them with
a piece of blotting paper. Then again, all the literary training that a woman had in the early
nineteenth century was training in the observation of character and the analysis of the

emotion.”



So, to think that all these women wrote within their sitting rooms, amidst all the chaos within
the domestic setting, it is exemplary. And she says, What was the training that these women
had in comparison to their male counterparts? Did they have the chance to go to a university,
to engage in these scholarly discussions, to participate in those long winding luncheons that

she spoke about in one of the earlier chapters?

No, “the only literary training that the woman in the nineteenth century had was training in
the observation of character, in the analysis of emotion. Her sensibility had been educated for
centuries by the influences of the common sitting room. That was the only space that she had
access to, which was private mostly and public only when visitors came over. So, that was a
kind of setting, that was a kind of literary training that these women writers had for
themselves. Therefore, people’s feelings were impressed on her.Personal relations were
always before her eyes. Therefore, when the middle-class woman took to writing, she
naturally wrote novels.” So, if you look at these women, George Eliot, Emily Bronte or
Charlotte Bronte or Jane Austen, we find that they all wrote about relationships and its
intricacies and they all wrote exemplary novels which were largely about people’s feelings.
“Two of the four famous women here named were not by nature novelists. Emily Bronte
should have written poetic plays,” but there was no room to write that. Literally, there was no

room for her to focus on that kind of writing and produce that kind of writing.

“The overflow of George Eliot’s capacious mind should have spread itself when the creative
impulse was spent upon history or biography. They wrote novels; however, one may go even
further, I said taking Pride and Prejudice from the shelf and say that they wrote good
novels.” That ultimately is the point that they wrote good novels. Later on, we will be taking
a look at one of these essays by Henry James, “The Art of Fiction”, where he argues that
fundamentally, the only point is whether the novel is interesting or not. So, here, even by
standards of literary judgement, we find that they wrote good novels and history stands

testimony to it.

So, there is this comparison that she tries to make between Jane Austen and Shakespeare,
because people always tend to make these sort of comparisons. And she is making a case for
the kind of writing that Jane Austen did. “When people compare Shakespeare and Jane
Austen, they may mean that the minds of both had consumed all impediments, and for that
reason, we do not know Jane Austen and we do not know Shakespeare, and for that reason,

Jane Austen pervades every word that she wrote, so does Shakespeare.” If Jane Austen



suffered in any way from her circumstances, it was in the narrowness of life that was imposed
upon her. It was impossible for a woman to go about alone. She never travelled, she never
drove through London in an omni bus or had luncheon in a shop by herself. But perhaps, it
was in the nature of Jane Austen, not to want what she had not. Her gift and her
circumstances matched each other completely. But I doubt whether that was true of Charlotte
Bronte, I said, opening Jane Eyre and laying it beside Pride and Prejudice.” So, look at this

comparison that she is making over here between Jane Eyre and Pride and Prejudice.

And she is trying to understand the character of women who wrote these works and it is a

very interesting way of analysing literature, if one may say so.

(Refer Slide Time: 27:35)

But one could perhaps go a little deeper into the question of
novel-writing and the effect of sex upon the novelist. If cne
shuts one's eyes and thinks of the novel as a whole, it would
seem to be a creation owning a certain looking-glass likeness
0 life, though of course with simplifications and distortions in-
numerable, At any rate, it is a structure leaving a shape on the
mind's eye, built now in sq s, now pagoda shaped, now
throwing ont wings and s, now solidly compéct and
domed like the Cathedral of Saint Sofia at Constantinople. This
shape, I thought, thinking back over certain famous novels,
starts in one the kind of emotion that is appropriate to it. But
that emotion at once blends itself with others, for the ‘shape’ is
not maide by the relation of stone to stone, but by the relation
of human being to human being. Thus a novel starts in us all
sorts of antagonistic and opposed emotions. Life conflicts with
something that is not life. H he difficulty of coming to any
agreemert about novels he immense sway that our
private prejudices have upon us. On the one hand wo foel
You—John the hero—must live, or I shall be in the depths of
despair. On the other, we feel, Alas, John, you must die, be
cause the shape of the book requires it. Life conflicts with
something that is not life. Then since life it is in part, we judge
e. James is the sort of man I most detest, one says. Or,
a farrago of absurdity. | could never feel anything of the
sort myself. The whole structure, it is obvious, thinking back on
any famous novel, is one of infinite complexity, because it is
thus made up of so many different judgements, of so many dif-
ferent kinds of emotion. The wonder is that any book so com
posed holds together for more than a year or two, or can pos-
sibly mean to the English reader what it means for the Russian
or the Chinese. But they do hold together occasionally very re-
markably. And what holds them together in these rare in-
stances of survival (I was thinking of WAR AND PEACE) is
something that one cals integrity, though it has nothing to do
with paying one's bills or behaving hono
gency. What one means by integrity, in the case of the novelist
s the conviction that he gives one that this is the truth. Yes,
one feels, I should never have thought that this could be so; |
‘have never known people behaving lie that. But you have con-
vinced me that so it is, so it happens. One holds every phrase,
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avery scene to the light as one reads—for Nature seems, very
oddly, to have provided us with an inner ligh: by which to
judge of the novelist's integrity or disintegrity. Or perhaps it is
rather that Nature, in her most irrational mood, has t in
invisble ink on the walls of the mind a premonition which
these great artists confirm; a sketch which only neads to be
held to the fire of genius to become visible. When cne so ex-
poses it and sees it come to life one exclaims in rapture, But
this is what I have always felt and known and desired! And one
Doils over with excitement, and, shutting the book even with a
<ind of reverence as if it wore something very precious, a
stand-by t0 return to as long as one lives, one puts it back on
the shelf, I said, taking WAR AND PEACE and putting it back in
its place. If, on the other hand, these poor sentences that one
takes and tests rouse first a quick and eager response with
their bright colouring and their dashing gestures but there
they stop: something seems to check them in their develop-
ment: or if they bring to light only & faint scribble in that
corner ard a blot over there, and nothing appears whole and
entire, ther cne heaves a sigh of disappointment and says
Another failure. This novel has come to grief somewhere.

And for the most part, of course, novels do come to grief
somewhere. The imagination falters under the enormous
strain. The insight is confused; it can ro longer distingu:sh
Dbetween the true and the faise, it has no longer the strength to
go on with the vast labour that calls a. every moment for the
use of so many different faculties. But how would all this be af-
fected by the sex of the novelist, 1 wondered, looking &t JANE
EYRE and the others. Would the fact of her sex in any way in-
terfere with the integrity of a woman novelist—that integrity
which I take to be the backbone of the er? Now, in the pas-
sages I have quoted from JANE EYRE, clear that anger was
tampering with the intagrity of Charlote Bronté the novelist.
She lef: her story, to which her entire devotion was due, to at-
tend to some personal grievance, She remembered that she
had been starved of her proper due of experience—she had
Hean made Lo stagnate in a parsonage mending stockings when
she wanted to wander free over the world. Her imagination
swerved from indignation and we feel it swerve. But there
were many more influences than anger tugging at her




imagination and deflacting it from its pach. Ignorance, for in-
stance. The portrait of Rochesler is drawn in the dark. We feel
the influence of fear in it; just as we constantly feel an acidity
which is the rasult of oppressior, a buried suffering smoulder-
ing beneath her passion, a rancour which contracts those
Dbooks, splendid as they are, with a spasm of pain.

And since a novel has this correspondence to real life, its val-
wes are to some extent those of real life, But it is obvicus that
the values of women differ very often from the values which
‘have been made by the other sex; naturally, this is so. Yet it is
the masculine values that prevail. Speaking crudely, football
and sport are ‘important’; the worship of fashion, the buing of
clothes ‘trivial'. And these values are inevitably transferred
from life to fiction. This is an important bock, the critic as-
sumes, because it deals with war. This is an insignificant book
because it deals with the feelings of women in a drawing-room.
A scene in a battle-field is more important than & scene in &
shop—everywhere and much more sublly the difference of
value persists. The whole structure, therefore, of the early
nineteenth-century novel was raised, if one was a woman, by &
‘mind which was slightly pulled from tha straight, and made to
alter its clear vision in deference to external authority. One has
only to skim those old forgotten novels and listen to the tone of
voice in which they are written to divine that the writer was
‘meeting criticism; she was saying this by way of aggressicn, or
that by way of conciliation. She was admitting that she was
only a woman', or protesting that she was ‘as good as a man'
She met that criticism &s her temperament dictated, with docil-
ity and diffidence, or with anger and emphasis. It does not mat-
ter which it was; she was thinking of scmething other than the
thing itself, Down comes her book upon our heads, Thers was a
flaw in the centre of it. And I thought of all the women's novels
that lie scattered, like small pock-marked apples in an orchard,
about the second-hand book shops of London. It was the flaw in
the centre that had rotted them. She had altered her values in
deference to the opinion of others.

But how impossidle it must have been for them not to budge
either to the right or to the left. What genius, what integrity it
‘must have required in face of all that criticism, in the midst of
that purely patriarchal society, to hold fast to the thing as they
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saw it without shrinking. Only Jane Austen did it and Emily
Bronté. It is another feather, perhaps the finest, in their caps.
They wrole as women write, not as men write, Of all the thou-
sand women who wrote novels then, they alone entirely ig-
nored the perpetual admonitions of the etemal ped-
agogue—write this, think that. They alone were deaf to that
persistent voice, now grumbling, now patronizing, now domin-
aering, now grieved, now shocked, now angry, now avuncular,
that voice wh not et women alone, but must be at them,
ike some too-Conscientious governess, adjuring them, like Sir
Egerton Brydges, to be refined; dragging even into the criti-
cism of poetry criticism of sex;® admonishirg them, if they
would be good and win, as I suppose, Some shiny prize, to keep
within certain limits which the gentleman in question thinks
suitable—"... female novelists should only aspire to excellence
by courageously acknowledging the limitations of their sex'.
That puts the matter in a nutshell, and when | tall you, rather
10 your surprise, that this sentence was written not in August
1828 but in Augus: 1928, you will agree, I think, that however
delightul it is to us now, it represents a vast body of opinion—I
am not going to stir those old pocls; I take only what chance
has floated to my feet—that was far more vigorous and far
mare vocal a century ago. It would have needed a very stalwart
young woman in 1828 to disregard all those snubs and chid-
ings and promises of prizes. One must have been something of
a firebrand to say to oneself, Oh, but they can't buy literature
t00. Lilerature s open to everybody. I refuse to allow you,
Beadle though you are, to tarn me off the grass. Lock up your

/

libraries if you like; but there is no gate, no lock, no bolt, that | *

you can set upon the freedom of my mind.

But whatever effect discouragement and criticism had upon
their writing—and I believe that they had a very greet ef-
fect—that was unimportant compared with the other d:fficulty

8.[She] has a metaphysical purpose, and th.]t i adangerous bsession
especially with a woman, for women rarely men's healthy love of
o, 113 srang ach i hs soxwheh i mtor ings moro prim-
tive end more materialistic.' ~NEW CRITERION, Juze 1928,

9.1, lke the reporier, you believe that fomale novelists should orly as-

pirs o excellence by couragecusly acknowledging the limitations of their
sex (Jane Austen [has] demonstrate how gracafully this gesture can be
accomplished ... .'~LIFE AND LETTERS, August 1928,

which faced them (I was still considering those early
nineteenth-century novelists) when they came to set their
thoughts on paper—that is that they had ro tradition behind
them, or one so short and partial that it was of little help. For
we think back through our mothers if we are women. It is use-
less to go to the great men writers for help, however much one
may go to them for pleasure. Lamb, Browne, Thackeray, New-
man, Steme, Dickens, De Quincey—whoever it may be—never
helped a woman yat, though she may have learnt a few tricks
of them and adapted them to her use. The weight, the pace, the
stride of a man's mind are too urlike her own for her to lift
anything substantial from him successfully. The ape s too dis-
tant to be sedulous. Perhaps the first thing she would find, set-
ting pen to paper, was that there was no common sentence
ready for her use. All the great novelists like Thackeray and
Dickens and Balzac have written a natural prose, swift but not
slovenly, expressive but not precious, taking their own tint
without ceasing to be common property. They have based it on
the sentence that was current at the time. The sentence that
was current at the beginning of the nineteenth century ran
something like this perhaps: "The grandeur of their works was
an argument with them, not to stop short, but to proceed. They
could have no higher excitement or satisfaction than in the ex-
arcise of their art and endless generations of truth and beauty.
Success prompts to exertion; and habit facilitates success.
That is a man's sentence; behind it one can see Johnson, Gib-
bon and the rest. It was a senterce that was unsuited for &
woman's use. Charlotte Bronté, with all her splendid gift for
prose, stumbled and fell with that clumsy weapon in her hands.
George Eliot committed atrocities with it that beggar descnp
tion. Jane Austen looked at it and laughed at it and devised
perfectly natural, shapely sentence proper for her own
never departed from it. Thus, with less genius for writi
Charlotte Bronti, she got infinitely more said. Indeed, since
freedom and fullness of expression are of the essence of the
art, such a lack of tradition, such & scarcity and inadequacy of
tools, must have told enormously upon the writing of women.
Moreover, a book is not made of sentences laid end to end, but
of sentences built, if an image helps, into arcades or domes.
And this shape too has been made by men out of their own
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So, she also makes this finer point that in Austen’s writing, one does not find this bitterness
or rage which we would find in Charlotte Bronte’s, Jane Eyre perhaps. There is bitterness,
there is rage, there is anger. But this is entirely absent in Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice.
And both women are marked by real-life lived experiences, but lived the way have different

ways in which they respond to these circumstances through their literary writings.

So, now she asks this question, looking at Jane Eyre and others, “would the fact of a sex in
any way interfere with the integrity of a woman novelist? That integrity which I take to be the
backbone of the writer. Now, in the passages I have quoted from Jane Eyre, it is clear that
anger was tampering with the integrity of Charlotte Bronte as a novelist.” So, integrity is
extremely important for Woolf when she is trying to analyse literature, it is more important

than gender, it is more important than any condition.

“She left her story to which her entire devotion was due, to attend to some personal
grievance. She remembered that she had been starved of her proper due of experience. She
had been made to stagnate in a parsonage mending stocks when she wanted to wander free
over the world. Her imagination swerved from indignation and we feel it swerve. But there
were many more influences than anger tugging at her imagination and deflecting from its
path. Ignorance for instance, the portrait of Rochester is drawn in the dark. We feel the
influence of fear in it; just as we constantly feel an acidity which is the result of oppression, a
buried suffering smouldering beneath her passion, a rancour which contracts those books,

splendid as they are, with a spasm of pain.”

It is a very interesting analysis of Jane Eyre where she tries to see the author herself in that
position and sees that the fear and the bitterness were impediments in the production of pure
writing, which also had led Charlotte Bronte to compromise heavily on her integrity perhaps.
Nevertheless, there are lot of flaws, there are lot of limitations that Virginia Woolf definitely
identifies in them, but she says, “What genius, what integrity it must have required in the face
of all that criticism, in the midst of that purely patriarchal society to hold fast to the thing as
they saw it without shrinking?” Only Jane Austen did it and Emily Bronte. It is another
feather, perhaps the finest, in their caps. They wrote as women write, not as men write. Of all
the thousand women, who wrote novels then, they alone entirely ignored the perpetual

admonitions of the entire pedagogue, write this, write that.”

So, they were able to write as women, ignoring this entire setting of the patriarchal society,

which was always telling them what to do and what not to do, how to write and how not to



write. “They alone were deaf to that persistent voice, the patriarchal voice, now grumbling,
now patronizing, now domineering, now grieved, now shocked, now angry, now avuncular,
that voice which cannot let women alone, but must be at them, like some too conscientious
governess, adjuring them, like Egerton Brydges, to be refined; dragging even into the
criticism of poetry, criticism of sex; admonishing them, if they would be good and win, some
shiny prize, to keep within certain limits which the gentlemen in question thinks suitable,” so
on and so forth. So, this is extremely interesting and we also begin to see how this text is seen
as one fine documentary of early feminist criticism. And she comes back to the first part of
the essay, where she talks about her experience and tries to contrast it with these stellar
examples that one would find in literary history of Jane Austen, of Charlotte Bronte, of the

many women who refused to play by the patriarchal rules.

“Oh, but they cannot buy literature too. Literature is open to everybody. I refuse to allow you,
Beadle though you are to turn me of the grass. Lock up your libraries if you like. But there is
no gate, no lock, no bolt that you can set upon the freedom of my mind.” So, that is the point
that she is highlighting over here that writing is entirely about freeing your mind. Even if one
does not have an access to room of one’s own, even if one had to write the entire set of novels
like Jane Austen sitting in her sitting room and writing amidst the chaos of this domesticity,
still if one is able to free one’s mind and write with integrity-- and that is what entirely

matters-- to write as women write and not to play by the rules set by patriarchal systems.

And finally, in Chapter 4 she is talking about the absence of any great literary tradition, any
great female literary tradition and how these women could write in spite of this stark absence.
And this is the greatest difficulty she identifies with these women writers “that they had no
tradition behind them or one so short and partial that it was of little help. For we think back
through our mothers if we are women. It is useless to go to the great men writers for help,
however much one may go to them for pleasure. Lamb, Browne, Thackeray, Newman,
Sterne, Dickens, De Quincey-- whoever it may be-- never helped a woman yet, though she
may have learnt a few tricks of them and adapted them to her use. The weight, the pace, the
stride of a man’s mind are too unlike her own for her to lift anything substantial from him
successfully. The ape is too distant to be sedulous. Perhaps the first thing she would find,
setting pen to paper was that there was no common sentence ready for her use. All great
novelists like Thackeray, Dickens and Balzac have written natural prose, swift but slovenly,
expressive but not precious, taking their own tint without ceasing to be common property.”

So, she realizes that these women had written when they had no tradition to back them up, no



tradition for them to follow. And there was hardly anything set or made ready for them and it
was pretty much useless, going to the men writers for any kind of help because the genres,

the styles, the ambience, nothing was suited to their kind of writing at all.

(Refer Slide Time: 33:43)

needs for their own uses. There is no reason to think that the
form of the epic or of the poetc play suit & women any more
than the sentence suits her. But all the older forms of literature
were hardened and set by the time she became a writer. The
novel alone was young enough to be soft in her hands another
reason, perhaps, why she wrote novels. Yot who shall say that
even nowthe ovel (I give it inverted commas to mark my
sense of the words' inadequacy), who shall say that even this
most pliable of all forms is rightly shaped for ber us
doubt we shall find her knocking that into shape for
when she has the free use of her limbs; and providing some
new vehicle, not necessarily in verse, for the poetry in her. For
it is the poetry that is stil denied cutlet. And T went on to pon
der how a woman nowadays would write & poetic tragedy in
five acts. Would she use verse?—would she not use prose
rather?

But these are difficult questions which lie in the twilight of
the future. I must leave the th
me to wancer from my subject into trackless forests where |
shall be lost and, very likely, devoured by wild beasts. 1 do not
want, and I am sure that you do not want me, to broach that
very dismal subject, the future of fiction. so that T will only
pause here one moment to draw your attention to the great
part which must be played in that future so far as women are
concerned hy physical conditions. The bock has somehow to be
adapted to the body, and at a venture one would say that
women's books should be shorter, more concentrated, than
those of men, and framed so that they do not need long hours
of steady and uninterrupted work. For interruptions there will
always be. Agair, the nerves that feed the brain would seem to
differ in men and women, and if you are goirg to make them
work their best and hardest, you must find out what treatment
suits them—whether these hours of lectures, for instance,
which the monks devised, presumably, hundreds of years ago,
suit them—what alternations of work and rest they need, inter-
preting rest not as doing nothing but as doing something but
something that is different: and what should that difference
De? All this should be discussed and discovered; all this is part
of the question of women and fiction. And yet, I continued, ap-
proaching the bookcase again, where shall I find that elaborate
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study of the psychology of women by a woman? If through their
incapacity to play football women are not going to be allowed
to practise medicine—

Happily my thoughts were now given another turn.

And which is why she argues, perhaps women decided it was best to take to novels as we can
find over here. “There is no reason to think that the form of the epic or the poetic plays suit a
woman anymore than the sentence suits her, but all the older forms of literature were
hardened and set by the time she became a writer. The novel alone was young enough to be
soft in her hands another reason.” There was no tradition to intimidate her. That is the reason

perhaps why she wrote novels.



“Yet, who shall say that even now the novel, I give it inverted commas to mark my sense of
the word’s inadequacy. Who shall say that even this most pliable of all forms is rightly
shaped for her use?” So, she is not saying that women writers have really arrived. There are
still a lot of challenges ahead. “No doubt, we shall find her knocking that into shape for
herself when she has the free use of her limbs and providing some new vehicle, not entirely in
verse, for the poetry in her. For it is the poetry that is still denied outlet. And I went on to
ponder, how a woman nowadays would write a poetic tragedy in five acts. Would she use

verse?--would she not use prose rather?

She is talking about literary tradition and form and how that also gets solidified within a
patriarchal system. And how women perhaps have to find a form which was still young
enough, which was still soft and malleable enough for her to shape it according to her needs
and her suitabilities. Woolf also agrees these are difficult questions which lie in the twilight
of the future. “I must leave them, if only because they stimulate me to wander from my
subject into a trackless forests where I shall be lost and very likely, devoured by wild beasts.”
So, she leaves it at that and she continues approaching the book case again, “where shall I

find that elaborate study of the psychology of women by a woman?”

Of course, she is happy enough to find that there is a lot of fiction, there are lot of novels
written by women. And there is a lot of integrity that one could find, even though she gave
only two cases over here of Jane Austen and Emily Bronte. Nevertheless, she is very hopeful
of finding more. And she is also hoping to turn the lacks into something more historically
significant, something more historically significant for the future writers and the future critics
to take upon. “If through their incapacity to play football, women are not going to be allowed

to practice medicine--. Happily, my thoughts were now given another turn.”

She is now asking certain large historical questions about the structure of this patriarchal
system itself, which does not allow women to do certain kinds of things, because of their
inadequacies in certain other fields. Like, the example that she gives here, if through their
incapacity to play football, women are not going to be allowed to practice medicine. It is like
comparing chalk and cheese. And she says, such ridiculous rules have been governing the
scholarship and the professional choices that women were allowed to take within these
limited societal structures and frameworks. Thus, we realize in Chapter 4 that Woolf has been
able to give a proper kind of a framework, the kind of feminist criticism that she is putting

forward.



So, in the next chapter, Chapter 5, we shall be looking at how Woolf tries to look at the
twentieth century which she is also part of. So, we wrap up for today with this. And in the
next session, we shall be looking at Chapter 5 of this essay. Thank you for your attention.

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



