
4 Short Pieces  



Given Away Free to Subscribers in February 2026
Editor: Jane Appleton

Front Cover Image: Ben J. Hartley

Virginia Woolf remains one of the central figures of
twentieth-century literature, still relevant and included in
the conversation today. Nearly a century after her most
important work was published, she continues to be read as
an innovative, argumentative and often unsettling writer,
one whose ideas about art, gender and consciousness still
provoke discussion rather than closure.
Born Adeline Virginia Stephen in London in 1882, Woolf
grew up in a household shaped by books, debate and loss.
Her father, Sir Leslie Stephen, was a literary critic and editor
of the Dictionary of National Biography and the family home
functioned as an informal intellectual salon. 
Woolf did not receive a formal university education but she
became, through voracious reading and sustained
argument, one of the sharpest literary minds of her
generation. She was a founding member of the Bloomsbury
Group, alongside figures such as E. M. Forster, Lytton
Strachey, John Maynard Keynes and her husband Leonard
Woolf, with whom she ran the Hogarth Press.
Her fiction - including Mrs Dalloway, To the Lighthouse, and
The Waves - is associated with literary modernism,
particularly for its experiments with interior monologue,
time and perception. Alongside the novels, however, Woolf
was a prolific essayist, reviewer, diarist and letter-writer.
These shorter forms allowed her to think aloud: about
books, about work, about women’s lives and about the
pressures placed on anyone attempting to write honestly
within a culture that resists change.
Woolf’s life has also become part of her afterlife. She died by
suicide in 1941, during the Second World War, a fact that
has often distorted readings of her work. Numerous
biographies - from Quentin Bell’s early account to more
recent studies by Hermione Lee - have attempted to
disentangle the writing from the mythology. 
Her cultural presence has extended well beyond the page:
The Hours (2002), adapted from Michael Cunningham’s
novel, brought Woolf to cinema audiences, while her diaries
and letters continue to be mined by scholars and general
readers alike.
The Bitesize Woolf does not attempt to summarise Woolf’s
achievement, nor to revisit her most frequently
anthologised texts. Instead, it brings together four shorter,
often overlooked pieces that show her at work as a thinker
rather than as an icon. They are practical, argumentative,
curious, and occasionally contradictory — qualities that
Woolf herself valued.
The collection opens with A Letter to a Young Poet, written
in 1932. Framed as advice, the letter is less a set of
instructions than an exploration of uncertainty: how writers
learn, how taste develops, and how difficult it is to balance
ambition with patience. Woolf resists grand prescriptions,
preferring to describe the slow formation of a literary
sensibility.
Professions for Women originates in a talk Woolf gave in
1931. It is one of her clearest accounts of the social and
psychological barriers facing women who wish to work,
particularly in writing. Rather than theory, Woolf offers
anecdote and metaphor — most memorably the figure of
the “Angel in the House” — to describe the internalised
expectations that shape professional life.

The essay Jane Austen, first published in The Common Reader
in 1925, shows Woolf as a critic engaged in close reading
rather than celebration. Austen is admired, but also
analysed: her restraint, her technical precision, and the
limits imposed by her historical moment are all part of
Woolf’s assessment.
Finally, The Russian Point of View widens the frame. Here
Woolf reflects on Russian literature - particularly Chekhov,
Dostoevsky, and Tolstoy - and on the difficulties of reading
across cultures. The essay reveals Woolf’s interest in
empathy, moral seriousness and what literature can
communicate beyond national boundaries.
Taken together, these pieces offer a compact introduction to
Woolf not as a symbol but as a working writer: attentive,
sceptical and alert to the pressures of her time. 
We hope The Bitesize Woolf provides an accessible and
enjoyable entry point into her shorter work - and, perhaps,
an invitation to read further.

James Hartley
Madrid, February 2026.
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A LETTER TO A YOUNG POET

My Dear John,
Did you ever meet, or was he before your day, that old
gentleman - I forget his name - who used to enliven
conversation, especially at breakfast when the post came in,
by saying that the art of letter-writing is dead? The penny
post, the old gentleman used to say, has killed the art of
letter-writing. Nobody, he continued, examining an envelope
through his eye-glasses, has the time even to cross their t's.
We rush, he went on, spreading his toast with marmalade,
to the telephone. We commit our half-formed thoughts in
ungrammatical phrases to the postcard. Gray is dead, he
continued; Horace Walpole is dead; Madame de Sévigné -
she is dead too, I suppose he was about to add, but a fit of
choking cut him short, and he had to leave the room before
he had time to condemn all the arts, as his pleasure was, to
the cemetery. But when the post came in this morning and I
opened your letter stuffed with little blue sheets written all
over in a cramped but not illegible hand—I regret to say,
however, that several t's were uncrossed and the grammar
of one sentence seems to me dubious—I replied after all
these years to that elderly necrophilist—Nonsense. The art of
letter-writing has only just come into existence. It is the child
of the penny post. And there is some truth in that remark, I
think. Naturally when a letter cost half a crown to send, it
had to prove itself a document of some importance; it was
read aloud; it was tied up with green silk; after a certain
number of years it was published for the infinite delectation
of posterity. But your letter, on the contrary, will have to be
burnt. It only cost three-halfpence to send. Therefore you
could afford to be intimate, irreticent, indiscreet in the
extreme. 
But before I begin, I must own up to those defects, both
natural and acquired, which, as you will find, distort and
invalidate all that I have to say about poetry. The lack of a
sound university training has always made it impossible for
me to distinguish between an iambic and a dactyl, and if this
were not enough to condemn one for ever, the practice of
prose has bred in me, as in most prose writers, a foolish
jealousy, a righteous indignation - anyhow, an emotion
which the critic should be without. For how, we despised
prose writers ask when we get together, could one say what
one meant and observe the rules of poetry? Conceive
dragging in "blade" because one had mentioned "maid"; and
pairing "sorrow" with "borrow"? Rhyme is not only childish,
but dishonest, we prose writers say. Then we go on to say,
And look at their rules! How easy to be a poet! How straight
the path is for them, and how strict! This you must do; this
you must not. I would rather be a child and walk in a
crocodile down a suburban path than write poetry, I have
heard prose writers say. It must be like taking the veil and
entering a religious order - observing the rites and rigours of
metre. That explains why they repeat the same thing over
and over again. Whereas we prose writers (I am only telling
you the sort of nonsense prose writers talk when they are
alone) are masters of language, not its slaves; nobody can
teach us; nobody can coerce us; we say what we mean; we
have the whole of life for our province. We are the creators,
we are the explorers...So we run on - nonsensically enough, I
must admit.

Now that I have made a clean breast of these deficiencies,
let us proceed. From certain phrases in your letter I gather
that you think that poetry is in a parlous way, and that your
case as a poet in this particular autumn of 1931 is a great
deal harder than Shakespeare's, Dryden's, Pope's, or
Tennyson's. In fact it is the hardest case that has ever been
known. Here you give me an opening, which I am prompt to
seize, for a little lecture. Never think yourself singular, never
think your own case much harder than other people's. I
admit that the age we live in makes this difficult. For the first
time in history there are readers - a large body of people,
occupied in business, in sport, in nursing their grandfathers,
in tying up parcels behind counters - they all read now; and
they want to be told how to read and what to read; and their
teachers—the reviewers, the lecturers, the broadcasters—
must in all humanity make reading easy for them; assure
them that literature is violent and exciting, full of heroes and
villains; of hostile forces perpetually in conflict; of fields
strewn with bones; of solitary victors riding off on white
horses wrapped in black cloaks to meet their death at the
turn of the road. A pistol shot rings out. "The age of
romance was over. The age of realism had begun" - you
know the sort of thing. Now of course writers themselves
know very well that there is not a word of truth in all this -
there are no battles, and no murders and no defeats and no
victories. But as it is of the utmost importance that readers
should be amused, writers acquiesce. They dress
themselves up. They act their parts. One leads; the other
follows. One is romantic, the other realist. One is advanced,
the other out of date. There is no harm in it, so long as you
take it as a joke, but once you believe in it, once you begin to
take yourself seriously as a leader or as a follower, as a
modern or as a conservative, then you become a self-
conscious, biting, and scratching little animal whose work is
not of the slightest value or importance to anybody. Think of
yourself rather as something much humbler and less
spectacular, but to my mind, far more interesting—a poet in
whom live all the poets of the past, from whom all poets in
time to come will spring. You have a touch of Chaucer in
you, and something of Shakespeare; Dryden, Pope,
Tennyson - to mention only the respectable among your
ancestors - stir in your blood and sometimes move your pen
a little to the right or to the left. In short you are an
immensely ancient, complex, and continuous character, for
which reason please treat yourself with respect and think
twice before you dress up as Guy Fawkes and spring out
upon timid old ladies at street corners, threatening death
and demanding twopence-halfpenny.
However, as you say that you are in a fix ("it has never been
so hard to write poetry as it is today and that poetry may be,
you think, at its last gasp in England the novelists are doing
all the interesting things now"), let me while away the time
before the post goes in imagining your state and in
hazarding one or two guesses which, since this is a letter,
need not be taken too seriously or pressed too far. Let me
try to put myself in your place; let me try to imagine, with
your letter to help me, what it feels like to be a young poet
in the autumn of 1931. 



(And taking my own advice, I shall treat you not as one poet
in particular, but as several poets in one.) On the floor of
your mind, then - is it not this that makes you a poet? -
rhythm keeps up its perpetual beat. Sometimes it seems to
die down to nothing; it lets you eat, sleep, talk like other
people. Then again it swells and rises and attempts to sweep
all the contents of your mind into one dominant dance.
Tonight is such an occasion. Although you are alone, and
have taken one boot off and are about to undo the other,
you cannot go on with the process of undressing, but must
instantly write at the bidding of the dance. You snatch pen
and paper; you hardly trouble to hold the one or to
straighten the other. And while you write, while the first
stanzas of the dance are being fastened down, I will
withdraw a little and look out of the window. A woman
passes, then a man; a car glides to a stop and then - but
there is no need to say what I see out of the window, nor
indeed is there time, for I am suddenly recalled from my
observations by a cry of rage or despair. Your page is
crumpled in a ball; your pen sticks upright by the nib in the
carpet. If there were a cat to swing or a wife to murder now
would be the time. So at least I infer from the ferocity of
your expression. You are rasped, jarred, thoroughly out of
temper. And if I am to guess the reason, it is, I should say,
that the rhythm which was opening and shutting with a
force that sent shocks of excitement from your head to your
heels has encountered some hard and hostile object upon
which it has smashed itself to pieces. Something has worked
in which cannot be made into poetry; some foreign body,
angular, sharp-edged, gritty, has refused to join in the
dance. Obviously, suspicion attaches to Mrs. Gape; she has
asked you to make a poem of her; then to Miss Curtis and
her confidences on the omnibus; then to C., who has
infected you with a wish to tell his story - and a very amusing
one it was - in verse. But for some reason you cannot do
their bidding. Chaucer could; Shakespeare could; so could
Crabbe, Byron, and perhaps Robert Browning. But it is
October 1931, and for a long time now poetry has shirked
contact with - what shall we call it? - Shall we shortly and no
doubt inaccurately call it life? And will you come to my help
by guessing what I mean? Well then, it has left all that to the
novelist. Here you see how easy it would be for me to write
two or three volumes in honour of prose and in mockery of
verse; to say how wide and ample is the domain of the one,
how starved and stunted the little grove of the other. But it
would be simpler and perhaps fairer to check these theories
by opening one of the thin books of modern verse that lie on
your table. I open and I find myself instantly confused. Here
are the common objects of daily prose - the bicycle and the
omnibus. Obviously the poet is making his muse face facts.
Listen:

Which of you waking early and watching daybreak
Will not hasten in heart, handsome, aware of wonder
At light unleashed, advancing; a leader of movement,
Breaking like surf on turf on road and roof,
Or chasing shadow on downs like whippet racing,
The stilled stone, halting at eyelash barrier,
Enforcing in face a profile, marks of misuse,
Beating impatient and importunate on boudoir shutters
Where the old life is not up yet, with rays
Exploring through rotting floor a dismantled mill—
The old life never to be born again?

Yes, but how will he get through with it? I read on and find:

Whistling as he shuts
His door behind him, travelling to work by tube
Or walking to the park to it to ease the bowels,

and read on and find again

As a boy lately come up from country to town
Returns for the day to his village in expensive shoes—

and so on again to:

Seeking a heaven on earth he chases his shadow,
Loses his capital and his nerve in pursuing
What yachtsmen, explorers, climbers and buggers are after.

These lines and the words I have emphasized are enough to
confirm me in part of my guess at least. The poet is trying to
include Mrs. Gape. He is honestly of opinion that she can be
brought into poetry and will do very well there. Poetry, he
feels, will be improved by the actual, the colloquial. But
though I honour him for the attempt, I doubt that it is wholly
successful. I feel a jar. I feel a shock. I feel as if I had stubbed
my toe on the corner of the wardrobe. Am I then, I go on to
ask, shocked, prudishly and conventionally, by the words
themselves? I think not. The shock is literally a shock. The
poet as I guess has strained himself to include an emotion
that is not domesticated and acclimatized to poetry; the
effort has thrown him off his balance; he rights himself, as I
am sure I shall find if I turn the page, by a violent recourse to
the poetical - he invokes the moon or the nightingale.
Anyhow, the transition is sharp. The poem is cracked in the
middle. Look, it comes apart in my hands: here is reality on
one side, here is beauty on the other; and instead of
acquiring a whole object rounded and entire, I am left with
broken parts in my hands which, since my reason has been
roused and my imagination has not been allowed to take
entire possession of me, I contemplate coldly, critically, and
with distaste.
Such at least is the hasty analysis I make of my own
sensations as a reader; but again I am interrupted. I see that
you have overcome your difficulty, whatever it was; the pen
is once more in action, and having torn up the first poem
you are at work upon another. Now then if I want to
understand your state of mind I must invent another
explanation to account for this return of fluency. You have
dismissed, as I suppose, all sorts of things that would come
naturally to your pen if you had been writing prose—the
charwoman, the omnibus, the incident on the Channel boat.
Your range is restricted - I judge from your expression -
concentrated and intensified. I hazard a guess that you are
thinking now, not about things in general, but about yourself
in particular. There is a fixity, a gloom, yet an inner glow that
seem to hint that you are looking within and not without.
But in order to consolidate these flimsy guesses about the
meaning of an expression on a face, let me open another of
the books on your table and check it by what I find there.
Again I open at random and read this:



To penetrate that room is my desire,
The extreme attic of the mind, that lies
Just beyond the last bend in the corridor.
Writing I do it. Phrases, poems are keys.
Loving's another way (but not so sure).
A fire's in there, I think, there's truth at last
Deep in a lumber chest. Sometimes I'm near,
But draughts puff out the matches, and I'm lost.
Sometimes I'm lucky, find a key to turn,
Open an inch or two—but always then
A bell rings, someone calls, or cries of "fire"
Arrest my hand when nothing's known or seen,
And running down the stairs again I mourn.

and then this:

There is a dark room,
The locked and shuttered womb,
Where negative's made positive.
Another dark room,
The blind and bolted tomb,
Where positives change to negative.
We may not undo that or escape this, who
Have birth and death coiled in our bones,
Nothing we can do
Will sweeten the real rue,
That we begin, and end, with groans.

And then this:

Never being, but always at the edge of Being
My head, like Death mask, is brought into the Sun.
The shadow pointing finger across cheek,
I move lips for tasting, I move hands for touching,
But never am nearer than touching,
Though the spirit leans outward for seeing.
Observing rose, gold, eyes, an admired landscape,
My senses record the act of wishing
Wishing to be
Rose, gold, landscape or another—
Claiming fulfilment in the act of loving.

Since these quotations are chosen at random and I have yet
found three different poets writing about nothing, if not
about the poet himself, I hold that the chances are that you
too are engaged in the same occupation. I conclude that self
offers no impediment; self joins in the dance; self lends itself
to the rhythm; it is apparently easier to write a poem about
oneself than about any other subject. But what does one
mean by "oneself"? Not the self that Wordsworth, Keats, and
Shelley have described—not the self that loves a woman, or
that hates a tyrant, or that broods over the mystery of the
world. No, the self that you are engaged in describing is shut
out from all that. It is a self that sits alone in the room at
night with the blinds drawn. In other words the poet is much
less interested in what we have in common than in what he
has apart. Hence I suppose the extreme difficulty of these
poems - and I have to confess that it would floor me
completely to say from one reading or even from two or
three what these poems mean. The poet is trying honestly
and exactly to describe a world that has perhaps no
existence except for one particular person at one particular
moment. And the more sincere he is in keeping to the
precise outline of the roses and cabbages of his private
universe, the more he puzzles us who have agreed in a lazy
spirit of compromise to see roses and cabbages as they are
seen, more or less, by the twenty-six passengers on the
outside of an omnibus.

He strains to describe; we strain to see; he flickers his torch;
we catch a flying gleam. It is exciting; it is stimulating; but is
that a tree, we ask, or is it perhaps an old woman tying up
her shoe in the gutter?
Well, then, if there is any truth in what I am saying - if that is
you cannot write about the actual, the colloquial, Mrs. Gape
or the Channel boat or Miss Curtis on the omnibus, without
straining the machine of poetry, if, therefore, you are driven
to contemplate landscapes and emotions within and must
render visible to the world at large what you alone can see,
then indeed yours is a hard case, and poetry, though still
breathing - witness these little books - is drawing her breath
in short, sharp gasps. Still, consider the symptoms. They are
not the symptoms of death in the least. Death in literature,
and I need not tell you how often literature has died in this
country or in that, comes gracefully, smoothly, quietly. Lines
slip easily down the accustomed grooves. The old designs
are copied so glibly that we are half inclined to think them
original, save for that very glibness. But here the very
opposite is happening: here in my first quotation the poet
breaks his machine because he will clog it with raw fact. In
my second, he is unintelligible because of his desperate
determination to tell the truth about himself. Thus I cannot
help thinking that though you may be right in talking of the
difficulty of the time, you are wrong to despair.
Is there not, alas, good reason to hope? I say "alas" because
then I must give my reasons, which are bound to be foolish
and certain also to cause pain to the large and highly
respectable society of necrophils - Mr. Peabody, and his like -
who much prefer death to life and are even now intoning the
sacred and comfortable words, Keats is dead, Shelley is
dead, Byron is dead. But it is late: necrophily induces
slumber; the old gentlemen have fallen asleep over their
classics, and if what I am about to say takes a sanguine tone
- and for my part I do not believe in poets dying; Keats,
Shelley, Byron are alive here in this room in you and you and
you - I can take comfort from the thought that my hoping will
not disturb their snoring. So to continue—why should not
poetry, now that it has so honestly scraped itself free from
certain falsities, the wreckage of the great Victorian age, now
that it has so sincerely gone down into the mind of the poet
and verified its outlines—a work of renovation that has to be
done from time to time and was certainly needed, for bad
poetry is almost always the result of forgetting oneself - all
becomes distorted and impure if you lose sight of that
central reality - now, I say, that poetry has done all this, why
should it not once more open its eyes,
But how are you going to get out, into the world of other
people? That is your problem now, if I may hazard a guess -
to find the right relationship, now that you know yourself,
between the self that you know and the world outside. It is a
difficult problem. No living poet has, I think, altogether
solved it. And there are a thousand voices prophesying
despair. Science, they say, has made poetry impossible;
there is no poetry in motor cars and wireless. And we have
no religion. All is tumultuous and transitional. Therefore, so
people say, there can be no relation between the poet and
the present age. But surely that is nonsense. These accidents
are superficial; they do not go nearly deep enough to destroy
the most profound and primitive of instincts, the instinct of
rhythm. All you need now is to stand at the window and let
your rhythmical sense open and shut, open and shut, boldly
and freely, until one thing melts in another, until the taxis
are dancing with the daffodils, until a whole has been made
from all these separate fragments. 



I am talking nonsense, I know. What I mean is, summon all
your courage, exert all your vigilance, invoke all the gifts that
Nature has been induced to bestow. Then let your
rhythmical sense wind itself in and out among men and
women, omnibuses, sparrows - whatever come along the
street - until it has strung them together in one harmonious
whole. That perhaps is your task - to find the relation
between things that seem incompatible yet have a
mysterious affinity, to absorb every experience that comes
your way fearlessly and saturate it completely so that your
poem is a whole, not a fragment; to re-think human life into
poetry and so give us tragedy again and comedy by means of
characters not spun out at length in the novelist's way, but
condensed and synthesised in the poet's way-that is what we
look to you to do now. 
But as I do not know what I mean by rhythm nor what I
mean by life, and as most certainly I cannot tell you which
objects can properly be combined together in a poem - that
is entirely your affair - and as I cannot tell a dactyl from an
iambic, and am therefore unable to say how you must
modify and expand the rites and ceremonies of your ancient
and mysterious art - I will move on to safer ground and turn
again to these little books themselves.
When, then, I return to them I am, as I have admitted, filled,
not with forebodings of death, but with hopes for the future.
But one does not always want to be thinking of the future, if,
as sometimes happens, one is living in the present. When I
read these poems, now, at the present moment, I find myself
- reading, you know, is rather like opening the door to a
horde of rebels who swarm out attacking one in twenty
places at once - hit, roused, scraped, bared, swung through
the air, so that life seems to flash by; then again blinded,
knocked on the head - all of which are agreeable sensations
for a reader (since nothing is more dismal than to open the
door and get no response), and all I believe certain proof
that this poet is alive and kicking. And yet mingling with
these cries of delight, of jubilation, I record also, as I read,
the repetition in the bass of one word intoned over and over
again by some malcontent. At last then, silencing the others,
I say to this malcontent, "Well, and what do you want?"
Whereupon he bursts out, rather to my discomfort, "Beauty."
Let me repeat, I take no responsibility for what my senses
say when I read; I merely record the fact that there is a
malcontent in me who complains that it seems to him odd,
considering that English is a mixed language, a rich language;
a language unmatched for its sound and colour, for its
power of imagery and suggestion - it seems to him odd that
these modern poets should write as if they had neither ears
nor eyes, neither soles to their feet nor palms to their hands,
but only honest enterprising book-fed brains, uni-sexual
bodies and - but here I interrupted him. For when it comes
to saying that a poet should be bisexual, and that I think is
what he was about to say, even I, who have had no scientific
training whatsoever, draw the line and tell that voice to be
silent.
But how far, if we discount these obvious absurdities, do you
think there is truth in this complaint? For my own part now
that I have stopped reading, and can see the poems more or
less as a whole, I think it is true that the eye and ear are
starved of their rights. There is no sense of riches held in
reserve behind the admirable exactitude of the lines I have
quoted, as there is, for example, behind the exactitude of
Mr. Yeats. 

The poet clings to his one word, his only word, as a drowning
man to a spar. And if this is so, I am ready to hazard a reason
for it all the more readily because I think it bears out what I
have just been saying. The art of writing, and that is perhaps
what my malcontent means by "beauty," the art of having at
one's beck and call every word in the language, of knowing
their weights, colours, sounds, associations, and thus making
them, as is so necessary in English, suggest more than they
can state, can be learnt of course to some extent by reading
- it is impossible to read too much; but much more
drastically and effectively by imagining that one is not
oneself but somebody different. How can you learn to write
if you write only about one single person? To take the
obvious example. Can you doubt that the reason why
Shakespeare knew every sound and syllable in the language
and could do precisely what he liked with grammar and
syntax, was that Hamlet, Falstaff and Cleopatra rushed him
into this knowledge; that the lords, officers, dependants,
murderers and common soldiers of the plays insisted that he
should say exactly what they felt in the words expressing
their feelings? It was they who taught him to write, not the
begetter of the Sonnets. So that if you want to satisfy all
those senses that rise in a swarm whenever we drop a poem
among them - the reason, the imagination, the eyes, the
ears, the palms of the hands and the soles of the feet, not to
mention a million more that the psychologists have yet to
name, you will do well to embark upon a long poem in which
people as unlike yourself as possible talk at the tops of their
voices. And for heaven's sake, publish nothing before you
are thirty.
That, I am sure, is of very great importance. Most of the
faults in the poems I have been reading can be explained, I
think, by the fact that they have been exposed to the fierce
light of publicity while they were still too young to stand the
strain. It has shrivelled them into a skeleton austerity, both
emotional and verbal, which should not be characteristic of
youth. The poet writes very well; he writes for the eye of a
severe and intelligent public; but how much better he would
have written if for ten years he had written for no eye but his
own! After all, the years from twenty to thirty are years (let
me refer to your letter again) of emotional excitement. The
rain dripping, a wing flashing, someone passing - the
commonest sounds and sights have power to fling one, as I
seem to remember, from the heights of rapture to the
depths of despair. And if the actual life is thus extreme, the
visionary life should be free to follow. Write then, now that
you are young, nonsense by the ream. Be silly, be
sentimental, imitate Shelley, imitate Samuel Smiles; give the
rein to every impulse; commit every fault of style, grammar,
taste, and syntax; pour out; tumble over; loose anger, love,
satire, in whatever words you can catch, coerce or create, in
whatever metre, prose, poetry, or gibberish that comes to
hand. Thus you will learn to write. But if you publish, your
freedom will be checked; you will be thinking what people
will say; you will write for others when you ought only to be
writing for yourself. And what point can there be in curbing
the wild torrent of spontaneous nonsense which is now, for
a few years only, your divine gift in order to publish prim
little books of experimental verses? To make money? That,
we both know, is out of the question. To get criticism? But
you friends will pepper your manuscripts with far more
serious and searching criticism than any you will get from
the reviewers. 



As for fame, look I implore you at famous people; see how
the waters of dullness spread around them as they enter;
observe their pomposity, their prophetic airs; reflect that the
greatest poets were anonymous; think how Shakespeare
cared nothing for fame; how Donne tossed his poems into
the waste-paper basket; write an essay giving a single
instance of any modern English writer who has survived the
disciples and the admirers, the autograph hunters and the
interviewers, the dinners and the luncheons, the
celebrations and the commemorations with which English
society so effectively stops the mouths of its singers and
silences their songs.
But enough. I, at any rate, refuse to be necrophilus. So long
as you and you and you, venerable and ancient
representatives of Sappho, Shakespeare, and Shelley are
aged precisely twenty-three and propose—O enviable lot!—
to spend the next fifty years of your lives in writing poetry, I
refuse to think that the art is dead. And if ever the
temptation to necrophilize comes over you, be warned by
the fate of that old gentleman whose name I forget, but I
think that it was Peabody. In the very act of consigning all the
arts to the grave he choked over a large piece of hot
buttered toast and the consolation then offered him that he
was about to join the elder Pliny in the shades gave him, I am
told, no sort of satisfaction whatsoever.
And now for the intimate, the indiscreet, and indeed, the
only really interesting part of this letter...



PROFESSIONS FOR WOMEN

When your secretary invited me to come here, she told me
that your Society is concerned with the employment of
women and she suggested that I might tell you something
about my own professional experiences. It is true I am a
woman; it is true I am employed; but what professional
experiences have I had? It is difficult to say. My profession is
literature; and in that profession there are fewer
experiences for women than in any other, with the
exception of the stage - fewer, I mean, that are peculiar to
women. For the road was cut many years ago - by Fanny
Burney, by Aphra Behn, by Harriet Martineau, by Jane
Austen, by George Eliot - many famous women, and many
more unknown and forgotten, have been before me, making
the path smooth, and regulating my steps. Thus, when I
came to write, there were very few material obstacles in my
way. Writing was a reputable and harmless occupation. The
family peace was not broken by the scratching of a pen. No
demand was made upon the family purse. For ten and
sixpence one can buy paper enough to write all the plays of
Shakespeare - if one has a mind that way. Pianos and
models, Paris, Vienna and Berlin, masters and mistresses,
are not needed by a writer. The cheapness of writing paper
is, of course, the reason why women have succeeded as
writers before they have succeeded in the other
professions.
But to tell you my story - it is a simple one. You have only got
to figure to yourselves a girl in a bedroom with a pen in her
hand. She had only to move that pen from left to right - from
ten o'clock to one. Then it occurred to her to do what is
simple and cheap enough after all - to slip a few of those
pages into an envelope, fix a penny stamp in the corner, and
drop the envelope into the red box at the corner. It was thus
that I became a journalist; and my effort was rewarded on
the first day of the following month - a very glorious day it
was for me - by a letter from an editor containing a cheque
for one pound ten shillings and sixpence. But to show you
how little I deserve to be called a professional woman, how
little I know of the struggles and difficulties of such lives, I
have to admit that instead of spending that sum upon bread
and butter, rent, shoes and stockings, or butcher's bills, I
went out and bought a cat - a beautiful cat, a Persian cat,
which very soon involved me in bitter disputes with my
neighbours.
What could be easier than to write articles and to buy
Persian cats with the profits? But wait a moment. Articles
have to be about something. Mine, I seem to remember,
was about a novel by a famous man. And while I was writing
this review, I discovered that if I were going to review books I
should need to do battle with a certain phantom. And the
phantom was a woman, and when I came to know her
better I called her after the heroine of a famous poem, The
Angel in the House. It was she who used to come between
me and my paper when I was writing reviews. It was she
who bothered me and wasted my time and so tormented
me that at last I killed her. You who come of a younger and
happier generation may not have heard of her—you may
not know what I mean by the Angel in the House. I will
describe her as shortly as I can. She was intensely
sympathetic. She was immensely charming. She was utterly
unselfish. She excelled in the difficult arts of family life. She
sacrificed herself daily. 

If there was chicken, she took the leg; if there was a draught
she sat in it - in short she was so constituted that she never
had a mind or a wish of her own, but preferred to
sympathize always with the minds and wishes of others.
Above all - I need not say it - she was pure. Her purity was
supposed to be her chief beauty - her blushes, her great
grace. In those days - the last of Queen Victoria - every
house had its Angel. And when I came to write I
encountered her with the very first words. The shadow of
her wings fell on my page; I heard the rustling of her skirts in
the room. Directly, that is to say, I took my pen in my hand
to review that novel by a famous man, she slipped behind
me and whispered: "My dear, you are a young woman. You
are writing about a book that has been written by a man. Be
sympathetic; be tender; flatter; deceive; use all the arts and
wiles of our sex. Never let anybody guess that you have a
mind of your own. Above all, be pure." And she made as if to
guide my pen. I now record the one act for which I take
some credit to myself, though the credit rightly belongs to
some excellent ancestors of mine who left me a certain sum
of money - shall we say five hundred pounds a year? - so
that it was not necessary for me to depend solely on charm
for my living. I turned upon her and caught her by the
throat. I did my best to kill her. My excuse, if I were to be
had up in a court of law, would be that I acted in self-
defence. Had I not killed her she would have killed me. She
would have plucked the heart out of my writing. For, as I
found, directly I put pen to paper, you cannot review even a
novel without having a mind of your own, without
expressing what you think to be the truth about human
relations, morality, sex. And all these questions, according to
the Angel of the House, cannot be dealt with freely and
openly by women; they must charm, they must conciliate,
they must - to put it bluntly - tell lies if they are to succeed.
Thus, whenever I felt the shadow of her wing or the radiance
of her halo upon my page, I took up the inkpot and flung it
at her. She died hard. Her fictitious nature was of great
assistance to her. It is far harder to kill a phantom than a
reality. She was always creeping back when I thought I had
despatched her. Though I flatter myself that I killed her in
the end, the struggle was severe; it took much time that had
better have been spent upon learning Greek grammar; or in
roaming the world in search of adventures. But it was a real
experience; it was an experience that was bound to befall all
women writers at that time. Killing the Angel in the House
was part of the occupation of a woman writer.
But to continue my story. The Angel was dead; what then
remained? You may say that what remained was a simple
and common object - a young woman in a bedroom with an
inkpot. In other words, now that she had rid herself of
falsehood, that young woman had only to be herself. Ah, but
what is "herself"? I mean, what is a woman? I assure you, I
do not know. I do not believe that you know. I do not believe
that anybody can know until she has expressed herself in all
the arts and professions open to human skill. That indeed is
one of the reasons why I have come here out of respect for
you, who are in process of showing us by your experiments
what a woman is, who are in process of providing us, by
your failures and successes, with that extremely important
piece of information.



But to continue the story of my professional experiences. I
made one pound ten and six by my first review; and I
bought a Persian cat with the proceeds. Then I grew
ambitious. A Persian cat is all very well, I said; but a Persian
cat is not enough. I must have a motor car. And it was thus
that I became a novelist - for it is a very strange thing that
people will give you a motor car if you will tell them a story.
It is a still stranger thing that there is nothing so delightful in
the world as telling stories. It is far pleasanter than writing
reviews of famous novels. And yet, if I am to obey your
secretary and tell you my professional experiences as a
novelist, I must tell you about a very strange experience that
befell me as a novelist. And to understand it you must try
first to imagine a novelist's state of mind. I hope I am not
giving away professional secrets if I say that a novelist's chief
desire is to be as unconscious as possible. He has to induce
in himself a state of perpetual lethargy. He wants life to
proceed with the utmost quiet and regularity. He wants to
see the same faces, to read the same books, to do the same
things day after day, month after month, while he is writing,
so that nothing may break the illusion in which he is living—
so that nothing may disturb or disquiet the mysterious
nosings about, feelings round, darts, dashes and sudden
discoveries of that very shy and illusive spirit, the
imagination. I suspect that this state is the same both for
men and women. Be that as it may, I want you to imagine
me writing a novel in a state of trance. I want you to figure
to yourselves a girl sitting with a pen in her hand, which for
minutes, and indeed for hours, she never dips into the
inkpot. The image that comes to my mind when I think of
this girl is the image of a fisherman lying sunk in dreams on
the verge of a deep lake with a rod held out over the water.
She was letting her imagination sweep unchecked round
every rock and cranny of the world that lies submerged in
the depths of our unconscious being. Now came the
experience, the experience that I believe to be far
commoner with women writers than with men. The line
raced through the girl's fingers. Her imagination had rushed
away. It had sought the pools, the depths, the dark places
where the largest fish slumber. And then there was a smash.
There was an explosion. There was foam and confusion. The
imagination had dashed itself against something hard. The
girl was roused from her dream. She was indeed in a state
of the most acute and difficult distress. To speak without
figure she had thought of something, something about the
body, about the passions which it was unfitting for her as a
woman to say. Men, her reason told her, would be shocked.
The consciousness of - what men will say of a woman who
speaks the truth about her passions had roused her from
her artist's state of unconsciousness. She could write no
more. The trance was over. Her imagination could work no
longer. This I believe to be a very common experience with
women writers—they are impeded by the extreme
conventionality of the other sex. For though men sensibly
allow themselves great freedom in these respects, I doubt
that they realize or can control the extreme severity with
which they condemn such freedom in women.
These then were two very genuine experiences of my own.
These were two of the adventures of my professional life.
The first—killing the Angel in the House—I think I solved.
She died. But the second, telling the truth about my own
experiences as a body, I do not think I solved. I doubt that
any woman has solved it yet. 

The obstacles against her are still immensely powerful—and
yet they are very difficult to define. Outwardly, what is
simpler than to write books? Outwardly, what obstacles are
there for a woman rather than for a man? Inwardly, I think,
the case is very different; she has still many ghosts to fight,
many prejudices to overcome. Indeed it will be a long time
still, I think, before a woman can sit down to write a book
without finding a phantom to be slain, a rock to be dashed
against. And if this is so in literature, the freest of all
professions for women, how is it in the new professions
which you are now for the first time entering?
Those are the questions that I should like, had I time, to ask
you. And indeed, if I have laid stress upon these professional
experiences of mine, it is because I believe that they are,
though in different forms, yours also. Even when the path is
nominally open - when there is nothing to prevent a woman
from being a doctor, a lawyer, a civil servant - there are
many phantoms and obstacles, as I believe, looming in her
way. To discuss and define them is I think of great value and
importance; for thus only can the labour be shared, the
difficulties be solved. But besides this, it is necessary also to
discuss the ends and the aims for which we are fighting, for
which we are doing battle with these formidable obstacles.
Those aims cannot be taken for granted; they must be
perpetually questioned and examined. The whole position,
as I see it - here in this hall surrounded by women practising
for the first time in history I know not how many different
professions - is one of extraordinary interest and
importance. You have won rooms of your own in the house
hitherto exclusively owned by men. You are able, though not
without great labour and effort, to pay the rent. You are
earning your five hundred pounds a year. But this freedom
is only a beginning - the room is your own, but it is still bare.
It has to be furnished; it has to be decorated; it has to be
shared. How are you going to furnish it, how are you going
to decorate it? With whom are you going to share it, and
upon what terms? These, I think are questions of the utmost
importance and interest. For the first time in history you are
able to ask them; for the first time you are able to decide for
yourselves what the answers should be. Willingly would I
stay and discuss those questions and answers—but not to-
night. My time is up; and I must cease.



JANE AUSTEN

It is probable that if Miss Cassandra Austen had had her way
we should have had nothing of Jane Austen's except her
novels. To her elder sister alone did she write freely; to her
alone she confided her hopes and, if rumour is true, the one
great disappointment of her life; but when Miss Cassandra
Austen grew old, and the growth of her sister's fame made
her suspect that a time might come when strangers would
pry and scholars speculate, she burnt, at great cost to
herself, every letter that could gratify their curiosity, and
spared only what she judged too trivial to be of interest.
Hence our knowledge of Jane Austen is derived from a little
gossip, a few letters, and her books. As for the gossip, gossip
which has survived its day is never despicable; with a little
rearrangement it suits our purpose admirably. For example,
Jane "is not at all pretty and very prim, unlike a girl of twelve
...Jane is whimsical and affected," says little Philadelphia
Austen of her cousin. Then we have Mrs. Mitford, who knew
the Austens as girls and thought Jane "the prettiest, silliest,
most affected husband-hunting butterfly she ever
remembers". Next, there is Miss Mitford's anonymous friend
"who visits her now [and] says that she has stiffened into the
most perpendicular, precise, taciturn piece of 'single
blessedness' that ever existed, and that, until Pride and
Prejudice showed what a precious gem was hidden in that
unbending case, she was no more regarded in society than a
poker or firescreen.... The case is very different now", the
good lady goes on; "she is still a poker - but a poker of whom
everybody is afraid.... A wit, a delineator of character, who
does not talk is terrific indeed!" On the other side, of course,
there are the Austens, a race little given to panegyric of
themselves, but nevertheless, they say, her brothers "were
very fond and very proud of her. They were attached to her
by her talents, her virtues, and her engaging manners, and
each loved afterwards to fancy a resemblance in some niece
or daughter of his own to the dear sister Jane, whose perfect
equal they yet never expected to see."   Charming but
perpendicular, loved at home but feared by strangers, biting
of tongue but tender of heart - these contrasts are by no
means incompatible, and when we turn to the novels we
shall find ourselves stumbling there too over the same
complexities in the writer.
To begin with, that prim little girl whom Philadelphia found
so unlike a child of twelve, whimsical and affected, was soon
to be the authoress of an astonishing and unchildish story,
Love and Friendship, which, incredible though it appears, was
written at the age of fifteen. It was written, apparently, to
amuse the schoolroom; one of the stories in the same book
is dedicated with mock solemnity to her brother; another is
neatly illustrated with watercolour heads by her sister.
These are jokes which, one feels, were family property;
thrusts of satire, which went home because all little Austens
made mock in common of fine ladies who "sighed and
fainted on the sofa".
Brothers and sisters must have laughed when Jane read out
loud her last hit at the vices which they all abhorred. "I die a
martyr to my grief for the loss of Augustus. One fatal swoon
has cost me my life. Beware of Swoons, Dear Laura.... Run
mad as often as you chuse, but do not faint..." 

And on she rushed, as fast as she could write and quicker
than she could spell, to tell the incredible adventures of
Laura and Sophia, of Philander and Gustavus, of the
gentleman who drove a coach between Edinburgh and
Stirling every other day, of the theft of the fortune that was
kept in the table drawer, of the starving mothers and the
sons who acted Macbeth. Undoubtedly, the story must have
roused the schoolroom to uproarious laughter. And yet,
nothing is more obvious than that this girl of fifteen, sitting
in her private corner of the common parlour, was writing
not to draw a laugh from brother and sisters, and not for
home consumption. She was writing for everybody, for
nobody, for our age, for her own; in other words, even at
that early age Jane Austen was writing. One hears it in the
rhythm and shapeliness and severity of the sentences. "She
was nothing more than a mere good-tempered, civil, and
obliging young woman; as such we could scarcely dislike her
- she was only an object of contempt." Such a sentence is
meant to outlast the Christmas holidays. Spirited, easy, full
of fun, verging with freedom upon sheer nonsense,—Love
and Friendship is all that; but what is this note which never
merges in the rest, which sounds distinctly and
penetratingly all through the volume? It is the sound of
laughter. The girl of fifteen is laughing, in her corner, at the
world.
Girls of fifteen are always laughing. They laugh when Mr.
Binney helps himself to salt instead of sugar. They almost
die of laughing when old Mrs. Tomkins sits down upon the
cat. But they are crying the moment after. They have no
fixed abode from which they see that there is something
eternally laughable in human nature, some quality in men
and women that for ever excites our satire. They do not
know that Lady Greville who snubs, and poor Maria who is
snubbed, are permanent features of every ballroom. But
Jane Austen knew it from her birth upwards. One of those
fairies who perch upon cradles must have taken her a flight
through the world directly she was born. When she was laid
in the cradle again she knew not only what the world looked
like, but had already chosen her kingdom. She had agreed
that if she might rule over that territory, she would covet no
other. Thus at fifteen she had few illusions about other
people and none about herself. Whatever she writes is
finished and turned and set in its relation, not to the
parsonage, but to the universe. She is impersonal; she is
inscrutable. When the writer, Jane Austen, wrote down in
the most remarkable sketch in the book a little of Lady
Greville's conversation, there is no trace of anger at the
snub which the clergyman's daughter, Jane Austen, once
received. Her gaze passes straight to the mark, and we know
precisely where, upon the map of human nature, that mark
is. We know because Jane Austen kept to her compact; she
never trespassed beyond her boundaries. Never, even at the
emotional age of fifteen, did she round upon herself in
shame, obliterate a sarcasm in a spasm of compassion, or
blur an outline in a mist of rhapsody. Spasms and
rhapsodies, she seems to have said, pointing with her stick,
end there; and the boundary line is perfectly distinct. But
she does not deny that moons and mountains and castles
exist—on the other side. She has even one romance of her
own. 



It is for the Queen of Scots. She really admired her very
much. "One of the first characters in the world", she called
her, "a bewitching Princess whose only friend was then the
Duke of Norfolk, and whose only ones now Mr. Whitaker,
Mrs. Lefroy, Mrs. Knight and myself." With these words her
passion is neatly circumscribed, and rounded with a laugh. It
is amusing to remember in what terms the young Brontës
wrote, not very much later, in their northern parsonage,
about the Duke of Wellington.
The prim little girl grew up. She became "the prettiest,
silliest, most affected husband-hunting butterfly" Mrs.
Mitford ever remembered, and, incidentally, the authoress
of a novel called Pride and Prejudice, which, written stealthily
under cover of a creaking door, lay for many years
unpublished. A little later, it is thought, she began another
story, The Watsons, and being for some reason dissatisfied
with it, left it unfinished. The second-rate works of a great
writer are worth reading because they offer the best
criticism of his masterpieces. Here her difficulties are more
apparent, and the method she took to overcome them less
artfully concealed. To begin with, the stiffness and the
bareness of the first chapters prove that she was one of
those writers who lay their facts out rather baldly in the first
version and then go back and back and back and cover them
with flesh and atmosphere. How it would have been done
we cannot say—by what suppressions and insertions and
artful devices. But the miracle would have been
accomplished; the dull history of fourteen years of family life
would have been converted into another of those exquisite
and apparently effortless introductions; and we should
never have guessed what pages of preliminary drudgery
Jane Austen forced her pen to go through. Here we perceive
that she was no conjuror after all. Like other writers, she
had to create the atmosphere in which her own peculiar
genius could bear fruit. Here she fumbles; here she keeps us
waiting. Suddenly she has done it; now things can happen as
she likes things to happen. The Edwardses are going to the
ball. The Tomlinsons' carriage is passing; she can tell us that
Charles is "being provided with his gloves and told to keep
them on"; Tom Musgrave retreats to a remote corner with a
barrel of oysters and is famously snug. Her genius is freed
and active. At once our senses quicken; we are possessed
with the peculiar intensity which she alone can impart. But
of what is it all composed? Of a ball in a country town; a few
couples meeting and taking hands in an assembly room; a
little eating and drinking; and for catastrophe, a boy being
snubbed by one young lady and kindly treated by another.
There is no tragedy and no heroism. Yet for some reason
the little scene is moving out of all proportion to its surface
solemnity. We have been made to see that if Emma acted so
in the ball-room, how considerate, how tender, inspired by
what sincerity of feeling she would have shown herself in
those graver crises of life which, as we watch her, come
inevitably before our eyes. Jane Austen is thus a mistress of
much deeper emotion than appears upon the surface. She
stimulates us to supply what is not there. What she offers is,
apparently, a trifle, yet is composed of something that
expands in the reader's mind and endows with the most
enduring form of life scenes which are outwardly trivial.
Always the stress is laid upon character. How, we are made
to wonder, will Emma behave when Lord Osborne and Tom
Musgrave make their call at five minutes before three, just
as Mary is bringing in the tray and the knife-case? It is an
extremely awkward situation. 

The young men are accustomed to much greater
refinement. Emma may prove herself ill-bred, vulgar, a
nonentity. The turns and twists of the dialogue keep us on
the tenterhooks of suspense. Our attention is half upon the
present moment, half upon the future. And when, in the
end, Emma behaves in such a way as to vindicate our
highest hopes of her, we are moved as if we had been made
witnesses of a matter of the highest importance. Here,
indeed, in this unfinished and in the main inferior story, are
all the elements of Jane Austen's greatness. It has the
permanent quality of literature. Think away the surface
animation, the likeness to life, and there remains, to provide
a deeper pleasure, an exquisite discrimination of human
values. Dismiss this too from the mind and one can dwell
with extreme satisfaction upon the more abstract art which,
in the ball-room scene, so varies the emotions and
proportions the parts that it is possible to enjoy it, as one
enjoys poetry, for itself, and not as a link which carries the
story this way and that.
But the gossip says of Jane Austen that she was
perpendicular, precise, and taciturn - "a poker of whom
everybody is afraid". Of this too there are traces; she could
be merciless enough; she is one of the most consistent
satirists in the whole of literature. Those first angular
chapters of The Watsons prove that hers was not a prolific
genius; she had not, like Emily Brontë, merely to open the
door to make herself felt. Humbly and gaily she collected the
twigs and straws out of which the nest was to be made and
placed them neatly together. The twigs and straws were a
little dry and a little dusty in themselves. There was the big
house and the little house; a tea party, a dinner party, and
an occasional picnic; life was hedged in by valuable
connections and adequate incomes; by muddy roads, wet
feet, and a tendency on the part of the ladies to get tired; a
little principle supported it, a little consequence, and the
education commonly enjoyed by upper middle-class families
living in the country. Vice, adventure, passion were left
outside. But of all this prosiness, of all this littleness, she
evades nothing, and nothing is slurred over. Patiently and
precisely she tells us how they "made no stop anywhere till
they reached Newbury, where a comfortable meal, uniting
dinner and supper, wound up the enjoyments and fatigues
of the day". Nor does she pay to conventions merely the
tribute of lip homage; she believes in them besides
accepting them. When she is describing a clergyman, like
Edmund Bertram, or a sailor, in particular, she appears
debarred by the sanctity of his office from the free use of
her chief tool, the comic genius, and is apt therefore to lapse
into decorous panegyric or matter-of-fact description. But
these are exceptions; for the most part her attitude recalls
the anonymous lady's ejaculation - "A wit, a delineator of
character, who does not talk is terrific indeed!" She wishes
neither to reform nor to annihilate; she is silent; and that is
terrific indeed. One after another she creates her fools, her
prigs, her worldlings, her Mr. Collinses, her Sir Walter
Elliotts, her Mrs. Bennets. She encircles them with the lash
of a whip-like phrase which, as it runs round them, cuts out
their silhouettes for ever. But there they remain; no excuse
is found for them and no mercy shown them. Nothing
remains of Julia and Maria Bertram when she has done with
them; Lady Bertram is left "sitting and calling to Pug and
trying to keep him from the flower-beds" eternally. A divine
justice is meted out; Dr. Grant, who begins by liking his
goose tender, ends by bringing on "apoplexy and death, by
three great institutionary dinners in one week". 



Sometimes it seems as if her creatures were born merely to
give Jane Austen the supreme delight of slicing their heads
off. She is satisfied; she is content; she would not alter a hair
on anybody's head, or move one brick or one blade of grass
in a world which provides her with such exquisite delight.
Nor, indeed, would we. For even if the pangs of outraged
vanity, or the heat of moral wrath, urged us to improve away
a world so full of spite, pettiness, and folly, the task is
beyond our powers. People are like that—the girl of fifteen
knew it; the mature woman proves it. At this very moment
some Lady Bertram is trying to keep Pug from the flower
beds; she sends Chapman to help Miss Fanny a little late.
The discrimination is so perfect, the satire so just, that,
consistent though it is, it almost escapes our notice. No
touch of pettiness, no hint of spite, rouse us from our
contemplation. Delight strangely mingles with our
amusement. Beauty illumines these fools.
That elusive quality is, indeed, often made up of very
different parts, which it needs a peculiar genius to bring
together. The wit of Jane Austen has for partner the
perfection of her taste. Her fool is a fool, her snob is a snob,
because he departs from the model of sanity and sense
which she has in mind, and conveys to us unmistakably even
while she makes us laugh. Never did any novelist make
more use of an impeccable sense of human values. It is
against the disc of an unerring heart, an unfailing good
taste, an almost stern morality, that she shows up those
deviations from kindness, truth, and sincerity which are
among the most delightful things in English literature. She
depicts a Mary Crawford in her mixture of good and bad
entirely by this means. She lets her rattle on against the
clergy, or in favour of a baronetage and ten thousand a year,
with all the ease and spirit possible; but now and again she
strikes one note of her own, very quietly, but in perfect tune,
and at once all Mary Crawford's chatter, though it continues
to amuse, rings flat. Hence the depth, the beauty, the
complexity of her scenes. From such contrasts there comes
a beauty, a solemnity even, which are not only as
remarkable as her wit, but an inseparable part of it. In The
Watsons she gives us a foretaste of this power; she makes
us wonder why an ordinary act of kindness, as she describes
it, becomes so full of meaning. In her masterpieces, the
same gift is brought to perfection. Here is nothing out of the
way; it is midday in Northamptonshire; a dull young man is
talking to rather a weakly young woman on the stairs as they
go up to dress for dinner, with housemaids passing. But,
from triviality, from commonplace, their words become
suddenly full of meaning, and the moment for both one of
the most memorable in their lives. It fills itself; it shines; it
glows; it hangs before us, deep, trembling, serene for a
second; next, the housemaid passes, and this drop, in which
all the happiness of life has collected, gently subsides again
to become part of the ebb and flow of ordinary existence.
What more natural, then, with this insight into their
profundity, than that Jane Austen should have chosen to
write of the trivialities of day-to-day existence, of parties,
picnics, and country dances? No "suggestions to alter her
style of writing" from the Prince Regent or Mr. Clarke could
tempt her; no romance, no adventure, no politics or intrigue
could hold a candle to life on a country-house staircase as
she saw it. Indeed, the Prince Regent and his librarian had
run their heads against a very formidable obstacle; they
were trying to tamper with an incorruptible conscience, to
disturb an infallible discretion. 

The child who formed her sentences so finely when she was
fifteen never ceased to form them, and never wrote for the
Prince Regent or his Librarian, but for the world at large. She
knew exactly what her powers were, and what material they
were fitted to deal with as material should be dealt with by a
writer whose standard of finality was high. There were
impressions that lay outside her province; emotions that by
no stretch or artifice could be properly coated and covered
by her own resources. For example, she could not make a
girl talk enthusiastically of banners and chapels. She could
not throw herself whole-heartedly into a romantic moment.
She had all sorts of devices for evading scenes of passion.
Nature and its beauties she approached in a sidelong way of
her own. She describes a beautiful night without once
mentioning the moon. Nevertheless, as we read the few
formal phrases about "the brilliancy of an unclouded night
and the contrast of the deep shade of the woods", the night
is at once as "solemn, and soothing, and lovely" as she tells
us, quite simply, that it was.
The balance of her gifts was singularly perfect. Among her
finished novels there are no failures, and among her many
chapters few that sink markedly below the level of the
others. But, after all, she died at the age of forty-two. She
died at the height of her powers. She was still subject to
those changes which often make the final period of a
writer's career the most interesting of all. Vivacious,
irrepressible, gifted with an invention of great vitality, there
can be no doubt that she would have written more, had she
lived, and it is tempting to consider whether she would not
have written differently. The boundaries were marked;
moons, mountains, and castles lay on the other side. But
was she not sometimes tempted to trespass for a minute?
Was she not beginning, in her own gay and brilliant manner,
to contemplate a little voyage of discovery?
Let us take Persuasion, the last completed novel, and look by
its light at the books she might have written had she lived.
There is a peculiar beauty and a peculiar dullness in
Persuasion. The dullness is that which so often marks the
transition stage between two different periods. The writer is
a little bored. She has grown too familiar with the ways of
her world; she no longer notes them freshly. There is an
asperity in her comedy which suggests that she has almost
ceased to be amused by the vanities of a Sir Walter or the
snobbery of a Miss Elliott. The satire is harsh, and the
comedy crude. She is no longer so freshly aware of the
amusements of daily life. Her mind is not altogether on her
object. But, while we feel that Jane Austen has done this
before, and done it better, we also feel that she is trying to
do something which she has never yet attempted. There is a
new element in Persuasion, the quality, perhaps, that made
Dr. Whewell fire up and insist that it was "the most beautiful
of her works". She is beginning to discover that the world is
larger, more mysterious, and more romantic than she had
supposed. We feel it to be true of herself when she says of
Anne: "She had been forced into prudence in her youth, she
learned romance as she grew older—the natural sequel of
an unnatural beginning". She dwells frequently upon the
beauty and the melancholy of nature, upon the autumn
where she had been wont to dwell upon the spring. She
talks of the "influence so sweet and so sad of autumnal
months in the country". She marks "the tawny leaves and
withered hedges". "One does not love a place the less
because one has suffered in it", she observes. 



But it is not only in a new sensibility to nature that we detect
the change. Her attitude to life itself is altered. She is seeing
it, for the greater part of the book, through the eyes of a
woman who, unhappy herself, has a special sympathy for
the happiness and unhappiness of others, which, until the
very end, she is forced to comment upon in silence. 
Therefore the observation is less of facts and more of
feelings than is usual. There is an expressed emotion in the
scene at the concert and in the famous talk about woman's
constancy which proves not merely the biographical fact
that Jane Austen had loved, but the aesthetic fact that she
was no longer afraid to say so. Experience, when it was of a
serious kind, had to sink very deep, and to be thoroughly
disinfected by the passage of time, before she allowed
herself to deal with it in fiction. But now, in 1817, she was
ready. Outwardly, too, in her circumstances, a change was
imminent. Her fame had grown very slowly. "I doubt ", wrote
Mr. Austen Leigh, "whether it would be possible to mention
any other author of note whose personal obscurity was so
complete." Had she lived a few more years only, all that
would have been altered. She would have stayed in London,
dined out, lunched out, met famous people, made new
friends, read, travelled, and carried back to the quiet
country cottage a hoard of observations to feast upon at
leisure.
And what effect would all this have had upon the six novels
that Jane Austen did not write? She would not have written
of crime, of passion, or of adventure. She would not have
been rushed by the importunity of publishers or the flattery
of friends into slovenliness or insincerity. But she would
have known more. Her sense of security would have been
shaken. Her comedy would have suffered. She would have
trusted less (this is already perceptible in Persuasion) to
dialogue and more to reflection to give us a knowledge of
her characters. Those marvellous little speeches which sum
up, in a few minutes' chatter, all that we need in order to
know an Admiral Croft or a Mrs. Musgrove for ever, that
shorthand, hit-or-miss method which contains chapters of
analysis and psychology, would have become too crude to
hold all that she now perceived of the complexity of human
nature. She would have devised a method, clear and
composed as ever, but deeper and more suggestive, for
conveying not only what people say, but what they leave
unsaid; not only what they are, but what life is. She would
have stood farther away from her characters, and seen
them more as a group, less as individuals. Her satire, while it
played less incessantly, would have been more stringent and
severe. She would have been the forerunner of Henry James
and of Proust - but enough. Vain are these speculations: the
most perfect artist among women, the writer whose books
are immortal, died "just as she was beginning to feel
confidence in her own success".



THE RUSSIAN POINT OF VIEW

Doubtful as we frequently are whether either the French or
the Americans, who have so much in common with us, can
yet understand English literature, we must admit graver
doubts whether, for all their enthusiasm, the English can
understand Russian literature. Debate might protract itself
indefinitely as to what we mean by "understand". Instances
will occur to everybody of American writers in particular who
have written with the highest discrimination of our literature
and of ourselves; who have lived a lifetime among us, and
finally have taken legal steps to become subjects of King
George. For all that, have they understood us, have they not
remained to the end of their days foreigners? Could any one
believe that the novels of Henry James were written by a
man who had grown up in the society which he describes, or
that his criticism of English writers was written by a man
who had read Shakespeare without any sense of the Atlantic
Ocean and two or three hundred years on the far side of it
separating his civilisation from ours? A special acuteness
and detachment, a sharp angle of vision the foreigner will
often achieve; but not that absence of self-consciousness,
that ease and fellowship and sense of common values which
make for intimacy, and sanity, and the quick give and take of
familiar intercourse.
Not only have we all this to separate us from Russian
literature, but a much more serious barrier—the difference
of language. Of all those who feasted upon Tolstoi,
Dostoevsky, and Tchekov during the past twenty years, not
more than one or two perhaps have been able to read them
in Russian. Our estimate of their qualities has been formed
by critics who have never read a word of Russian, or seen
Russia, or even heard the language spoken by natives; who
have had to depend, blindly and implicitly, upon the work of
translators.
What we are saying amounts to this, then, that we have
judged a whole literature stripped of its style. When you
have changed every word in a sentence from Russian to
English, have thereby altered the sense a little, the sound,
weight, and accent of the words in relation to each other
completely, nothing remains except a crude and coarsened
version of the sense. Thus treated, the great Russian writers
are like men deprived by an earthquake or a railway
accident not only of all their clothes, but also of something
subtler and more important - their manners, the
idiosyncrasies of their characters. What remains is, as the
English have proved by the fanaticism of their admiration,
something very powerful and very impressive, but it is
difficult to feel sure, in view of these mutilations, how far we
can trust ourselves not to impute, to distort, to read into
them an emphasis which is false.
They have lost their clothes, we say, in some terrible
catastrophe, for some such figure as that describes the
simplicity, the humanity, startled out of all effort to hide and
disguise its instincts, which Russian literature, whether it is
due to translation or to some more profound cause, makes
upon us. We find these qualities steeping it through, as
obvious in the lesser writers as in the greater. "Learn to
make yourselves akin to people. I would even like to add:
make yourself indispensable to them. But let this sympathy
be not with the mind - for it is easy with the mind - but with
the heart, with love towards them." 

"From the Russian", one would say instantly, where-ever one
chanced on that quotation. The simplicity, the absence of
effort, the assumption that in a world bursting with misery
the chief call upon us is to understand our fellow-sufferers,
"and not with the mind - for it is easy with the mind - but
with the heart" - this is the cloud which broods above the
whole of Russian literature, which lures us from our own
parched brilliancy and scorched thoroughfares to expand in
its shade—and of course with disastrous results. We
become awkward and self-conscious; denying our own
qualities, we write with an affectation of goodness and
simplicity which is nauseating in the extreme. We cannot say
"Brother" with simple conviction. There is a story by Mr.
Galsworthy in which one of the characters so addresses
another (they are both in the depths of misfortune).
Immediately everything becomes strained and affected. The
English equivalent for "Brother" is "Mate" - a very different
word, with something sardonic in it, an indefinable
suggestion of humour. Met though they are in the depths of
misfortune the two Englishmen who thus accost each other
will, we are sure, find a job, make their fortunes, spend the
last years of their lives in luxury, and leave a sum of money
to prevent poor devils from calling each other "Brother" on
the Embankment. But it is common suffering, rather than
common happiness, effort, or desire that produces the
sense of brotherhood. It is the "deep sadness" which Dr.
Hagberg Wright finds typical of the Russian people that
creates their literature.
A generalisation of this kind will, of course, even if it has
some degree of truth when applied to the body of literature,
be changed profoundly when a writer of genius sets to work
on it. At once other questions arise. It is seen that an
"attitude" is not simple; it is highly complex. Men reft of their
coats and their manners, stunned by a railway accident, say
hard things, harsh things, unpleasant things, difficult things,
even if they say them with the abandonment and simplicity
which catastrophe has bred in them. Our first impressions
of Tchekov are not of simplicity but of bewilderment. What is
the point of it, and why does he make a story out of this? we
ask as we read story after story. A man falls in love with a
married woman, and they part and meet, and in the end are
left talking about their position and by what means they can
be free from "this intolerable bondage".
"'How? How?' he asked, clutching his head....And it seemed
as though in a little while the solution would be found and
then a new and splendid life would begin." That is the end. A
postman drives a student to the station and all the way the
student tries to make the postman talk, but he remains
silent. Suddenly the postman says unexpectedly, "It's against
the regulations to take any one with the post". And he walks
up and down the platform with a look of anger on his face.
"With whom was he angry? Was it with people, with poverty,
with the autumn nights?" Again, that story ends.
But is it the end, we ask? We have rather the feeling that we
have overrun our signals; or it is as if a tune had stopped
short without the expected chords to close it. These stories
are inconclusive, we say, and proceed to frame a criticism
based upon the assumption that stories ought to conclude
in a way that we recognise. In so doing, we raise the
question of our own fitness as readers. 



Where the tune is familiar and the end emphatic—lovers
united, villains discomfited, intrigues exposed—as it is in
most Victorian fiction, we can scarcely go wrong, but where
the tune is unfamiliar and the end a note of interrogation or
merely the information that they went on talking, as it is in
Tchekov, we need a very daring and alert sense of literature
to make us hear the tune, and in particular those last notes
which complete the harmony. Probably we have to read a
great many stories before we feel, and the feeling is
essential to our satisfaction, that we hold the parts together,
and that Tchekov was not merely rambling disconnectedly,
but struck now this note, now that with intention, in order to
complete his meaning.
We have to cast about in order to discover where the
emphasis in these strange stories rightly comes. Tchekov's
own words give us a lead in the right direction. "...such a
conversation as this between us", he says, "would have been
unthinkable for our parents. At night they did not talk, but
slept sound; we, our generation, sleep badly, are restless,
but talk a great deal, and are always trying to settle whether
we are right or not." Our literature of social satire and
psychological finesse both sprang from that restless sleep,
that incessant talking; but after all, there is an enormous
difference between Tchekov and Henry James, between
Tchekov and Bernard Shaw. Obviously - but where does it
arise? Tchekov, too, is aware of the evils and injustices of the
social state; the condition of the peasants appals him, but
the reformer's zeal is not his - that is not the signal for us to
stop. The mind interests him enormously; he is a most
subtle and delicate analyst of human relations. But again,
no; the end is not there. Is it that he is primarily interested
not in the soul's relation with other souls, but with the soul's
relation to health—with the soul's relation to goodness?
These stories are always showing us some affectation, pose,
insincerity. Some woman has got into a false relation; some
man has been perverted by the inhumanity of his
circumstances. The soul is ill; the soul is cured; the soul is
not cured. Those are the emphatic points in his stories.
Once the eye is used to these shades, half the "conclusions"
of fiction fade into thin air; they show like transparences
with a light behind them - gaudy, glaring, superficial. The
general tidying up of the last chapter, the marriage, the
death, the statement of values so sonorously trumpeted
forth, so heavily underlined, become of the most
rudimentary kind. Nothing is solved, we feel; nothing is
rightly held together. On the other hand, the method which
at first seemed so casual, inconclusive, and occupied with
trifles, now appears the result of an exquisitely original and
fastidious taste, choosing boldly, arranging infallibly, and
controlled by an honesty for which we can find no match
save among the Russians themselves. There may be no
answer to these questions, but at the same time let us never
manipulate the evidence so as to produce something fitting,
decorous, agreeable to our vanity. This may not be the way
to catch the ear of the public; after all, they are used to
louder music, fiercer measures; but as the tune sounded so
he has written it. In consequence, as we read these little
stories about nothing at all, the horizon widens; the soul
gains an astonishing sense of freedom.
In reading Tchekov we find ourselves repeating the word
"soul" again and again. It sprinkles his pages. Old drunkards
use it freely; "...you are high up in the service, beyond all
reach, but haven't real soul, my dear boy...there's no
strength in it". 

Indeed, it is the soul that is the chief character in Russian
fiction. Delicate and subtle in Tchekov, subject to an infinite
number of humours and distempers, it is of greater depth
and volume in Dostoevsky; it is liable to violent diseases and
raging fevers, but still the predominant concern. Perhaps
that is why it needs so great an effort on the part of an
English reader to read The Brothers Karamazov or The
Possessed a second time. The "soul" is alien to him. It is
even antipathetic. It has little sense of humour and no sense
of comedy. It is formless. It has slight connection with the
intellect. It is confused, diffuse, tumultuous, incapable, it
seems, of submitting to the control of logic or the discipline
of poetry. The novels of Dostoevsky are seething whirlpools,
gyrating sandstorms, waterspouts which hiss and boil and
suck us in. They are composed purely and wholly of the stuff
of the soul. Against our wills we are drawn in, whirled round,
blinded, suffocated, and at the same time filled with a giddy
rapture. Out of Shakespeare there is no more exciting
reading. We open the door and find ourselves in a room full
of Russian generals, the tutors of Russian generals, their
step-daughters and cousins, and crowds of miscellaneous
people who are all talking at the tops of their voices about
their most private affairs. But where are we? Surely it is the
part of a novelist to inform us whether we are in an hotel, a
flat, or hired lodging. Nobody thinks of explaining. We are
souls, tortured, unhappy souls, whose only business it is to
talk, to reveal, to confess, to draw up at whatever rending of
flesh and nerve those crabbed sins which crawl on the sand
at the bottom of us. But, as we listen, our confusion slowly
settles. A rope is flung to us; we catch hold of a soliloquy;
holding on by the skin of our teeth, we are rushed through
the water; feverishly, wildly, we rush on and on, now
submerged, now in a moment of vision understanding more
than we have ever understood before, and receiving such
revelations as we are wont to get only from the press of life
at its fullest. As we fly we pick it all up - the names of the
people, their relationships, that they are staying in an hotel
at Roulettenburg, that Polina is involved in an intrigue with
the Marquis de Grieux - but what unimportant matters
these are compared with the soul! It is the soul that matters,
its passion, its tumult, its astonishing medley of beauty and
vileness. And if our voices suddenly rise into shrieks of
laughter, or if we are shaken by the most violent sobbing,
what more natural? - it hardly calls for remark. The pace at
which we are living is so tremendous that sparks must rush
off our wheels as we fly. Moreover, when the speed is thus
increased and the elements of the soul are seen, not
separately in scenes of humour or scenes of passion as our
slower English minds conceive them, but streaked, involved,
inextricably confused, a new panorama of the human mind
is revealed. The old divisions melt into each other. Men are
at the same time villains and saints; their acts are at once
beautiful and despicable. We love and we hate at the same
time. There is none of that precise division between good
and bad to which we are used. Often those for whom we
feel most affection are the greatest criminals, and the most
abject sinners move us to the strongest admiration as well
as love.
Dashed to the crest of the waves, bumped and battered on
the stones at the bottom, it is difficult for an English reader
to feel at ease. The process to which he is accustomed in his
own literature is reversed. If we wished to tell the story of a
General's love affair (and we should find it very difficult in
the first place not to laugh at a General), we should begin
with his house; we should solidify his surroundings. 



Only when all was ready should we attempt to deal with the
General himself. Moreover, it is not the samovar but the
teapot that rules in England; time is limited; space crowded;
the influence of other points of view, of other books, even of
other ages, makes itself felt. Society is sorted out into lower,
middle, and upper classes, each with its own traditions, its
own manners, and, to some extent, its own language.
Whether he wishes it or not, there is a constant pressure
upon an English novelist to recognise these barriers, and, in
consequence, order is imposed on him and some kind of
form; he is inclined to satire rather than to compassion, to
scrutiny of society rather than understanding of individuals
themselves.
No such restraints were laid on Dostoevsky. It is all the same
to him whether you are noble or simple, a tramp or a great
lady. Whoever you are, you are the vessel of this perplexed
liquid, this cloudy, yeasty, precious stuff, the soul. The soul is
not restrained by barriers. It overflows, it floods, it mingles
with the souls of others. The simple story of a bank clerk
who could not pay for a bottle of wine spreads, before we
know what is happening, into the lives of his father-in-law
and the five mistresses whom his father-in-law treated
abominably, and the postman's life, and the charwoman's,
and the Princesses' who lodged in the same block of flats;
for nothing is outside Dostoevsky's province; and when he is
tired, he does not stop, he goes on. He cannot restrain
himself. Out it tumbles upon us, hot, scalding, mixed,
marvellous, terrible, oppressive - the human soul.
There remains the greatest of all novelists - for what else
can we call the author of War and Peace? Shall we find
Tolstoi, too, alien, difficult, a foreigner? Is there some oddity
in his angle of vision which, at any rate until we have
become disciples and so lost our bearings, keeps us at arm's
length in suspicion and bewilderment? From his first words
we can be sure of one thing at any rate - here is a man who
sees what we see, who proceeds, too, as we are accustomed
to proceed, not from the inside outwards, but from the
outside inwards. Here is a world in which the postman's
knock is heard at eight o'clock, and people go to bed
between ten and eleven. Here is a man, too, who is no
savage, no child of nature; he is educated; he has had every
sort of experience. He is one of those born aristocrats who
have used their privileges to the full. He is metropolitan, not
suburban. His senses, his intellect, are acute, powerful, and
well nourished. There is something proud and superb in the
attack of such a mind and such a body upon life. Nothing
seems to escape him. Nothing glances off him unrecorded.
Nobody, therefore, can so convey the excitement of sport,
the beauty of horses, and all the fierce desirability of the
world to the senses of a strong young man. Every twig, every
feather sticks to his magnet. He notices the blue or red of a
child's frock; the way a horse shifts its tail; the sound of a
cough; the action of a man trying to put his hands into
pockets that have been sewn up. And what his infallible eye
reports of a cough or a trick of the hands his infallible brain
refers to something hidden in the character, so that we
know his people, not only by the way they love and their
views on politics and the immortality of the soul, but also by
the way they sneeze and choke. Even in a translation we feel
that we have been set on a mountain-top and had a
telescope put into our hands. Everything is astonishingly
clear and absolutely sharp. Then, suddenly, just as we are
exulting, breathing deep, feeling at once braced and
purified, some detail - perhaps the head of a man - comes at
us out of the picture in an alarming way, as if extruded by
the very intensity of its life. 

"Suddenly a strange thing happened to me: first I ceased to
see what was around me; then his face seemed to vanish till
only the eyes were left, shining over against mine; next the
eyes seemed to be in my own head, and then all became
confused - I could see nothing and was forced to shut my
eyes, in order to break loose from the feeling of pleasure
and fear which his gaze was producing in me..." Again and
again we share Masha's feelings in Family Happiness. One
shuts one's eyes to escape the feeling of pleasure and fear.
Often it is pleasure that is uppermost. In this very story
there are two descriptions, one of a girl walking in a garden
at night with her lover, one of a newly married couple
prancing down their drawing-room, which so convey the
feeling of intense happiness that we shut the book to feel it
better. But always there is an element of fear which makes
us, like Masha, wish to escape from the gaze which Tolstoi
fixes on us. Is it the sense, which in real life might harass us,
that such happiness as he describes is too intense to last,
that we are on the edge of disaster? Or is it not that the very
intensity of our pleasure is somehow questionable and
forces us to ask, with Pozdnyshev in the Kreutzer Sonata,
"But why live?" Life dominates Tolstoi as the soul dominates
Dostoevsky. There is always at the centre of all the brilliant
and flashing petals of the flower this scorpion, "Why live?"
There is always at the centre of the book some Olenin, or
Pierre, or Levin who gathers into himself all experience,
turns the world round between his fingers, and never ceases
to ask, even as he enjoys it, what is the meaning of it, and
what should be our aims. It is not the priest who shatters
our desires most effectively; it is the man who has known
them, and loved them himself. When he derides them, the
world indeed turns to dust and ashes beneath our feet.
Thus fear mingles with our pleasure, and of the three great
Russian writers, it is Tolstoi who most enthralls us and most
repels.
But the mind takes its bias from the place of its birth, and no
doubt, when it strikes upon a literature so alien as the
Russian, flies off at a tangent far from the truth.
 




