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T his essay is based upon two
papers read to the Arts Society
at Newnham and the Odtaa at
Girton in October 1928. The
papers were too long to be read
in full, and have since been
dltered and expanded.



A ROOM OF ONE’S OWN






CHAPTER ONE

UT, you may say, we asked you to speak
about women and fiction—what has that got

to do with a room of one’s own? I will try to ex-
plain. When you asked me to speak about women
and fiction I sat down on the banks of a river and
began to wonder what the words meant. They
might mean simply a few remarks about Fanny
Burney; a few more about Jane Austen; a tribute
to the Brontés and a sketch of Haworth Parsonage
under snow; some witticisms if possible about
Miss Mitford; a respectful allusion to George
Eliot; a reference to Mrs. Gaskell and one would
have done. But at second sight the words seemed
not so simple. The title women and fiction might
mean, and yod may have meant it to mean,
women and what they are like; or it might mean
women and the fiction that they write; or it might
mean women and the fiction that is written about
them; or it might mean that somehow all three
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are inextricably mixed together and you want me
to consider them in that light. But when I began to
consider the subject in this last way, which seemed
the most interesting, I soon saw that it had one
fatal drawback. I should never be able to come to
a conclusion. I should never be able to fulfil what
is, I understand, the first duty of a lecturer—to
hand you after an hour’s discourse a nugget of
pure truth to wrap up between the pages of your
notebooks and keep on the mantelpiece for ever.
All T could do was to offer you an opinion upon
one minor point—a woman must have money and
a room of her own if she is to write fiction; and
that, as you will see, leaves the great problem of
the true nature of woman and the true nature of
fiction unsolved. I have shirked the duty of com-
ing to a conclusion upon these two questions—
women and fiction remain, so far as I am con-
cerned, unsolved problems. But in order to make
some amends I am going to do what I can to show
you how I arrived at this opinion about the room
and the money. I am going to develop in your
presence as fully and freely as I can the train of
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thought which led me to think this. Perhaps if I
lay bare the ideas, the prejudices, that lie behind
this statement you will find that they have some
bearing upon women and some upon fiction. At
any rate, when a subject is highly controversial—
and any question about sex is that—one cannot
hope to tell the truth. One can only show how one
came to hold whatever opinion one does hold.
One can only give one’s audience the chance of
drawing their own conclusions as they observe the
limitations, the prejudices, the idiosyncrasies of
the speaker. Fiction here ié’likely to contain more
truth than fact. Therefore I propose, making use
of all the liberties and licences of a novelist, to tell
you the story of the two days that preceded my
coming here—how, bowed down by the weight of
the subject which you have laid upon my shoul-
ders, I pondered it, and made it work in and out
of my daily life. I need not say that what I am
about to describe has no existence; Oxbridge is
an invention; so is Fernham; “I” is only a conven-
ient term for somebody who has no real being.
Lies will flow from my lips, but there may per-
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haps be some truth mixed up with them; it is for
you to seek out this truth and to decide whether
any part of it is worth keeping. If not, you will
of course throw the whole of it into the waste-
paper basket and forget all about it.

Here then was I (call me Mary Beton, Mary
Seton, Mary Carmichael or by any name you
please—it is not a matter of any importance) sit-
ting on the banks of a river a week or two ago in
fine October weather, lost in thought. That collar
I have spoken of, women and fiction, the need of
coming to some conclusion on a subject that raises
all sorts of prejudices and passions, bowed my
head to the ground. To the right and left bushes
of some sort, golden and crimson, glowed with
the colour, even it seemed burnt with the heat,
of fire. On the further bank the willows wept in
perpetual lamentation, their hair about their shoul-
ders. The river reflected whatever it chose of sky
and bridge and burning tree, and when the un-
dergraduate had oared his boat through the re-
flections they closed again, completely, as if he
had never been. There one might have sat the
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clock round lost in thought. Thought—to call it
by a prouder name than it deserved—had let its
line down into the stream. It swayed, minute after
minute, hither and thither among the reflections
and the weeds, letting the water lift it and sink it,
until—you know the little tug—the sudden con-
glomeration of an idea at the end of one’s line:
and then the cautious hauling of it in, and the
careful laying of it out? Alas, laid on the grass
how small, how insignificant this thought of mine
looked; the sort of fish that a good fisherman puts
back into the water so that it may grow fatter and
be one day worth cooking and eating. I will not
trouble you with that thought now, though if
you look carefully you may find it for yourselves
in the course of what I am going to say.

But however small it was, it had, nevertheless,
the mysterious property of its kind—put back into
the mind, it became at once very exciting, and
important; and as it darted and sank, and flashed
hither and thither, set up such a wash and tumult
of ideas that it was impossible to sit still. It was
thus that I found myself walking with extreme
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rapidity across a grass plot. Instantly a man’s
figure rose to intercept me. Nor did I at first un-
derstand that the gesticulations of a curious-look-
ing object, in a cut-away coat and evening shirt,
were aimed at me. His face expressed horror and
indignation. Instinct rather than reason came to
my help; he was a Beadle; I was a woman. This
was the turf; there was the path. Only the Fel-
lows and Scholars are allowed here; the gravel is
the place for me. Such thoughts were the work
of a moment. As I regained the path the arms of
the Beadle sank, his face assumed its usual re-
pose, and though turf is better walking than
gravel, no very great harm was done. The only
charge I could bring against the Fellows and
Scholars of whatever the college might happen
to be was that in protection of their turf, which
has been rolled for 300 years in succession, they
had sent my little fish into hiding.

What idea it had been that had sent me so
audaciously trespassing I could not now remem-
ber. The spirit of peace descended like a cloud
from heaven, for if the spirit of peace dwells any-
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where, it is in the courts and quadrangles of
Oxbridge on a fine October morning. Strolling
through those colleges past those ancient halls the
roughness of the present seemed smoothed away;
the body seemed contained in a miraculous glass
cabinet through which no sound could penetrate,
and the mind, freed from any contact with facts
(unless one trespassed on the turf again), was at
liberty to settle down upon whatever meditation
was in harmony with the moment. As chance
would have it, some stray memory of some old
essay about revisiting Oxbridge in the long
vacation brought Charles Lamb to mind—Saint
Charles, said Thackeray, putting a letter of Lamb’s
to his forehead. Indeed, among all the dead (I
give you my thoughts as they came to me), Lamb
is one of the most congenial; one to whom one
would have liked to say, Tell me then how you
wrote your essays? For his essays are superior
even to Max Beerbohm’s, I thought, with all their
perfection, because of that wild flash of imagina-
tion, that lightning crack of genius in the middle
of them which leaves them flawed and imperfect,
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but starred with poetry. Lamb then came to Ox-
bridge perhaps a hundred years ago. Certainly he
wrote an essay—the name escapes me—about the
manuscript of one of Milton’s poems which he
saw here. It was Lycidas perhaps, and Lamb
wrote how it shocked him to think it possible
that any word in Lycidas could have been differ-
ent from what it is. To think of Milton changing
the words in that poem seemed to him a sort of
sacrilege. This led me to remember what I could
of Lycidas and to amuse myself with guessing
which word it could have been that Milton had
altered, and why. It then occurred to me that the
very manuscript itself which Lamb had looked
at was only a few hundred yards away, so that
one could follow Lamb’s footsteps across the quad-
rangle to that famous library where the treasure
is kept. Moreover, I recollected, as I put this plan
into execution, it is in this famous library that
the manuscript of Thackeray’s Esmond is also
preserved. The critics often say that Esmond is
Thackeray’s most perfect novel. But the affecta-
tion of the style, with its imitation of the eight-
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eenth century, hampers one, so far as I remem-
ber; unless indeed the eighteenth-century style
was natural to Thackeray—a fact that one might
prove by looking at the manuscript and seeing
whether the alterations were for the benefit of the
style or of the sense. But then one would have
to decide what is style and what is meaning, a
question which—but here I was actually at the
door which leads into the library itself. I must
have opened it, for instantly there issued, like a
guardian angel barring the way with a flutter of
black gown instead of white wings, a deprecat-
ing, silvery, kindly gentleman, who regretted in
a low voice as he waved me back that ladies are
only admitted to the library if accompanied by
a Fellow of the College or furnished with a letter
of introduction.

That a famous library has been cursed by a
woman is a matter of complete indifference to a
famous library. Venerable and calm, with all its
treasures safe locked within its breast, it sleeps
complacently and will, so far as I am concerned,
so sleep for ever. Never will I wake those echoes,
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never will I ask for that hospitality again, I vowed
as I descended the steps in anger. Still an hour re-
mained before luncheon, and what was one to do?
Stroll on the meadows? sit by the river? Certainly
it was a lovely autumn morning; the leaves were
fluttering red to the ground; there was no great
hardship in doing either. But the sound of music
reached my ear. Some service or celebration was
going forward. The organ complained magnifi-
cently as I passed the chapel door. Even the sor-
row of Christianity sounded in that serene air
more like the recollection of sorrow than sorrow
itself; even the groanings of the ancient organ
seemed lapped in peace. I had no wish to enter
had I the right, and this time the verger might
have stopped me, demanding perhaps my bap-
tismal certificate, or a letter of introduction from
the Dean. But the outside of these magnificent
buildings is often as beautiful as the inside. More-
over, it was amusing enough to watch the congre-
gation assembling, coming in and going out again,
busying themselves at the door of the Chapel like
bees at the mouth of a hive. Many were in cap
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and gown; some had tufts of fur on their shoul-
ders; others were wheeled in bath-chairs; others,
though not past middle age, seemed creased and
crushed into shapes so singular that one was re-
minded of those giant crabs and crayfish who
heave with difficulty across the sand of an aqua-
rium. As I leant against the wall the University
indeed seemed a sanctuary in which are pre-
served rare types which would soon be obsolete
if left to fight for existence on the pavement of
the Strand. Old stories of old deans and old dons
came back to mind, but before I had summoned
up courage to whistle—it used to be said that at
the sound of a whistle old Professor instantly
broke into a gallop—the venerable congregation
had gone inside. The outside of the chapel re-
mained. As you know, its high domes and pin-
nacles can be seen, like a sailing-ship always
voyaging never arriving, lit up at night and vis-
ible for miles, far away across the hills. Once, pre-
sumably, this quadrangle with its smooth lawns,
its massive buildings, and the chapel itself was
marsh too, where the grasses waved and the swine
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