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About the Author

Virginia Woolf was born in London in 1882, the daughter of Sir Leslie Stephen,
first editor of the Dictionary of National Biography. From 1915, when she
published her first novel, The Voyage Out, Virginia Woolf maintained an
astonishing output of fiction, literary criticism, essays and biography. In 1912
she married Leonard Woolf, and in 1917 they founded the Hogarth Press.
Virginia Woolf suffered a series of mental breakdowns throughout her life, and
on 28th March 1941 she committed suicide.
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Introduction

If you read only one of Virginia Woolf’s short stories, make sure it is the first-
published, ‘The Mark on the Wall’. Though not necessarily the best — indeed,
like most of her short pieces, it is not really a story at all — it is an extraordinary
flight where she writes for the first time with real freedom and pleasure.

An unfettered revery, ‘The Mark on the Wall’ holds, glancingly, everything
which fascinated her. From the depths of an armchair, the first-person voice —
stimulated by a mark on the wall which may be a nail, a leaf, a snail — follows in
a few pages the fluid associative movement of the mind towards pleasant tracks
of thought and consolatory narcissistic reflections; gives a sensuously imagined
picture of the afterlife as a giant garden; conjures ‘an intoxicating sense of
illegitimate freedom’ from Victorian traditions and masculine values as
embodied in Whitaker’s Table of Precedency; traces the progress of trees from
forest to wooden ships or furniture; and speculates on the nature of matter; ‘thus,
waking from a midnight dream of horror, one hastily turns on the light and lies
quiescent, worshipping the chest of drawers, worshipping solidity . . .” Here is
the precursor of the experiments which are to fill her future novels, where the
writer will evaporate and condense solid objects over her literary bunsen burner
in solutions of time or light. Woolf is fascinated by entropic states, by what time
does to matter, and by time itself, its elasticity, how it can be speeded up or made
to dawdle.

Why, if one wants to compare life to anything, one must liken it to being blown through the Tube
at fifty miles an hour — landing at the other end without a single hairpin in one’s hair! Shot out at
the feet of God entirely naked! Tumbling head over heels in the asphodel meadows like brown
paper parcels pitched down a chute in the post office! With one’s hair flying back like the tail of a
racehorse. Yes, that seems to express the rapidity of life, the perpetual waste and repair; all so
casual, all so haphazard . . .

Woolf’s writing shows for the first time in this story its fantastic dragonfly
quality — hovering and then leaping, defying gig lamp chronology, spending a
page on an instant then hurtling through several centuries in the space of a
paragraph. Here too for the first time her extraordinary syntax is given free rein,
the long fluid sentences endlessly bifurcating, the host of semicolons leading



down the garden path; then there is her refusal to close off possibilities; or to
follow a straight line; and the darting down avenues and green lanes of thought
and so on into mazes; with you, the reader, running after her breathless and
delighted. This sense of freedom and playfulness in ‘The Mark on the Wall’
expresses itself in exclamations, lists, metonymic encapsulations, dabs of colour
and jottings and fragments linked by the indispensable semicolon, shaping itself
towards a quite new prose medium.

‘I’'m very glad you liked the story,” Woolf wrote to David Garnett. ‘In a way
it’s easier to do a short thing, all in one flight than a novel. Novels are frightfully
clumsy and overpowering of course; still if one could only get hold of them it
would be superb. Anyhow, it’s very amusing to try with these short things.” She
was to continue using ‘these short things’ as places of freedom where she could
experiment with narrative technique and limber up for her novels. Most of her
short fiction was written in the seven-year period from 1917 (after that she was
to average one short piece a year till the end of her life). It is no coincidence that
1917 was also the year that Virginia and Leonard Woolf set up the Hogarth
Press. Their first publication was a volume containing two stories, one by each
of them, Virginia’s being ‘The Mark on the Wall’. She set the type by hand
herself. For the first time she did not have to consider pleasing any publisher —
she was the publisher.

‘I shall never forget the day I wrote “The Mark on the Wall”,” she wrote, years
later to Ethel Smyth, ‘all in a flash, as if flying, after being kept stone breaking
for months.” Stone breaking was what novel writing felt like to her at this point —
she had published The Voyage Out in 1915 and was working on Night and Day,
following the traditional novelistic conventions of the time with increasing
dissatisfaction. It was only in Jacob’s Room (1922) that she at last broke free,
making use of the experimental narrative and prose techniques she had been
exploring in her short pieces.

Monday or Tuesday, the only collection of stories and sketches that Virginia
Woolf chose to publish, appeared in 1921. It included ‘The Mark on the Wall,’ as
well as impressionistic pieces like Kew Gardens and lyrical mood poems like ‘A
Haunted House’. The phrase ‘Monday or Tuesday’ appears again, as part of her
thoughts on a possible new approach to writing novels, in her essay ‘Modern
Fiction’ — ‘Examine for a moment an ordinary mind on an ordinary day. The
mind receives a myriad impressions — trivial, fantastic, evansescent, or engraved
with the sharpness of steel. From all sides they come, an incessant shower of
innumerable atoms; and as they fall, as they shape themselves into the life of



Monday or Tuesday, the accent falls differently from of old.” Very short, strongly
visual, the stories in this collection give most of their emphasis to descriptions of
light and its effect on colour and shade. Indeed, they are more paintings than
stories. When Roger Fry wrote in praise, she replied, ‘I’m not sure that a
perverted plastic sense doesn’t somehow work itself out in words for me.’

Virginia Woolf was not the only artist after some new form of expression.
These stories have something in common with Ezra Pound’s belief that the poet
should concentrate on ‘that which presents an intellectual and emotional
complex in an instant of time’ and with prose poems like T.S.Eliot’s ‘Hysteria’,
seeming to aspire to the condition of painting. Painting itself, of course, was at
this time in a state of seismic transition. Roger Fry’s Post-Impressionist
exhibition at the Grafton Galleries in 1910 had proved enormously influential in
all branches of the arts. When the short story writer Katherine Mansfield saw
Van Gogh'’s paintings there for the first time, she described how she had learned
from them ‘something about writing . . . a kind of freedom — or rather, a shaking
free’.

Virginia Woolf first met Katherine Mansfield in 1917, and almost immediately
took her long story Prelude for the Hogarth Press. She was six years older than
Katherine, who was to die in 1923 at the age of 34. When she died, Virginia
wrote in her diary, ‘I was jealous of her writing — the only writing I have ever
been jealous of’. For much of the six years they knew each other they were wary
and distant — yet whenever they met, Virginia recorded deeply interested and
useful exchanges about writing.

“We have got the same job, Virginia,” Katherine wrote to her in 1917, ‘& it is
really very curious & thrilling that we should both, quite apart from each other
be after so very nearly the same thing. We are you know; there’s no denying it . .
. Yes, your Flower Bed (Kew Gardens) is very good. There a still, quivering,
changing light over it all and a sense of those couples dissolving in the bright air
which fascinates me’.

They were both after the same thing — a new sort of prose, a translucent
medium capable of intensity and lyricism, an escape from stolidity and
superficial detail. (Virginia Woolf wrote that what appalled her was the
‘narrative business of the realist: getting from lunch to dinner: it is false, unreal,
merely conventional’.)

‘People have never explored the lovely medium of prose,” wrote Katherine
Mansfield in her Journal, ‘It is a hidden country still — I feel that so profoundly’;
and again, ‘I want to write a kind of long elegy . . . perhaps not in poetry. Nor



perhaps in prose. Almost certainly in a kind of special prose’. Virginia Woolf too
wrote of the need for a special prose somewhere between prose and poetry —
characteristically at more length — ‘For though English poetry was a fine
potentate — but no, I dare not breathe a word against English poetry. All T will
venture is a sigh of wonder that when there is prose before us with its capacities
and possibilities, its power to say new things, make new shapes, express new
passions, young people should still be dancing to a barrel organ and choosing
words because they rhyme,” she wrote in her 1920 review of Logan Pearsall
Smith’s anthology A Treasury of English Prose.

They were moving towards writing in a more condensed, elliptical,
fragmentary way, cutting explanation and padding. Both women were very
interested in the newly translated Russian writing which was appearing during
the time of their friendship, writing which startled with its apparently random or
inconclusive quality. (Katherine Mansfield helped the Russian émigré S.S.
Koteliansky with his translations of Chekhov’s letters; Virginia and Leonard
Woolf published several Russian translations in collaboration with Koteliansky,
including Chekhov’s Notebooks in 1921.) Reviewing Constance Garnett’s
translation of Chekhov’s The Bishop and other stories in 1919, Virginia wrote,
“We are by this time alive to the fact that inconclusive stories are legitimate; that
is to say, though they leave us feeling melancholy and perhaps uncertain, yet
somehow they provide a resting-point for the mind — a solid object casting its
shade of reflection and speculation’. (The title and mysterious obliquity of one
of her own best stories ‘Solid Objects’, published in The Athenaeum in 1920,
draw on this thought.)

The modernist short story form was from the first characterised as
inconclusive or random. Galsworthy wrote of Chekhov that he was ‘all middle,
like a tortoise’. When Virginia Woolf met Thomas Hardy in 1926, she described
him chuckling about some new short stories by Aldous Huxley — ‘They’ve
changed everything now . . . We used to think there was a beginning and a
middle and an end. Now one of those stories came to an end with a woman
going out of the room.” Chekhov’s stories do have beginnings and ends, it is just
that these are transparent, implicit (Chekhov himself claimed that whenever he
finished a story, he cut the first and last paragraphs). Katherine Mansfield’s
stories are similarly shaped; a major part of their effect lies in their form, the
arch they describe. Conversely, Virginia Woolf’s short pieces really are all
middle like a tortoise; she is not interested in the arch of a story.



‘Mrs Dalloway in Bond Street’ was written in the summer of 1922, and by the
autumn Virginia Woolf was writing in her diary that the story had ‘branched into
a book’. Even so, she sent it off for magazine publication, noting, however, that
‘Mrs Dalloway doesn’t seem to me to be complete as she is’. How different this
is, how exactly the opposite of the experience of a natural short story writer like
Katherine Mansfield, who noted of her story ‘The Daughters of the Late
Colonel’ (1921), ‘Even dear old Hardy told me to write more about those sisters.
As if there was any more to say!’.

It is fascinating to read ‘Mrs Dalloway in Bond Street’ alongside the first
section of the novel Mrs Dalloway. The very first sentence disconcerts — ‘Mrs
Dalloway said she would buy the gloves herself.” What, not the flowers? The
flowers for her party, towards which the whole novel leads? And to make such a
point of buying gloves — the mood is suddenly more old-fashioned. Then where,
in the novel, she has ‘a touch of the bird about her, of the jay, blue-green, light,
vivacious, though she was over fifty, and grown very white since her illness,’ in
the story she appears as a charming woman, poised, eager, strangely white-
haired for her pink cheeks.” The story has a more garish tone altogether, and the
character of Mrs Dalloway appearing here is almost a parody, a broad satirical
outline of the woman described in the novel. The novel’s prose is far more
complex, subtle and beautiful than the story’s. Virginia Woolf has reworked it
with great energy, making endless qualifications and calibrations of meaning and
a myriad minute and essential modulations of tone and register. It is a perfect
example of how she needed space in which to linger and expand, unlimited
acreage ahead of her and no constraints.

On finishing the novel Mrs Dalloway, Virginia Woolf did not cut off from it
immediately. While considering her next novel, To The Lighthouse, she found
herself wanting to write a series of character sketches to illustrate what she
termed ‘the party consciousness’, she was still fascinated by the culminating
party in Mrs Dalloway, ‘I must write a few little stories first and let the
Lighthouse simmer,” she wrote. In ‘The New Dress’, ‘Happiness’, ‘Ancestors’,
“The Introduction’, ‘Together and Apart’, “The Man Who Loved his Kind’, and
‘A Summing Up’, she tries out a whole gallery of new characters, and although
these stories appear to be winding down from the effort of writing Mrs
Dalloway, they are also warming up for the next novel. They approach certain
themes and subjects which will be vital to To the Lighthouse — the infuriating
self-pitying killjoy in “The Man Who Loved His Own Kind’ has something of
both Charles Tansley and Mr Ramsey about him, while ‘Ancestors’ has that



novel’s central elegaic drive, a woman remembering with a violent sense of loss
her dead parents, her starlit childhood, how ‘She had read all Shelley between
the ages of twelve and fifteen, and used to say it to her father, holding her hands
behind her back, while he shaved’.

The same impulse took her once she had finished To the Lighthouse — even as
she revised its final pages she records how ‘as usual, side stories are sprouting in
great variety as I wind this up: a book of characters . . .”. And while preparing to
start writing The Waves, she once again limbers up with some short pieces
‘Slater’s Pins Have No Points’ is one of them — ‘Every morning I write a little
sketch to amuse myself’. Little again! ‘These little pieces in “Monday or
Tuesday” were written by way of diversion; they were the treats I allowed
myself . . .” Virginia Woolf wrote to Ethel Smyth. She usually does refer to her
sketches and stories as ‘little’ rather than ‘short’, as games or indulgences she
allows herself, areas of free play in between the real business of novel writing.

“The Unwritten Novel” was the great discovery, however. That — again in one
second — showed me how I could embody all my deposit of experience in a
shape that fitted it — not that I have ever reached that end’ she continued to Ethel
Smyth in the same fascinating letter of 1937. ‘But anyhow I saw, branching out
of the tunnel I made, when I discovered that method of approach, Jacobs Room,
Mrs Dalloway etc — How I trembled with excitement.” “The Mark on the Wall’,
written in 1917, was where she claimed she first wrote freely, ‘all in a flash, as if
flying’; but she ascribes more importance to ‘An Unwritten Novel’, which she
wrote some three years later. This is at first puzzling, as it is definitely more
interesting than successful as a story.

The first-person narrator sits opposite an unhappy-looking woman in a railway
carriage, and spends the journey trying to ‘read’ her, constructing a background
for her, deciding that she is called Minnie Marsh and, childless, is visiting her
bullying matriarch of a sister-in-law in Eastbourne. At the end of the story the
woman gets off the train at Eastbourne, where she is met by her son, so the
narrator knows that all her guesswork was mistaken. She follows them in
imagination down to the sea, ending on an ecstatic note with, ‘If I fall on my
knees, if I go through the ritual, the ancient antics, it’s you, unknown figures,
you I adore; if I open my arms; it’s you I embrace, you I draw to me — adorable
world!” It would all be more convincing if the guesswork about the Minnie
Marsh character were not so snowed under by class detail — umbrellas, the whiff
of beef from the basement, ‘crusts and cruets, frills and ferns’ — there is even a
commercial traveller with a comic name. At no point does the reader feel



anywhere near the inner life of the miserable-looking woman in the railway
carriage; by the end of the story, indeed, they may well feel that Minnie Marsh is
just an excuse, and that they have instead been bamboozled into reading all
about the narrator.

The sense of liberation Virginia Woolf experienced seems to have been more
to do with the feeling of having discovered a ‘method of approach’ leading
towards the sort of novels she wanted to write. It is the way in which it is told
that is the most interesting thing about this story — in a sort of speedy dashing
shorthand, with quick sketches and guesses and retractions, dodging and darting
around and pointedly ignoring the tyranny of ‘and then . . . and then . . . and
then’; asking questions and not waiting for answers, dizzying the reader with
sudden elisions and allusions and swoops of movement — ‘Now, eyes open, she
looks out; and in the human eye — how d’you define it? — there’s a break — a
division — so that when you’ve grasped the stem the butterfly’s off — the moth
that hangs in the evening over the yellow flower — move, raise your hand, off,
high, away. Hang still, then, quiver, life, soul, spirit, whatever you are of Minnie
Marsh — I, too, on my flower-the hawk over the down — alone, or what were the
worth of life?’.

In ‘An Unwritten Novel’, she saw ‘how I could embody all my deposit of
experience in a shape that fitted it’; and that shape was to be the novel, not the
short story. ‘The truth is that one can get only so much into a story; there is
always a sacrifice’ wrote Katherine Mansfield. ‘One has to leave out what one
knows and longs to use.” Virginia Woolf was determined not to leave anything
out. Her writing is reflective, complex and subtle, full of literary and historical
references and echoes. She wanted a form that would allow for this and that
would hold all she had experienced; on the other hand, she was not prepared to
use the novel as a Victorian portmanteau, throwing in everything
indiscriminately. “Why admit anything to literature that is not poetry — by which
I mean saturated?’ she wrote. ‘Is that not my grudge against novelists? that they
select nothing? The poets succeeding by simplifying: practically everything is
left out. I want to put practically everything in: yet to saturate.” And so she did.

HELEN SIMPSON, 2003.



Editor’s Introduction

THE WORKS COLLECTED in this volume cover the entire range of Virginia Woolf’s
writing career. The earliest story, ‘Phyllis and Rosamond’, dates from 1906, just
two years after she had begun to publish short essays and reviews in the London
journals. The last sketch, “The Watering Place’, was written less than a month
before her death, on 28 March 1941, and is probably the last work of fiction that
she completed.

Virginia Woolf’s shorter fiction has never been collected in a single volume
before. To read the works straight through in chronological order is to follow the
amazing evolution of her genius as a writer. Her desire, as she described it in
1908, to ‘re-form the novel and capture multitudes of things at present fugitive,
enclose the whole, and shape infinite strange shapes’! led her to experiment
throughout her career not only with the novel, but also with various forms of
short fiction. Commenting again in 1917 on how ‘frightfully clumsy and
overpowering’ the novel was, she added, ‘I daresay one ought to invent a
completely new form. Anyhow its very amusing to try with these short things . .
 (L1L, 167).

Because she was continually experimenting with narrative forms, Woolf’s
shorter fiction is extremely varied. Some of her shorter works, such as ‘Solid
Objects’ and ‘The Legacy’, are short stories in the traditional sense, narratives
with firm story lines and sharply drawn characters. Others, such as ‘The Mark on
the Wall’ and ‘An Unwritten Novel’, are fictional reveries which in their shifts of
perspective and lyrical prose recall the autobiographical essays of some
nineteenth-century writers, De Quincey in particular. Still others, which could be
called ‘scenes’ or ‘sketches’, probably owe a debt to Chekhov, who helped us to
see, Woolf remarked in 1919, that ‘inconclusive stories are legitimate’.2 In some
works the narrator functions as a perceptive observer of the external scene, while
in others the narrator dramatises from within the minds of the characters, their
perceptions of themselves and their world. And in the reveries, it is the narrator’s
subtle scrutiny of her own thoughts that shapes the narrative.



As this brief description suggests, the line separating Virginia Woolf’s fiction
from her essays is a very fine one. I have included in this collection only those
short pieces that are, to my mind, clearly fictions, that is, works in which the
characters, scenes, and actions are more imaginary than they are factual, and in
which the narrator’s voice is not necessarily identical with the author’s. This has
meant the exclusion of a number of works which closely resemble her fiction:
biographical portraits, such as ‘Old Mrs Grey’ and ‘Eleanor Ormerod’, and
personal essays, such as “To Spain’ and ‘The Moment: Summer’s Night’. I have,
however, included several fictional works — ‘A Woman’s College from Outside’,
‘In the Orchard’, and ‘“Three Pictures’ — that have been published previously in
collections of her essays.

The first four works in the collection could be called apprentice pieces. In
them Woolf tries her hand at creating characters and situations, and she begins to
develop a distinctive prose style and narrative voice. In each the narrator focuses
on the relationship of the central characters — all of whom are women — to their
particular society. Phyllis and Rosamond, like the elusive Miss V., live in
contemporary London, while Joan Martyn’s journal takes us back to fifteenth-
century Norfolk. ‘Memoirs of a Novelist’, in which Woolf creates a reviewer, a
biographer, and a novelist, gives us a picture of one woman’s life in Victorian
England. The latter work in particular reflects Woolf’s continuing interest in the
role of the biographer.

With ‘The Mark on the Wall’, Woolf entered into an important new stage of
her writing career. She wrote it in 1917 while she was completing her second
novel, Night and Day (1919), the long work she later called her ‘exercise in the
conventional style’. ‘I shall never forget,” she told Ethel Smyth, ‘the day I wrote
The Mark on the Wall — all in a flash, as if flying, after being kept stone breaking
for months.” About two years later she wrote ‘An Unwritten Novel’ and
discovered, she later said, ‘how I could embody all my deposit of experience in a
shape that fitted it’ (LIV, 231). These two experimental works, along with six
others and four woodcut illustrations by Vanessa Bell, were published in Monday
or Tuesday (1921), the only volume of stories and sketches that Virginia Woolf
published.3

Woolf complained in her diary that the critics failed to see that she was ‘after
something interesting’ in Monday or Tuesday.* She was more perplexed than
discouraged, however, and the following year she published her first
experimental novel, Jacob’s Room, the book that prompted T. S. Eliot to
congratulate her on having ‘bridged a certain gap which existed between your



other novels and the experimental prose of Monday or Tuesday’.> As soon as she
had completed Jacob’s Room, she began to outline her next book which might be
called, she wrote, ‘At Home: or The Party’. ‘This is to be a short book,’ she
continued, ‘consisting of six or seven chapters each complete separately, yet
there must be some sort of fusion.’® The first ‘chapter’ she listed here was ‘Mrs
Dalloway in Bond Street’, the short story that would soon ‘branch’, as she put it,
‘into a book’ (DII, 207).

This story marked another important stage in Woolf’s development, for it was
in writing ‘Mrs Dalloway in Bond Street’ that she first found a way to place her
narrator within her character’s mind and to present that character’s thoughts and
emotions as they occur. James Joyce’s use of interior monologue in the opening
sections of Ulysses, which she was reading while she worked on this story,
probably contributed to her presentation of Clarissa Dalloway’s inner life, but
the seeds of her new method were clearly sown in ‘The Mark on the Wall’, ‘An
Unwritten Novel’, and other early stories.

She put aside her plan of writing a series of separate ‘chapters’ and wrote Mrs
Dalloway (1925), which has no chapters at all. Once this was completed, she
began quickly to write a group of eight stories (beginning with ‘The New
Dress’) which were all set at Mrs Dalloway’s party. In each of these she presents,
from the perspective of one or two characters, the subtle tensions that distinguish
‘the party consciousness’ (DIII, 12). She had modified her earlier plan and now
thought her stories might become a ‘corridor’ leading to a new book.” As soon as
she had finished the last of these, aptly called ‘A Summing Up’, she began her
next long work, To the Lighthouse (1927). In this book she made brilliant use of
the narrative method these stories had helped her to perfect.

Between 1917 and 1925, Virginia Woolf completed twenty-five stories and
sketches, as well as three novels, a book of essays, and numerous reviews.
During this extremely fruitful period, her short fiction was often a testing ground
where she experimented with narrative techniques that she would use and
develop further in her longer fictions. The stories in Monday or Tuesday, like
those written immediately before and after Mrs Dalloway, reflect the many ways
that she was freeing herself from conventions, both of method and thought, and
discovering the narrative voice that would be distinctly her own.

She would never write so many works of short fiction in such a brief period
again; she completed seventeen stories and sketches during the next sixteen
years. These were written intermittently and often as a way of relaxing, or of

)

amusing herself. ‘Moments of Being: “Slater’s Pins Have No Points”” was a



‘side story’ that sprouted, she said, as she was completing To the Lighthouse
(DIIL, 106). ‘The Lady in the Looking-Glass: A Reflection’ and ‘The Fascination
of the Pool’, both written in May of 1929, must have lightened the ‘great
pressure of difficulty’ she felt as she contemplated her next book, The Waves
(DIII, 229). Some of the stories and sketches written in the thirties, such as
“Three Pictures’, ‘The Shooting Party’, and probably her comic ‘Ode’, grew out
of actual scenes or anecdotes. Her range of characters expands in the later stories
to include an inscrutable naval officer, a tiresome but untiring do-gooder, a
Pentonville butcher, a social-climbing jeweller, two old ladies who preside
gleefully over their family’s decline, unhappy wives with self-absorbed
husbands, and even a rambunctious dog. In these stories as in the earlier ones,
memory and imagination often provide the characters with a means of escape
from disappointing lives.

Most of the late stories, beginning with ‘The Duchess and the Jeweller’, are
stories she had drafted at an earlier time and now revised for publication. She
records in her diary with obvious pleasure the fee she is paid for each of these.
And though she may refer to some of them dismissively as ‘pot boiling stories
for America’ (LVI, 252), her typescripts and the stories themselves show that she
put as much work into these as into any of her other writing. She could never,
she reflected late in her life, be accused of glibness: ‘I feel in my fingers the
weight of every word,’ she wrote, ‘even of a review’ (DV, 335).

I have found it impossible not to wonder, especially in the dead of night, what
Virginia Woolf would have thought of this collection. Had she lived to publish
the volume of her shorter fiction which she and Leonard Woolf had discussed,
she would probably not have included in it all of her previously published
works,8 nor all of her unpublished pieces. It is probable that she would have
revised the works she decided to reprint from Monday or Tuesday and from
periodicals, and certain that the unpublished stories and sketches would have
undergone extensive revision. Also she would probably have arranged the stories
and sketches differently, not in chronological order as I have done, but in a form
which would embody, as many of the individual works do, the special rhythms
of her own mind. In deciding to mix the unrevised stories and sketches with
those which Virginia Woolf had published, rather than to group them in a
separate section, I have viewed these works as documents that will best enrich
and inform the context in which the more polished stories and sketches are read
when they are placed in close conjunction with them. The previously
unpublished works also give us further evidence of Woolf’s determination never



to stop experimenting with new subjects and new narrative methods. Like the
many other manuscripts published since her death — the holograph drafts of To
the Lighthouse and The Waves, earlier drafts of The Voyage Out (Melymbrosia)
and The Years (The Pargiters), the typescripts of Between the Acts, Moments of
Being, essays, diaries, letters, and more — these unpublished works, and those
long out of print, now read with the familiar stories and sketches, will surely
deepen our appreciation of this remarkable writer’s achievement.

NOTES TO INTRODUCTION
Place and date of first publication has been given

1. The Letters of Virginia Woolf, ed. Nigel Nicolson (London: The Hogarth Press, 1975-80), I, 356.
Hereafter LI-VI.

2. ‘The Russian Background’ in Books and Portraits, ed. Mary Lyon (London: The Hogarth Press,
1977), p. 123.

3. Monday or Tuesday contains ‘A Haunted House’, ‘A Society’, ‘Monday or Tuesday’, ‘An Unwritten
Novel’, “The String Quartet’, ‘Blue & Green’, ‘Kew Gardens’, and ‘The Mark on the Wall’.

4. The Diary of Virginia Woolf, ed. Anne Olivier Bell (London: The Hogarth Press, 1975-1984), II, 106.
Hereafter DI-V.

5. Quentin Bell, Virginia Woolf: A Biography (London: The Hogarth Press, 1972), II, 88.
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Editorial Procedures

THE PUBLICATION HISTORY of Virginia Woolf’s shorter fiction is unusual and

complex. Of the forty-six works published here, only eighteen were published
during her lifetime. These are the eight stories and sketches included in Monday
or Tuesday, nine others published separately in periodicals, and one published in
a miscellany.! Leonard Woolf included eighteen works in A Haunted House,
published three years after his wife’s death. Six of these are from Monday or
Tuesday, seven from periodicals, and five had not been published before.
Another collection, called Mrs Dalloway’s Party and edited by Stella McNichol,
was published in 1973. This contains seven stories: four from A Haunted House,
one from a periodical, and two that had not been published before. Three other
stories have been published separately in periodicals since Virginia Woolf’s
death, and another was included by Leonard Woolf in The Death of the Moth.
Seventeen of the stories and sketches included in The Complete Shorter Fiction
have never been published before.

The editorial procedures followed in establishing the texts of these works have
had to be varied according to the kind and amount of material available. I shall
describe these procedures below. My aim has been to present a clear text of each
story and to explain in the textual notes that accompany the stories the origin of
that text.

Monday or Tuesday, Virginia Woolf’s only collection of stories and sketches,
ran to ninety-one pages and was too ambitious an undertaking for the newly
established Hogarth Press. Leonard Woolf has described in Beginning Again
how ‘with considerable hesitation and certainly foolishly’ he engaged a jobbing
printer named F. T. McDermott to print it. The result was, Woolf says, ‘one of
the worst printed books ever published’. He recalls in rueful detail the day that
he helped McDermott print Monday or Tuesday:

I went down and helped him to print the beastly thing. I have never seen a more desperate,
ludicrous — but to me at the time tragic — scene than McDermott printing Monday or Tuesday. He
insisted upon printing the woodcuts with the letterpress. The consequence was that, in order to get
the right ‘colour’ for the illustrations, he had to get four or five times more ink on his rollers than
was right for the type. His type was soon clogged with ink; but even that was not the worst: he got



so much ink on the blocks and his paper was so soft and spongy that little fluffy bits of paper were
torn off with the ink and stuck to the blocks and then to the rollers and finally to the type. We had
to stop every few minutes and clean everything, but even so the pages were an appalling sight. We
machined 1,000 copies, and at the end we sank down exhausted and speechless on the floor by the
side of the machine, where we sat and silently drank beer until I was sufficiently revived to crawl
battered and broken back to Hogarth House.2

It is not surprising to find that Monday or Tuesday contains many typographical
errors, especially in the punctuation. Most of these were corrected in the first
American edition, published (without Vanessa Bell’s woodcuts) by Harcourt,
Brace and Company in November of 1921. I have used this edition here, as it
appears Leonard Woolf did when he reprinted six of the stories in A Haunted
House. A few misprints persisted or were introduced into the American edition
and these have been silently corrected.3

Three of the stories included in Monday or Tuesday had been published
before: ‘The Mark on the Wall’, ‘Kew Gardens’, and ‘An Unwritten Novel’. I
have compared the versions of these reprinted in Monday or Tuesday with the
earlier ones and have included comments on Virginia Woolf’s revisions in the
notes.

In editing all the stories published during Virginia Woolf’s lifetime I have
compared any holograph or typescript drafts which have survived with the
published texts. There are substantive differences between the drafts and the
published versions of each of the stories; I have assumed that, except in the case
of obvious errors or the imposition of various printing-house styles, these
differences are the result of her revisions. Thus I have reprinted the published
texts of these stories rather than her typescript drafts.

A comparison of the holograph draft of a story with a subsequent typescript or
typescripts reveals a process of revision which one sees continuing in the printed
text. I can illustrate this with a passage from ‘A Woman’s College from Outside’.
In the holograph, Virginia Woolf wrote: ‘Now smooth and colourless, reposing
deeply they lay surrounded supported by the bodies of youth, recumbent or
grouped at the window; pouring forth into the garden this bubbling laughter.
Irresponsible laughter. Laughter of mind and body; life itself; floating away
rules, and discipline, immensely fertilising . . .” She introduced a few changes
into the typescript: ‘lay surrounded supported’ became ‘lay surrounded, lay
supported’ and the comma after ‘rules’ was removed. In the printed text one
finds additional changes which further affect the rhythm of the prose: °
pouring forth into the garden this bubbling laughter, this irresponsible laughter:



this laughter of mind and body floating away rules, hours, discipline: immensely
fertilising . . .’

Often a passage which she has revised in holograph on her typescript will
have undergone further revision in the printed text. For example, in the earliest
typescript draft of ‘The Lady in the Looking-Glass: A Reflection’, we find this
sentence: ‘Here she was, just in the corner of the looking glass.” In the later,
revised typescript, this sentence has become: ‘Suddenly here she was in the
looking glass’ followed by ‘It made one start’ added in holograph. In the printed
text this passage has been revised again: ‘One must imagine — here was she in
the looking-glass. It made one start.’

In most instances there are some substantive and accidental differences
between the texts published during her lifetime and those reprinted in A Haunted
House and Mrs Dalloway’s Party. 1 have assumed that the texts published by
Virginia Woolf have the greater authority and have presented these texts here.

Examples of the kinds of variants I am referring to are found in ‘Moments of
Being: “Slater’s Pins Have No Points”’, which was published in Forum in 1928
and reprinted in A Haunted House. When reprinting the story, Leonard Woolf
used the typescript rather than the version which appeared in Forum. The
differences between the two indicate that Virginia Woolf made revisions in the
story that do not appear on her typescript. For example, after typing the story,
she decided to place the Craye family home in Salisbury rather than Canterbury.
She cancelled the first reference to Canterbury in the typescript and wrote
Salisbury above it, but neglected to change the second reference to Canterbury,
four lines down. The omission is corrected in Forum, but remains unchanged in
A Haunted House.

Another example of this kind of variant is found at the end of the story.
Virginia Woolf appears to have had second thoughts about the ending. The
penultimate paragraph of the typescript, which is also the one in A Haunted
House, differs from the version in Forum. In the typescript Virginia Woolf
wrote:

Julia blazed. Julia kindled. Out of the night she burnt like a dead white star. Julia
opened her arms. Julia kissed her on the lips. Julia possessed it.

The revised Forum text reads:

She saw Julia open her arms; saw her blaze; saw her kindle. Out of the night she burnt like a dead
white star. Julia kissed her. Julia possessed her.



The text reprinted in A Haunted House also contains errors which are either
the result of misprints or of Leonard Woolf’s misreading of the typescript. For
example, at the end of the fourth paragraph, Virginia Woolf added in holograph
‘that lingering, desiring look’. This passage appears in Forum, but in A Haunted
House ‘desiring’ is rendered ‘driving’. Later in the story, the sentence which
reads in both the typescript and Forum ‘She would have considered the
comparison very seriously . . .’ is printed in A Haunted House as ‘She would
have considered the comparison very furiously’.

In editing the texts of all the stories published during Virginia Woolf’s
lifetime, I have corrected obvious misprints and used standard British spelling
throughout.

In editing the texts of stories that were published after Virginia Woolf’s death,
I have, whenever possible, gone back to her holograph and typescript drafts and
made new transcriptions of these. The differences between my transcriptions and
those made by previous editors are usually small ones, and generally I have not
commented on them in the notes.

The stories in this group that were published by Leonard Woolf in A Haunted
House present some unusual problems, for he was no common editor. He says in
the Editorial Note to The Death of the Moth that during Virginia Woolf’s lifetime
he always punctuated and corrected obvious verbal mistakes in his wife’s
manuscripts before they were published. He continued to edit her work in this
way after her death. Generally it is possible to distinguish his spidery
handwriting from hers and to tell when he has written in ink over revisions she
had made in pencil, and when he has introduced changes of his own. I have tried
to distinguish his revisions from hers, to include only hers, and those of his that
are obvious corrections; when I am in doubt as to the origin of a revision, I have
included the change.

The state of the drafts of the previously unpublished stories varies a good deal.
Six are holograph drafts which, though they contain revisions, are nevertheless
first drafts. A comparison of the first drafts of other stories with subsequent
typescript drafts shows how carefully Virginia Woolf revised her narratives.
Though the basic situation in a story or sketch would remain unchanged, the
phrasing would undergo extensive revision. The first draft of a story appears
generally to have been written quickly and to be a very rough outline of what,
after numerous revisions, would become the finished draft. The reader should
keep in mind when reading all of the previously unpublished stories, and
especially those which exist only in holograph, that though they are complete in



the sense that they are whole narratives, they have not undergone the rigorous
final revision Virginia Woolf would have given them had she decided to publish
them herself.

The texts of the unpublished pieces presented in this edition make no attempt
to reproduce the stages of revision reflected even in what appear to be her final
typescripts. The holograph revisions, frequently made in several kinds of ink or
pencil (thus suggesting that they were made over a period of time), have been
incorporated into the text without comment. Cancelled passages have not been
reproduced, though some are given in the notes. Misspellings have been
corrected and abbreviations, such as ampersands and contractions, have been
written out. I have standardised the spelling of words that Virginia Woolf spelled
variously (such as ‘tomorrow’ and ‘today’, which she sometimes hyphenated).
Unless otherwise indicated, square brackets have been reserved for editorial use
and their particular function within each story explained in the note.

The idiosyncrasies of Virginia Woolf’s punctuation in the holograph and
typescript drafts indicate the speed with which she wrote and typed. She often
omits quotation marks either at the beginning or the end of a quotation and she
frequently neglects to use commas to introduce or close a quotation. I have
added both quotation marks and commas where common practice is to use them,
and I have placed punctuation according to standard British usage. Though she
generally does not enclose a character’s thoughts within quotation marks, she is
not consistent in this. I have included quotation marks when she appears to
intend their use and omitted them when she omits them. She also sometimes
omits a closing parenthesis or a second dash, where dashes are being used in
pairs. I have added these, along with apostrophes and hyphens where necessary,
since their omission seems not to be a matter of style.

Some of Virginia Woolf’s unconventional habits of punctuation do affect the
rhythm of her prose. She often uses colons and semicolons where another writer
might choose either a comma or a full stop. Unless these appear to be errors (for
example, a semicolon placed at what is clearly the end of a sentence) they have
been left as they are. Also, occasionally words within a series are not separated
by commas. Sometimes their omission reflects her haste, but in other instances
she seems to be aiming at a specific effect, as in the conclusion of this sentence
from ‘Happiness’: ‘So if one were being pursued through a forest by wolves one
would tear off little bits of clothing and break off biscuits and throw them to the
unhappy wolves, feeling almost, but not quite, secure oneself, on one’s high
swift safe sledge.’ Passages such as this have not been changed. In editing all of



the stories I have silently corrected obvious errors, but I have not attempted to
impose ‘correct’ punctuation on them. When I have felt that punctuation is
neeeded for the sake of clarity, I have enclosed it within square brackets.

Practical considerations have made it impossible to record all of the variants
in the stories. I have included in the notes the most extensive and significant
variants and I have listed in Appendix C the existence and location of holograph
and typescript drafts, for the information of those who may wish to study these. I
have presented the last revised draft of each story or sketch, as I have presented
the last revised text of the works that she published, on the assumption that these
are the best versions and the ones that embody Virginia Woolf’s latest (though
not necessarily her final) intentions.

I have arranged the stories in chronological order and have given in the notes
whatever textual and biographical evidence I have found to support this
arrangement. A story whose first draft was written several years before the final
draft, is arranged according to the date of the latter (an example of this is “The
Shooting Party’, first written in 1932 and then revised for publication in 1937).
Unless otherwise indicated, the typescripts referred to in the notes and
appendices were typed by Virginia Woollf.

The notes also annotate any quotations or other references that seem to require
it. I have generally not attempted in them to relate the stories to Virginia Woolf’s
other published works, but it is hoped that the information they supply will prove
useful to those readers who may want to explore further the important place the
shorter fiction has in Virginia Woolf’s canon.

NOTES TO EDITORIAL PROCEDURES

1. The latter is ‘A Woman’s College from Outside’ which appeared in Atalanta’s Garland: Being the
Book of the Edinburgh University Women’s Union (Edinburgh: The University Press, 1926). The collection
also included two previously unpublished sketches by Katherine Mansfield. The publication history of each
of the stories can be found in the individual notes and in Appendix C.

2. Beginning Again: An Autobiography of the Years 1911-1918 (London: The Hogarth Press, 1964), pp.
239-240.

3. I have found only two substantive variants that are not clearly corrected misprints: at the end of “The
Society’, ‘““It is too late,” I said’ became in the Harcourt, Brace edition, ‘“It is too late,” I replied’ and in

“The String Quartet’ the phrase ‘old, jolly fishwives’ became ‘jolly old fishwives’.



Early Stories



Phyllis and Rosamond

IN THIS VERY curious age, when we are beginning to require pictures of people,
their minds and their coats, a faithful outline, drawn with no skill but veracity,
may possibly have some value.

Let each man, I heard it said the other day, write down the details of a day’s
work; posterity will be as glad of the catalogue as we should be if we had such a
record of how the door keeper at the Globe, and the man who kept the Park gates
passed Saturday March 18th in the year of our Lord 1568.

And as such portraits as we have are almost invariably of the male sex, who
strut more prominently across the stage, it seems worth while to take as model
one of those many women who cluster in the shade. For a study of history and
biography convinces any right minded person that these obscure figures occupy
a place not unlike that of the showman’s hand in the dance of the marionettes;
and the finger is laid upon the heart. It is true that our simple eyes believed for
many ages that the figures danced of their own accord, and cut what steps they
chose; and the partial light which novelists and historians have begun to cast
upon that dark and crowded place behind the scenes has done little as yet but
show us how many wires there are, held in obscure hands, upon whose jerk or
twist the whole figure of the dance depends. This preface leads us then to the
point at which we began; we intend to look as steadily as we can at a little group,
which lives at this moment (the 20th June, 1906); and seems for some reasons
which we will give, to epitomise the qualities of many. It is a common case,
because after all there are many young women, born of well-to-do, respectable,
official parents; and they must all meet much the same problems, and there can
be, unfortunately, but little variety in the answers they make.

There are five of them, all daughters they will ruefully explain to you:
regretting this initial mistake it seems all through their lives on their parents’
behalf. Further, they are divided into camps: two sisters oppose themselves to
two sisters; the fifth vacillates equally between them. Nature has decreed that
two shall inherit a stalwart pugnacious frame of mind, which applies itself to
political economy and social problems successfully and not unhappily; while the



other two she has made frivolous, domestic, of lighter and more sensitive
temperaments. These two then are condemned to be what in the slang of the
century is called ‘the daughters at home’. Their sisters deciding to cultivate their
brains, go to College, do well there, and marry Professors. Their careers have so
much likeness to those of men themselves that it is scarcely worth while to make
them the subject of special enquiry. The fifth sister is less marked in character
than any of the others; but she marries when she is twenty-two so that she
scarcely has time to develop the individual features of young ladydom which we
set out to describe. In the two ‘daughters at home’ Phyllis and Rosamond, we
will call them, we find excellent material for our enquiry.

A few facts will help us to set them in their places, before we begin to
investigate. Phyllis is twenty-eight, Rosamond is twenty-four. In person they are
pretty, pink cheeked, vivacious; a curious eye will not find any regular beauty of
feature; but their dress and demeanour give them the effect of beauty without its
substance. They seem indigenous to the drawing-room, as though, born in silk
evening robes, they had never trod a rougher earth than the Turkey carpet, or
reclined on harsher ground than the arm chair or the sofa. To see them in a
drawing-room full of well dressed men and women, is to see the merchant in the
Stock Exchange, or the barrister in the Temple. This, every motion and word
proclaims, is their native air; their place of business, their professional arena.
Here, clearly, they practise the arts in which they have been instructed since
childhood. Here, perhaps, they win their victories and earn their bread. But it
would be as unjust as it would be easy to press this metaphor till it suggested that
the comparison was appropriate and complete in all its parts. It fails; but where it
fails and why it fails it will take some time and attention to discover.

You must be in a position to follow these young ladies home, and to hear their
comments over the bedroom candle. You must be by them when they wake next
morning; and you must attend their progress throughout the day. When you have
done this, not for one day but for many days then you will be able to calculate
the values of those impressions which are to be received by night in the drawing-
room.

This much may be retained of the metaphor already used; that the drawing-
room scene represents work to them and not play. So much is made quite clear
by the scene in the carriage going home. Lady Hibbert is a severe critic of such
performances; she has noted whether her daughters looked well, spoke welll,]
behaved well; whether they attracted the right people and repelled the wrong;
whether on the whole the impression they left was favourable. From the



multiplicity and minuteness of her comments it is easy to see that two hours
entertainment is, for artists of this kind, a very delicate and complicated piece of
work. Much it seems, depends upon the way they acquit themselves. The
daughters answer submissively and then keep silence, whether their mother
praises or blames: and her censure is severe. When they are alone at last, and
they share a modest sized bedroom at the top of a great ugly house; they stretch
their arms and begin to sigh with relief. Their talk is not very edifying; it is the
‘shop’ of business men; they calculate their profits and their losses and have
clearly no interest at heart except their own. And yet you may have heard them
chatter of books and plays and pictures as though these were the things they
most cared about; to discuss them was the only motive of a ‘party’.

Yet you will observe also in this hour of unlovely candour something which is
also very sincere, but by no means ugly. The sisters were frankly fond of each
other. Their affection has taken the form for the most part of a free masonship
which is anything but sentimental; all their hopes and fears are in common; but it
is a genuine feeling, profound in spite of its prosaic exterior. They are strictly
honourable in all their dealings together; and there is even something chivalrous
in the attitude of the younger sister to the elder. She, as the weaker by reason of
her greater age, must always have the best of things. There is some pathos also
in the gratitude with which Phyllis accepts the advantage. But it grows late, and
in respect for their complexions, these business-like young women remind each
other that it is time to put out the light.

In spite of this forethought they are fain to sleep on after they are called in the
morning. But Rosamond jumps up, and shakes Phyllis.

‘Phyllis we shall be late for breakfast.’

There must have been some force in this argument, for Phyllis got out of bed
and began silently to dress. But their haste allowed them to put on their clothes
with great care and dexterity, and the result was scrupulously surveyed by each
sister in turn before they went down. The clock struck nine as they came into the
breakfast room: their father was already there, kissed each daughter
perfunctorily, passed his cup for coffee, read his paper and disappeared. It was a
silent meal. Lady Hibbert breakfasted in her room; but after breakfast they had to
visit her, to receive her orders for the day, and while one wrote notes for her the
other went to arrange lunch and dinner with the cook. By eleven they were free,
for the time, and met in the schoolroom where Doris the youngest sister, aged
sixteen, was writing an essay upon the Magna Charter in French.1 Her
complaints at the interruption — for she was dreaming of a first class already —



met with no honour. “We must sit here, because there’s nowhere else to sit,’
remarked Rosamond. “You needn’t think we want your company,’ added Phyllis.
But these remarks were spoken without bitterness, as the mere commonplaces of
daily life.

In deference to their sister, however, Phyllis took up a volume of Anatole
France, and Rosamond opened the ‘Greek Studies’ of Walter Pater. They read for
some minutes in silence; then a maid knocked, breathless, with a message that
‘Her Ladyship wanted the young ladies in the drawing-room.” They groaned;
Rosamond offered to go alone; Phyllis said no, they were both victims; and
wondering what the errand was they went sulkily downstairs. Lady Hibbert was
impatiently waiting them.

‘O there you are at last,” she exclaimed. “Your father has sent round to say he’s
asked Mr Middleton and Sir Thomas Carew to lunch. Isn’t that troublesome of
him! I can’t think what drove him to ask them, and there’s no lunch — and I see
you haven’t arranged the flowers, Phyllis; and Rosamond I want you to put a
clean tucker in my maroon gown. O dear, how thoughtless men are.’

The daughters were used to these insinuations against their father: on the
whole they took his side, but they never said so.

They silently departed now on their separate errands: Phyllis had to go out and
buy flowers and an extra dish for lunch; and Rosamond sat down to her sewing.

Their tasks were hardly done in time for them to change for lunch; but at 1.30
they came pink and smiling into the pompous great drawing-room. Mr
Middleton was Sir William Hibbert’s secretary; a young man of some position
and prospects, as Lady Hibbert defined him; who might be encouraged. Sir
Thomas was an official in the same office, solid and gouty, a handsome piece on
the board, but of no individual importance.

At lunch then there was some sprightly conversation between Mr Middleton
and Phyllis, while their elders talked platitudes, in sonorous deep voices.
Rosamond sat rather silent, as was her wont; speculating keenly upon the
character of the secretary, who might be her brother-in-law; and checking certain
theories she had made by every fresh word he spoke. By open consent, Mr
Middleton was her sister’s game; she did not trespass. If one could have read her
thoughts, while she listened to Sir Thomas’s stories of India in the Sixties, one
would have found that she was busied in somewhat abstruse calculations; Little
Middleton, as she called him, was not half a bad sort; he had brains; he was, she
knew, a good son, and he would make a good husband. He was well to do also,
and would make his way in the service. On the other hand her psychological



acuteness told her that he was narrow minded, without a trace of imagination or
intellect, in the sense she understood it; and she knew enough of her sister to
know that she would never love this efficient active little man, although she
would respect him. The question was should she marry him? This was the point
she had reached when Lord Mayo was assassinated;2 and while her lips
murmured ohs and ahs of horror, her eyes were telegraphing across the table, ‘I
am doubtful.” If she had nodded her sister would have begun to practise those
arts by which many proposals had been secured already. Rosamond, however,
did not yet know enough to make up her mind. She telegraphed merely ‘Keep
him in play.’

The gentlemen left soon after lunch, and Lady Hibbert prepared to go and lie
down. But before she went she called Phyllis to her.

“Well my dear,’ she said, with more affection than she had shown yet, ‘did you
have a pleasant lunch? Was Mr Middleton agreeable?’ She patted her daughter’s
cheek, and looked keenly into her eyes.

Some petulancy came across Phyllis, and she answered listlessly. ‘O he’s not a
bad little man; but he doesn’t excite me.’

Lady Hibbert’s face changed at once: if she had seemed a benevolent cat
playing with a mouse from philanthropic motives before, she was the real animal
now in sober earnest.

‘Remember,’ she snapped, ‘this can’t go on for ever. Try and be a little less
selfish, my dear.” If she had sworn openly, her words could not have been less
pleasant to hear.

She swept off, and the two girls looked at each other, with expressive
contortions of the lips.

‘I couldn’t help it,” said Phyllis, laughing weakly. ‘Now let’s have a respite.
Her Ladyship won’t want us till four.’

They mounted to the schoolroom, which was now empty; and threw
themselves into deep arm chairs. Phyllis lit a cigarette, and Rosamond sucked
peppermints, as though they induced to thought.

‘“Well, my dear,’ said Phyllis at last, ‘what do we decide? It is June now; our
parents give me till July: little Middleton is the only one.’

‘Except —’ began Rosamond.

“Yes, but it is no good thinking of him.’

‘Poor old Phyllis! Well, he’s not a bad man.’

‘Clean sober, truthful industrious. O we should make a model pair! You
should stay with us in Derbyshire.’



“You might do better,” went on Rosamond; with the considering air of a judge.
‘On the other hand, they won’t stand much more.” “They’ intimated Sir William
and Lady Hibbert.

‘Father asked me yesterday what I could do if I didn’t marry. I had nothing to
say.’

‘No, we were educated for marriage.’

‘“You might have done something better. Of course I’'m a fool so it doesn’t
matter.’

‘And I think marriage the best thing there is — if one were allowed to marry
the man one wants.’

‘O I know: it is beastly. Still there’s no escaping facts.’

‘Middleton,’ said Rosamond briefly. ‘He’s the fact at present. Do you care for
him?’

‘Not in the least.’

‘Could you marry him?’

‘If her Ladyship made me.’

‘It might be a way out, at any rate.’

‘“What d’you make of him now?’ asked Phyllis, who would have accepted or
rejected any man on the strength of her sister’s advice. Rosamond, possessed of
shrewd and capable brains, had been driven to feed them exclusively upon the
human character and as her science was but little obscured by personal
prejudice, her results were generally trustworthy.

‘He’s very good,’ she began; ‘moral qualities excellent: brains fair: he’ll do
well of course: not a scrap of imagination or romance: he’d be very just to you.’

‘In short we would be a worthy pair: something like our parents!’

“The question is,” went on Rosamond; ‘is it worth while going through another
year of slavery, till the next one comes along? And who is the next? Simpson,
Rogers, [Leiscetter?].’

At each name her sister made a face.

“The conclusion seems to be: mark time and keep up apearances.’

‘O let’s enjoy ourselves while we may! If it weren’t for you, Rosamond, I
should have married a dozen times already.’

“You’d have been in the divorce court my dear.’

‘I’m too respectable for that, really. I’'m very weak without you. And now let’s
talk of your affairs.’

‘My affairs can wait,” said Rosamond resolutely. And the two young women
discussed their friends’ characters, with some acuteness and not a little charity



till it was time to change once more. But two features of their talk are worth
remark. First, that they held intellect in great reverence and made that a cardinal
point in their enquiry; secondly that whenever they suspected an unhappy home
life, or a disappointed attachment, even in the case of the least attractive, their
judgments were invariably gentle and sympathetic.

At four they drove out with Lady Hibbert to pay calls. This performance
consisted in driving solemnly to one house after another where they had dined or
hoped to dine, and depositing two or three cards in the servant’s hand. At one
place they entered and drank a cup of tea, and talked of the weather for precisely
fifteen minutes. They wound up with a slow passage through the Park, making
one of the procession of gay carriages which travel at a foot’s pace at that hour
round the statue of Achilles. Lady Hibbert wore a permanent and immutable
smile.

By six o’clock they were home again and found Sir William entertaining an
elderly cousin and his wife at tea. These people could be treated without
ceremony, and Lady Hibbert went off to lie down; and left her daughters to ask
how John was, and whether Milly had got over the measles. ‘Remember; we
dine out at eight, William,’ she said, as she left the room.

Phyllis went with them; the party was given by a distinguished judge, and she
had to entertain a respectable K.C.; her efforts in one direction at least might be
relaxed; and her mother’s eye regarded her with indifference. It was like a
draught of clear cold water, Phyllis reflected, to talk with an intelligent elderly
man upon impersonal subjects. They did not theorise, but he told her facts and
she was glad to realise that the world was full of solid things, which were
independent of her life.

When they left she told her mother that she was going on to the Tristrams, to
meet Rosamond there. Lady Hibbert pursed up her mouth, shrugged her
shoulders and said ‘very well,” as though she would have objected if she could
have laid her hands on a sufficiently good reason. But Sir William was waiting,
and a frown was the only argument.

So Phyllis went separately to the distant and unfashionable quarter of London
where the Tristrams lived. That was one of the many enviable parts of their lot.
The stucco fronts, the irreproachable rows of Belgravia and South Kensington
seemed to Phyllis the type of her lot; of a life trained to grow in an ugly pattern
to match the staid ugliness of its fellows. But if one lived here in Bloomsbury,
she began to theorise waving with her hand as her cab passed through the great
tranquil squares, beneath the pale green of umbrageous trees, one might grow up



as one liked. There was room, and freedom, and in the roar and splendour of the
Strand she read the live realities of the world from which her stucco and her
pillars protected her so completely.

Her cab stopped before some lighted windows which, open in the summer
night, let some of the talk and life within spill out upon the pavement. She was
impatient for the door to open which was to let her enter, and partake. When she
stood, however, within the room, she became conscious of her own appearance
which, as she knew by heart, was on these occasions, like that of ladies whom
Romney painted.3 She saw herself enter into the smokey room where people sat
on the floor, and the host wore a shooting jacket, with her arch little head held
high, and her mouth pursed as though for an epigram. Her white silk and her
cherry ribbons made her conspicuous. It was with some feeling of the difference
between her and the rest that she sat very silent scarcely taking advantage of the
openings that were made for her in the talk. She kept looking round at the dozen
people who were sitting there, with a sense of bewilderment. The talk was of
certain pictures then being shown, and their merits were discussed from a
somewhat technical standpoint. Where was Phyllis to begin? She had seen them;
but she knew that her platitudes would never stand the test of question and
criticism to which they would be exposed. Nor, she knew, was there any scope
here for those feminine graces which could veil so much. The time was passed;
for the discussion was hot and serious, and no one of the combatants wished to
be tripped by illogical devices. So she sat and watched, feeling like a bird with
wings pinioned; and more acutely, because more genuinely, uncomfortable than
she had ever been at ball or play. She repeated to herself the little bitter axiom
that she had fallen between two stools; and tried meanwhile to use her brains
soberly upon what was being said. Rosamond hinted from across the room that
she was in the same predicament.

At last the disputants dissolved, and talk became general once more; but no
one apologised for the concentrated character it had borne, and general
conversation, the Miss Hibberts found, if it did occupy itself with more trivial
subjects, tended to be scornful of the commonplace, and knew no hesitation in
saying so. But it was amusing; and Rosamond acquitted herself creditably in
discussing a certain character which came into question; although she was
surprised to find that her most profound discoveries were taken as the starting
point of further investigations, and represented no conclusions.

Moreover, the Miss Hibberts were surprised and a little dismayed to discover
how much of their education had stuck to them. Phyllis could have beaten



herself the next moment for her instinctive disapproval of some jest against
Christianity which the Tristrams uttered and applauded as lightly as though
religion was a small matter.

Even more amazing to the Miss Hibberts however was the manner in which
their own department of business was transacted; for they supposed that even in
this odd atmosphere ‘the facts of life’ were important. Miss Tristram, a young
woman of great beauty, and an artist of real promise, was discussing marriage
with a gentleman who might easily as far as one could judge, have a personal
interest in the question. But the freedom and frankness with which they both
explained their views and theorised upon the whole question of love and
matrimony, seemed to put the whole thing in a new and sufficiently startling
light. It fascinated the young ladies more than anything they had yet seen or
heard. They had flattered themselves that every side and view of the subject was
known to them; but this was something not only new, but unquestionably
genuine.

‘I have never yet had a proposal; I wonder what it feels like,” said the candid
considering voice of the younger Miss Tristram; and Phyllis and Rosamond felt
that they ought to produce their experiences for the instruction of the company.
But then they could not adopt this strange new point of view, and their
experiences after all were of a different quality entirely. Love to them was
something induced by certain calculated actions; and it was cherished in ball
rooms, in scented conservatories, by glances of the eyes, flashes of the fan, and
faltering suggestive accents. Love here was a robust, ingenuous thing which
stood out in the daylight, naked and solid, to be tapped and scrutinised as you
thought best. Even were they free to love as they chose, Phyllis and Rosamond
felt very doubtful that they could love in this way. With the rapid impulse of
youth they condemned themselves utterly, and determined that all efforts at
freedom were in vain: long captivity had corrupted them both within and
without.

They sat thus, unconscious of their own silence, like people shut out from
some merrymaking in the cold and the wind; invisible to the feasters within. But
in reality the presence of these two silent and hungry eyed young women was
felt to be oppressive by all the people there; although they did not exactly know
why; perhaps they were bored. The Miss Tristrams, however, felt themselves
responsible; and Miss Sylvia Tristram, the younger, as the result of a whisper,
undertook a private conversation with Phyllis. Phyllis snatched at it like a dog at
a bone; indeed her face wore a gaunt ravenous expression, as she saw the



moments fly, and the substance of this strange evening remained beyond her
grasp. At least, if she could not share, she might explain what forbade her. She
was longing to prove to herself that there were good reasons for her impotence;
and if she felt that Miss Sylvia was a solid woman in spite of her impersonal
generalisations, there was hope that they might meet some day on common
ground. Phyllis had an odd feeling, when she leant forward to speak, of
searching feverishly through a mass of artificial frivolities to lay hands on the
solid grain of pure self which, she supposed lay hid somewhere.

‘O Miss Tristram,’ she began, ‘you are all so brilliant. I do feel frightened.’

‘Are you laughing at us,’ asked Sylvia.

“Why should I laugh? Don’t you see what a fool I feel?’

Sylvia began to see, and the sight interested her.

“Yours is such a wonderful life; it is so strange to us.’

Sylvia who wrote and had a literary delight in seeing herself reflected in
strange looking-glasses, and of holding up her own mirror to the lives of others,
settled herself to the task with gusto. She had never considered the Hibberts as
human beings before; but had called them ‘young ladies’. She was all the more
ready now therefore to revise her mistake; both from vanity and from real
curiosity.

“What do you do?’ she demanded suddenly, in order to get to business at once.

“What do I do?’ echoed Phyllis. ‘O order dinner and arrange the flowers!’

“Yes, but what’s your trade,” pursued Sylvia, who was determined not to be
put off with phrases.

‘That’s my trade; I wish it wasn’t! Really Miss Tristram, you must remember
that most young ladies are slaves; and you mustn’t insult me because you happen
to be free.’

‘O do tell me,” broke forth Sylvia, ‘exactly what you mean. I want to know. I
like to know about people. After all you know, the human soul is the thing.’

“Yes,’ said Phyllis, anxious to keep from theories. ‘But our life’s so simple and
so ordinary. You must know dozens like us.’

‘I know your evening dresses,” said Sylvia; ‘I see you pass before me in
beautiful processions, but I have never yet heard you speak. Are you solid all
through?’ It struck her that this tone jarred upon Phyllis: so she changed.

‘I daresay we are sisters. But why are we so different outside?’

‘O no, we’re not sisters,” said Phyllis bitterly; ‘at least I pity you if we are.
You see, we are brought up just to come out in the evening and make pretty



speeches, and well, marry I suppose, and of course we might have gone to
college if we’d wanted to; but as we didn’t we’re just accomplished.’

“We never went to college,’ said Sylvia.

‘And you’re not accomplished? Of course you and your sister are the real
thing, and Rosamond and I are frauds: at least I am. But don’t you see it all now
and don’t you see what an ideal life yours is?’

‘I can’t see why you shouldn’t do what you like, as we do,’ said Sylvia,
looking round the room.

‘Do you think we could have people like this? Why, we can never ask a friend,
except when our parents are away.’

‘“Why not?’

“We haven’t a room, for one thing: and then we should never be allowed to do
it. We are daughters, until we become married women.’

Sylvia considered her a little grimly. Phyllis understood that she had spoken
with the wrong kind of frankness about love.

‘Do you want to marry?’ asked Syvlia.

‘Can you ask? You are an innocent young thing! — but of course you’re quite
right. It should be for love, and all the rest of it. But,” continued Phyllis,
desperately speaking the truth, ‘we can’t think of it in that way. We want so
many things, that we can never see marriage alone as it really is or ought to be. It
is always mixed up with so much else. It means freedom and friends and a house
of our own, and oh all the things you have already! Does that seem to you very
dreadful and very mercenary?’

‘It does seem rather dreadful; but not mercenary I think. I should write if I
were you.’

‘O there you go again, Miss Tristram!’ exclaimed Phyllis in comic despair. ‘I
cannot make you understand that for one thing we haven’t the brains; and for
another, if we had them we couldn’t use them. Mercifully the Good Lord made
us fitted for our station. Rosamond might have done something; she’s too old
now.’

‘My God,’ exclaimed Sylvia. “What a Black Hole! I should burn, shoot, jump
out of the window; at least do something!’

“What?’ asked Phyllis sardonically. ‘If you were in our place you might; but I
don’t think you could be. O no,’ she went on in a lighter and more cynical tone,
‘this is our life, and we have to make the best of it. Only I want you to
understand why it is that we come here and sit silent. You see, this is the life we
should like to lead; and now I rather doubt that we can. You,’ she indicated all



the room, ‘think us merely fashionable minxes; so we are, almost. But we might
have been something better. Isn’t it pathetic?’ She laughed her dry little laugh.
‘But promise me one thing, Miss Tristram: that you will come and see us, and
that you will let us come here sometimes. Now Rosamond, we must really go.’
They left, and in the cab Phyllis wondered a little at her outburst; but felt that
she had enjoyed it. They were both somewhat excited; and anxious to analyse
their discomfort, and find out what it meant. Last night they had driven home at
this hour in a more sullen but at the same time in a more self-satisfied temper;
they were bored by what they had done, but they knew they had done it well.
And they had the satisfaction of feeling that they were fit for far better things.
Tonight they were not bored; but they did not feel that they had acquitted
themselves well when they had the chance. The bedroom conference was a little
dejected; in penetrating to her real self Phyllis had let in some chill gust of air to
that closely guarded place; what did she really want, she asked herself? What
was she fit for? to criticise both worlds and feel that neither gave her what she
needed. She was too genuinely depressed to state the case to her sister; and her
fit of honesty left her with the convinction that talking did no good; and if she
could do anything, it must be done by herself. Her last thoughts that night were
that it was rather a relief that Lady Hibbert had arranged a full day for them
tomorrow: at any rate she need not think; and river parties were amusing.



The Mysterious Case of Miss V.

IT1S A commonplace that there is no loneliness like that of one who finds himself
alone in a crowd; novelists repeat it; the pathos is undeniable; and now, since the
case of Miss V., I at least have come to believe it. Such a story as hers and her
sister’s — but it is characteristic that in writing of them one name seems
instinctively to do for both — indeed one might mention a dozen such sisters in
one breath. Such a story is scarcely possible except in London. In the country
there would have been the butcher or the postman or the parson’s wife; but in a
highly civilised town the civilities of human life are narrowed to the least
possible space. The butcher drops his meat down the area; the postman shoves
his letter into the box, and the parson’s wife has been known to hurl the pastoral
missives through the same convenient breach: no time, they all repeat, must be
wasted. So, though the meat remain uneaten, the letters unread, and the pastoral
comments disobeyed, no one is any the wiser; until there comes a day when
these functionaries tacitly conclude that no. 16 or 23 need be attended to no
longer. They skip it, on their rounds, and poor Miss J. or Miss V. drops out of the
closeknit chain of human life; and is skipped by everyone and for ever.

The ease with which such a fate befalls you suggests that it is really necessary
to assert yourself in order to prevent yourself from being skipped; how could
you ever come to life again if the butcher[,] the postman and the policeman
made up their minds to ignore you? It is a terrible fate; I think I will knock over
a chair at this moment; now the lodger beneath knows that I am alive at any rate.

But to return to the mysterious case of Miss V., in which initial, be it
understood is concealed the person also of Miss Janet V.: it is hardly necessary to
split one letter into two parts.

They have been gliding about London for some fifteen years; you were to find
them in certain drawing-rooms or picture galleries, and when you said, ‘Oh how
d’you do Miss V.’ as though you have been in the habit of meeting her every day
of your life, she would answer, ‘Isn’t it a pleasant day,” or “‘What bad weather we
are having’ and then you moved on and she seemed to melt into some armchair
or chest of drawers. At any rate you thought no more of her until she detached



herself from the furniture in a year’s time perhaps, and the same things were said
over again.

A tie of blood — or whatever the fluid was that ran in Miss V.’s veins — made it
my particular fate to run against her — or pass through her or dissipate her,
whatever the phrase may be — more constantly perhaps than any other person,
until this little performance became almost a habit. No party or concert or gallery
seemed quite complete unless the familiar grey shadow was part of it; and when,
some time ago, she ceased to haunt my path, I knew vaguely that something was
missing. I will not exaggerate and say that I knew that she was missing; but there
is no insincerity in using the neuter term.

Thus in a crowded room I began to find myself gazing round in nameless
dissatisfaction; no, everyone seemed to be there — but surely there was
something lacking in furniture or curtains — or was it that a print was moved
from the wall?

Then one morning early, wakening at dawn indeed, I cried aloud, Mary V.
Mary V!! It was the first time, I am sure that anyone had ever cried her name
with such conviction; generally it seemed a colourless epithet, used merely to
round a period. But my voice did not as I half expected, summon the person or
semblance of Miss V. before me: the room remained vague. All day long my
own cry echoed in my brain; till I made certain that at some street corner or
another I should come across her as usual, and see her fade away, and be
satisfied. Still, she came not; and I think I was discontented. At any rate the
strange fantastic plan came into my head as I lay awake at night, a mere whim at
first, which grew serious and exciting by degrees, that I would go and call on
Mary V. in person.

O how mad and odd and amusing it seemed, now that I thought of it! — to
track down the shadow, to see where she lived and if she lived, and talk to her as
though she were a person like the rest of us!

Consider how it would seem to set out in an omnibus to visit the shadow of a
blue bell in Kew Gardens, when the sun stands halfway down the sky! or to
catch the down from a dandelion! at midnight in a Surrey meadow. Yet it was a
much more fantastic expedition than any of these that I proposed; and as I put on
my clothes to start I laughed and laughed to think that such substantial
preparation was needed for my task. Boots and hat for Mary V.! It seemed
incredibly incongruous.

At length I reached the flat where she lived, and on [looking at] the signboard
I found it stated ambiguously — like the rest of us — that she was both out and in.



At her door, high up in the topmost storey of the building, I knocked and rang,
and waited and scrutinised; no one came; and I began to wonder if shadows
could die, and how one buried them; when the door was gently opened by a
maid. Mary V. had been ill for two months; she had died yesterday morning, at

the very hour when I called her name. So I shall never meet her shadow any
more.



The Journal of Mistress Joan Martyn

MY READERS MAY not know, perhaps, who I am. Therefore, although such a
practice is unusual and unnatural — for we know how modest writers are — I will
not hesitate to explain that I am Miss Rosamond Merridew, aged forty-five — my
frankness is consistent! — and that I have won considerable fame among my
profession for the researches I have made into the system of land tenure in
mediaeval England. Berlin has heard my name; Frankfurt would give a soirée in
my honour; and I am not absolutely unknown in one or two secluded rooms in
Oxford and in Cambridge. Perhaps I shall put my case more cogently, human
nature being what it is, if I state that I have exchanged a husband and a family
and a house in which I may grow old for certain fragments of yellow parchment;
which only a few people can read and still fewer would care to read if they
could. But as a mother, so I read sometimes not without curiosity in the literature
of my sex, cherishes most the ugliest and stupidest of her offspring, so a kind of
maternal passion has sprung up in my breast for these shrivelled and colourless
little gnomes; in real life I see them as cripples with fretful faces, but all the
same, with the fire of genius in their eyes. I will not expound that sentence; it
would be no more likely to succeed than if that same mother to whom I compare
myself took pains to explain that her cripple was really a beautiful boy, more fair
than all his brothers.

At any rate, my investigations have made a travelling pedlar of me; save that
it is my habit to buy and not to sell. I present myself at old farm houses, decayed
halls, parsonages, church vestries always with the same demand. Have you any
old papers to show me? As you may imagine the palmy days for this kind of
sport are over; age has become the most merchantable of qualities; and the state
moreover with its Commissions has put an end for the most part to the enterprise
of individuals. Some official, I am often told, has promised to come down and
inspect their documents; and the favour of the ‘State’ which such a promise
carries with it, robs my poor private voice of all its persuasion.

Still it is not for me to complain, looking back as I can look back, upon some
very fine prizes that will have been of real interest to the historian, and upon



others that because they are so fitful and so minute in their illumination please
me even better. A sudden light upon the legs of Dame Elizabeth Partridge sends
its beams over the whole state of England, to the King upon his throne; she
wanted stockings! and no other need impresses you in quite the same way with
the reality of mediaeval legs; and therefore with the reality of mediaeval bodies,
and so, proceeding upward step by step, with the reality of mediaeval brains; and
there you stand at the centre of all ages: middle beginning or end. And this
brings me to a further confession of my own virtues. My researches into the
system of land tenure in the 13th[,] 14th and 15th Centuries have been made
doubly valuable, I am assured, by the remarkable gift I have for presenting them
in relation to the life of the time. I have borne in mind that the intricacies of the
land tenure were not always the most important facts in the lives of men and
women and children; I have often made so bold as to hint that the subtleties
which delight us so keenly were more a proof of our ancestors’ negligence than a
proof of their astonishing painstaking. For what sane man, I have had the
audacity to remark, could have spent his time in complicating his laws for the
benefit of half a dozen antiquaries who were to be born five centuries after he
was in the grave?

We will not here discuss this argument on whose behalf I have given and
taken many shrewd blows; I introduce the question merely to explain why it is
that I have made all these enquiries subsidiary to certain pictures of the family
life which I have introduced into my text; as the flower of all these intricate
roots; the flash of all this scraping of flint.

If you read my work called ‘The Manor Rolls’ you will be pleased or
disgusted according to your temperament by certain digressions which you will
find there.

I have not scrupled to devote several pages of large print to an attempt to
show, vividly as in a picture, some scene from the life of the time; here I knock
at the serf’s door, and find him roasting rabbits he has poached; I show you the
Lord of the Manor setting out on some journey, or calling his dogs to him for a
walk in the fields, or sitting in the high backed chair inscribing laborious figures
upon a glossy sheet of parchment. In another room I show you Dame Elinor, at
work with her needle; and by her on a lower stool sits her daughter stitching too,
but less assiduously. ‘Child, thy husband will be here before thy house linen is
ready,’ reproves the mother.

Ah, but to read this at large you must study my book! The critics have always
threatened me with two rods; first, they say, such digressions are all very well in



a history of the time, but they have nothing to do with the system [of] mediaeval
land tenure; secondly, they complain that I have no materials at my side to stiffen
these words into any semblance of the truth. It is well known that the period I
have chosen is more bare than any other of private records; unless you choose to
draw all your inspiration from the Paston Lettersi you must be content to
imagine merely, like any other story teller. And that, I am told, is a useful art in
its place; but it should be allowed to claim no relationship with the sterner art of
the Historian. But here, again, I verge upon that famous argument which I
carried on once with so much zeal in the Historian’s Quarterly. We must make
way with our introduction, or some wilful reader may throw down the book and
profess to have mastered its contents already: O the old story! Antiquaries’
Quarrels! Let me draw a line here then so and put the whole of this question
of right and wrong, truth and fiction behind me.

On a June morning two years ago, it chanced that I was driving along the
Thetford road from Norwich to East Harling. I had been on some expedition, a
wild goose chase it was, to recover some documents which I believed to lie
buried in the ruins of Caister Abbey. If we were to spend a tithe of the sums that
we spend yearly upon excavating Greek cities in excavating our own ruins what
a different tale the Historian would have to tell!

Such was the theme of my meditations; but nevertheless one eye, my
archaeological eye, kept itself awake to the landscape through which we passed.
And it was in obedience to a telegram from this that I leapt up in the carriage, at
a certain point and directed the driver to turn sharply to the left. We passed down
a regular avenue of ancient elm trees; but the bait which drew me was a little
square picture, framed delicately between green boughs at the far end, in which
an ancient doorway was drawn distinctly in lines of carved white stone.

As we approached],] the doorway proved to be encircled by long low walls of
buff coloured plaster; and on top of them, at no great distance was the roof of
ruddy tiles, and finally I beheld in front of me the whole of the dignified little
house, built like the letter E with the middle notch smoothed out of it.

Here was one of those humble little old Halls, then, which survive almost
untouched, and practically unknown for centuries and centuries, because they are
too insignificant to be pulled down or rebuilt; and their owners are too poor to be
ambitious. And the descendants of the builder go on living here, with that
curious unconsciousness that the house is in any way remarkable which serves to
make them as much a part of it, as the tall chimney which has grown black with
generations of kitchen smoke. Of course a larger house might be preferable, and




I doubt not that they would hesitate to sell this old one, if a good offer were to be
made for it. But that is the natural, and unself-conscious spirit which proves
somehow how genuine the whole thing is. You can not be sentimental about a
house you have lived in for five hundred years. This is the kind of place, I
thought, as I stood with my hand on the bell, where the owners are likely to
possess exquisite manuscripts, and sell them as easily [to] the first rag man who
comes along, as they would sell their pig wash, or the timber from the park. My
point of view is that of a morbid eccentric, after all, and these are the people of
truly healthy nature. Can’t they write? they will tell me; and what is the worth of
old letters? I always burn mine — or use them to tie over jampots.

A maid came, at last, staring meditatively at me, as though she ought to have
remembered my face and my business. “Who lives here?’ I asked her. ‘Mr
Martyn,’ she gaped, as if I had asked the name of the reigning King of England.
‘Is there a Mrs Martyn, and is she at home, and might I see her?’ The girl waved
to me to follow, and led me in silence to a person who could, presumably,
undertake the responsibility of answering my strange questions.

I was shown across a large hall, panelled with oak, to a smaller room in which
a rosy woman of my own age was using a machine upon a pair of trousers. She
looked like a housekeeper; but she was, the maid whispered, Mrs Martyn.

She rose with a gesture that indicated that she was not precisely a lady to
receive morning calls, but was nevertheless the person of authority, the mistress
of the house; who had a right to know my business in coming there.

There are certain rules in the game of the antiquary, of which the first and
simplest is that you must not state your object at the first encounter. ‘I was
passing by your door; and I took the liberty — I must tell you I am a great lover
of the picturesque, to call, on the chance that I might be allowed to look over the
house. It seems to me a particularly fine specimen.’

‘Do you want to rent it, may I ask,” said Mrs Martyn, who spoke with a
pleasant tinge of dialect.

‘Do you let rooms then?’ I questioned.

‘O no,’ rejoined Mrs Martyn, decisively: ‘We never let rooms; I thought
perhaps you wished to rent the whole house.’

‘It’s a little big for me; but still, I have friends.’

‘As well, then,” broke in Mrs Martyn, cheerfully, setting aside the notion of
profit, and looking merely to do a charitable act; ‘I’m sure I should be very
pleased to show you over the house — I don’t know much about old things
myself; and I never heard as the house was particular in any way. Still it’s a



pleasant kind of place — if you come from London.’ She looked curiously at my
dress and figure, which I confess felt more than usually bent beneath her fresh,
and somewhat compassionate gaze; and I gave her the information she wanted.
Indeed as we strolled through the long passages, pleasantly striped with bars of
oak across the white wash, and looked into spotless little rooms with square
green windows opening on the garden, and where I saw furniture that was spare
but decent, we exchanged a considerable number of questions and answers. Her
husband was a farmer on rather a large scale; but land had sunk terribly in value;
and they were forced to live in the Hall now, which would not let; although it
was far too large for them, and the rats were a nuisance. The Hall had been in her
husband’s family for many a year, she remarked with some slight pride; she did
not know how long, but people said the Martyns had once been great people in
the neighbourhood. She drew my attention to the ‘y’ in their name. Still she
spoke with the very chastened and clear sighted pride of one who knows by hard
personal experience how little nobility of birth avails, against certain material
drawbacks, the poverty of the land, for instance, the holes in the roof, and the
rapacity of rats.

Now although the place was scrupulously clean, and well kept there was a
certain bareness in all the rooms, a prominence of huge oak tables, and an
absence of other decorations than bright pewter cups and china plates which
looked ominous to my inquisitive gaze. It seemed as though a great deal must
have been sold, of those small portable things that make a room look furnished.
But my hostess’ dignity forbade me to suggest that her house had ever been other
than it was at present. And yet I could not help fancying a kind of wistfulness in
the way she showed me into rooms that were almost empty, compared the
present poverty to days of greater affluence, and had it on the tip of her tongue to
tell me that ‘Things had once been better.” She seemed half apologetic, too, as
she led me through a succession of bedrooms, and one or two rooms that might
have served for sitting rooms if people had had leisure to sit there, as though she
wished to show me that she was quite aware of the discrepancy between such a
house and her own sturdy figure. All this being as it was, I did not like to ask the
question that interested me most — whether they had any books? and I was
beginning to feel that I had kept the good woman from her sewing machine long
enough, when she suddenly looked out of the window, hearing a whistle below,
and shouted something about coming in to dinner. Then she turned to me with
some shyness, but an expression of hospitality, and begged me to ‘Sit down to
dinner’ with them. ‘John, my husband, knows a sight more than I do of these old



things of his, and I know he’s glad enough to find some one to talk to. It’s in his
blood, I tell him,’ she laughed, and I saw no good reason why I should not accept
the invitation. Now John did not fall so easily beneath any recognized heading as
his wife did. He was a man of middle age and middle size, dark of hair and
complexion, with a pallor of skin that did not seem natural to a farmer; and a
drooping moustache which he smoothed slowly with one well shaped hand as he
spoke. His eye was hazel and bright, but I fancied a hint of suspicion when its
glance rested upon me. He began to speak however, with even more of a Norfolk
accent than his wife; and his voice, and dress asserted that he was, in truth if not
altogether in appearance, a solid Norfolk farmer.

He nodded merely when I told him that his wife had had the kindness to show
me his house. And then, looking at her with a twinkle in his eye he remarked, ‘If
she had her way the old place would be left to the rats. The house is too big, and
there are too many ghosts. Eh Betty.” She merely smiled, as though her share of
the argument had been done long ago.

I thought to please him by dwelling upon its beauties, and its age; but he
seemed little interested by my praises, munched largely of cold beef, and added
‘ayes’ and ‘noes’ indifferently.

A picture, painted perhaps in the time of Charles the First, which hung above
his head, had so much the look of him had his collar and tweed been exchanged
for a ruff and a silk doublet, that I made the obvious comparison.

‘O aye,” he said, with no great show of interest, ‘that’s my grandfather; or my
grandfather’s grandfather. We deal in grandfathers here.’

“Was that the Martyn who fought at the Boyne,’ asked Betty negligently while
she pressed me to take another slice of beef.

‘At the Boyne,’ exclaimed her husband, with query and even irritation — “Why,
my good woman, you’re thinking of Uncle Jasper. This fellow was in his grave
long before the Boyne. His name’s Willoughby,” he went on speaking to me, as
though he wished me to understand the matter thoroughly; because a blunder
about such a simple fact was unpardonable, even though the fact itself might not
be of great interest.

‘“Willoughby Martyn: born 1625 died 1685: he fought at Marston Moor as
Captain of a Troop of Norfolk men. We were always royalists. He was exiled in
the Protectorate, went to Amsterdam; bought a bay horse off the Duke of
Newcastle there; we have the breed still; he came back here at the Restoration,
married Sally Hampton — of the Manor, but they died out last generation, and
had six children, four sons and two daughters. He bought the Lower Meadow



you know Betty,” he jerked at his wife, to goad her unaccountably sluggish
memory.

‘I call him to mind well enough now,’ she answered, placidly.

‘He lived here all the last part of his life; died of small pox, or what they
called small pox then; and his daughter Joan caught it from him. They’re buried
in the same grave in the church yonder.” He pointed his thumb, and went on with
his dinner. All this was volunteered as shortly and even curtly as though he were
performing some necessary task, which from long familiarity had become quite
uninteresting to him; though for some reason he had still to repeat it.

I could not help showing my interest in the story, although I was conscious
that my questions did not entertain my host.

“You seem to have a queer liking for these old fathers of mine,” he
commented, at last, with an odd little scowl of humorous irritation. ‘You must
show her the pictures after dinner, John,’ put in his wife; ‘and all the old things.’

‘I should be immensely interested,’ I said, ‘but I must not take up your time.’

‘O John knows a quantity about them; he’s wonderful learned about pictures.’

‘Any fool knows his own ancestors, Betty;’ growled her husband; ‘still, if you
wish to see what we have, Madam, I shall be proud to show you.” The courtesy
of the phrase, and the air with which he held the door open for me, made me
remember the ‘y’ in his name.

He showed me round the Hall, pointing with a riding crop to one dark canvas
after another; and rapping out two or three unhesitating words of description at
each; they were hung apparently in chronological order, and it was clear in spite
of the dirt and the dark that the later portraits were feebler examples of the art,
and represented less distinguished looking heads. Military coats became less and
less frequent, and in the 18th century the male Martyns were represented [in]
snuff coloured garments of a homely cut, and were briefly described as
‘Farmers’ or ‘him who sold the Fen Farm’ by their descendant. Their wives and
daughters at length dropped out altogether, as though in time a portrait had come
to be looked upon more as the necessary appendage of the head of the house,
rather than as the right which beauty by itself could claim.

Still, I could trace no sign in the man’s voice that he was following the decline
of his family with his riding crop, for there was neither pride nor regret in his
tone; indeed it kept its level note, as of one who tells a tale so well known that
the words have been rubbed smooth of meaning.

“There’s the last of them — my father,” he said at length, when he had slowly
traversed the four sides of the Hall; I looked upon a crude canvas, painted in the



early sixties I gathered, by some travelling painter with a literal brush. Perhaps
the unskilful hand had brought out the roughness of the features and the
harshness of the complexion; had found it easier to paint the farmer than to
produce the subtle balance which, one might gather, blent in the father as in the
son. The artist had stuffed his sitter into a black coat, and wound a stiff white tie
round his neck; the poor gentleman had never felt at ease in them, yet.

‘And now, Mr Martyn,’ I felt bound to say, ‘I can only thank you, and your
wife for...’

‘Stop a moment,’ he interrupted, ‘we’re not done yet. There are the books.’

His voice had a half comic doggedness about it; like one who is determined,
in spite of his own indifference to the undertaking, to make a thorough job of it.

He opened a door and bade me enter a small room, or rather office; for the
table heaped with papers, and the walls lined with ledgers, suggested the room
where business is transacted by the master of an estate. There were pads and
brushes for ornament; and there were mostly dead animals, raising lifeless paws,
and grinning, with plaster tongues, from various brackets and cases.

“These go back beyond the pictures;’ he said, as he stooped and lifted a great
parcel of yellow papers with an effort. They were not bound, or kept together in
any way, save by a thick cord of green silk, with bars at either end; such as you
use to transfix bundles of greasy documents — butcher’s bills, and the year’s
receipts. ‘That’s the first lot,” he said ruffling the leaves with his fingers, like a
pack of cards; ‘that’s no. 1: 1480 to 1500.’ I gasped, as anyone may judge: but
the temperate voice of Martyn reminded me that enthusiasm was out of place,
here; indeed enthusiasm began to look like a very cheap article when contrasted
with the genuine thing.

‘Ah indeed; that’s very interesting; may I look?’ was all I said, though my
undisciplined hand shook a little when the bundle was carelessly dropped into it.
Mr Martyn indeed offered to fetch a duster before desecrating my white skin; but
I assured him it was of no consequence, too eagerly perhaps, because I had
feared that there might be some more substantial reason why I should not hold
these precious papers.

While he bent down before a book case, I hastily looked at the first inscription
on the parchment. ‘The Journal of Mistress Joan Martyn,’ I spelt out, ‘kept by
her at Martyn’s Hall, in the county of Norfolk the year of our Lord 1480.’

‘My grandmother Joan’s diary,” interrupted Martyn, turning round with his
arm full of books. ‘Queer old lady she must have been. I could never keep a
diary myself. Never kept one beyond the 10th of February, though I tried often.



But here you see,” he leant over me, turning the pages, and pointing with his
finger, ‘here is January, February, March, April — so on — a whole twelve
months.’

‘Have you read it, then?’ I asked, expecting, nay, hoping that he would say no.

‘O yes, I’ve read it;’ he remarked casually, as though that were but a simple
undertaking. ‘It took me some time to get used to the writing, and the old girl’s
spelling is odd. But there are some queer things in it. I learnt a deal about the
land from her, one way and another.’ He tapped it meditatively.

‘Do you know her history too?’ I asked.

‘Joan Martyn,’ he began in the voice of a showman, ‘was born 1495. She was
the daughter of Giles Martyn. She was his only daughter. He had three sons
though; we always have sons. She wrote this diary when she was twenty-five.
She lived here all her life — never married. Indeed she died at the age of thirty. I
daresay you might see her tomb down there with the rest of them.’2

‘Now this,” he said touching a thick book bound in parchment, ‘is more
interesting to my mind. This is the household book of Jasper for the year 1583.
See how the old gentleman kept his accounts; what they eat and drank; how
much meat and bread and wine cost; how many servants he kept — his horses,
carriages, beds, furniture, everything. There’s method for you. I have a set of ten
of them.” He spoke of them with greater pride than I had heard him speak of any
of his possessions yet.

“This one too makes good reading of a winter’s night,” he went on, “This is the
Stud book of Willoughby; you remember Willoughby.’

“The one who bought the horse of the Duke, and died of small pox,’ I repeated
glibly.

“That’s so,” he nodded. ‘Now this is really fine stuff this one.” He went on, like
a connoisseur, talking of some favourite brand of port. ‘I wouldn’t sell this for
£20. Here are names, the pedigrees, the lives, values, descendants; all written out
like a bible.’ He rolled some of the strange old names of these dead horses upon
his tongue, as though he relished the sound like wine. ‘Ask my wife if I can’t tell
’em all without the book,’ he laughed, shutting it carefully and placing it on the
shelf.

“These are the Estate books; they go down to this year; there’s the last of ’em.
Here’s our family history.” He unrolled a long strip of parchment, upon which an
elaborate genealogical tree had been inscribed, with many faded flourishes and
extravagances of some mediaeval pen. The boughs spread so widely by degrees,
that they were lopped unmercifully by the limits of the sheet — a husband



depending, for instance, with a family of ten children and no wife. Fresh ink at
the base of all recorded the names of Jasper Martyn, my host, and his wife
Elizabeth Clay: they had three sons. His finger travelled sagaciously down the
tree, as though it were so well used to this occupation that it could almost be
trusted to perform it by itself. Martyn’s voice murmured on as though it repeated
a list of Saints or Virtues in some monotonous prayer.

“Yes,” he concluded, rolling up the sheet and laying it by, ‘I think I like those
two best. I could say them through with my eyes shut. Horses or Grandfathers!”

‘Do you study here a great deal then?’ I asked, somewhat puzzled by this
strange man.

‘I’ve no time for study,’ he returned, rather roughly, as tho’ the farmer cropped
up in him at my question. ‘I like to read something easy in the winter nights; and
in the morning too, if I wake early. I keep them by my bed sometimes. I say
them to send myself to sleep. It’s easy to know the names of one’s own family.
They come natural. But I was never any good at book learning, more’s the pity.’

Asking my permission, he lit a pipe and began puffing forth great curls of
smoke, as he ranged the volumes in order before him. But I kept No. One, the
bundle of parchment sheets, in my hand, nor did he seem to miss it from the rest.

“You would be sorry to part with any of these, I daresay?’ I hazarded, at last,
covering my real eagerness with an attempt at a laugh.

‘Part with them?’ he returned, ‘what should I part with them for?’ The idea
was evidently so remote that my question had not, as I feared, irritated his
suspicions.

‘No, no,” he went on, ‘I find them far too useful for that. Why, Madam, these
old papers have stood out for my rights in a court of law before now; besides, a
man likes to keep his family round him; I should feel — well kind of lonely if you
take my meaning, without my Grandfathers and Grandmothers, and Uncles and
Aunts.’ He spoke as though he confessed a weakness.

‘O,’ I said, ‘I quite understand —’

‘I daresay you have the same feeling yourself Madam and down here, in a
lonely place like this, company means more than you could well believe. I often
think I shouldn’t know how to pass the time, if it weren’t for my relations.’

No words of mine, or attempts at a report of his words, can give the curious
impression which he produced as he spoke, that all these ‘relations’ Grandfathers
of the time of Elizabeth, nay Grandmothers of the time of Edward the Fourth,
were just, so to speak, brooding round the corner; there was none of the pride of
‘ancestry’ in his voice but merely the personal affection of a son for his parents.



All generations seemed bathed in his mind in the same clear and equable light: it
was not precisely the light of the present day, but it certainly was not what we
commonly call the light of the past. And it was not romantic, it was very sober,
and very broad and the figures stood out in it, solid and capable, with a great
resemblance, I suspect, to what they were in the flesh.

It really needed no stretch of the imagination to perceive that Jasper Martyn
might come in from his farm and his fields, and sit down here alone to a
comfortable gossip with his ‘relations;’ whenever he chose; and that their voices
were very nearly as audible to him as those of the labourers in the field below,
which came floating in, upon the level afternoon sunlight through the open
window.

But my original intention of asking whether he would sell, almost made me
blush when I remembered it now: so irrelevant and so impertinent. And also,
strange though it may seem, I had lost for the time my proper antiquarian zeal;
all my zest for old things, and the little distinguishing marks of age, left me,
because they seemed the trivial and quite immaterial accidents of large
substantial things. There was really no scope for antiquarian ingenuity in the
case of Mr Martyn’s ancestors, anymore than it needed an antiquary to expound
the history of the man himself.

They are, he would have told me, all flesh and blood like I am; and the fact
that they have been dead for four or five centuries makes no more diffence to
them, than the glass you place over a canvas changes the picture beneath it.

But on the other hand, if it seemed impertinent to buy, it seemed natural, if
perhaps a little simpleminded, to borrow.

“Well, Mr Martyn,’ I said at length, with less eagerness and less trepidation
than I could have thought possible under the circumstances, ‘I am thinking of
staying for a week or so in this neighbourhood — at the Swan at Gartham indeed
— I should be much obliged to you if you would lend me these papers to look
through during my stay. This is my card. Mr Lathom, (the great landowner of the
place) will tell you all about me.’ Instinct told me that Mr Martyn was not the
man to trust the benevolent impulses of his heart.

‘O Madam, there’s no need to bother about that,” he said, carelessly, as though
my request were not of sufficient importance to need his scrutiny. ‘If these old