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1. The selection is drawn from Chapter Three 
and from the conclusion to the fi nal chapter. In 
Chapter Two, Woolf has been to the library of 
the British Museum, trying in vain to fi nd 
answers to questions about the different fates of 

men and women.
2. She reigned from 1558 to 1603.
3. G. M. Trevelyan’s History of En gland (1926) 
long held its place as the standard one- volume 
history of the country.

now that the party was almost over, looking at the people going, and the 
rooms getting emptier and emptier, with things scattered on the fl oor. Even 
Ellie Henderson was going, nearly last of all, though no one had spoken to 
her, but she had wanted to see everything, to tell Edith. And Richard and 
Elizabeth  were rather glad it was over, but Richard was proud of his daugh-
ter. And he had not meant to tell her, but he could not help telling her. He 
had looked at her, he said, and he had wondered, Who is that lovely girl? and 
it was his daughter! That did make her happy. But her poor dog was howling.

“Richard has improved. You are right,” said Sally. “I shall go and talk to 
him. I shall say good- night. What does the brain matter,” said Lady Rosse-
ter, getting up, “compared with the heart?”

“I will come,” said Peter, but he sat on for a moment. What is this terror? 
what is this ecstasy? he thought to himself. What is it that fi lls me with 
extraordinary excitement?

It is Clarissa, he said.
For there she was.

From A Room of One’s Own

[Shakespeare’s Sister]1

It was disappointing not to have brought back in the eve ning some impor-
tant statement, some authentic fact. Women are poorer than men because— 
this or that. Perhaps now it would be better to give up seeking for the truth, 
and receiving on one’s head an avalanche of opinion hot as lava, discoloured 
as dish- water. It would be better to draw the curtains; to shut out distrac-
tions; to light the lamp; to narrow the enquiry and to ask the historian, who 
rec ords not opinions but facts, to describe under what conditions women 
lived, not throughout the ages, but in En gland, say in the time of Elizabeth.2

For it is a perennial puzzle why no woman wrote a word of that extraordi-
nary literature when every other man, it seemed, was capable of song or 
sonnet. What  were the conditions in which women lived, I asked myself; for 
fi ction, imaginative work that is, is not dropped like a pebble upon the 
ground, as science may be; fi ction is like a spider’s web, attached ever so 
lightly perhaps, but still attached to life at all four corners. Often the 
attachment is scarcely perceptible; Shakespeare’s plays, for instance, seem 
to hang there complete by themselves. But when the web is pulled askew, 
hooked up at the edge, torn in the middle, one remembers that these webs 
are not spun in midair by incorporeal creatures, but are the work of suffer-
ing human beings, and are attached to grossly material things, like health 
and money and the  houses we live in.

I went, therefore, to the shelf where the histories stand and took down 
one of the latest, Professor Trevelyan’s History of En gland.3 Once more I 
looked up Women, found “position of,” and turned to the pages indicated. 
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4. I.e., during the reign of the British  house of 
Stuart (1603– 49, 1660– 1714).
5. “The ideal family life of the period [1640– 50] 
that ended in such tragic po liti cal division has 
been recorded once for all in the Memoirs of the 
Verney Family” (Trevelyan, History of En gland). 
Lucy Hutchinson (1620– after 1675) wrote the 
biography of her husband, Col. John Hutchinson 
(1615– 1664); it was fi rst published in 1806.
6. These three Shakespearean heroines are, 
respectively, in Antony and Cleopatra, Macbeth, 
and As You Like It.
7. Characters in, respectively, Aeschylus’s 
Agamemnon; Sophocles’ Antigone; Shake-
speare’s Antony and Cleopatra and Macbeth; 
Racine’s Phèdre; Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cres-
sida, As You Like It, and Othèllo; Webster’s The 
Duchess of Malfi ; Congreve’s Way of the World; 
Richardson’s Clarissa; Thackeray’s Vanity Fair; 
Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina; Flaubert’s Madame 
Bovary; and Proust’s A la Recherche du Temps 
Perdu (In Search of Lost Time).
8. “It remains a strange and almost inexplicable 
fact that in Athena’s city, where women  were 

kept in almost Oriental suppression as odal-
isques or drudges, the stage should yet have pro-
duced fi gures like Clytemnestra and Cassandra, 
Atossa and Antigone, Phèdre and Medea, and all 
the other heroines who dominate play after play 
of the ‘misogynist’ Euripides. But the paradox of 
this world where in real life a respectable woman 
could hardly show her face alone in the street, 
and yet on the stage woman equals or surpasses 
man, has never been satisfactorily explained. In 
modern tragedy the same predominance exists. 
At all events, a very cursory survey of Shake-
speare’s work (similarly with Webster, though 
not with Marlowe or Jonson) suffi ces to reveal 
how this dominance, this initiative of women, 
persists from Rosalind to Lady Macbeth. So too 
in Racine; six of his tragedies bear their hero-
ines’ names; and what male characters of his 
shall we set against Hermione and Andromaque, 
Bérénice and Roxane, Phèdre and Athalie? So 
again with Ibsen; what men shall we match with 
Solveig and Nora, Hedda and Hilda Wangel and 
Rebecca West?”— F. L. Lucas, Tragedy, pp. 114– 
15 [Woolf’s note].

“Wife- beating,” I read, “was a recognised right of man, and was practised 
without shame by high as well as low. . . .  Similarly,” the historian goes on, 
“the daughter who refused to marry the gentleman of her parents’ choice 
was liable to be locked up, beaten and fl ung about the room, without any 
shock being infl icted on public opinion. Marriage was not an affair of per-
sonal affection, but of family avarice, particularly in the ‘chivalrous’ upper 
classes. . . .  Betrothal often took place while one or both of the parties was 
in the cradle, and marriage when they  were scarcely out of the nurses’ 
charge.” That was about 1470, soon after Chaucer’s time. The next refer-
ence to the position of women is some two hundred years later, in the time 
of the Stuarts.4 “It was still the exception for women of the upper and mid-
dle class to choose their own husbands, and when the husband had been 
assigned, he was lord and master, so far at least as law and custom could 
make him. Yet even so,” Professor Trevelyan concludes, “neither Shake-
speare’s women nor those of authentic seventeenth- century memoirs, like 
the Verneys and the Hutchinsons,5 seem wanting in personality and char-
acter.” Certainly, if we consider it, Cleopatra must have had a way with her; 
Lady Macbeth, one would suppose, had a will of her own; Rosalind,6 one 
might conclude, was an attractive girl. Professor Trevelyan is speaking no 
more than the truth when he remarks that Shakespeare’s women do not 
seem wanting in personality and character. Not being a historian, one 
might go even further and say that women have burnt like beacons in all 
the works of all the poets from the beginning of time— Clytemnestra, Anti-
gone, Cleopatra, Lady Macbeth, Phèdre, Cressida, Rosalind, Desdemona, 
the Duchess of Malfi , among the dramatists; then among the prose writers: 
Millamant, Clarissa, Becky Sharp, Anna Karenina, Emma Bovary, Madame 
de Guermantes7— the names fl ock to mind, nor do they recall women 
 “lacking in personality and character.” Indeed, if woman had no existence 
save in the fi ction written by men, one would imagine her a person of the 
utmost importance, very various; heroic and mean; splendid and sordid; 
infi nitely beautiful and hideous in the extreme; as great as a man, some 
think even greater.8 But this is woman in fi ction. In fact, as Professor Trev-
elyan points out, she was locked up, beaten and fl ung about the room.
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9. John Aubrey (1626– 1697), En glish writer, 
especially of short biographies.
1. The two women’s colleges at Cambridge, 

where Woolf fi rst delivered a version of A Room 
of One’s Own.

A very queer, composite being thus emerges. Imaginatively she is of the 
highest importance; practically she is completely insignifi cant. She pervades 
poetry from cover to cover; she is all but absent from history. She dominates 
the lives of kings and conquerors in fi ction; in fact she was the slave of any 
boy whose parents forced a ring upon her fi nger. Some of the most inspired 
words, some of the most profound thoughts in literature fall from her lips; in 
real life she could hardly read, could scarcely spell, and was the property of 
her husband.

It was certainly an odd monster that one made up by reading the histori-
ans fi rst and the poets afterwards— a worm winged like an ea gle; the spirit 
of life and beauty in a kitchen chopping up suet. But these monsters, how-
ever amusing to the imagination, have no existence in fact. What one must 
do to bring her to life was to think poetically and prosaically at one and the 
same moment, thus keeping in touch with fact— that she is Mrs Martin, 
aged thirty- six, dressed in blue, wearing a black hat and brown shoes; but 
not losing sight of fi ction either— that she is a vessel in which all sorts of 
spirits and forces are coursing and fl ashing perpetually. The moment, how-
ever, that one tries this method with the Elizabethan woman, one branch of 
illumination fails; one is held up by the scarcity of facts. One knows noth-
ing detailed, nothing perfectly true and substantial about her. History 
scarcely mentions her. And I turned to Professor Trevelyan again to see 
what history meant to him. I found by looking at his chapter headings that 
it meant—

“The Manor Court and the Methods of Open- fi eld Agriculture . . .  The 
Cistercians and Sheep- farming . . .  The Crusades . . .  The University . . .  
The  House of Commons . . .  The Hundred Years’ War . . .  The Wars of 
the  Roses . . .  The Re nais sance Scholars . . .  The Dissolution of the 
Monasteries . . .  Agrarian and Religious Strife . . .  The Origin of En glish 
Sea- power . . .  The Armada . . .” and so on. Occasionally an individual 
woman is mentioned, an Elizabeth, or a Mary; a queen or a great lady. But 
by no possible means could middle- class women with nothing but brains 
and character at their command have taken part in any one of the great 
movements which, brought together, constitute the historian’s view of the 
past. Nor shall we fi nd her in any collection of anecdotes. Aubrey9 hardly 
mentions her. She never writes her own life and scarcely keeps a diary; 
there are only a handful of her letters in existence. She left no plays or 
poems by which we can judge her. What one wants, I thought— and why 
does not some brilliant student at Newnham or Girton1 supply it?— is a 
mass of information; at what age did she marry; how many children had she 
as a rule; what was her  house like; had she a room to herself; did she do the 
cooking; would she be likely to have a servant? All these facts lie some-
where, presumably, in parish registers and account books; the life of the 
average Elizabethan woman must be scattered about somewhere, could one 
collect it and make a book of it. It would be ambitious beyond my daring, I 
thought, looking about the shelves for books that  were not there, to suggest 
to the students of those famous colleges that they should re- write history, 
though I own that it often seems a little queer as it is, unreal, lop- sided; but 
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2. En glish novelist (1775– 1817).
3. American poet and fi ction writer (1809– 
1849). Joanna Baillie: En glish poet and drama-
tist (1762– 1851).

4. Poet and novelist (1787– 1855), best- known 
for sketches of country life.
5. Shakespeare had a daughter named Judith.

why should they not add a supplement to history? calling it, of course, by 
some inconspicuous name so that women might fi gure there without impro-
priety? For one often catches a glimpse of them in the lives of the great, 
whisking away into the background, concealing, I sometimes think, a wink 
a laugh, perhaps a tear. And, after all, we have lives enough of Jane Austen;2 
it scarcely seems necessary to consider again the infl uence of the tragedies 
of Joanna Baillie upon the poetry of Edgar Allan Poe;3 as for myself, I 
should not mind if the homes and haunts of Mary Russell Mitford4  were 
closed to the public for a century at least. But what I fi nd deplorable, I con-
tinued, looking about the bookshelves again, is that nothing is known about 
women before the eigh teenth century. I have no model in my mind to turn 
about this way and that.  Here am I asking why women did not write poetry 
in the Elizabethan age, and I am not sure how they  were educated; whether 
they  were taught to write; whether they had sitting- rooms to themselves; 
how many women had children before they  were twenty- one; what, in 
short, they did from eight in the morning till eight at night. They had no 
money evidently; according to Professor Trevelyan they  were married 
whether they liked it or not before they  were out of the nursery, at fi fteen or 
sixteen very likely. It would have been extremely odd, even upon this show-
ing, had one of them suddenly written the plays of Shakespeare, I con-
cluded, and I thought of that old gentleman, who is dead now, but was a 
bishop, I think, who declared that it was impossible for any woman, past, 
present, or to come, to have the genius of Shakespeare. He wrote to the 
papers about it. He also told a lady who applied to him for information that 
cats do not as a matter of fact go to heaven, though they have, he added, 
souls of a sort. How much thinking those old gentlemen used to save one! 
How the borders of ignorance shrank back at their approach! Cats do not go 
to heaven. Women cannot write the plays of Shakespeare.

Be that as it may, I could not help thinking, as I looked at the works of 
Shakespeare on the shelf, that the bishop was right at least in this; it would 
have been impossible, completely and entirely, for any woman to have writ-
ten the plays of Shakespeare in the age of Shakespeare. Let me imagine, 
since facts are so hard to come by, what would have happened had Shake-
speare had a wonderfully gifted sister, called Judith,5 let us say. Shakespeare 
himself went, very probably— his mother was an heiress— to the grammar 
school, where he may have learnt Latin— Ovid, Virgil and Horace— and the 
elements of grammar and logic. He was, it is well known, a wild boy who 
poached rabbits, perhaps shot a deer, and had, rather sooner than he should 
have done, to marry a woman in the neighbourhood, who bore him a child 
rather quicker than was right. That escapade sent him to seek his fortune in 
London. He had, it seemed, a taste for the theatre; he began by holding 
 horses at the stage door. Very soon he got work in the theatre, became a suc-
cessful actor, and lived at the hub of the universe, meeting everybody, know-
ing everybody, practising his art on the boards, exercising his wits in the 
streets, and even getting access to the palace of the queen. Meanwhile his 
extraordinarily gifted sister, let us suppose, remained at home. She was as 
adventurous, as imaginative, as agog to see the world as he was. But she was 
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6. A stapler is a dealer in staple goods (i.e., 
established goods in trade and marketing); 
hence a wool- stapler is a dealer in wool (one of 
the “staple” products of 16th- century En gland).
7. Suicides  were buried at crossroads. The Ele-

phant and Castle was a tavern south of the river 
Thames, where roads went off to different parts 
of southern En gland.
8. Scottish poet (1759– 1796).

not sent to school. She had no chance of learning grammar and logic, let 
alone of reading Horace and Virgil. She picked up a book now and then, one 
of her brother’s perhaps, and read a few pages. But then her parents came in 
and told her to mend the stockings or mind the stew and not moon about 
with books and papers. They would have spoken sharply but kindly, for they 
 were substantial people who knew the conditions of life for a woman and 
loved their daughter— indeed, more likely than not she was the apple of her 
father’s eye. Perhaps she scribbled some pages up in an apple loft on the sly, 
but was careful to hide them or set fi re to them. Soon, however, before she 
was out of her teens, she was to be betrothed to the son of a neighbouring 
wool- stapler.6 She cried out that marriage was hateful to her, and for that 
she was severely beaten by her father. Then he ceased to scold her. He 
begged her instead not to hurt him, not to shame him in this matter of her 
marriage. He would give her a chain of beads or a fi ne petticoat, he said; and 
there  were tears in his eyes. How could she disobey him? How could she 
break his heart? The force of her own gift alone drove her to it. She made up 
a small parcel of her belongings, let herself down by a rope one summer’s 
night and took the road to London. She was not seventeen. The birds that 
sang in the hedge  were not more musical than she was. She had the quickest 
fancy, a gift like her brother’s, for the tune of words. Like him, she had a 
taste for the theatre. She stood at the stage door; she wanted to act, she said. 
Men laughed in her face. The manager— a fat, loose- lipped man— guffawed. 
He bellowed something about poodles dancing and women acting— no 
woman, he said, could possibly be an actress. He hinted— you can imagine 
what. She could get no training in her craft. Could she even seek her dinner 
in a tavern or roam the streets at midnight? Yet her genius was for fi ction 
and lusted to feed abundantly upon the lives of men and women and the 
study of their ways. At last— for she was very young, oddly like Shakespeare 
the poet in her face, with the same grey eyes and rounded brows— at last 
Nick Greene the actor- manager took pity on her; she found herself with 
child by that gentleman and so— who shall mea sure the heat and violence of 
the poet’s heart when caught and tangled in a woman’s body?— killed herself 
one winter’s night and lies buried at some cross- roads where the omnibuses 
now stop outside the Elephant and Castle.7

That, more or less, is how the story would run, I think, if a woman in 
Shakespeare’s day had had Shakespeare’s genius. But for my part, I agree 
with the deceased bishop, if such he was— it is unthinkable that any woman 
in Shakespeare’s day should have had Shakespeare’s genius. For genius like 
Shakespeare’s is not born among labouring, uneducated, servile people. It 
was not born in En gland among the Saxons and the Britons. It is not born 
today among the working classes. How, then, could it have been born 
among women whose work began, according to Professor Trevelyan, almost 
before they  were out of the nursery, who  were forced to it by their parents 
and held to it by all the power of law and custom? Yet genius of a sort must 
have existed among women as it must have existed among the working 
classes. Now and again an Emily Brontë or a Robert Burns8 blazes out and 
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9. An echo of Thomas Gray’s “Elegy Written in 
a  Country Churchyard” (1751), line 59: “Some 
mute inglorious Milton  here may rest.”
1. Poet and translator (1809– 1883).

2. Male pseudonyms, respectively, of Charlotte 
Brontë, Marian Evans, and Amandine- Aurore- 
Lucie Dupin (1804– 1876).
3. Athenian statesman (ca. 495– 429 b.c.e.).

proves its presence. But certainly it never got itself on to paper. When, how-
ever, one reads of a witch being ducked, of a woman possessed by dev ils, of 
a wise woman selling herbs, or even of a very remarkable man who had a 
mother, then I think we are on the track of a lost novelist, a suppressed 
poet, of some mute and inglorious9 Jane Austen, some Emily Brontë who 
dashed her brains out on the moor or mopped and mowed about the high-
ways crazed with the torture that her gift had put her to. Indeed, I would 
venture to guess that Anon, who wrote so many poems without signing them, 
was often a woman. It was a woman Edward Fitzgerald,1 I think, suggested 
who made the ballads and the folk- songs, crooning them to her children, 
beguiling her spinning with them, or the length of the winter’s night.

This may be true or it may be false— who can say?— but what is true in it, 
so it seemed to me, reviewing the story of Shakespeare’s sister as I had made 
it, is that any woman born with a great gift in the sixteenth century would 
certainly have gone crazed, shot herself, or ended her days in some lonely 
cottage outside the village, half witch, half wizard, feared and mocked at. 
For it needs little skill in psychology to be sure that a highly gifted girl who 
had tried to use her gift for poetry would have been so thwarted and hin-
dered by other people, so tortured and pulled asunder by her own contrary 
instincts, that she must have lost her health and sanity to a certainty. No girl 
could have walked to London and stood at a stage door and forced her way 
into the presence of actor- managers without doing herself a violence and 
suffering an anguish which may have been irrational— for chastity may be a 
fetish invented by certain societies for unknown reasons— but  were none 
the less inevitable. Chastity had then, it has even now, a religious impor-
tance in a woman’s life, and has so wrapped itself round with nerves and 
instincts that to cut it free and bring it to the light of day demands courage 
of the rarest. To have lived a free life in London in the sixteenth century 
would have meant for a woman who was poet and playwright a ner vous 
stress and dilemma which might well have killed her. Had she survived, 
what ever she had written would have been twisted and deformed, issuing 
from a strained and morbid imagination. And undoubtedly, I thought, look-
ing at the shelf where there are no plays by women, her work would have 
gone unsigned. That refuge she would have sought certainly. It was the relic 
of the sense of chastity that dictated anonymity to women even so late as the 
ninteeenth century. Currer Bell, George Eliot, George Sand,2 all the victims 
of inner strife as their writings prove, sought in effec tive ly to veil themselves 
by using the name of a man. Thus they did homage to the convention, which 
if not implanted by the other sex was liberally encouraged by them (the chief 
glory of a woman is not to be talked of, said Pericles,3 himself a much- 
talked- of man), that publicity in women is detestable. Anonymity runs in 
their blood. The desire to be veiled still possesses them. They are not even 
now as concerned about the health of their fame as men are, and, speaking 
generally, will pass a tombstone or a signpost without feeling an irresistible 
desire to cut their names on it, as Alf, Bert or Chas must do in obedience 
to their instinct, which murmurs if it sees a fi ne woman go by, or even a dog, 



2 2 7 0  |  V I R G I N I A  W O O L F

4. This dog is mine (French).
5. Avenue of Victory, a busy thoroughfare in 
Berlin. “Parliament Square”: London intersec-
tion.
6. Ben Jonson, Timber (1640): “I remember, the 
players have often mentioned it as an honour to 
Shakespeare that in his writing (whatsoever he’ 
penned) he never blotted out a line.”
7. Jean- Jacques Rousseau (1712– 1778), early- 

Romantic French (Swiss- born) phi los o pher and 
memoirist.
8. Thomas Carlyle (1795– 1881), Scottish writer 
and historian. Gustave Flaubert (1821– 1880), 
French novelist who believed the literary artist 
should fi nd “the right word” (le mot juste).
9. John Keats (1795– 1821), En glish poet.
1. From William Wordsworth’s “Resolution and 
In de pen dence” (1807), line 116.

Ce chien est à moi.4 And, of course, it may not be a dog, I thought, remem-
bering Parliament Square, the Sieges Allee5 and other avenues; it may be a 
piece of land or a man with curly black hair. It is one of the great advantages 
of being a woman that one can pass even a very fi ne negress without wishing 
to make an En glishwoman of her.

That woman, then, who was born with a gift of poetry in the sixteenth 
century, was an unhappy woman, a woman at strife against herself. All the 
conditions of her life, all her own instincts,  were hostile to the state of mind 
which is needed to set free what ever is in the brain. But what is the state of 
mind that is most propitious to the act of creation, I asked. Can one come by 
any notion of the state that furthers and makes possible that strange activity? 
 Here I opened the volume containing the Tragedies of Shakespeare. What 
was Shakespeare’s state of mind, for instance, when he wrote Lear and Ant-
ony and Cleopatra? It was certainly the state of mind most favourable to 
poetry that there has ever existed. But Shakespeare himself said nothing 
about it. We only know casually and by chance that he “never blotted a line.”6 
Nothing indeed was ever said by the artist himself about his state of mind 
until the eigh teenth century perhaps. Rousseau7 perhaps began it. At any 
rate, by the nineteenth century self- consciousness had developed so far that 
it was the habit for men of letters to describe their minds in confessions and 
autobiographies. Their lives also  were written, and their letters  were printed 
after their deaths. Thus, though we do not know what Shakespeare went 
through when he wrote Lear, we do know what Carlyle went through when 
he wrote the French Revolution; what Flaubert went through when he wrote 
Madame Bovary; what Keats was going through when he tried to write poetry 
against the coming of death and the indifference of the world.

And one gathers from this enormous modern literature of confession and 
self- analysis that to write a work of genius is almost always a feat of prodi-
gious diffi culty. Everything is against the likelihood that it will come from 
the writer’s mind  whole and entire. Generally material circumstances are 
against it. Dogs will bark; people will interrupt; money must be made; health 
will break down. Further, accentuating all these diffi culties and making 
them harder to bear is the world’s notorious indifference. It does not ask 
people to write poems and novels and histories; it does not need them. It does 
not care whether Flaubert fi nds the right word or whether Carlyle8 scrupu-
lously verifi es this or that fact. Naturally, it will not pay for what it does not 
want. And so the writer, Keats,9 Flaubert, Carlyle, suffers, especially in the 
creative years of youth, every form of distraction and discouragement. A 
curse, a cry of agony, rises from those books of analysis and confession. 
“Mighty poets in their misery dead”1— that the burden of their song. If any-
thing comes through in spite of all this, it is a miracle, and probably no book 
is born entire and uncrippled as it was conceived.

But for women, I thought, looking at the empty shelves, these diffi culties 
 were infi nitely more formidable. In the fi rst place, to have a room of her 
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2. Alfred, Lord Tennyson (1809– 1892), En glish poet.

own, let alone a quiet room or a sound- proof room, was out of the question, 
unless her parents  were exceptionally rich or very noble, even up to the 
beginning of the nineteenth century. Since her pin money, which depended 
on the good will of her father, was only enough to keep her clothed, she was 
debarred from such alleviations as came even to Keats or Tennyson2 or Car-
lyle, all poor men, from a walking tour, a little journey to France, from the 
separate lodging which, even if it  were miserable enough, sheltered them 
from the claims and tyrannies of their families. Such material diffi culties 
 were formidable; but much worse  were the immaterial. The indifference of 
the world which Keats and Flaubert and other men of genius have found so 
hard to bear was in her case not indifference but hostility. The world did not 
say to her as it said to them, Write if you choose; it makes no difference to 
me. The world said with a guffaw, Write? What’s the good of your writing?

*    *    *
Young women, I would say, and please attend, for the peroration is beginning, 
you are, in my opinion, disgracefully ignorant. You have never made a discov-
ery of any sort of importance. You have never shaken an empire or led an army 
into battle. The plays of Shakespeare are not by you, and you have never intro-
duced a barbarous race to the blessings of civilisation. What is your excuse? It 
is all very well for you to say, pointing to the streets and squares and forests of 
the globe swarming with black and white and coffee- coloured inhabitants, all 
busily engaged in traffi c and enterprise and love- making, we have had other 
work on our hands. Without our doing, those seas would be unsailed and 
those fertile lands a desert. We have borne and bred and washed and taught, 
perhaps to the age of six or seven years, the one thousand six hundred and 
twenty- three million human beings who are, according to statistics, at present 
in existence, and that, allowing that some had help, takes time.

There is truth in what you say— I will not deny it. But at the same time 
may I remind you that there have been at least two colleges for women in 
existence in En gland since the year 1866; that after the year 1880 a mar-
ried woman was allowed by law to possess her own property; and that in 
1919— which is a  whole nine years ago— she was given a vote? May I also 
remind you that the most of the professions have been open to you for close 
on ten years now? When you refl ect upon these im mense privileges and the 
length of time during which they have been enjoyed, and the fact that there 
must be at this moment some two thousand women capable of earning over 
fi ve hundred a year in one way or another, you will agree that the excuse of 
lack of opportunity, training, encouragement, leisure and money no longer 
holds good. Moreover, the economists are telling us that Mrs Seton has had 
too many children. You must, of course, go on bearing children, but, so 
they say, in twos and threes, not in tens and twelves.

Thus, with some time on your hands and with some book learning in 
your brains— you have had enough of the other kind, and are sent to college 
partly, I suspect, to be uneducated— surely you should embark upon 
another stage of your very long, very laborious and highly obscure career. A 
thousand pens are ready to suggest what you should do and what effect you 
will have. My own suggestion is a little fantastic, I admit; I prefer, there-
fore, to put it in the form of fi ction.
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3. Biographer and Shakespeare scholar (1859– 
1926), author of Life of William Shakespeare 
(1898).
4. Cf. Milton’s unhappy fi rst marriage, his cam-
paign for freedom of divorce, and his deliberate 
subordination of Eve to Adam in Paradise Lost.
1. A paper read to the Women’s Ser vice League 
[Woolf’s note]. Woolf  here echoes her points in A 

Room of One’s Own about a woman’s needing 
money (specifi cally, fi ve hundred British pounds) 
and a room in which to write.
2. Economist, moralist, journalist, and novelist 
(1802– 1876). Burney (1752– 1840), author of 
Evelina and other novels. Behn (1640– 1689), 
writer of romances and plays.

I told you in the course of this paper that Shakespeare had a sister; but 
do not look for her in Sir Sidney Lee’s3 life of the poet. She died young— 
alas, she never wrote a word. She lies buried where the omnibuses now 
stop, opposite the Elephant and Castle. Now my belief is that this poet who 
never wrote a word and was buried at the crossroads still lives. She lives in 
you and in me, and in many other women who are not  here to night, for they 
are washing up the dishes and putting the children to bed. But she lives; for 
great poets do not die; they are continuing presences; they need only the 
opportunity to walk among us in the fl esh. This opportunity, as I think, it is 
now coming within your power to give her. For my belief is that if we live 
another century or so— I am talking of the common life which is the real 
life and not of the little separate lives which we live as individuals— and 
have fi ve hundred a year each of us and rooms of our own; if we have the 
habit of freedom and the courage to write exactly what we think; if we 
escape a little from the common sitting- room and see human beings not 
always in their relation to each other but in relation to reality; and the sky, 
too, and the trees or what ever it may be in themselves; if we look past Mil-
ton’s bogey,4 for no human being should shut out the view; if we face the 
fact, for it is a fact, that there is no arm to cling to, but that we go alone and 
that our relation is to the world of reality and not only to the world of men 
and women, then the opportunity will come and the dead poet who was 
Shakespeare’s sister will put on the body which she has so often laid down. 
Drawing her life from the lives of the unknown who  were her forerunners, 
as her brother did before her, she will be born. As for her coming without 
that preparation, without that effort on our part, without that determina-
tion that when she is born again she shall fi nd it possible to live and write 
her poetry, that we cannot expect, for that would be impossible. But I main-
tain that she would come if we worked for her, and that so to work, even in 
poverty and obscurity, is worth while.

1929

Professions for Women1

When your secretary invited me to come  here, she told me that your Society 
is concerned with the employment of women and she suggested that I 
might tell you something about my own professional experiences. It is true 
I am a woman; it is true I am employed; but what professional experiences 
have I had? It is diffi cult to say. My profession is literature; and in that pro-
fession there are fewer experiences for women than in any other, with the 
exception of the stage— fewer, I mean, that are peculiar to women. For the 
road was cut many years ago— by Fanny Burney, by Aphra Behn, by Harriet 
Martineau,2 by Jane Austen, by George Eliot— many famous women, and 




