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London's Art Scene: The Bloomsbury Group 
 
Session: Winter 2018 
Days: Mondays, January 8th – February 12th 
Time: 1:30 p.m. – 3:30 p.m. 
Location: Room 124, Leeds House Building 
Title: London's Art Scene: The Bloomsbury Group 
 
 

Course Description: 
At the beginning of the twentieth century, a group of intellectuals started to gather in the 
London neighborhood Bloomsbury.  The core members included fiction writers Virginia Woolf 
and E.M. Forster, post-impressionist painters Vanessa Bell and Duncan Grant, art critics Clive 
Bell and Roger Fry, and biographer Lytton Strachey. Liberal and progressive, they encouraged 
the creation of art, were generally opposed to militarism, and formed intimate friendships. 
 
This course examines not only the art and writings of Bloomsbury’s core members but also 
analyzes the works of artists associated with Bloomsbury, such as Katherine Mansfield’s short 
stories and T.S. Eliot’s poetry. Of special interest in the course is the connection between various 
modernist art forms: post-impressionist styles in both fiction and painting, for instance. Possible 
topics of discussion include the suffragette movement, the influence of psychoanalysis, the 
aesthetic principles of modernism, and the love affair between Virginia Woolf and Vita Sackville-
West. 
 
 

Recommended Readings: 
Virginia Woolf, “The Mark on the Wall” and “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown” 
Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own (not in course reading package. For the online version, go 
to http://gutenberg.net.au/ebooks02/0200791.txt)  
Katherine Mansfield, “The Garden Party” and “The Daughters of the Late Colonel” 
T.S. Eliot, “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” (in-class reading) 
E.M. Forster, Maurice (not in course reading package) 
 
Please remember that the readings are not required but recommended. Read what you can and 
enjoy! If you are experiencing any problems accessing the readings, please do not hesitate to 
contact me.  
 
 

Schedule of Readings 
Week 1: Introduction: Meeting the Bloomsberries 
Topics: The Dreadnought Hoax and The Post-Impressionist Exhibitions (1910 and 1912) 
 
Week 2: The Aesthetic Principles of Bloomsbury: Roger Fry, Duncan Grant, Vanessa Bell, and 
Virginia Woolf 
Recommended readings: Virginia Woolf, “The Mark on the Wall” and “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. 
Brown” 
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Week 3: Virginia Woolf and Modernism 
Recommended readings: Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own 
Topics: Feminism, women’s writing, the love affair between Virginia Woolf and Vita Sackville-
West 
 
Week 4: Outside Bloomsbury: James Strachey, T.S. Eliot, Katherine Mansfield   
Recommended readings: Katherine Mansfield, “The Garden Party” and “The Daughters of the 
Late Colonel”; T.S. Eliot, “The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” 
Topics: The influence of psychoanalysis, literary modernisms, stream-of-consciousness 
 
Week 5: Back to Old Bloomsbury: Forster 
Recommended readings: E.M. Forster, Maurice 
 
Week 6: Forster Continued and Criticisms of Bloomsbury: Wyndham Lewis and Angelica Garnett 
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Virginia Woolf, The Mark on the Wall  
 

PERHAPS it was the middle of January in the present that I first looked up and saw the 

mark on the wall. In order to fix a date it is necessary to remember what one saw. So now 

I think of the fire; the steady film of yellow light upon the page of my book; the three 

chrysanthemums in the round glass bowl on the mantelpiece. Yes, it must have been the 

winter time, and we had just finished our tea, for I remember that I was smoking a 

cigarette when I looked up and saw the mark on the wall for the first time. I looked up 

through the smoke of my cigarette and my eye lodged for a moment upon the burning 

coals, and that old fancy of the crimson flag flapping from the castle tower came into my 

mind, and I thought of the cavalcade of red knights riding up the side of the black rock. 

Rather to my relief the sight of the mark interrupted the fancy, for it is an old fancy, an 

automatic fancy, made as a child perhaps. The mark was a small round mark, black upon 

the white wall, about six or seven inches above the mantelpiece.     

  

How readily our thoughts swarm upon a new object, lifting it a little way, as ants carry a 

blade of straw so feverishly, and then leave it.... If that mark was made by a nail, it can’t 

have been for a picture, it must have been for a miniature—the miniature of a lady with 

white powdered curls, powder-dusted cheeks, and lips like red carnations. A fraud of 

course, for the people who had this house before us would have chosen pictures in that 

way—an old picture for an old room. That is the sort of people they were—very 

interesting people, and I think of them so often, in such queer places, because one will 

never see them again, never know what happened next. They wanted to leave this house 

because they wanted to change their style of furniture, so he said, and he was in process 

of saying that in his opinion art should have ideas behind it when we were torn asunder, 

as one is torn from the old lady about to pour out tea and the young man about to hit the 

tennis ball in the back garden of the suburban villa as one rushes past in the train.     

  

But as for that mark, I’m not sure about it; I don’t believe it was made by a nail after all; 

it’s too big, too round, for that. I might get up, but if I got up and looked at it, ten to one I 

shouldn’t be able to say for certain; because once a thing’s done, no one ever knows how 

it happened. Oh! dear me, the mystery of life; The inaccuracy of thought! The ignorance 

of humanity! To show how very little control of our possessions we have—what an 

accidental affair this living is after all our civilization—let me just count over a few of the 

things lost in one lifetime, beginning, for that seems always the most mysterious of 

losses—what cat would gnaw, what rat would nibble—three pale blue canisters of book-

binding tools? Then there were the bird cages, the iron hoops, the steel skates, the Queen 

Anne coal-scuttle, the bagatelle board, the hand organ—all gone, and jewels, too. Opals 

and emeralds, they lie about the roots of turnips. What a scraping paring affair it is to be 

sure! The wonder is that I’ve any clothes on my back, that I sit surrounded by solid 

furniture at this moment. 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 shoot in the 

post office! With one’s hair flying back like the tail of a race-horse. Yes, that seems to 
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express the rapidity of life, the perpetual waste and repair; all so casual, all so 

haphazard....     

  

But after life. The slow pulling down of thick green stalks so that the cup of the flower, as 

it turns over, deluges one with purple and red light. Why, after all, should one not be born 

there as one is born here, helpless, speechless, unable to focus one’s eyesight, groping at 

the roots of the grass, at the toes of the Giants? As for saying which are trees, and which 

are men and women, or whether there are such things, that one won’t be in a condition to 

do for fifty years or so. There will be nothing but spaces of light and dark, intersected by 

thick stalks, and rather higher up perhaps, rose-shaped blots of an indistinct colour—dim 

pinks and blues—which will, as time goes on, become more definite, become—I don’t 

know what....     

  

And yet that mark on the wall is not a hole at all. It may even be caused by some round 

black substance, such as a small rose leaf, left over from the summer, and I, not being a 

very vigilant housekeeper—look at the dust on the mantelpiece, for example, the dust 

which, so they say, buried Troy three times over, only fragments of pots utterly refusing 

annihilation, as one can believe.     

  

The tree outside the window taps very gently on the pane.... I want to think quietly, 

calmly, spaciously, never to be interrupted, never to have to rise from my chair, to slip 

easily from one thing to another, without any sense of hostility, or obstacle. I want to sink 

deeper and deeper, away from the surface, with its hard separate facts. To steady myself, 

let me catch hold of the first idea that passes.... Shakespeare.... Well, he will do as well as 

another. A man who sat himself solidly in an arm-chair, and looked into the fire, so— A 

shower of ideas fell perpetually from some very high Heaven down through his mind. He 

leant his forehead on his hand, and people, looking in through the open door,—for this 

scene is supposed to take place on a summer’s evening—But how dull this is, this 

historical fiction! It doesn’t interest me at all. I wish I could hit upon a pleasant track of 

thought, a track indirectly reflecting credit upon myself, for those are the pleasantest 

thoughts, and very frequent even in the minds of modest mouse-coloured people, who 

believe genuinely that they dislike to hear their own praises. They are not thoughts 

directly praising oneself; that is the beauty of them; they are thoughts like this:     

 

  “And then I came into the room. They were discussing botany. I said how I’d seen a 

flower growing on a dust heap on the site of an old house in Kingsway. The seed, I said, 

must have been sown in the reign of Charles the First. What flowers grew in the reign of 

Charles the First?” I asked—(but, I don’t remember the answer). Tall flowers with purple 

tassels to them perhaps. And so it goes on. All the time I’m dressing up the figure of 

myself in my own mind, lovingly, stealthily, not openly adoring it, for if I did that, I 

should catch myself out, and stretch my hand at once for a book in self-protection. 

Indeed, it is curious how instinctively one protects the image of oneself from idolatry or 

any other handling that could make it ridiculous, or too unlike the original to be believed 

in any longer. Or is it not so very curious after all? It is a matter of great importance. 

Suppose the looking glass smashes, the image disappears, and the romantic figure with 

the green of forest depths all about it is there no longer, but only that shell of a person 



 6 

which is seen by other people—what an airless, shallow, bald, prominent world it 

becomes! A world not to be lived in. As we face each other in omnibuses and 

underground railways we are looking into the mirror that accounts for the vagueness, the 

gleam of glassiness, in our eyes. And the novelists in future will realize more and more 

the importance of these reflections, for of course there is not one reflection but an almost 

infinite number; those are the depths they will explore, those the phantoms they will 

pursue, leaving the description of reality more and more out of their stories, taking a 

knowledge of it for granted, as the Greeks did and Shakespeare perhaps—but these 

generalizations are very worthless. The military sound of the word is enough. It recalls 

leading articles, cabinet ministers—a whole class of things indeed which as a child one 

thought the thing itself, the standard thing, the real thing, from which one could not 

depart save at the risk of nameless damnation. Generalizations bring back somehow 

Sunday in London, Sunday afternoon walks, Sunday luncheons, and also ways of 

speaking of the dead, clothes, and habits—like the habit of sitting all together in one 

room until a certain hour, although nobody liked it. There was a rule for everything. The 

rule for tablecloths at that particular period was that they should be made of tapestry with 

little yellow compartments marked upon them, such as you may see in photographs of the 

carpets in the corridors of the royal palaces. Tablecloths of a different kind were not real 

tablecloths. How shocking, and yet how wonderful it was to discover that these real 

things, Sunday luncheons, Sunday walks, country houses, and tablecloths were not 

entirely real, were indeed half phantoms, and the damnation which visited the disbeliever 

in them was only a sense of illegitimate freedom. What now takes the place of those 

things I wonder, those real standard things? Men perhaps, should you be a woman; the 

masculine point of view which governs our lives, which sets the standard, which 

establishes Whitaker’s Table of Precedency, which has become, I suppose, since the war 

half a phantom to many men and women, which soon—one may hope, will be laughed 

into the dustbin where the phantoms go, the mahogany sideboards and the Landseer 

prints, Gods and Devils, Hell and so forth, leaving us all with an intoxicating sense of 

illegitimate freedom—if freedom exists....     

  

In certain lights that mark on the wall seems actually to project from the wall. Nor is it 

entirely circular. I cannot be sure, but it seems to cast a perceptible shadow, suggesting 

that if I ran my finger down that strip of the wall it would, at a certain point, mount and 

descend a small tumulus, a smooth tumulus like those barrows on the South Downs 

which are, they say, either tombs or camps. Of the two I should prefer them to be tombs, 

desiring melancholy like most English people, and finding it natural at the end of a walk 

to think of the bones stretched beneath the turf.... There must be some book about it. 

Some antiquary must have dug up those bones and given them a name.... What sort of a 

man is an antiquary, I wonder? Retired Colonels for the most part, I daresay, leading 

parties of aged labourers to the top here, examining clods of earth and stone, and getting 

into correspondence with the neighbouring clergy, which, being opened at breakfast time, 

gives them a feeling of importance, and the comparison of arrow-heads necessitates 

cross-country journeys to the county towns, an agreeable necessity both to them and to 

their elderly wives, who wish to make plum jam or to clean out the study, and have every 

reason for keeping that great question of the camp or the tomb in perpetual suspension, 

while the Colonel himself feels agreeably philosophic in accumulating evidence on both 
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sides of the question. It is true that he does finally incline to believe in the camp; and, 

being opposed, indites a pamphlet which he is about to read at the quarterly meeting of 

the local society when a stroke lays him low, and his last conscious thoughts are not of 

wife or child, but of the camp and that arrowhead there, which is now in the case at the 

local museum, together with the foot of a Chinese murderess, a handful of Elizabethan 

nails, a great many Tudor clay pipes, a piece of Roman pottery, and the wine-glass that 

Nelson drank out of—proving I really don’t know what.     

  

No, no, nothing is proved, nothing is known. And if I were to get up at this very moment 

and ascertain that the mark on the wall is really—what shall we say?—-the head of a 

gigantic old nail, driven in two hundred years ago, which has now, owing to the patient 

attrition of many generations of housemaids, revealed its head above the coat of paint, 

and is taking its first view of modern life in the sight of a white-walled fire-lit room, what 

should I gain?— Knowledge? Matter for further speculation? I can think sitting still as 

well as standing up. And what is knowledge? What are our learned men save the 

descendants of witches and hermits who crouched in caves and in woods brewing herbs, 

interrogating shrew-mice and writing down the language of the stars? And the less we 

honour them as our superstitions dwindle and our respect for beauty and health of mind 

increases.... Yes, one could imagine a very pleasant world. A quiet, spacious world, with 

the flowers so red and blue in the open fields. A world without professors or specialists or 

house-keepers with the profiles of policemen, a world which one could slice with one’s 

thought as a fish slices the water with his fin, grazing the stems of the water-lilies, 

hanging suspended over nests of white sea eggs.... How peaceful it is drown here, rooted 

in the centre of the world and gazing up through the grey waters, with their sudden 

gleams of light, and their reflections—if it were not for Whitaker’s Almanack—if it were 

not for the Table of Precedency!     

  

I must jump up and see for myself what that mark on the wall really is—a nail, a rose-

leaf, a crack in the wood?    

  

Here is nature once more at her old game of self-preservation. This train of thought, she 

perceives, is threatening mere waste of energy, even some collision with reality, for who 

will ever be able to lift a finger against Whitaker’s Table of Precedency? The Archbishop 

of Canterbury is followed by the Lord High Chancellor; the Lord High Chancellor is 

followed by the Archbishop of York. Everybody follows somebody, such is the 

philosophy of Whitaker; and the great thing is to know who follows whom. Whitaker 

knows, and let that, so Nature counsels, comfort you, instead of enraging you; and if you 

can’t be comforted, if you must shatter this hour of peace, think of the mark on the wall.    

  

I understand Nature’s game—her prompting to take action as a way of ending any 

thought that threatens to excite or to pain. Hence, I suppose, comes our slight contempt 

for men of action—men, we assume, who don’t think. Still, there’s no harm in putting a 

full stop to one’s disagreeable thoughts by looking at a mark on the wall.    

   

Indeed, now that I have fixed my eyes upon it, I feel that I have grasped a plank in the 

sea; I feel a satisfying sense of reality which at once turns the two Archbishops and the 
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Lord High Chancellor to the shadows of shades. Here is something definite, something 

real. Thus, waking from a midnight dream of horror, one hastily turns on the light and 

lies quiescent, worshipping the chest of drawers, worshipping solidity, worshipping 

reality, worshipping the impersonal world which is a proof of some existence other than 

ours. That is what one wants to be sure of.... Wood is a pleasant thing to think about. It 

comes from a tree; and trees grow, and we don’t know how they grow. For years and 

years they grow, without paying any attention to us, in meadows, in forests, and by the 

side of rivers—all things one likes to think about. The cows swish their tails beneath 

them on hot afternoons; they paint rivers so green that when a moorhen dives one expects 

to see its feathers all green when it comes up again. I like to think of the fish balanced 

against the stream like flags blown out; and of water-beetles slowly raiding domes of 

mud upon the bed of the river. I like to think of the tree itself:—first the close dry 

sensation of being wood; then the grinding of the storm; then the slow, delicious ooze of 

sap. I like to think of it, too, on winter’s nights standing in the empty field with all leaves 

close-furled, nothing tender exposed to the iron bullets of the moon, a naked mast upon 

an earth that goes tumbling, tumbling, all night long. The song of birds must sound very 

loud and strange in June; and how cold the feet of insects must feel upon it, as they make 

laborious progresses up the creases of the bark, or sun themselves upon the thin green 

awning of the leaves, and look straight in front of them with diamond-cut red eyes.... One 

by one the fibres snap beneath the immense cold pressure of the earth, then the last storm 

comes and, falling, the highest branches drive deep into the ground again. Even so, life 

isn’t done with; there are a million patient, watchful lives still for a tree, all over the 

world, in bedrooms, in ships, on the pavement, lining rooms, where men and women sit 

after tea, smoking cigarettes. It is full of peaceful thoughts, happy thoughts, this tree. I 

should like to take each one separately—but something is getting in the way.... Where 

was I? What has it all been about? A tree? A river? The Downs? Whitaker’s Almanack? 

The fields of asphodel? I can’t remember a thing. Everything’s moving, falling, slipping, 

vanishing.... There is a vast upheaval of matter. Someone is standing over me and 

saying—    

  “I’m going out to buy a newspaper.”    

  “Yes?”    

  “Though it’s no good buying newspapers.... Nothing ever happens. Curse this war; God 

damn this war!... All the same, I don’t see why we should have a snail on our wall.”    

  Ah, the mark on the wall! It was a snail. 
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Virginia Woolf, Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown.   
 

IT seems to me possible, perhaps desirable, that I may be the only person in this room 

who has committed the folly of writing, trying to write, or failing to write, a novel. And 

when I asked myself, as your invitation to speak to you about modern fiction made me 

ask myself, what demon whispered in my ear and urged me to my doom, a little figure 

rose before me—the figure of a man, or of a woman, who said, 'My name is Brown. 

Catch me if you can.' 

 

Most novelists have the same experience. Some Brown, Smith, or Jones comes before 

them and says in the most seductive and charming way in the world, 'Come and catch me 

if you can.' And so, led on by this will-o'-the-wisp, they flounder through volume after 

volume, spending the best years of their lives in the pursuit, and receiving for the most 

part very little cash in exchange. Few catch the phantom; most have to be content with a 

scrap of her dress or a wisp of her hair. 

 

My belief that men and women write novels because they are lured on to create some 

character which has thus imposed itself upon them has the sanction of Mr. Arnold 

Bennett. In an article from which I will quote he says, 'The foundation of good fiction is 

character-creating and nothing else. . . . Style counts; plot counts; originality of outlook 

counts. But none of these counts anything like so much as the convincingness of the 

characters. If the characters are real the novel will have a chance; if they are not, oblivion 

will be its portion. . . .' And he goes on to draw the conclusion that we have no young 

novelists of first-rate importance at the present moment, because they are unable to create 

characters that are real, true, and convincing. 

 

These are the questions that I want with greater boldness than discretion to discuss 

tonight. I want to make out what we mean when we talk about 'character' in fiction; to say 

something about the question of reality which Mr. Bennett raises; and to suggest some 

reasons why the younger novelists fail to create characters, if, as Mr. Bennett asserts, it is 

true that fail they do. This will lead me, I am well aware, to make some very sweeping 

and some very vague assertions. For the question is an extremely difficult one. Think 

how little we know about character—think how little we know about art. But, to make a 

clearance before I begin, I will suggest that we range Edwardians and Georgians into two 

camps; Mr. Wells, Mr. Bennett, and Mr. Galsworthy I will call the Edwardians; Mr. 

Forster, Mr. Lawrence, Mr. Strachey, Mr. Joyce, and Mr. Eliot I will call the Georgians. 

And if I speak in the first person, with intolerable egotism, I will ask you to excuse me. I 

do not want to attribute to the world at large the opinions of one solitary, ill-informed, 

and misguided individual. 

 

My first assertion is one that I think you will grant—that everyone in this room is a judge 

of character. Indeed it would be impossible to live for a year without disaster unless one 

practised character-reading and had some skill in the art. Our marriages, our friendships 

depend on it; our business largely depends on it; every day questions arise which can 

only be solved by its help. And now I will hazard a second assertion, which is more 
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disputable perhaps, to the effect that in or about December, 1910, human character 

changed. 

 

I am not saying that one went out, as one might into a garden, and there saw that a rose 

had flowered, or that a hen had laid an egg. The change was not sudden and definite like 

that. But a change there was, nevertheless; and, since one must be arbitrary, let us date it 

about the year 1910. The first signs of it are recorded in the books of Samuel Butler, in 

The Way of All Flesh in particular; the plays of Bernard Shaw continue to record it. In life 

one can see the change, if I may use a homely illustration, in the character of one's cook. 

The Victorian cook lived like a leviathan in the lower depths, formidable, silent, obscure, 

inscrutable; the Georgian cook is a creature of sunshine and fresh air; in and out of the 

drawing-room, now to borrow the Daily Herald, now to ask advice about a hat. Do you 

ask for more solemn instances of the power of the human race to change? Read the 

Agamemnon, and see whether, in process of time, your sympathies are not almost entirely 

with Clytemnestra. Or consider the married life of the Carlyles and bewail the waste, the 

futility, for him and for her, of the horrible domestic tradition which made it seemly for a 

woman of genius to spend her time chasing beetles, scouring sauce-pans, instead of 

writing books. All human relations have shifted—those between masters and servants, 

husbands and wives, parents and children. And when human relations change there is at 

the same time a change in religion, conduct, politics, and literature. Let us agree to place 

one of these changes about the year 1910. 

 

I have said that people have to acquire a good deal of skill in character-reading if they are 

to live a single year of life without disaster. But it is the art of the young. In middle age 

and in old age the art is practised mostly for its uses, and friendships and other adventures 

and experiments in the art of reading character are seldom made. But novelists differ 

from the rest of the world because they do not cease to be interested in character when 

they have learnt enough about it for practical purposes. They go a step further, they feel 

that there is something permanently interesting in character in itself. When all the 

practical business of life has been discharged, there is something about people which 

continues to seem to them of overwhelming importance, in spite of the fact that it has no 

bearing whatever upon their happiness, comfort, or income. The study of character 

becomes to them an absorbing pursuit; to impart character an obsession. And this I find it 

very difficult to explain: what novelists mean when they talk about character, what the 

impulse is that urges them so powerfully every now and then to embody their view in 

writing. 

 

So, if you will allow me, instead of analysing and abstracting, I will tell you a simple 

story which, however pointless, has the merit of being true, of a journey from Richmond 

to Waterloo, in the hope that I may show you what I mean by character in itself; that you 

may realize the different aspects it can wear; and the hideous perils that beset you directly 

you try to describe it in words. 

 

One night some weeks ago, then, I was late for the train and jumped into the first carriage 

I came to. As I sat down I had the strange and uncomfortable feeling that I was 

interrupting a conversation between two people who were already sitting there. Not that 
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they were young or happy. Far from it. They were both elderly, the woman over sixty, the 

man well over forty. They were sitting opposite each other, and the man, who had been 

leaning over and talking emphatically to judge by his attitude and the flush on his face, 

sat back and became silent. I had disturbed him, and he was annoyed. The elderly lady, 

however, whom I will call Mrs. Brown, seemed rather relieved. She was one of those 

clean, threadbare old ladies whose extreme tidiness—everything buttoned, fastened, tied 

together, mended and brushed up—suggests more extreme poverty than rags and dirt. 

There was something pinched about her—a look of suffering, of apprehension, and, in 

addition, she was extremely small. Her feet, in their clean little boots, scarcely touched 

the floor. I felt she had nobody to support her; that she had to make up her mind for 

herself; that, having been deserted, or left a widow, years ago, she had led an anxious, 

harried life, bringing up an only son, perhaps, who, as likely as not, was by this time 

beginning to go to the bad. All this shot through my mind as I sat down, being 

uncomfortable, like most people, at travelling with fellow passengers unless I have 

somehow or other accounted for them. Then I looked at the man. He was no relation of 

Mrs. Brown's I felt sure; he was of a bigger, burlier, less refined type. He was a man of 

business I imagined, very likely a respectable corn-chandler from the North, dressed in 

good blue serge with a pocket-knife and a silk handerchief, and a stout leather bag. 

Obviously, however, he had an unpleasant business to settle with Mrs. Brown; a secret, 

perhaps sinister business, which they did not intend to discuss in my presence. 

 

'Yes, the Crofts have had very bad luck with their servants,' Mr. Smith (as I will call him) 

said in a considering way, going back to some earlier topic, with a view to keeping up 

appearances. 

 

'Ah, poor people,' said Mrs. Brown, a trifle condescendingly. 'My grandmother had a 

maid who came when she was fifteen and stayed till she was eighty' (this was said with a 

kind of hurt and aggressive pride to impress us both perhaps). 

 

'One doesn't often come across that sort of thing nowadays,' said Mr. Smith in 

conciliatory tones. 

Then they were silent. 

'It's odd they don't start a golf club there—I should have thought one of the young 

fellows would,' said Mr. Smith, for the silence obviously made him uneasy. 

Mrs. Brown hardly took the trouble to answer. 

'What changes they're making in this part of the world,' said Mr. Smith looking out of 

the window, and looking furtively at me as he did so. 

 

It was plain, from Mrs. Brown's silence, from the uneasy affability with which Mr. Smith 

spoke, that he had some power over her which he was exerting disagreeably. It might 

have been her son's downfall, or some painful episode in her past life, or her daughter's. 

Perhaps she was going to London to sign some document to make over some property. 

Obviously against her will she was in Mr. Smith's hands. I was beginning to feel a great 

deal of pity for her, when she said, suddenly and inconsequently: 

'Can you tell me if an oak-tree dies when the leaves have been eaten for two years in 

succession by caterpillars?' 
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She spoke quite brightly, and rather precisely, in a cultivated, inquisitive voice. 

Mr. Smith was startled, but relieved to have a safe topic of conversation given him. 

He told her a great deal very quickly about plagues of insects. He told her that he had a 

brother who kept a fruit farm in Kent. He told her what fruit farmers do every year in 

Kent, and so on, and so on. While he talked a very odd thing happened. Mrs. Brown took 

out her little white handerchief and began to dab her eyes. She was crying. But she went 

on listening quite composedly to what he was saying, and he went on talking, a little 

louder, a little angrily, as if he had seen her cry often before; as if it were a painful habit. 

At last it got on his nerves. He stopped abruptly, looked out of the window, then leant 

towards her as he had been doing when I got in, and said in a bullying, menacing way, as 

if he would not stand any more nonsense: 

'So about that matter we were discussing. It'll be all right? George will be there on 

Tuesday?' 

'We shan't be late,' said Mrs. Brown, gathering herself together with superb dignity. 

Mr. Smith said nothing. He got up, buttoned his coat, reached his bag down, and 

jumped out of the train before it had stopped at Clapham Junction. He had got what he 

wanted, but he was ashamed of himself; he was glad to get out of the old lady's sight. 

 

Mrs. Brown and I were left alone together. She sat in her corner opposite, very clean, 

very small, rather queer, and suffering intensely. The impression she made was 

overwhelming. It came pouring out like a draught, like a smell of burning. What was it 

composed of—that overwhelming and peculiar impression? Myriads of irrelevant and 

incongruous ideas crowd into one's head on such occasions; one sees the person, one sees 

Mrs. Brown, in the centre of all sorts of different scenes. I thought of her in a seaside 

house, among queer ornaments: sea-urchins, models of ships in glass cases. Her 

husband's medals were on the mantelpiece. She popped in and out of the room, perching 

on the edges of chairs, picking meals out of saucers, indulging in long, silent stares. The 

caterpillars and the oak-trees seemed to imply all that. And then, into this fantastic and 

secluded life, in broke Mr. Smith. I saw him blowing in, so to speak, on a windy day. He 

banged, he slammed. His dripping umbrella made a pool in the hall. They sat closeted 

together. 

 

And then Mrs. Brown faced the dreadful revelation. She took her heroic decision. Early, 

before dawn, she packed her bag and carried it herself to the station. She would not let 

Smith touch it. She was wounded in her pride, unmoored from her anchorage; she came 

of gentlefolks who kept servants—but details could wait. The important thing was to 

realize her character, to steep oneself in her atmosphere. I had no time to explain why I 

felt it somewhat tragic, heroic, yet with a dash of the flighty, and fantastic, before the 

train stopped, and I watched her disappear, carrying her bag, into the vast blazing station. 

She looked very small, very tenacious; at once very frail and very heroic. And I have 

never seen her again, and I shall never know what became of her. 

 

The story ends without any point to it. But I have not told you this anecdote to illustrate 

either my own ingenuity or the pleasure of travelling from Richmond to Waterloo. What I 

want you to see in it is this. Here is a character imposing itself upon another person. Here 

is Mrs. Brown making someone begin almost automatically to write a novel about her. I 
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believe that all novels begin with an old lady in the corner opposite. I believe that all 

novels, that is to say, deal with character, and that it is to express character—not to 

preach doctrines, sing songs, or celebrate the glories of the British Empire, that the form 

of the novel, so clumsy, verbose, and undramatic, so rich, elastic, and alive, has been 

evolved. To express character, I have said; but you will at once reflect that the very 

widest interpretation can be put upon those words. For example, old Mrs. Brown's 

character will strike you very differently according to the age and country in which you 

happen to be born. It would be easy enough to write three different versions of that 

incident in the train, an English, a French, and a Russian. The English writer would make 

the old lady into a 'character'; he would bring out her oddities and mannerisms; her 

buttons and wrinkles; her ribbons and warts. Her personality would dominate the book. A 

French writer would rub out all that; he would sacrifice the individual Mrs. Brown to give 

a more general view of human nature; to make a more abstract, proportioned, and 

harmonious whole. The Russian would pierce through the flesh; would reveal the soul—

the soul alone, wandering out into the Waterloo Road, asking of life some tremendous 

question which would sound on and on in our ears after the book was finished. And then 

besides age and country there is the writer's temperament to be considered. You see one 

thing in character, and I another. You say it means this, and I that. And when it comes to 

writing, each makes a further selection on principles of his own. Thus Mrs. Brown can be 

treated in an infinite variety of ways, according to the age, country, and temperament of 

the writer. 

 

But now I must recall what Mr. Arnold Bennett says. He says that it is only if the 

characters are real that the novel has any chance of surviving. Otherwise, die it must. But, 

I ask myself, what is reality? And who are the judges of reality? A character may be real 

to Mr. Bennett and quite unreal to me. For instance, in this article he says that Dr. Watson 

in Sherlock Holmes is real to him: to me Dr. Watson is a sack stuffed with straw, a 

dummy, a figure of fun. And so it is with character after character—in book after book. 

There is nothing that people differ about more than the reality of characters, especially in 

contemporary books. But if you take a larger view I think that Mr. Bennett is perfectly 

right. If, that is, you think of the novels which seem to you great novels—War and Peace, 

Vanity Fair, Tristram Shandy, Madame Bovary, Pride and Prejudice, The Mayor of 

Casterbridge, Villette—if you think of these books, you do at once think of some 

character who seemed to you so real (I do not by that mean so lifelike) that it has the 

power to make you think not merely of it itself, but of all sorts of things through its 

eyes—of religion, of love, of war, of peace, of family life, of balls in country towns, of 

sunsets, moonrises, the immortality of the soul. There is hardly any subject of human 

experience that is left out of War and Peace it seems to me. And in all these novels all 

these great novelists have brought us to see whatever they wish us to see through some 

character. Otherwise, they would not be novelists; but poets, historians, or pamphleteers. 

 

But now let us examine what Mr. Bennett went on to say—he said that there was no great 

novelist among the Georgian writers because they cannot create characters who are real, 

true, and convincing. And there I cannot agree. There are reasons, excuses, possibilities 

which I think put a different colour upon the case. It seems so to me at least, but I am 

well aware that this is a matter about which I am likely to be prejudiced, sanguine, and 
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nearsighted. I will put my view before you in the hope that you will make it impartial, 

judicial, and broad-minded. Why, then, is it so hard for novelists at present to create 

characters which seem real, not only to Mr. Bennett, but to the world at large? Why, 

when October comes round, do the publishers always fail to supply us with a 

masterpiece? 

 

Surely one reason is that the men and women who began writing novels in 1910 or 

thereabouts had this great difficulty to face—that there was no English novelist living 

from whom they could learn their business. Conrad is a Pole; which sets him apart, and 

makes him, however admirable, not very helpful. Mr. Hardy has written no novel since 

1895. The most prominent and successful novelists in the year 1910 were, I suppose, Mr. 

Wells, Mr. Bennett, and Mr. Galsworthy. Now it seems to me that to go to these men and 

ask them to teach you how to write a novel—how to create characters that are real—is 

precisely like going to a bootmaker and asking him to teach you how to make a watch. 

Do not let me give you the impression that I do not admire and enjoy their books. They 

seem to me of great value, and indeed of great necessity. There are seasons when it is 

more important to have boots than to have watches. To drop metaphor, I think that after 

the creative activity of the Victorian age it was quite necessary, not only for literature but 

for life, that someone should write the books that Mr. Wells, Mr. Bennett, and Mr. 

Galsworthy have written. Yet what odd books they are! Sometimes I wonder if we are 

right to call them books at all. For they leave one with so strange a feeling of 

incompleteness and dissatisfaction. In order to complete them it seems necessary to do 

something—to join a society, or, more desperately, to write a cheque. That done, the 

restlessness is laid, the book finished; it can be put upon the shelf, and need never be read 

again. But with the work of other novelists it is different. Tristram Shandy or Pride and 

Prejudice is complete in itself; it is self-contained; it leaves one with no desire to do 

anything, except indeed to read the book again, and to understand it better. The difference 

perhaps is that both Sterne and Jane Austen were interested in things in themselves; in 

character in itself; in the book in itself. Therefore everything was inside the book, nothing 

outside. But the Edwardians were never interested in character in itself; or in the book in 

itself. They were interested in something outside. Their books, then, were incomplete as 

books, and required that the reader should finish them, actively and practically, for 

himself. 

 

Perhaps we can make this clearer if we take the liberty of imagining a little party in the 

railway carriage—Mr. Wells, Mr. Galsworthy, Mr. Bennett are travelling to Waterloo 

with Mrs. Brown. Mrs. Brown, I have said, was poorly dressed and very small. She had 

an anxious, harassed look. I doubt whether she was what you call an educated woman. 

Seizing upon all these symptoms of the unsatisfactory condition of our primary schools 

with a rapidity to which I can do no justice, Mr. Wells would instantly project upon the 

window-pane a vision of a better, breezier, jollier, happier, more adventurous and gallant 

world, where these musty railway carriages and fusty old women do not exist; where 

miraculous barges bring tropical fruit to Camberwell by eight o'clock in the morning; 

where there are public nurseries, fountains, and libraries, dining-rooms, drawing-rooms, 

and marriages; where every citizen is generous and candid, manly and magnificent, and 

rather like Mr. Wells himself. But nobody is in the least like Mrs. Brown. There are no 
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Mrs. Browns in Utopia. Indeed I do not think that Mr. Wells, in his passion to make her 

what she ought to be, would waste a thought upon her as she is. And what would Mr. 

Galsworthy see? Can we doubt that the walls of Doulton's factory would take his fancy? 

There are women in that factory who make twenty-five dozen earthenware pots every 

day. There are mothers in the Mile End Road who depend upon the farthings which those 

women earn. But there are employers in Surrey who are even now smoking rich cigars 

while the nightingale sings. Burning with indignation, stuffed with information, 

arraigning civilization, Mr. Galsworthy would only see in Mrs. Brown a pot broken on 

the wheel and thrown into the corner. 

 

Mr. Bennett, alone of the Edwardians, would keep his eyes in the carriage. He, indeed, 

would observe every detail with immense care. He would notice the advertisements; the 

pictures of Swanage and Portsmouth; the way in which the cushion bulged between the 

buttons; how Mrs. Brown wore a brooch which had cost three-and-ten-three at 

Whitworth's bazaar; and had mended both gloves—indeed the thumb of the left-hand 

glove had been replaced. And he would observe, at length, how this was the non-stop 

train from Windsor which calls at Richmond for the convenience of middle-class 

residents, who can afford to go to the theatre but have not reached the social rank which 

can afford motor-cars, though it is true, there are occasions (he would tell us what), when 

they hire them from a company (he would tell us which). And so he would gradually 

sidle sedately towards Mrs. Brown, and would remark how she had been left a little 

copyhold, not freehold, property at Datchet, which, however, was mortgaged to Mr. 

Bungay the solicitor—but why should I presume to invent Mr. Bennett? Does not Mr. 

Bennett write novels himself? I will open the first book that chance puts in my way—

Hilda Lessways. Let us see how he makes us feel that Hilda is real, true, and convincing, 

as a novelist should. She shut the door in a soft, controlled way, which showed the 

constraint of her relations with her mother. She was fond of reading Maud; she was 

endowed with the power to feel intensely. So far, so good; in his leisurely, surefooted 

way Mr. Bennett is trying in these first pages, where every touch is important, to show us 

the kind of girl she was. 

 

But then he begins to describe, not Hilda Lessways, but the view from her bedroom 

window, the excuse being that Mr. Skellorn, the man who collects rents, is coming along 

that way. Mr. Bennett proceeds: 

'The bailiwick of Turnhill lay behind her; and all the murky district of the Five 

Towns, of which Turnhill is the northern outpost, lay to the south. At the foot of 

Chatterly Wood the canal wound in large curves on its way towards the undefiled plains 

of Cheshire and the sea. On the canal-side, exactly opposite to Hilda's window, was a 

flour-mill, that sometimes made nearly as much smoke as the kilns and the chimneys 

closing the prospect on either hand. From the flour-mill a bricked path, which separated a 

considerable row of new cottages from their appurtenant gardens, led straight into 

Lessways Street, in front of Mrs. Lessways' house. By this path Mr. Skellorn should have 

arrived, for he inhabited the farthest of the cottages.' 

 

One line of insight would have done more than all those lines of description; but let them 

pass as the necessary drudgery of the novelist. And now—where is Hilda? Alas. Hilda is 
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still looking out of the window. Passionate and dissatisfied as she was, she was a girl with 

an eye for houses. She often compared this old Mr. Skellorn with the villas she saw from 

her bedroom window. Therefore the villas must be described. Mr. Bennett proceeds: 

'The row was called Freehold Villas: a consciously proud name in a district where 

much of the land was copyhold and could only change owners subject to the payment of 

"fines", and to the feudal consent of a "court" presided over by the agent of a lord of the 

manor. Most of the dwellings were owned by their occupiers, who, each an absolute 

monarch of the soil, niggled in his sooty garden of an evening amid the flutter of drying 

shirts and towels. Freehold Villas symbolized the final triumph of Victorian economics, 

the apotheosis of the prudent and industrious artisan. It corresponded with a Building 

Society Secretary's dream of paradise. And indeed it was a very real achievement. 

Nevertheless, Hilda's irrational contempt would not admit this.' 

 

Heaven be praised, we cry! At last we are coming to Hilda herself. But not so fast. Hilda 

may have been this, that, and the other; but Hilda not only looked at houses, and thought 

of houses; Hilda lived in a house. And what sort of a house did Hilda live in? Mr. Bennett 

proceeds: 

'It was one of the two middle houses of a detached terrace of four houses built by her 

grandfather Lessways, the teapot manufacturer; it was the chief of the four, obviously the 

habitation of the proprietor of the terrace. One of the corner houses comprised a grocer's 

shop, and this house had been robbed of its just proportion of garden so that the 

seigneurial garden-plot might be triflingly larger than the other. The terrace was not a 

terrace of cottages, but of houses rated at from twenty-six to thirty-six pounds a year; 

beyond the means of artisans and petty insurance agents and rent-collectors. And further, 

it was well-built, generously built; and its architecture, though debased, showed some 

faint traces of Georgian amenity. It was admittedly the best row of houses in that newly-

settled quarter of the town. In coming to it out of Freehold Villas Mr. Skellorn obviously 

came to something superior, wider, more liberal. Suddenly Hilda heard her mother's 

voice. . . .' 

 

But we cannot hear her mother's voice, or Hilda's voice; we can only hear Mr. Bennett's 

voice telling us facts about rents and freeholds and copyholds and fines. What can Mr. 

Bennett be about? I have formed my own opinion of what Mr. Bennett is about—he is 

trying to make us imagine for him; he is trying to hypnotize us into the belief that, 

because he has made a house, there must be a person living there. With all his powers of 

observation, which are marvellous, with all his sympathy and humanity, which are great, 

Mr. Bennett has never once looked at Mrs. Brown in her corner. There she sits in the 

corner of the carriage—that carriage which is travelling, not from Richmond to Waterloo, 

but from one age of English literature to the next, for Mrs. Brown is eternal, Mrs. Brown 

is human nature, Mrs. Brown changes only on the surface, it is the novelists who get in 

and out—there she sits and not one of the Edwardian writers has so much as looked at 

her. They have looked very powerfully, searchingly, and sympathetically out of the 

window; at factories, at Utopias, even at the decoration and upholstery of the carriage; 

but never at her, never at life, never at human nature. And so they have developed a 

technique of novel-writing which suits their purpose; they have made tools and 
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established conventions which do their business. But those tools are not our tools, and 

that business is not our business. For us those conventions are ruin, those tools are death. 

 

You may well complain of the vagueness of my language. What is a convention, a tool, 

you may ask, and what do you mean by saying that Mr. Bennett's and Mr. Wells's and 

Mr. Galsworthy's conventions are the wrong conventions for the Georgians? The 

question is difficult: I will attempt a short-cut. A convention in writing is not much 

different from a convention in manners. Both in life and in literature it is necessary to 

have some means of bridging the gulf between the hostess and her unknown guest on the 

one hand, the writer and his unknown reader on the other. The hostess bethinks her of the 

weather, for generations of hostesses have established the fact that this is a subject of 

universal interest in which we all believe. She begins by saying that we are having a 

wretched May, and, having thus got into touch with her unknown guest, proceeds to 

matters of greater interest. So it is in literature. The writer must get into touch with his 

reader by putting before him something which he recognizes, which therefore stimulates 

his imagination, and makes him willing to cooperate in the far more difficult business of 

intimacy. And it is of the highest importance that this common meeting-place should be 

reached easily, almost instinctively, in the dark, with one's eyes shut. Here is Mr. Bennett 

making use of this common ground in the passage which I have quoted. The problem 

before him was to make us believe in the reality of Hilda Lessways. So he began, being 

an Edwardian, by describing accurately and minutely the sort of house Hilda lived in, and 

the sort of house she saw from the window. House property was the common ground 

from which the Edwardians found it easy to proceed to intimacy. Indirect as it seems to 

us, the convention worked admirably, and thousands of Hilda Lessways were launched 

upon the world by this means. For that age and generation, the convention was a good 

one. 

 

But now, if you will allow me to pull my own anecdote to pieces, you will see how 

keenly I felt the lack of a convention, and how serious a matter it is when the tools of one 

generation are useless for the next. The incident had made a great impression on me. But 

how was I to transmit it to you? All I could do was to report as accurately as I could what 

was said, to describe in detail what was worn, to say, despairingly, that all sorts of scenes 

rushed into my mind, to proceed to tumble them out pell-mell, and to describe this vivid, 

this overmastering impression by likening it to a draught or a smell of burning. To tell 

you the truth, I was also strongly tempted to manufacture a three-volume novel about the 

old lady's son, and his adventures crossing the Atlantic, and her daughter, and how she 

kept a milliner's shop in Westminster, the past life of Smith himself, and his house at 

Sheffield, though such stories seem to me the most dreary, irrelevant, and humbugging 

affairs in the world. 

 

But if I had done that I should have escaped the appalling effort of saying what I meant. 

And to have got at what I meant I should have had to go back and back; to experiment 

with one thing and another; to try this sentence and that, referring each word to my 

vision, matching it as exactly as possible, and knowing that somehow I had to find a 

common ground between us, a convention which would not seem to you too odd, unreal, 

and farfetched to believe in. I admit that I shirked that arduous undertaking. I let my Mrs. 
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Brown slip through my fingers. I have told you nothing whatever about her. But that is 

partly the great Edwardians' fault. I asked them—they are my elders and betters—How 

shall I begin to describe this woman's character? And they said: 'Begin by saying that her 

father kept a shop in Harrogate. Ascertain the rent. Ascertain the wages of shop assistants 

in the year 1878. Discover what her mother died of. Describe cancer. Describe calico. 

Describe——' But I cried: 'Stop! Stop!' And I regret to say that I threw that ugly, that 

clumsy, that incongruous tool out of the window, for I knew that if I began describing the 

cancer and the calico, my Mrs. Brown, that vision to which I cling though I know no way 

of imparting it to you, would have been dulled and tarnished and vanished for ever. 

 

That is what I mean by saying that the Edwardian tools are the wrong ones for us to use. 

They have laid an enormous stress upon the fabric of things. They have given us a house 

in the hope that we may be able to deduce the human beings who live there. To give them 

their due, they have made that house much better worth living in. But if you hold that 

novels are in the first place about people, and only in the second about the houses they 

live in, that is the wrong way to set about it. Therefore, you see, the Georgian writer had 

to begin by throwing away the method that was in use at the moment. He was left alone 

there facing Mrs. Brown without any method of conveying her to the reader. But that is 

inaccurate. A writer is never alone. There is always the public with him—if not on the 

same seat, at least in the compartment next door. Now the public is a strange travelling 

companion. In England it is a very suggestible and docile creature, which, once you get it 

to attend, will believe implicitly what it is told for a certain number of years. If you say to 

the public with sufficient conviction: 'All women have tails, and all men humps,' it will 

actually learn to see women with tails and men with humps, and will think it very 

revolutionary and probably improper if you say: 'Nonsense. Monkeys have tails and 

camels humps. But men and women have brains, and they have hearts; they think and 

they feel,'—that will seem to it a bad joke, and an improper one into the bargain. 

 

But to return. Here is the British public sitting by the writer's side and saying in its vast 

and unanimous way: 'Old women have houses. They have fathers. They have incomes. 

They have servants. They have hot-water bottles. That is how we know that they are old 

women. Mr. Wells and Mr. Bennett and Mr. Galsworthy have always taught us that this 

is the way to recognize them. But now with your Mrs. Brown—how are we to believe in 

her? We do not even know whether her villa was called Albert or Balmoral; what she 

paid for her gloves; or whether her mother died of cancer or of consumption. How can 

she be alive? No; she is a mere figment of your imagination.' 

 

And old women of course ought to be made of freehold villas and copyhold estates, not 

of imagination. 

 

The Georgian novelist, therefore, was in an awkward predicament. There was Mrs. 

Brown protesting that she was different, quite different, from what people made out, and 

luring the novelist to her rescue by the most fascinating if fleeting glimpse of her charms; 

there were the Edwardians handing out tools appropriate to house building and house 

breaking; and there was the British public asseverating that they must see the hot-water 

bottle first. Meanwhile the train was rushing to the station where we must all get out. 



 19 

 

Such, I think, was the predicament in which the young Georgians found themselves about 

the year 1910. Many of them—I am thinking of Mr. Forster and Mr. Lawrence in 

particular—spoilt their early work because, instead of throwing away those tools, they 

tried to use them. They tried to compromise. They tried to combine their own direct sense 

of the oddity and significance of some character with Mr. Galsworthy's knowledge of the 

Factory Acts, and Mr. Bennett's knowledge of the Five Towns. They tried it, but they had 

too keen, too overpowering a sense of Mrs. Brown and her peculiarities to go on trying it 

much longer. Something had to be done. At whatever cost to life, limb, and damage to 

valuable property Mrs. Brown must be rescued, expressed, and set in her high relations to 

the world before the train stopped and she disappeared for ever. And so the smashing and 

the crashing began. Thus it is that we hear all round us, in poems and novels and 

biographies, even in newspaper articles and essays, the sound of breaking and falling, 

crashing and destruction. It is the prevailing sound of the Georgian age—rather a 

melancholy one if you think what melodious days there have been in the past, if you 

think of Shakespeare and Milton and Keats or even of Jane Austen and Thackeray and 

Dickens; if you think of the language, and the heights to which it can soar when free, and 

see the same eagle captive, bald, and croaking. 

 

In view of these facts—with these sounds in my ears and these fancies in my brain—I am 

not going to deny that Mr. Bennett has some reason when he complains that our Georgian 

writes are unable to make us believe that our characters are real. I am forced to agree that 

they do not pour out three immortal masterpieces with Victorian regularity every autumn. 

But, instead of being gloomy, I am sanguine. For this state of things is, I think, inevitable 

whenever from hoar old age or callow youth the convention ceases to be a means of 

communication between writer and reader, and becomes instead an obstacle and an 

impediment. At the present moment we are suffering, not from decay, but from having no 

code of manners which writers and readers accept as a prelude to the more exciting 

intercourse of friendship. The literary convention of the time is so artificial—you have to 

talk about the weather and nothing but the weather throughout the entire visit—that, 

naturally, the feeble are tempted to outrage, and the strong are led to destroy the very 

foundations and rules of literary society. Signs of this are everywhere apparent. Grammar 

is violated; syntax disintegrated; as a boy staying with an aunt for the week-end rolls in 

the geranium bed out of sheer desperation as the solemnities of the sabbath wear on. The 

more adult writers do not, of course, indulge in such wanton exhibitions of spleen. Their 

sincerity is desperate, and their courage tremendous; it is only that they do not know 

which to use, a fork or their fingers. Thus, if you read Mr. Joyce and Mr. Eliot you will 

be struck by the indecency of the one, and the obscurity of the other. Mr. Joyce's 

indecency in Ulysses seems to me the conscious and calculated indecency of a desperate 

man who feels that in order to breathe he must break the windows. At moments, when the 

window is broken, he is magnificent. But what a waste of energy! And, after all, how dull 

indecency is, when it is not the overflowing of a superabundant energy or savagery, but 

the determined and public-spirited act of a man who needs fresh air! Again, with the 

obscurity of Mr. Eliot. I think that Mr. Eliot has written some of the loveliest single lines 

in modern poetry. But how intolerant he is of the old usages and politenesses of society—

respect for the weak, consideration for the dull! As I sun myself upon the intense and 
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ravishing beauty of one of his lines, and reflect that I must make a dizzy and dangerous 

leap to the next, and so on from line to line, like an acrobat flying precariously from bar 

to bar, I cry out, I confess, for the old decorums, and envy the indolence of my ancestors 

who, instead of spinning madly through mid-air, dreamt quietly in the shade with a book. 

Again, in Mr. Strachey's books, Eminent Victorians and Queen Victoria, the effort and 

strain of writing against the grain and current of the times is visible too. It is much less 

visible, of course, for not only is he dealing with facts, which are stubborn things, but he 

has fabricated, chiefly from eighteenth-century material, a very discreet code of manners 

of his own, which allows him to sit at the table with the highest in the land and to say a 

great many things under cover of that exquisite apparel which, had they gone naked, 

would have been chased by the men-servants from the room. Still, if you compare 

Eminent Victorians with some of Lord Macaulay's essays, though you will feel that Lord 

Macaulay is always wrong, and Mr. Strachey always right, you will also feel a body, a 

sweep, a richness in Lord Macaulay's essays which show that his age was behind him; all 

his strength went straight into his work; none was used for purposes of concealment or of 

conversion. But Mr. Strachey has had to open our eyes before he made us see; he has had 

to search out and sew together a very artful manner of speech; and the effort, beautifully 

though it is concealed, has robbed his work of some of the force that should have gone 

into it, and limited his scope. 

 

For these reasons, then, we must reconcile ourselves to a season of failures and 

fragments. We must reflect that where so much strength is spent on finding a way of 

telling the truth, the truth itself is bound to reach us in rather an exhausted and chaotic 

conditon. Ulysses, Queen Victoria, Mr. Prufrock—to give Mrs. Brown some of the 

names she has made famous lately—is a little pale and dishevelled by the time her 

rescuers reach her. And it is the sound of their axes that we hear—a vigorous and 

stimulating sound in my ears—unless of course you wish to sleep, when, in the bounty of 

his concern, Providence has provided a host of writers anxious and able to satisfy your 

needs. 

 

Thus I have tried, at tedious length, I fear, to answer some of the questions which I began 

by asking. I have given an account of some of the difficulties which in my view beset the 

Georgian writer in all his forms. I have sought to excuse him. May I end by venturing to 

remind you of the duties and responsibilities that are yours as partners in this business of 

writing books, as companions in the railway carriage, as fellow travellers with Mrs. 

Brown? For she is just as visible to you who remain silent as to us who tell stories about 

her. In the course of your daily life this past week you have had far stranger and more 

interesting experiences than the one I have tried to describe. You have overheard scraps 

of talk that filled you with amazement. You have overheard gone to bed at night 

bewildered by the complexity of your feelings. In one day thousands of ideas have 

coursed through your brains; thousands of emotions have met, collided, and disappeared 

in astonishing disorder. Nevertheless, you allow the writers to palm off upon you a 

version of all this, an image of Mrs. Brown, which has no likeness to that surprising 

apparition whatsoever. In your modesty you seem to consider that writers are of different 

blood and bone from yourselves; that they know more of Mrs. Brown that you do. Never 

was there a more fatal mistake. It is this division between reader and writer, this humility 
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on your part, these professional airs and graces on ours, that corrupt and emasculate the 

books which should be the healthy offspring of a close and equal alliance between us. 

Hence spring those sleek, smooth novels, those portentous and ridiculous biographies, 

that milk and watery criticism, those poems melodiously celebrating the innocence of 

roses and sheep which pass so plausibly for literature at the present time. 

 

Your part is to insist that writers shall come down off their plinths and pedestals, and 

describe beautifully if possible, truthfully at any rate, our Mrs. Brown. You should insist 

that she is an old lady of unlimited capacity and infinite variety; capable of appearing in 

any place; wearing any dress; saying anything and doing heaven knows what. But the 

things she says and the things she does and her eyes and her nose and her speech and her 

silence have an overwhelming fascination, for she is, of course, the spirit we live by, life 

itself. 

 

But do not expect just at present a complete and satisfactory presentment of her. Tolerate 

the spasmodic, the obscure, the fragmentary, the failure. Your help is invoked in a good 

cause. For I will make one final and surpassingly rash prediction—we are trembling on 

the verge of one of the great ages of English literature. But it can only be reached if we 

are determined never, never to desert Mrs. Brown. 
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Katherine Mansfield, The Garden Party 
 

And after all the weather was ideal. They could not have had a more perfect day for a 

garden-party if they had ordered it. Windless, warm, the sky without a cloud. Only the 

blue was veiled with a haze of light gold, as it is sometimes in early summer. The 

gardener had been up since dawn, mowing the lawns and sweeping them, until the grass 

and the dark flat rosettes where the daisy plants had been seemed to shine. As for the 

roses, you could not help feeling they understood that roses are the only flowers that 

impress people at garden-parties; the only flowers that everybody is certain of knowing. 

Hundreds, yes, literally hundreds, had come out in a single night; the green bushes bowed 

down as though they had been visited by archangels. 

 

     Breakfast was not yet over before the men came to put up the marquee. 

 

     "Where do you want the marquee put, mother?" 

 

     "My dear child, it's no use asking me. I'm determined to leave everything to you 

children this year. Forget I am your mother. Treat me as an honoured guest." 

 

     But Meg could not possibly go and supervise the men. She had washed her hair before 

breakfast, and she sat drinking her coffee in a green turban, with a dark wet curl stamped 

on each cheek. Jose, the butterfly, always came down in a silk petticoat and a kimono 

jacket. 

 

     "You'll have to go, Laura; you're the artistic one." 

 

     Away Laura flew, still holding her piece of bread-and-butter. It's so delicious to have 

an excuse for eating out of doors, and besides, she loved having to arrange things; she 

always felt she could do it so much better than anybody else. 

 

     Four men in their shirt-sleeves stood grouped together on the garden path. They 

carried staves covered with rolls of canvas, and they had big tool-bags slung on their 

backs. They looked impressive. Laura wished now that she had not got the bread-and-

butter, but there was nowhere to put it, and she couldn't possibly throw it away. She 

blushed and tried to look severe and even a little bit short-sighted as she came up to them. 

 

     "Good morning," she said, copying her mother's voice. But that sounded so fearfully 

affected that she was ashamed, and stammered like a little girl, "Oh - er - have you come 

- is it about the marquee?" 

 

     "That's right, miss," said the tallest of the men, a lanky, freckled fellow, and he shifted 

his tool-bag, knocked back his straw hat and smiled down at her. "That's about it." 

 

     His smile was so easy, so friendly that Laura recovered. What nice eyes he had, small, 

but such a dark blue! And now she looked at the others, they were smiling too. "Cheer 

up, we won't bite," their smile seemed to say. How very nice workmen were! And what a 
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beautiful morning! She mustn't mention the morning; she must be business-like. The 

marquee. 

 

     "Well, what about the lily-lawn? Would that do?" 

 

     And she pointed to the lily-lawn with the hand that didn't hold the bread-and-butter. 

They turned, they stared in the direction. A little fat chap thrust out his under-lip, and the 

tall fellow frowned. 

 

     "I don't fancy it," said he. "Not conspicuous enough. You see, with a thing like a 

marquee," and he turned to Laura in his easy way, "you want to put it somewhere where 

it'll give you a bang slap in the eye, if you follow me." 

 

     Laura's upbringing made her wonder for a moment whether it was quite respectful of a 

workman to talk to her of bangs slap in the eye. But she did quite follow him. 

 

     "A corner of the tennis-court," she suggested. "But the band's going to be in one 

corner." 

 

     "H'm, going to have a band, are you?" said another of the workmen. He was pale. He 

had a haggard look as his dark eyes scanned the tennis-court. What was he thinking? 

 

     "Only a very small band," said Laura gently. Perhaps he wouldn't mind so much if the 

band was quite small. But the tall fellow interrupted. 

 

     "Look here, miss, that's the place. Against those trees. Over there. That'll do fine." 

 

     Against the karakas. Then the karaka-trees would be hidden. And they were so lovely, 

with their broad, gleaming leaves, and their clusters of yellow fruit. They were like trees 

you imagined growing on a desert island, proud, solitary, lifting their leaves and fruits to 

the sun in a kind of silent splendour. Must they be hidden by a marquee? 

 

     They must. Already the men had shouldered their staves and were making for the 

place. Only the tall fellow was left. He bent down, pinched a sprig of lavender, put his 

thumb and forefinger to his nose and snuffed up the smell. When Laura saw that gesture 

she forgot all about the karakas in her wonder at him caring for things like that - caring 

for the smell of lavender. How many men that she knew would have done such a thing? 

Oh, how extraordinarily nice workmen were, she thought. Why couldn't she have 

workmen for her friends rather than the silly boys she danced with and who came to 

Sunday night supper? She would get on much better with men like these. 

 

     It's all the fault, she decided, as the tall fellow drew something on the back of an 

envelope, something that was to be looped up or left to hang, of these absurd class 

distinctions. Well, for her part, she didn't feel them. Not a bit, not an atom ... And now 

there came the chock-chock of wooden hammers. Some one whistled, some one sang out, 

"Are you right there, matey?" "Matey!" The friendliness of it, the - the - Just to prove 
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how happy she was, just to show the tall fellow how at home she felt, and how she 

despised stupid conventions, Laura took a big bite of her bread-and-butter as she stared at 

the little drawing. She felt just like a work-girl. 

 

"Laura, Laura, where are you? Telephone, Laura!" a voice cried from the house. 

 

     "Coming!" Away she skimmed, over the lawn, up the path, up the steps, across the 

veranda, and into the porch. In the hall her father and Laurie were brushing their hats 

ready to go to the office. 

 

     "I say, Laura," said Laurie very fast, "you might just give a squiz at my coat before 

this afternoon. See if it wants pressing." 

 

     "I will," said she. Suddenly she couldn't stop herself. She ran at Laurie and gave him a 

small, quick squeeze. "Oh, I do love parties, don't you?" gasped Laura. 

 

     "Ra-ther," said Laurie's warm, boyish voice, and he squeezed his sister too, and gave 

her a gentle push. "Dash off to the telephone, old girl." 

 

     The telephone. "Yes, yes; oh yes. Kitty? Good morning, dear. Come to lunch? Do, 

dear. Delighted of course. It will only be a very scratch meal - just the sandwich crusts 

and broken meringue-shells and what's left over. Yes, isn't it a perfect morning? Your 

white? Oh, I certainly should. One moment - hold the line. Mother's calling." And Laura 

sat back. "What, mother? Can't hear." 

 

     Mrs. Sheridan's voice floated down the stairs. "Tell her to wear that sweet hat she had 

on last Sunday." 

 

     "Mother says you're to wear that sweet hat you had on last Sunday. Good. One 

o'clock. Bye-bye." 

 

     Laura put back the receiver, flung her arms over her head, took a deep breath, 

stretched and let them fall. "Huh," she sighed, and the moment after the sigh she sat up 

quickly. She was still, listening. All the doors in the house seemed to be open. The house 

was alive with soft, quick steps and running voices. The green baize door that led to the 

kitchen regions swung open and shut with a muffled thud. And now there came a long, 

chuckling absurd sound. It was the heavy piano being moved on its stiff castors. But the 

air! If you stopped to notice, was the air always like this? Little faint winds were playing 

chase, in at the tops of the windows, out at the doors. And there were two tiny spots of 

sun, one on the inkpot, one on a silver photograph frame, playing too. Darling little spots. 

Especially the one on the inkpot lid. It was quite warm. A warm little silver star. She 

could have kissed it. 

 

The front door bell pealed, and there sounded the rustle of Sadie's print skirt on the stairs. 

A man's voice murmured; Sadie answered, careless, "I'm sure I don't know. Wait. I'll ask 

Mrs Sheridan." 
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     "What is it, Sadie?" Laura came into the hall. 

 

     "It's the florist, Miss Laura." 

 

     It was, indeed. There, just inside the door, stood a wide, shallow tray full of pots of 

pink lilies. No other kind. Nothing but lilies - canna lilies, big pink flowers, wide open, 

radiant, almost frighteningly alive on bright crimson stems. 

 

     "O-oh, Sadie!" said Laura, and the sound was like a little moan. She crouched down as 

if to warm herself at that blaze of lilies; she felt they were in her fingers, on her lips, 

growing in her breast. 

 

     "It's some mistake," she said faintly. "Nobody ever ordered so many. Sadie, go and 

find mother." 

 

     But at that moment Mrs. Sheridan joined them. 

 

     "It's quite right," she said calmly. "Yes, I ordered them. Aren't they lovely?" She 

pressed Laura's arm. "I was passing the shop yesterday, and I saw them in the window. 

And I suddenly thought for once in my life I shall have enough canna lilies. The garden-

party will be a good excuse." 

 

     "But I thought you said you didn't mean to interfere," said Laura. Sadie had gone. The 

florist's man was still outside at his van. She put her arm round her mother's neck and 

gently, very gently, she bit her mother's ear. 

 

     "My darling child, you wouldn't like a logical mother, would you? Don't do that. 

Here's the man." 

 

     He carried more lilies still, another whole tray. 

 

     "Bank them up, just inside the door, on both sides of the porch, please," said Mrs. 

Sheridan. "Don't you agree, Laura?" 

 

     "Oh, I do, mother." 

 

     In the drawing-room Meg, Jose and good little Hans had at last succeeded in moving 

the piano. 

 

     "Now, if we put this chesterfield against the wall and move everything out of the room 

except the chairs, don't you think?" 

 

     "Quite." 
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     "Hans, move these tables into the smoking-room, and bring a sweeper to take these 

marks off the carpet and - one moment, Hans - " Jose loved giving orders to the servants, 

and they loved obeying her. She always made them feel they were taking part in some 

drama. "Tell mother and Miss Laura to come here at once. 

 

     "Very good, Miss Jose." 

 

     She turned to Meg. "I want to hear what the piano sounds like, just in case I'm asked 

to sing this afternoon. Let's try over 'This life is Weary.'" 

 

     Pom! Ta-ta-ta Tee-ta! The piano burst out so passionately that Jose's face changed. 

She clasped her hands. She looked mournfully and enigmatically at her mother and Laura 

as they came in. 

 

     "This Life is Wee-ary, A Tear - a Sigh. A Love that Chan-ges, This Life is Wee-ary, A 

Tear - a Sigh. A Love that Chan-ges, And then ... Good-bye!" 

 

     But at the word "Good-bye," and although the piano sounded more desperate than 

ever, her face broke into a brilliant, dreadfully unsympathetic smile. 

 

     "Aren't I in good voice, mummy?" she beamed. 

 

     "This Life is Wee-ary, Hope comes to Die. A Dream - a Wa-kening." 

 

     But now Sadie interrupted them. "What is it, Sadie?" 

 

     "If you please, m'm, cook says have you got the flags for the sandwiches?" 

 

"The flags for the sandwiches, Sadie?" echoed Mrs. Sheridan dreamily. And the children 

knew by her face that she hadn't got them. "Let me see." And she said to Sadie firmly, 

"Tell cook I'll let her have them in ten minutes. 

 

     Sadie went. 

 

     "Now, Laura," said her mother quickly, "come with me into the smoking-room. I've 

got the names somewhere on the back of an envelope. You'll have to write them out for 

me. Meg, go upstairs this minute and take that wet thing off your head. Jose, run and 

finish dressing this instant. Do you hear me, children, or shall I have to tell your father 

when he comes home to-night? And - and, Jose, pacify cook if you do go into the kitchen, 

will you? I'm terrified of her this morning." 

 

     The envelope was found at last behind the dining-room clock, though how it had got 

there Mrs. Sheridan could not imagine. 

 

     "One of you children must have stolen it out of my bag, because I remember vividly - 

cream cheese and lemon-curd. Have you done that?" 
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     "Yes." 

 

     "Egg and--" Mrs. Sheridan held the envelope away from her. "It looks like mice. It 

can't be mice, can it?" 

 

     "Olive, pet," said Laura, looking over her shoulder. 

 

     "Yes, of course, olive. What a horrible combination it sounds. Egg and olive." 

 

     They were finished at last, and Laura took them off to the kitchen. She found Jose 

there pacifying the cook, who did not look at all terrifying. 

 

     "I have never seen such exquisite sandwiches," said Jose's rapturous voice. "How 

many kinds did you say there were, cook? Fifteen?" 

 

     "Fifteen, Miss Jose." 

 

"Well, cook, I congratulate you." 

 

     Cook swept up crusts with the long sandwich knife, and smiled broadly. 

 

     "Godber's has come," announced Sadie, issuing out of the pantry. She had seen the 

man pass the window. 

 

     That meant the cream puffs had come. Godber's were famous for their cream puffs. 

Nobody ever thought of making them at home. 

 

     "Bring them in and put them on the table, my girl," ordered cook. 

 

     Sadie brought them in and went back to the door. Of course Laura and Jose were far 

too grown-up to really care about such things. All the same, they couldn't help agreeing 

that the puffs looked very attractive. Very. Cook began arranging them, shaking off the 

extra icing sugar. 

 

     "Don't they carry one back to all one's parties?" said Laura. 

 

     "I suppose they do," said practical Jose, who never liked to be carried back. "They 

look beautifully light and feathery, I must say." 

 

     "Have one each, my dears," said cook in her comfortable voice. "Yer ma won't know." 

 

     Oh, impossible. Fancy cream puffs so soon after breakfast. The very idea made one 

shudder. All the same, two minutes later Jose and Laura were licking their fingers with 

that absorbed inward look that only comes from whipped cream. 
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     "Let's go into the garden, out by the back way," suggested Laura. "I want to see how 

the men are getting on with the marquee. They're such awfully nice men." 

 

     But the back door was blocked by cook, Sadie, Godber's man and Hans. 

 

     Something had happened. 

 

     "Tuk-tuk-tuk," clucked cook like an agitated hen. Sadie had her hand clapped to her 

cheek as though she had toothache. Hans's face was screwed up in the effort to 

understand. Only Godber's man seemed to be enjoying himself; it was his story. 

 

     "What's the matter? What's happened?" 

 

     "There's been a horrible accident," said Cook. "A man killed." 

 

     "A man killed! Where? How? When?" 

 

     But Godber's man wasn't going to have his story snatched from under his very nose. 

 

     "Know those little cottages just below here, miss?" Know them? Of course, she knew 

them. "Well, there's a young chap living there, name of Scott, a carter. His horse shied at 

a traction-engine, corner of Hawke Street this morning, and he was thrown out on the 

back of his head. Killed." 

 

     "Dead!" Laura stared at Godber's man. 

 

     "Dead when they picked him up," said Godber's man with relish. "They were taking 

the body home as I come up here." And he said to the cook, "He's left a wife and five 

little ones." 

 

     "Jose, come here." Laura caught hold of her sister's sleeve and dragged her through 

the kitchen to the other side of the green baize door. There she paused and leaned against 

it. "Jose!" she said, horrified, "however are we going to stop everything?" 

 

     "Stop everything, Laura!" cried Jose in astonishment. "What do you mean?" 

 

     "Stop the garden-party, of course." Why did Jose pretend? 

 

     But Jose was still more amazed. "Stop the garden-party? My dear Laura, don't be so 

absurd. Of course we can't do anything of the kind. Nobody expects us to. Don't be so 

extravagant." 

 

     "But we can't possibly have a garden-party with a man dead just outside the front 

gate." 
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     That really was extravagant, for the little cottages were in a lane to themselves at the 

very bottom of a steep rise that led up to the house. A broad road ran between. True, they 

were far too near. They were the greatest possible eyesore, and they had no right to be in 

that neighbourhood at all. They were little mean dwellings painted a chocolate brown. In 

the garden patches there was nothing but cabbage stalks, sick hens and tomato cans. The 

very smoke coming out of their chimneys was poverty-stricken. Little rags and shreds of 

smoke, so unlike the great silvery plumes that uncurled from the Sheridans' chimneys. 

Washerwomen lived in the lane and sweeps and a cobbler, and a man whose house-front 

was studded all over with minute bird-cages. Children swarmed. When the Sheridans 

were little they were forbidden to set foot there because of the revolting language and of 

what they might catch. But since they were grown up, Laura and Laurie on their prowls 

sometimes walked through. It was disgusting and sordid. They came out with a shudder. 

But still one must go everywhere; one must see everything. So through they went. 

 

"And just think of what the band would sound like to that poor woman," said Laura. 

 

     "Oh, Laura!" Jose began to be seriously annoyed. "If you're going to stop a band 

playing every time some one has an accident, you'll lead a very strenuous life. I'm every 

bit as sorry about it as you. I feel just as sympathetic." Her eyes hardened. She looked at 

her sister just as she used to when they were little and fighting together. "You won't bring 

a drunken workman back to life by being sentimental," she said softly. 

 

     "Drunk! Who said he was drunk?" Laura turned furiously on Jose. She said, just as 

they had used to say on those occasions, "I'm going straight up to tell mother." 

 

     "Do, dear," cooed Jose. 

 

     "Mother, can I come into your room?" Laura turned the big glass door-knob. 

 

     "Of course, child. Why, what's the matter? What's given you such a colour?" And Mrs. 

Sheridan turned round from her dressing-table. She was trying on a new hat. 

 

     "Mother, a man's been killed," began Laura. 

 

     "Not in the garden?" interrupted her mother. 

 

     "No, no!" 

 

     "Oh, what a fright you gave me!" Mrs. Sheridan sighed with relief, and took off the 

big hat and held it on her knees. 

 

     "But listen, mother," said Laura. Breathless, half-choking, she told the dreadful story. 

"Of course, we can't have our party, can we?" she pleaded. "The band and everybody 

arriving. They'd hear us, mother; they're nearly neighbours!" 
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     To Laura's astonishment her mother behaved just like Jose; it was harder to bear 

because she seemed amused. She refused to take Laura seriously. 

 

"But, my dear child, use your common sense. It's only by accident we've heard of it. If 

some one had died there normally - and I can't understand how they keep alive in those 

poky little holes - we should still be having our party, shouldn't we?" 

 

     Laura had to say "yes" to that, but she felt it was all wrong. She sat down on her 

mother's sofa and pinched the cushion frill. 

 

     "Mother, isn't it terribly heartless of us?" she asked. 

 

     "Darling!" Mrs. Sheridan got up and came over to her, carrying the hat. Before Laura 

could stop her she had popped it on. "My child!" said her mother, "the hat is yours. It's 

made for you. It's much too young for me. I have never seen you look such a picture. 

Look at yourself!" And she held up her hand-mirror. 

 

     "But, mother," Laura began again. She couldn't look at herself; she turned aside. 

 

     This time Mrs. Sheridan lost patience just as Jose had done. 

 

     "You are being very absurd, Laura," she said coldly. "People like that don't expect 

sacrifices from us. And it's not very sympathetic to spoil everybody's enjoyment as you're 

doing now." 

 

     "I don't understand," said Laura, and she walked quickly out of the room into her own 

bedroom. There, quite by chance, the first thing she saw was this charming girl in the 

mirror, in her black hat trimmed with gold daisies, and a long black velvet ribbon. Never 

had she imagined she could look like that. Is mother right? she thought. And now she 

hoped her mother was right. Am I being extravagant? Perhaps it was extravagant. Just for 

a moment she had another glimpse of that poor woman and those little children, and the 

body being carried into the house. But it all seemed blurred, unreal, like a picture in the 

newspaper. I'll remember it again after the party's over, she decided. And somehow that 

seemed quite the best plan ... 

 

Lunch was over by half-past one. By half-past two they were all ready for the fray. The 

green-coated band had arrived and was established in a corner of the tennis-court. 

 

     "My dear!" trilled Kitty Maitland, "aren't they too like frogs for words? You ought to 

have arranged them round the pond with the conductor in the middle on a leaf." 

 

     Laurie arrived and hailed them on his way to dress. At the sight of him Laura 

remembered the accident again. She wanted to tell him. If Laurie agreed with the others, 

then it was bound to be all right. And she followed him into the hall. 

 

     "Laurie!" 
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     "Hallo!" He was half-way upstairs, but when he turned round and saw Laura he 

suddenly puffed out his cheeks and goggled his eyes at her. "My word, Laura! You do 

look stunning," said Laurie. "What an absolutely topping hat!" 

 

     Laura said faintly "Is it?" and smiled up at Laurie, and didn't tell him after all. 

 

     Soon after that people began coming in streams. The band struck up; the hired waiters 

ran from the house to the marquee. Wherever you looked there were couples strolling, 

bending to the flowers, greeting, moving on over the lawn. They were like bright birds 

that had alighted in the Sheridans' garden for this one afternoon, on their way to - where? 

Ah, what happiness it is to be with people who all are happy, to press hands, press 

cheeks, smile into eyes. 

 

     "Darling Laura, how well you look!" 

 

     "What a becoming hat, child!" 

 

     "Laura, you look quite Spanish. I've never seen you look so striking." 

 

     And Laura, glowing, answered softly, "Have you had tea? Won't you have an ice? The 

passion-fruit ices really are rather special." She ran to her father and begged him. "Daddy 

darling, can't the band have something to drink?" 

 

And the perfect afternoon slowly ripened, slowly faded, slowly its petals closed. 

 

     "Never a more delightful garden-party ... " "The greatest success ... " "Quite the most 

... " 

 

     Laura helped her mother with the good-byes. They stood side by side in the porch till 

it was all over. 

 

     "All over, all over, thank heaven," said Mrs. Sheridan. "Round up the others, Laura. 

Let's go and have some fresh coffee. I'm exhausted. Yes, it's been very successful. But 

oh, these parties, these parties! Why will you children insist on giving parties!" And they 

all of them sat down in the deserted marquee. 

 

     "Have a sandwich, daddy dear. I wrote the flag." 

 

     "Thanks." Mr. Sheridan took a bite and the sandwich was gone. He took another. "I 

suppose you didn't hear of a beastly accident that happened to-day?" he said. 

 

     "My dear," said Mrs. Sheridan, holding up her hand, "we did. It nearly ruined the 

party. Laura insisted we should put it off." 

 

     "Oh, mother!" Laura didn't want to be teased about it. 
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     "It was a horrible affair all the same," said Mr. Sheridan. "The chap was married too. 

Lived just below in the lane, and leaves a wife and half a dozen kiddies, so they say." 

 

     An awkward little silence fell. Mrs. Sheridan fidgeted with her cup. Really, it was 

very tactless of father ... 

 

     Suddenly she looked up. There on the table were all those sandwiches, cakes, puffs, 

all uneaten, all going to be wasted. She had one of her brilliant ideas. 

 

     "I know," she said. "Let's make up a basket. Let's send that poor creature some of this 

perfectly good food. At any rate, it will be the greatest treat for the children. Don't you 

agree? And she's sure to have neighbours calling in and so on. What a point to have it all 

ready prepared. Laura!" She jumped up. "Get me the big basket out of the stairs 

cupboard." 

 

"But, mother, do you really think it's a good idea?" said Laura. 

 

     Again, how curious, she seemed to be different from them all. To take scraps from 

their party. Would the poor woman really like that? 

 

     "Of course! What's the matter with you to-day? An hour or two ago you were insisting 

on us being sympathetic, and now--" 

 

     Oh well! Laura ran for the basket. It was filled, it was heaped by her mother. 

 

     "Take it yourself, darling," said she. "Run down just as you are. No, wait, take the 

arum lilies too. People of that class are so impressed by arum lilies." 

 

     "The stems will ruin her lace frock," said practical Jose. 

 

     So they would. Just in time. "Only the basket, then. And, Laura!" - her mother 

followed her out of the marquee - "don't on any account--" 

 

     "What mother?" 

 

     No, better not put such ideas into the child's head! "Nothing! Run along." 

 

     It was just growing dusky as Laura shut their garden gates. A big dog ran by like a 

shadow. The road gleamed white, and down below in the hollow the little cottages were 

in deep shade. How quiet it seemed after the afternoon. Here she was going down the hill 

to somewhere where a man lay dead, and she couldn't realize it. Why couldn't she? She 

stopped a minute. And it seemed to her that kisses, voices, tinkling spoons, laughter, the 

smell of crushed grass were somehow inside her. She had no room for anything else. 

How strange! She looked up at the pale sky, and all she thought was, "Yes, it was the 

most successful party." 
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     Now the broad road was crossed. The lane began, smoky and dark. Women in shawls 

and men's tweed caps hurried by. Men hung over the palings; the children played in the 

doorways. A low hum came from the mean little cottages. In some of them there was a 

flicker of light, and a shadow, crab-like, moved across the window. Laura bent her head 

and hurried on. She wished now she had put on a coat. How her frock shone! And the big 

hat with the velvet streamer - if only it was another hat! Were the people looking at her? 

They must be. It was a mistake to have come; she knew all along it was a mistake. Should 

she go back even now? 

 

No, too late. This was the house. It must be. A dark knot of people stood outside. Beside 

the gate an old, old woman with a crutch sat in a chair, watching. She had her feet on a 

newspaper. The voices stopped as Laura drew near. The group parted. It was as though 

she was expected, as though they had known she was coming here. 

 

     Laura was terribly nervous. Tossing the velvet ribbon over her shoulder, she said to a 

woman standing by, "Is this Mrs. Scott's house?" and the woman, smiling queerly, said, 

"It is, my lass." 

 

     Oh, to be away from this! She actually said, "Help me, God," as she walked up the 

tiny path and knocked. To be away from those staring eyes, or to be covered up in 

anything, one of those women's shawls even. I'll just leave the basket and go, she 

decided. I shan't even wait for it to be emptied. 

 

     Then the door opened. A little woman in black showed in the gloom. 

 

     Laura said, "Are you Mrs. Scott?" But to her horror the woman answered, "Walk in 

please, miss," and she was shut in the passage. 

 

     "No," said Laura, "I don't want to come in. I only want to leave this basket. Mother 

sent--" 

 

     The little woman in the gloomy passage seemed not to have heard her. "Step this way, 

please, miss," she said in an oily voice, and Laura followed her. 

 

     She found herself in a wretched little low kitchen, lighted by a smoky lamp. There was 

a woman sitting before the fire. 

 

     "Em," said the little creature who had let her in. "Em! It's a young lady." She turned to 

Laura. She said meaningly, "I'm 'er sister, miss. You'll excuse 'er, won't you?" 

 

"Oh, but of course!" said Laura. "Please, please don't disturb her. I - I only want to leave-

-" 

 

     But at that moment the woman at the fire turned round. Her face, puffed up, red, with 

swollen eyes and swollen lips, looked terrible. She seemed as though she couldn't 
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understand why Laura was there. What did it mean? Why was this stranger standing in 

the kitchen with a basket? What was it all about? And the poor face puckered up again. 

 

     "All right, my dear," said the other. "I'll thenk the young lady." 

 

     And again she began, "You'll excuse her, miss, I'm sure," and her face, swollen too, 

tried an oily smile. 

 

     Laura only wanted to get out, to get away. She was back in the passage. The door 

opened. She walked straight through into the bedroom, where the dead man was lying. 

 

     "You'd like a look at 'im, wouldn't you?" said Em's sister, and she brushed past Laura 

over to the bed. "Don't be afraid, my lass," - and now her voice sounded fond and sly, and 

fondly she drew down the sheet--"'e looks a picture. There's nothing to show. Come 

along, my dear." 

 

     Laura came. 

 

     There lay a young man, fast asleep - sleeping so soundly, so deeply, that he was far, 

far away from them both. Oh, so remote, so peaceful. He was dreaming. Never wake him 

up again. His head was sunk in the pillow, his eyes were closed; they were blind under 

the closed eyelids. He was given up to his dream. What did garden-parties and baskets 

and lace frocks matter to him? He was far from all those things. He was wonderful, 

beautiful. While they were laughing and while the band was playing, this marvel had 

come to the lane. Happy ... happy ... All is well, said that sleeping face. This is just as it 

should be. I am content. 

 

But all the same you had to cry, and she couldn't go out of the room without saying 

something to him. Laura gave a loud childish sob. 

 

     "Forgive my hat," she said. 

 

     And this time she didn't wait for Em's sister. She found her way out of the door, down 

the path, past all those dark people. At the corner of the lane she met Laurie. 

 

     He stepped out of the shadow. "Is that you, Laura?" 

 

     "Yes." 

 

     "Mother was getting anxious. Was it all right?" 

 

     "Yes, quite. Oh, Laurie!" She took his arm, she pressed up against him. 

 

     "I say, you're not crying, are you?" asked her brother. 

 

     Laura shook her head. She was. 
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     Laurie put his arm round her shoulder. "Don't cry," he said in his warm, loving voice. 

"Was it awful?" 

 

     "No," sobbed Laura. "It was simply marvellous. But Laurie--" She stopped, she looked 

at her brother. "Isn't life," she stammered, "isn't life--" But what life was she couldn't 

explain. No matter. He quite understood. 

 

     "Isn't it, darling?" said Laurie. 
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Katherine Mansfield, The Daughters of the Late Colonel  
 

THE week after was one of the busiest weeks of their lives. Even when they went to bed 

it was only their bodies that lay down and rested; their minds went on, thinking things 

out, talking things over, wondering, deciding, trying to remember where . . . 

 

Constantia lay like a statue, her hands by her sides, her feet just overlapping each other, 

the sheet up to her chin. She stared at the ceiling. 

 

"Do you think father would mind if we gave his top-hat to the porter?" 

 

"The porter?" snapped Josephine. "Why ever the porter? What a very extraordinary idea!" 

 

"Because," said Constantia slowly, "he must often have to go to funerals. And I noticed 

at–at the cemetery that he only had a bowler." She paused. "I thought then how very 

much he'd appreciate a top-hat. We ought to give him a present, too. He was always very 

nice to father." 

 

"But," cried Josephine, flouncing on her pillow and staring across the dark at Constantia, 

"father's head!" And suddenly, for one awful moment, she nearly giggled. Not, of course, 

that she felt in the least like giggling. It must have been habit. Years ago, when they had 

stayed awake at night talking, their beds had simply heaved. And now the porter's head, 

disappearing, popped out, like a candle, under father's hat. . . . The giggle mounted, 

mounted; she clenched her hands; she fought it down; she frowned fiercely at the dark 

and said "Remember" terribly sternly. 

 

"We can decide tomorrow," she said. 

 

Constantia had noticed nothing; she sighed. 

 

"Do you think we ought to have our dressing-gowns dyed as well?" 

 

"Black?" almost shrieked Josephine. 

 

"Well, what else?" said Constantia. "I was thinking–it doesn't seem quite sincere, in a 

way, to wear black out of doors and when we're fully dressed, and then when we're at 

home–" 

 

"But nobody sees us," said Josephine. She gave the bedclothes such a twitch that both her 

feet became uncovered and she had to creep up the pillows to get them well under again. 

 

"Kate does," said Constantia. "And the postman very well might." 

 

Josephine though of her dark-red slippers, which matched her dressing-gown, and of 

Constantia's favourite indefinite green ones which went with hers. Black! Two black 
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dressing-gowns and two pairs of black woolly slippers, creeping off to the bathroom like 

black cats. 

 

"I don't think it's absolutely necessary," said she.   

 

Silence. Then Constantia said, "We shall have to post the papers with the notice in them 

tomorrow to catch the Ceylon mail. . . . How many letters have we had up till now?" 

 

"Twenty-three." 

 

Josephine had replied to them all, and twenty-three times when she came to "We miss our 

dear father so much" she had broken down and had to use her handkerchief, and on some 

of them even to soak up a very light-blue tear with an edge of blotting-paper. Strange! 

She couldn't have put it on–but twenty-three times. Even now, though, when she said 

over to herself sadly "We miss our dear father so much," she could have cried if she'd 

wanted to. 

 

"Have you got enough stamps?" came from Constantia. 

 

"Oh, how can I tell?" said Josephine crossly. "What's the good of asking me that now?" 

 

"I was just wondering," said Constantia mildly. 

 

Silence again. There came a little rustle, a scurry, a hop. 

 

"A mouse," said Constantia. 

 

"It can't be a mouse because there aren't any crumbs," said Josephine. 

 

"But it doesn't know there aren't," said Constantia. 

 

A spasm of pity squeezed her heart. Poor little thing! She wished she'd left a tiny piece of 

biscuit on the dressing-table. It was awful to think of it not finding anything. What would 

it do? 

 

"I can't think how they manage to live at all," she said slowly. 

 

"Who?" demanded Josephine. 

 

And Constantia said more loudly than she meant to, "Mice." 

 

Josephine was furious. "Oh, what nonsense, Con!" she said. "What have mice got to do 

with it? You're asleep." 

 

"I don't think I am," said Constantia. She shut her eyes to make sure. She was. 
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Josephine arched her spine, pulled up her knees, folded her arms so that her fists came 

under her ears, and pressed her cheek hard against the pillow. 

 

II 

 

Another thing which complicated matters was they had Nurse Andrews staying on with 

them that week. It was their own fault; they had asked her. It was Josephine's idea. On the 

morning–well, on the last morning, when the doctor had gone, Josephine had said to 

Constantia, "Don't you think it would be rather nice if we asked Nurse Andrews to stay 

on for a week as our guest?" 

 

"Very nice," said Constantia. 

 

"I thought," went on Josephine quickly, "I should just say this afternoon, after I've paid 

her, 'My sister and I would be very pleased, after all you've done for us, Nurse Andrews, 

if you would stay on for a week as our guest.' I'd have to put that in about being our guest 

in case–" 

 

"Oh, but she could hardly expect to be paid!" cried Constantia. 

 

"One never knows," said Josephine sagely. 

 

Nurse Andrews had, of course, jumped at the idea. But it was a bother. It meant they had 

to have regular sit-down meals at the proper times, whereas if they'd been alone they 

could just have asked Kate if she wouldn't have minded bringing them a tray wherever 

they were. And meal-times now that the strain was over were rather a trial. 

 

Nurse Andrews was simply fearful about butter. Really they couldn't help feeling that 

about butter, at least, she took advantage of their kindness. And she had that maddening 

habit of asking for just an inch more of bread to finish what she had on her plate, and 

then, at the last mouthful, absent-mindedly–of course it wasn't absent-mindedly–taking 

another helping. Josephine got very red when this happened, and she fastened her small, 

bead-like eyes on the table cloth as if she saw a minute strange insect creeping through 

the web of it. But Constantia's long, pale face lengthened and set, and she gazed away–

away–far over the desert, to where that line of camels unwound like a thread of wool. . . . 

 

"When I was with Lady Tukes," said Nurse Andrews, "she had such a dainty little 

contrayvance for the buttah. It was a silvah Cupid balanced on the–on the bordah of a 

glass dish, holding a tayny fork. And when you wanted some buttah you simply pressed 

his foot and he bent down and speared you a piece. It was quite a gayme. 

 

Josephine could hardly bear that. But "I think those things are very extravagant" was all 

she said. 

 

"But whey?" asked Nurse Andrews, beaming through her eyeglasses. "No one, surely, 

would take more buttah than one wanted–would one?" 
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"Ring, Con," cried Josephine. She couldn't trust herself to reply. 

 

And proud young Kate, the enchanted princess, came in to see what the old tabbies 

wanted now. She snatched away their plates of mock something or other and slapped 

down a white, terrified blancmange. 

 

"Jam, please, Kate," said Josephine kindly. 

 

Kate knelt and burst open the sideboard, lifted the lid of the jam-pot, saw it was empty, 

put it on the table, and stalked off. 

 

"I'm afraid," said Nurse Andrews a moment later, "there isn't any. 

 

"Oh, what a bother!" said Josephine. She bit her lip. "What had we better do?" 

 

Constantia looked dubious. "We can't disturb Kate again," she said softly. 

 

Nurse Andrews waited, smiling at them both. Her eyes wandered, spying at everything 

behind her eyeglasses. Constantia in despair went back to her camels. Josephine frowned 

heavily–concentrated. If it hadn't been for this idiotic woman she and Con would, of 

course, have eaten their blancamange without. Suddenly the idea came. 

 

"I know," she said. "Marmalade. There's some marmalade in the sideboard. Get it, Con." 

 

"I hope," laughed Nurse Andrews–and her laugh was like a spoon tinkling against a 

medicine-glass–"I hope it's not very bittah marmalayde." 

 

III 

 

But, after all, it was not long now, and then she'd be gone for good. And there was no 

getting over the fact that she had been very kind to father. She had nursed him day and 

night at the end. Indeed, both Constantia and Josephine felt privately she had rather 

overdone the not leaving him at the very last. For when they had gone in to say good-bye 

Nurse Andrews had sat beside his bed the whole time, holding his wrist and pretending to 

look at her watch. It couldn't have been necessary. It was so tactless, too. Supposing 

father had wanted to say something–something private to them. Not that he had. Oh, far 

from it! He lay there, purple, a dark, angry purple in the face, and never even looked at 

them when they came in. Then, as they were standing there, wondering what to do, he 

had suddenly opened one eye. Oh, what a difference it would have made, what a 

difference to their memory of him, how much easier to tell people about it, if he had only 

opened both! But no–one eye only. It glared at them a moment and then . . . went out. 

 

IV 
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It had made it very awkward for them when Mr. Farolles, of St. John's, called the same 

afternoon. 

 

"The end was quite peaceful, I trust?" were the first words he said as he glided towards 

them through the dark drawing-room. 

 

"Quite," said Josephine faintly. They both hung their heads. Both of them felt certain that 

eye wasn't at all a peaceful eye. 

 

"Won't you sit down?" said Josephine. 

 

"Thank you, Miss Pinner," said Mr. Farolles gratefully. He folded his coat-tails and 

began to lower himself into father's arm-chair, but just as he touched it he almost sprang 

up and slid into the next chair instead. 

 

He coughed. Josephine clasped her hands; Constantia looked vague. 

 

"I want you to feel, Miss Pinner," said Mr. Farolles, "and you, Miss Constantia, that I'm 

trying to be helpful. I want to be helpful to you both, if you will let me. These are the 

times," said Mr Farolles, very simply and earnestly, "when God means us to be helpful to 

one another."  

 

"Thank you very much, Mr. Farolles," said Josephine and Constantia. 

 

"Not at all," said Mr. Farolles gently. He drew his kid gloves through his fingers and 

leaned forward. "And if either of you would like a little Communion, either or both of 

you, here and now, you have only to tell me. A little Communion is often very help–a 

great comfort," he added tenderly. 

 

But the idea of a little Communion terrified them. What! In the drawing-room by 

themselves–with no–no altar or anything! The piano would be much too high, thought 

Constantia, and Mr. Farolles could not possibly lean over it with the chalice. And Kate 

would be sure to come bursting in and interrupt them, thought Josephine. And supposing 

the bell rang in the middle? It might be somebody important–about their mourning. 

Would they get up reverently and go out, or would they have to wait . . . in torture? 

 

"Perhaps you will send round a note by your good Kate if you would care for it later," 

said Mr. Farolles. 

 

"Oh yes, thank you very much!" they both said. 

 

Mr. Farolles got up and took his black straw hat from the round table. 

 

"And about the funeral," he said softly. "I may arrange that–as your dear father's old 

friend and yours, Miss Pinner–and Miss Constantia?" 
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Josephine and Constantia got up too.  

 

"I should like it to be quite simple," said Josephine firmly, "and not too expensive. At the 

same time, I should like–" 

 

"A good one that will last," thought dreamy Constantia, as if Josephine were buying a 

nightgown. But, of course, Josephine didn't say that. "One suitable to our father's 

position." She was very nervous. 

 

"I'll run round to our good friend Mr. Knight," said Mr. Farolles soothingly. "I will ask 

him to come and see you. I am sure you will find him very helpful indeed." 

 

V 

 

Well, at any rate, all that part of it was over, though neither of them could possibly 

believe that father was never coming back. Josephine had had a moment of absolute 

terror at the cemetery, while the coffin was lowered, to think that she and Constantia had 

done this thing without asking his permission. What would father say when he found out? 

For he was bound to find out sooner or later. He always did. "Buried. You two girls had 

me buried! " She heard his stick thumping. Oh, what would they say? What possible 

excuse could they make? It sounded such an appallingly heartless thing to do. Such a 

wicked advantage to take of a person because he happened to be helpless at the moment. 

The other people seemed to treat it all as a matter of course. They were strangers; they 

couldn't be expected to understand that father was the very last person for such a thing to 

happen to. No, the entire blame for it all would fall on her and Constantia. And the 

expense, she thought, stepping into the tight-buttoned cab. When she had to show him the 

bills. What would he say then? 

 

She heard him absolutely roaring. "And do you expect me to pay for this gimcrack 

excursion of yours?" 

 

"Oh," groaned poor Josephine aloud, "we shouldn't have done it, Con!" 

 

And Constantia, pale as a lemon in all that blackness, said in a frightened whisper, "Done 

what, Jug?" 

 

"Let them bu-bury father like that," said Josephine, breaking down and crying into her 

new, queer-smelling mourning handkerchief. 

 

"But what else could we have done?" asked Constantia wonderingly. "We couldn't have 

kept him unburied. At any rate, not in a flat that size." 

 

Josephine blew her nose; the cab was dreadfully stuffy. 
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"I don't know," she said forlornly. "It is all so dreadful. I feel we ought to have tried to, 

just for a time at least. To make perfectly sure. One thing's certain"–and her tears sprang 

out again– "father will never forgive us for this–never!"  

 

VI 

 

Father would never forgive them. That was what they felt more than ever when, two 

mornings later, they went into his room to go through his things. They had discussed it 

quite calmly. It was even down on Josephine's list of things to be done. Go through 

father's things and settle about them. But that was a very different matter from saying 

after breakfast: 

 

"Well, are you ready, Con?" 

 

"Yes, Jug–when you are." 

 

"Then I think we'd better get it over." 

 

It was dark in the hall. It had been a rule for years never to disturb father in the morning, 

whatever happened. And now they were going to open the door without knocking even. . 

. . Constantia's eyes were enormous at the idea; Josephine felt weak in the knees. 

 

"You–you go first," she gasped, pushing Constantia. 

 

But Constantia said, as she always had said on those occasions, "No, Jug, that's not fair. 

You're the eldest." 

 

Josephine was just going to say–what at other times she wouldn't have owned to for the 

world–what she kept for her very last weapon, "But you're the tallest," when they noticed 

that the kitchen door was open, and there stood Kate. . . . 

 

"Very stiff," said Josephine, grasping the door-handle and doing her best to turn it. As if 

anything ever deceived Kate! 

 

It couldn't be helped. That girl was . . . Then the door was shut behind them, but–but they 

weren't in father's room at all. They might have suddenly walked through the wall by 

mistake into a different flat altogether. Was the door just behind them? They were too 

frightened to look. Josephine knew that if it was it was holding itself tight shut; 

Constantia felt that, like the doors in dreams, it hadn't any handle at all. It was the 

coldness which made it so awful. Or the whiteness–which? Everything was covered. The 

blinds were down, a cloth hung over the mirror, a sheet hid the bed; a huge fan of white 

paper filled the fireplace. Constantia timidly put out her hand; she almost expected a 

snowflake to fall. Josephine felt a queer tingling in her nose, as if her nose was freezing. 

Then a cab klop-klopped over the cobbles below, and the quiet seemed to shake into little 

pieces. 
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"I had better pull up a blind," said Josephine bravely. 

 

"Yes, it might be a good idea," whispered Constantia. 

 

They only gave the blind a touch, but it flew up and the cord flew after, rolling round the 

blind-stick, and the little tassel tapped as if trying to get free. That was too much for 

Constantia. 

 

"Don't you think–don't you think we might put it off for another day?" she whispered.  

 

"Why?" snapped Josephine, feeling, as usual, much better now that she knew for certain 

that Constantia was terrified. "It's got to be done. But I do wish you wouldn't whisper, 

Con." 

 

"I didn't know I was whispering," whispered Constantia. 

 

"And why do you keep staring at the bed?" said Josephine, raising her voice almost 

defiantly. "There's nothing on the bed." 

 

"Oh, Jug, don't say so!" said poor Connie. "At any rate, not so loudly." 

 

Josephine felt herself that she had gone too far. She took a wide swerve over to the chest 

of drawers, put out her hand, but quickly drew it back again. 

 

"Connie!" she gasped, and she wheeled round and leaned with her back against the chest 

of drawers. 

 

"Oh, Jug–what?" 

 

Josephine could only glare. She had the most extraordinary feeling that she had just 

escaped something simply awful. But how could she explain to Constantia that father was 

in the chest of drawers? He was in the top drawer with his handkerchiefs and neckties, or 

in the next with his shirts and pyjamas, or in the lowest of them all with his suits. He was 

watching there, hidden away–just behind the door-handle–ready to spring. 

 

She pulled a funny old-fashioned face at Constantia, just as she used to in the old days 

when she was going to cry.   

 

"I can't open," she nearly wailed. 

 

"No, don't, Jug," whispered Constantia earnestly. "It's much better not to. Don't let's open 

anything. At any rate, not for a long time." 

 

"But–but it seems so weak," said Josephine, breaking down. 
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"But why not be weak for once, Jug?" argued Constantia, whispering quite fiercely. "If it 

is weak." And her pale stare flew from the locked writing-table–so safe–to the huge 

glittering wardrobe, and she began to breathe in a queer, panting away. "Why shouldn't 

we be weak for once in our lives, Jug? It's quite excusable. Let's be weak–be weak, Jug. 

It's much nicer to be weak than to be strong." 

 

And then she did one of those amazingly bold things that she'd done about twice before 

in their lives: she marched over to the wardrobe, turned the key, and took it out of the 

lock. Took it out of the lock and held it up to Josephine, showing Josephine by her 

extraordinary smile that she knew what she'd done–she'd risked deliberately father being 

in there among his overcoats. 

 

If the huge wardrobe had lurched forward, had crashed down on Constantia, Josephine 

wouldn't have been surprised. On the contrary, she would have thought it the only 

suitable thing to happen. But nothing happened. Only the room seemed quieter than ever, 

and the bigger flakes of cold air fell on Josephine's shoulders and knees. She began to 

shiver. 

 

"Come, Jug," said Constantia, still with that awful callous smile; and Josephine followed 

just as she had that last time, when Constantia had pushed Benny into the round pond. 

 

VII 

 

But the strain told on them when they were back in the dining-room. They sat down, very 

shaky, and looked at each other. 

 

"I don't feel I can settle to anything," said Josephine, "until I've had something. Do you 

think we could ask Kate for two cups of hot water?" 

 

"I really don't see why we shouldn't," said Constantia carefully. She was quite normal 

again. "I won't ring. I'll go to the kitchen door and ask her." 

 

"Yes, do," said Josephine, sinking down into a chair. "Tell her, just two cups, Con, 

nothing else–on a tray." 

 

"She needn't even put the jug on, need she?" said Constantia, as though Kate might very 

well complain if the jug had been there. 

 

"Oh no, certainly not! The jug's not at all necessary. She can pour it direct out of the 

kettle," cried Josephine, feeling that would be a labour-saving indeed. 

 

Their cold lips quivered at the greenish brims. Josephine curved her small red hands 

round the cup; Constantia sat up and blew on the wavy steam, making it flutter from one 

side to the other. 

 

"Speaking of Benny," said Josephine. 
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And though Benny hadn't been mentioned Constantia immediately looked as though he 

had. 

 

"He'll expect us to send him something of father's, of course. But it's so difficult to know 

what to send to Ceylon." 

 

"You mean things get unstuck so on the voyage," murmured Constantia. 

 

"No, lost," said Josephine sharply. "You know there's no post. Only runners." 

 

Both paused to watch a black man in white linen drawers running through the pale fields 

for dear life, with a large brown-paper parcel in his hands. Josephine's black man was 

tiny; he scurried along glistening like an ant. But there was something blind and tireless 

about Constantia's tall, thin fellow, which made him, she decided, a very unpleasant 

person indeed. . . . On the veranda, dressed all in white and wearing a cork helmet, stood 

Benny. His right hand shook up and down, as father's did when he was impatient. And 

behind him, not in the least interested, sat Hilda, the unknown sister-in-law. She swung in 

a cane rocker and flicked over the leaves of the Tatler. 

 

"I think his watch would be the most suitable present," said Josephine. 

 

Constantia looked up; she seemed surprised. 

 

"Oh, would you trust a gold watch to a native?"  

 

"But of course, I'd disguise it," said Josephine. "No one would know it was a watch." She 

liked the idea of having to make a parcel such a curious shape that no one could possibly 

guess what it was. She even thought for a moment of hiding the watch in a narrow 

cardboard corset-box that she'd kept by her for a long time, waiting for it to come in for 

something. It was such beautiful, firm cardboard. But, no, it wouldn't be appropriate for 

this occasion. It had lettering on it: Medium Women's 28. Extra Firm Busks. It would be 

almost too much of a surprise for Benny to open that and find father's watch inside. 

 

"And, of course, it isn't as though it would be going–ticking, I mean," said Constantia, 

who was still thinking of the native love of jewellery. "At least," she added, "it would be 

very strange if after all that time it was." 

 

VIII 

 

Josephine made no reply. She had flown off on one of her tangents. She had suddenly 

thought of Cyril. Wasn't it more usual for the only grandson to have the watch? And then 

dear Cyril was so appreciative and a gold watch meant so much to a young man. Benny, 

in all probability, had quite got out of the habit of watches; men so seldom wore 

waistcoats in those hot climates. Whereas Cyril in London wore them from year's end to 

year's end. And it would be so nice for her and Constantia, when he came to tea, to know 
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it was there. "I see you've got on grandfather's watch, Cyril." It would be somehow so 

satisfactory. 

 

Dear boy! What a blow his sweet, sympathetic little note had been! Of course they quite 

understood; but it was most unfortunate. 

 

"It would have been such a point, having him," said Josephine. "And he would have 

enjoyed it so," said Constantia, not thinking what she was saying. 

 

However, as soon as he got back he was coming to tea with his aunties. Cyril to tea was 

one of their rare treats. 

 

"Now, Cyril, you mustn't be frightened of our cakes. Your Auntie Con and I bought them 

at Buszard's this morning. We know what a man's appetite is. So don't be ashamed of 

making a good tea." 

 

Josephine cut recklessly into the rich dark cake that stood for her winter gloves or the 

soling and heeling of Constantia's only respectable shoes. But Cyril was most unmanlike 

in appetite. 

 

"I say, Aunt Josephine, I simply can't. I've only just had lunch, you know." 

 

"Oh, Cyril, that can't be true! It's after four," cried Josephine. Constantia sat with her 

knife poised over the chocolate-roll. 

 

"It is, all the same," said Cyril. "I had to meet a man at Victoria, and he kept me hanging 

about till . . . there was only time to get lunch and to come on here. And he gave me–

phew"–Cyril put his hand to his forehead–"a terrific blow-out," he said. 

 

It was disappointing–to-day of all days. But still he couldn't be expected to know. 

 

"But you'll have a meringue, won't you, Cyril?" said Aunt Josephine. "These meringues 

were bought specially for you. Your dear father was so fond of them. We were sure you 

are, too." 

 

"I am, Aunt Josephine," cried Cyril ardently. "Do you mind if I take half to begin with?" 

 

"Not at all, dear boy; but we mustn't let you off with that." 

 

"Is your dear father still so fond of meringues?" asked Auntie Con gently. She winced 

faintly as she broke through the shell of hers. 

 

"Well, I don't quite know, Auntie Con," said Cyril breezily. 

 

At that they both looked up. 
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"Don't know?" almost snapped Josephine. "Don't know a thing like that about your own 

father, Cyril?" 

 

"Surely," said Auntie Con softly. 

 

Cyril tried to laugh it off. "Oh, well," he said, "it's such a long time since–" He faltered. 

He stopped. Their faces were too much for him. 

 

"Even so," said Josephine. 

 

And Auntie Con looked.  

 

Cyril put down his teacup. "Wait a bit," he cried. "Wait a bit, Aunt Josephine. What am I 

thinking of?" 

 

He looked up. They were beginning to brighten. Cyril slapped his knee. 

 

"Of course," he said, "it was meringues. How could I have forgotten? Yes, Aunt 

Josephine, you're perfectly right. Father's most frightfully keen on meringues." 

 

They didn't only beam. Aunt Josephine went scarlet with pleasure; Auntie Con gave a 

deep, deep sigh. 

 

"And now, Cyril, you must come and see father," said Josephine. "He knows you were 

coming to-day." 

 

"Right," said Cyril, very firmly and heartily. He got up from hs chair; suddenly he 

glanced at the clock. 

 

"I say, Auntie Con, isn't your clock a bit slow? I've got to meet a man at–at Paddington 

just after five. I'm afraid I shan't be able to stay very long with grandfather." 

 

"Oh, he won't expect you to stay very long!" said Aunt Josephine. 

 

Constantia was still gazing at the clock. She couldn't make up her mind if it was fast or 

slow. It was one or the other, she felt almost certain of that. At any rate, it had been. 

 

Cyril still lingered. "Aren't you coming along, Auntie Con?"  

 

"Of course," said Josephine, "we shall all go. Come on, Con." 

 

IX 

 

They knocked at the door, and Cyril followed his aunts into grandfather's hot, sweetish 

room. 
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"Come on," said Grandfather Pinner. "Don't hang about. What is it? What've you been up 

to?" 

 

He was sitting in front of a roaring fire, clasping his stick. He had a thick rug over his 

knees. On his lap there lay a beautiful pale yellow silk handkerchief. 

 

"It's Cyril, father," said Josephine shyly. And she took Cyril's hand and led him forward. 

 

"Good afternoon, grandfather," said Cyril, trying to take his hand out of Aunt Josephine's. 

Grandfather Pinner shot his eyes at Cyril in the way he was famous for. Where was 

Auntie Con? She stood on the other side of Aunt Josephine; her long arms hung down in 

front of her; her hands were clasped. She never took her eyes off grandfather. 

 

"Well," said Grandfather Pinner, beginning to thump, "what have you got to tell me?" 

 

What had he, what had he got to tell him? Cyril felt himself smiling like a perfect 

imbecile. The room was stifling, too. 

 

But Aunt Josephine came to his rescue. She cried brightly, "Cyril says his father is still 

very fond of meringues, father dear." 

 

"Eh?" said Grandfather Pinner, curving his hand like a purple meringue-shell over one 

ear. 

 

Josephine repeated, "Cyril says his father is still very fond of meringues." 

 

"Can't hear," said old Colonel Pinner. And he waved Josephine away with his stick, then 

pointed with his stick to Cyril. "Tell me what she's trying to say," he said. 

 

(My God!) "Must I?" said Cyril, blushing and staring at Aunt Josephine. 

 

"Do, dear," she smiled. "It will please him so much." 

 

"Come on, out with it!" cried Colonel Pinner testily, beginning to thump again. 

 

And Cyril leaned forward and yelled, "Father's still very fond of meringues." 

 

At that Grandfather Pinner jumped as though he had been shot. 

 

"Don't shout!" he cried. "What's the matter with the boy? Meringues! What about "em?" 

 

"Oh, Aunt Josephine, must we go on?" groaned Cyril desperately. 

 

"It's quite all right, dear boy," said Aunt Josephine, as though he and she were at the 

dentist's together. "He'll understand in a minute." And she whispered to Cyril, "He's 

getting a bit deaf, you know." Then she leaned forward and really bawled at Grandfather 
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Pinner, "Cyril only wanted to tell you, father dear, that his father is still very fond of 

meringues." 

 

Colonel Pinner heard that time, heard and brooded, looking Cyril up and down. 

 

"What an esstrordinary thing!" said old Grandfather Pinner. "What an esstrordinary thing 

to come all this way here to tell me!" 

 

And Cyril felt it was. 

 

"Yes, I shall send Cyril the watch," said Josephine. 

 

"That would be very nice," said Constantia. "I seem to remember last time he came there 

was some little trouble about the time." 

 

X 

 

They were interrupted by Kate bursting through the door in her usual fashion, as though 

she had discovered some secret panel in the wall. 

 

"Fried or boiled?" asked the bold voice. 

 

Fried or boiled? Josephine and Constantia were quite bewildered for the moment. They 

could hardly take it in. 

 

"Fried or boiled what, Kate?" asked Josephine, trying to begin to concentrate. 

 

Kate gave a loud sniff. "Fish." 

 

"Well, why didn't you say so immediately?" Josephine reproached her gently. "How 

could you expect us to understand, Kate? There are a great many things in this world you 

know, which are fried or boiled." And after such a display of courage she said quite 

brightly to Constantia, "Which do you prefer, Con?" 

 

"I think it might be nice to have it fried," said Constantia. "On the other hand, of course, 

boiled fish is very nice. I think I prefer both equally well . . . Unless you . . . In that case–

" 

 

"I shall fry it," said Kate, and she bounced back, leaving their door open and slamming 

the door of her kitchen. 

 

Josephine gazed at Constantia; she raised her pale eyebrows until they rippled away into 

her pale hair. She got up. She said in a very lofty, imposing way, "Do you mind following 

me into the drawing-room, Constantia? I've got something of great importance to discuss 

with you." 
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For it was always to the drawing-room they retired when they wanted to talk over Kate. 

 

Josephine closed the door meaningly. "Sit down, Constantia," she said, still very grand. 

She might have been receiving Constantia for the first time. And Con looked round 

vaguely for a chair, as though she felt indeed quite a stranger. 

 

"Now the question is," said Josephine, bending forward, "whether we shall keep her or 

not." 

 

"That is the question," agreed Constantia. 

 

"And this time," said Josephine firmly, "we must come to a definite decision." 

 

Constantia looked for a moment as though she might begin going over all the other times, 

but she pulled herself together and said, "Yes, Jug." 

 

"You see, Con," explained Josephine, "everything is so changed now." Constantia looked 

up quickly. "I mean," went on Josephine, "we're not dependent on Kate as we were." And 

she blushed faintly. "There's not father to cook for." 

 

"That is perfectly true," agreed Constantia. "Father certainly doesn't want any cooking 

now whatever else–" 

 

Josephine broke in sharply, "You're not sleepy, are you, Con?" 

 

"Sleepy, Jug?" Constantia was wide-eyed. 

 

"Well, concentrate more," said Josephine sharply, and she returned to the subject. "What 

it comes to is, if we did"–and this she barely breathed, glancing at the door–"give Kate 

notice"–she raised her voice again–"we could manage our own food." 

 

"Why not?" cried Constantia. She couldn't help smiling. The idea was so exciting. She 

clasped her hands. "What should we live on, Jug?" 

 

"Oh, eggs in various forms!" said Jug, lofty again. "And, besides, there are all the cooked 

foods." 

 

"But I've always heard," said Constantia, "they are considered so very expensive. 

 

"Not if one buys them in moderation," said Josephine. But she tore herself away from this 

fascinating bypath and dragged Constantia after her.  

 

"What we've got to decide now, however, is whether we really do trust Kate or not." 

 

Constantia leaned back. Her flat little laugh flew from her lips. 
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"Isn't it curious, Jug," said she, "that just on this one subject I've never been able to quite 

make up my mind?" 

 

XI 

 

She never had. The whole difficulty was to prove anything. How did one prove things, 

how could one? Suppose Kate had stood in front of her and deliberately made a face. 

Mightn't she very well have been in pain? Wasn't it impossible, at any rate, to ask Kate if 

she was making a face at her? If Kate answered "No"–and, of course, she would say 

"No"–what a position! How undignified! Then, again, Constantia suspected, she was 

almost certain that Kate went to her chest of drawers when she and Josephine were out, 

not to take things but to spy. Many times she had come back to find her amethyst cross in 

the most unlikely places, under her lace ties or on top of her evening Bertha. More than 

once she had laid a trap for Kate. She had arranged things in a special order and then 

called Josephine to witness. 

 

"You see, Jug?" 

 

"Quite, Con." 

 

"Now we shall be able to tell."  

 

But, oh dear, when she did go to look, she was as far off from a proof as ever! If anything 

was displaced, it might so very well have happened as she closed the drawer; a jolt might 

have done it so easily. 

 

"You come, Jug, and decide. I really can't. It's too difficult." 

 

But after a pause and a long glare Josephine would sigh, "Now you've put the doubt into 

my mind, Con, I'm sure I can't tell myself." 

 

"Well, we can't postpone it again," said Josephine. "If we postpone it this time–" 

 

XII 

 

But at that moment in the street below a barrel-organ struck up. Josephine and Constantia 

sprang to their feet together. 

 

"Run, Con," said Josephine. "Run quickly. There's sixpence on the–" 

 

Then they remembered. It didn't matter. They would never have to stop the organ-grinder 

again. Never again would she and Constantia be told to make that monkey take his noise 

somewhere else. Never would sound that loud, strange bellow when father thought they 

were not hurrying enough. The organ-grinder might play there all day and the stick would 

not thump.  
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It never will thump again, 

It never will thump again, 

played the barrel-organ. 

What was Constantia thinking? She had such a strange smile; she looked different. She 

couldn't be going to cry. 

 

"Jug, Jug," said Constantia softly, pressing her hands together. "Do you know what day it 

is? It's Saturday. It's a week to-day, a whole week." 

 

A week since father died, 

A week since father died, 

cried the barrel-organ. And Josephine, too, forgot to be practical and sensible; she smiled 

faintly, strangely. On the Indian carpet there fell a square of sunlight, pale red; it came 

and went and came–and stayed, deepened–until it shone almost golden. 

"The sun's out," said Josephine, as though it really mattered. 

 

A perfect fountain of bubbling notes shook from the barrel-organ, round, bright notes, 

carelessly scattered. 

 

Constantia lifted her big, cold hands as if to catch them, and then her hands fell again. 

She walked over to the mantelpiece to her favourite Buddha. And the stone and gilt 

image, whose smile always gave her such a queer feeling, almost a pain and yet a 

pleasant pain, seemed to-day to be more than smiling. He knew something; he had a 

secret. "I know something that you don't know," said her Buddha. Oh, what was it, what 

could it be? And yet she had always felt there was . . . something. 

 

The sunlight pressed through the windows, thieved its way in, flashed its light over the 

furniture and the photographs. Josephine watched it. When it came to mother's 

photograph, the enlargement over the piano, it lingered as though puzzled to find so little 

remained of mother, except the ear-rings shaped like tiny pagodas and a black feather 

boa. Why did the photographs of dead people always fade so? wondered Josephine. As 

soon as a person was dead their photograph died too. But, of course, this one of mother 

was very old. It was thirty-five years old. Josephine remembered standing on a chair and 

pointing out that feather boa to Constantia and telling her that it was a snake that had 

killed their mother in Ceylon. . . . Would everything have been different if mother hadn't 

died? She didn't see why. Aunt Florence had lived with them until they had left school, 

and they had moved three times and had their yearly holiday and . . . and there'd been 

changes of servants, of course. 

 

Some little sparrows, young sparrows they sounded, chirped on the window-ledge. Yeep–

eyeep–yeep. But Josephine felt they were not sparrows, not on the window-ledge. It was 

inside her, that queer little crying noise. Yeep–eyeep–yeep. Ah, what was it crying, so 

weak and forlorn? 

 

If mother had lived, might they have married? But there had been nobody for them to 

marry. There had been father's Anglo-Indian friends before he quarrelled with them. But 
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after that she and Constantia never met a single man except clergymen. How did one 

meet men? Or even if they'd met them, how could they have got to know men well 

enough to be more than strangers? One read of people having adventures, being followed, 

and so on. But nobody had ever followed Constantia and her. Oh yes, there had been one 

year at Eastbourne a mysterious man at their boarding-house who had put a note on the 

jug of hot water outside their bedroom door! But by the time Connie had found it the 

steam had made the writing too faint to read; they couldn't even make out to which of 

them it was addressed. And he had left next day. And that was all. The rest had been 

looking after father and at the same time keeping out of father's way. But now? But now? 

The thieving sun touched Josephine gently. She lifted her face. She was drawn over to the 

window by gentle beams . 

 

Until the barrel-organ stopped playing Constantia stayed before the Buddha, wondering, 

but not as usual, not vaguely. This time her wonder was like longing. She remembered 

the times she had come in here, crept out of bed in her nightgown when the moon was 

full, and lain on the floor with her arms outstretched, as though she was crucified. Why? 

The big, pale moon had made her do it. The horrible dancing figures on the carved screen 

had leered at her and she hadn't minded. She remembered too how, whenever they were 

at the seaside, she had gone off by herself and got as close to the sea as she could, and 

sung something, something she had made up, while she gazed all over that restless water. 

There had been this other life, running out, bringing things home in bags, getting things 

on approval, discussing them with Jug, and taking them back to get more things on 

approval, and arranging father's trays and trying not to annoy father. But it all seemed to 

have happened in a kind of tunnel. It wasn't real. It was only when she came out of the 

tunnel into the moonlight or by the sea or into a thunderstorm that she really felt herself. 

What did it mean? What was it she was always wanting? What did it all lead to? Now? 

Now? 

 

She turned away from the Buddha with one of her vague gestures. She went over to 

where Josephine was standing. She wanted to say something to Josephine, something 

frightfully important, about–about the future and what . . . 

 

"Don't you think perhaps–" she began. 

 

But Josephine interrupted her. "I was wondering if now–" she murmured. They stopped; 

they waited for each other. 

 

"Go on, Con," said Josephine. 

 

"No, no, Jug; after you," said Constantia. 

 

"No, say what you were going to say. You began," said Josephine.   

 

"I . . . I'd rather hear what you were going to say first," said Constantia. 

 

"Don't be absurd, Con." 
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"Really, Jug." 

 

"Connie!" 

 

"Oh, Jug! " 

 

A pause. Then Constantia said faintly, "I can't say what I was going to say, Jug, because 

I've forgotten what it was .. . that I was going to say." 

 

Josephine was silent for a moment. She stared at a big cloud where the sun had been. 

Then she replied shortly, "I've forgotten too." 



 55 

T.S. Eliot, The Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock 
  

         S’io credesse che mia risposta fosse 

A persona che mai tornasse al mondo, 

Questa fiamma staria senza piu scosse. 

Ma perciocche giammai di questo fondo 

Non torno vivo alcun, s’i’odo il vero, 

Senza tema d’infamia ti rispondo. 

  

LET us go then, you and I,  

When the evening is spread out against the sky  

Like a patient etherized upon a table;  

Let us go, through certain half-deserted streets,  

The muttering retreats               5 

Of restless nights in one-night cheap hotels  

And sawdust restaurants with oyster-shells:  

Streets that follow like a tedious argument   

Of insidious intent  

To lead you to an overwhelming question….            10 

Oh, do not ask, “What is it?”  

Let us go and make our visit.  

  

In the room the women come and go  

Talking of Michelangelo.  

  

The yellow fog that rubs its back upon the window-panes,  15 

The yellow smoke that rubs its muzzle on the window-panes  

Licked its tongue into the corners of the evening,  

Lingered upon the pools that stand in drains,  

Let fall upon its back the soot that falls from chimneys,  

Slipped by the terrace, made a sudden leap,            20 

And seeing that it was a soft October night,  

Curled once about the house, and fell asleep.  

  

And indeed there will be time  

For the yellow smoke that slides along the street,  

Rubbing its back upon the window panes;            25 

There will be time, there will be time  

To prepare a face to meet the faces that you meet;  

There will be time to murder and create,  

And time for all the works and days of hands  

That lift and drop a question on your plate;            30 

Time for you and time for me,  

And time yet for a hundred indecisions,  

And for a hundred visions and revisions,  

Before the taking of a toast and tea.  
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In the room the women come and go             35 

Talking of Michelangelo.  

  

And indeed there will be time  

To wonder, “Do I dare?” and, “Do I dare?”  

Time to turn back and descend the stair,  

With a bald spot in the middle of my hair—       40 

(They will say: “How his hair is growing thin!”)  

My morning coat, my collar mounting firmly to the chin,  

My necktie rich and modest, but asserted by a simple pin—  

(They will say: “But how his arms and legs are thin!”)  

Do I dare                45 

Disturb the universe?  

In a minute there is time  

For decisions and revisions which a minute will reverse.  

  

For I have known them all already, known them all:  

Have known the evenings, mornings, afternoons,           50 

I have measured out my life with coffee spoons;  

I know the voices dying with a dying fall  

Beneath the music from a farther room.  

  So how should I presume?  

  

And I have known the eyes already, known them all—  55 

The eyes that fix you in a formulated phrase,  

And when I am formulated, sprawling on a pin,  

When I am pinned and wriggling on the wall,  

Then how should I begin  

To spit out all the butt-ends of my days and ways?           60 

  And how should I presume?  

  

And I have known the arms already, known them all—  

Arms that are braceleted and white and bare  

(But in the lamplight, downed with light brown hair!)  

Is it perfume from a dress              65 

That makes me so digress?  

Arms that lie along a table, or wrap about a shawl.  

  And should I then presume?  

  And how should I begin? 

.      .      .      .      .      .      .      . 

Shall I say, I have gone at dusk through narrow streets  70 

And watched the smoke that rises from the pipes  

Of lonely men in shirt-sleeves, leaning out of windows?…  

  

I should have been a pair of ragged claws  
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Scuttling across the floors of silent seas. 

.      .      .      .      .      .      .      . 

And the afternoon, the evening, sleeps so peacefully!  75 

Smoothed by long fingers,  

Asleep … tired … or it malingers,  

Stretched on the floor, here beside you and me.  

Should I, after tea and cakes and ices,  

Have the strength to force the moment to its crisis?           80 

But though I have wept and fasted, wept and prayed,  

Though I have seen my head (grown slightly bald) brought in upon a platter,  

I am no prophet—and here’s no great matter;  

I have seen the moment of my greatness flicker,  

And I have seen the eternal Footman hold my coat, and snicker, 85 

And in short, I was afraid.  

  

And would it have been worth it, after all,  

After the cups, the marmalade, the tea,  

Among the porcelain, among some talk of you and me,  

Would it have been worth while,             90 

To have bitten off the matter with a smile,  

To have squeezed the universe into a ball  

To roll it toward some overwhelming question,  

To say: “I am Lazarus, come from the dead,  

Come back to tell you all, I shall tell you all”—           95 

If one, settling a pillow by her head,  

  Should say: “That is not what I meant at all;  

  That is not it, at all.”  

  

And would it have been worth it, after all,  

Would it have been worth while,             100 

After the sunsets and the dooryards and the sprinkled streets,  

After the novels, after the teacups, after the skirts that trail along the floor—  

And this, and so much more?—  

It is impossible to say just what I mean!  

But as if a magic lantern threw the nerves in patterns on a screen: 105 

Would it have been worth while  

If one, settling a pillow or throwing off a shawl,  

And turning toward the window, should say:  

  “That is not it at all,  

  That is not what I meant, at all.” 

.      .      .      .      .      .      .      . 

                 110 

No! I am not Prince Hamlet, nor was meant to be;  

Am an attendant lord, one that will do  

To swell a progress, start a scene or two,  

Advise the prince; no doubt, an easy tool,  
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Deferential, glad to be of use,              115 

Politic, cautious, and meticulous;  

Full of high sentence, but a bit obtuse;  

At times, indeed, almost ridiculous— 

Almost, at times, the Fool.  

  

I grow old … I grow old …              120 

I shall wear the bottoms of my trousers rolled.  

  

Shall I part my hair behind? Do I dare to eat a peach?  

I shall wear white flannel trousers, and walk upon the beach.  

I have heard the mermaids singing, each to each.  

  

I do not think that they will sing to me.            125 

  

I have seen them riding seaward on the waves  

Combing the white hair of the waves blown back  

When the wind blows the water white and black.  

  

We have lingered in the chambers of the sea  

By sea-girls wreathed with seaweed red and brown           130 

Till human voices wake us, and we drown. 


