
Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own, Chapter Three: 

Why aren’t there more great women writers to be found in history? 

    It was disappointing not to have brought back in the evening some 
important statement, some authentic fact. Women are poorer than 
men because—this or that.... It would be better to draw the curtains; 
to shut out distractions; to light the lamp; to narrow the enquiry and 
to ask the historian, who records not opinions but facts, to describe 
under what conditions women lived, not throughout the ages, but in 
England, say, in the time of Elizabeth. (NA 2264) 

 

     For it is a perennial puzzle why no woman wrote a word of that 
extraordinary literature when every other man, it seemed, was 
capable of song or sonnet. What were the conditions in which 
women lived? I asked myself; for fiction, imaginative work that is, is 
not dropped like a pebble upon the ground, as science may be; 
fiction is like a spider’s web, attached ever so lightly perhaps, but 
still attached to life at all four corners. Often the attachment is 
scarcely perceptible; Shakespeare’s plays, for instance, seem to 
hang there complete by themselves. But when the web is pulled 
askew, hooked up at the edge, torn in the middle, one remembers 
that these webs are not spun in mid–air by incorporeal creatures, 
but are the work of suffering human beings, and are attached to 
grossly material things, like health and money and the houses we 
live in. (NA 2264) 



Women in history: in fact & in fiction 

     I went, therefore, to the shelf where the histories stand and took 
down one of the latest, Professor Trevelyan’s HISTORY OF 
ENGLAND. Once more I looked up Women, found ‘position of’ and 
turned to the pages indicated. ‘Wife–beating’, I read, ‘was a 
recognized right of man, and was practised without shame by high 
as well as low. . . . Similarly,’ the historian goes on, ‘the daughter 
who refused to marry the gentleman of her parents’ choice was 
liable to be locked up, beaten and flung about the room, without any 
shock being inflicted on public opinion. (NA 2264-2265) 

 

     …women have burnt like beacons in all the works of all the poets 
from the beginning of time—Clytemnestra, Antigone, Cleopatra, 
Lady Macbeth, Phedre, Cressida, Rosalind, Desdemona, the 
Duchess of Malfi, among the dramatists… (NA 2265) 

 

     Indeed, if woman had no existence save in the fiction written by 
men, one would imagine her a person of the utmost importance; 
very various; heroic and mean; splendid and sordid; infinitely 
beautiful and hideous in the extreme; as great as a man, some think 
even greater. But this is woman in fiction. (NA 2265) 



Women in history: in fact & in fiction = two extremes 

     A very queer, composite being thus emerges. Imaginatively she is of 
the highest importance; practically she is completely insignificant. 
She pervades poetry from cover to cover; she is all but absent from 
history. She dominates the lives of kings and conquerors in fiction; in 
fact she was the slave of any boy whose parents forced a ring upon 
her finger. Some of the most inspired words, some of the most 
profound thoughts in literature fall from her lips; in real life she 
could hardly read, could scarcely spell, and was the property of her 
husband. (NA 2266) 

 

     It was certainly an odd monster that one made up by reading the 
historians first and the poets afterwards a worm winged like an 
eagle… (NA 2266) 

 

     she is a vessel in which all sorts of spirits and forces are coursing 
and flashing perpetually....One knows nothing detailed, nothing 
perfectly true and substantial about her. History scarcely mentions 
her. (NA 2266) 



Imagine This: Shakespeare’s Sister… 

      Let me imagine, since facts are so hard to come by, what would 

have happened had Shakespeare had a wonderfully gifted 

sister, called Judith, let us say. (NA 2267) 

 

 Shakespeare himself went, very probably,—his mother was an 

heiress—to the grammar school, where he may have learnt Latin—

Ovid, Virgil and Horace—and the elements of grammar and logic. 

He was, it is well known, a wild boy who poached rabbits, perhaps 

shot a deer, and had, rather sooner than he should have done, to 

marry a woman in the neighbourhood, who bore him a child rather 

quicker than was right. That escapade sent him to seek his fortune 

in London. He had, it seemed, a taste for the theatre; he began by 

holding horses at the stage door. Very soon he got work in the 

theatre, became a successful actor, and lived at the hub of the 

universe, meeting everybody, knowing everybody, practising his art 

on the boards, exercising his wits in the streets, and even getting 

access to the palace of the queen. (NA 2267) 



Judith’s life would be the opposite of her brother’s: 

She had no chance… 

      

 

     Meanwhile his extraordinarily gifted sister, let us suppose, remained 

at home. She was as adventurous, as imaginative, as agog to see 

the world as he was. But she was not sent to school. She had no 

chance of learning grammar and logic, let alone of reading Horace 

and Virgil. She picked up a book now and then, one of her brother’s 

perhaps, and read a few pages. But then her parents came in and 

told her to mend the stockings or mind the stew and not moon about 

with books and papers. (NA 2267-2268) 



Judith’s life would be one of repression and submission 

      

 

 

     They would have spoken sharply but kindly, for they were 
substantial people who knew the conditions of life for a woman and 
loved their daughter—indeed, more likely than not she was the 
apple of her father’s eye. Perhaps she scribbled some pages up in 
an apple loft on the sly but was careful to hide them or set fire to 
them. Soon, however, before she was out of her teens, she was to 
be betrothed to the son of a neighbouring woolstapler. She cried out 
that marriage was hateful to her, and for that she was severely 
beaten by her father. Then he ceased to scold her. He begged her 
instead not to hurt him, not to shame him in this matter of her 
marriage. He would give her a chain of beads or a fine petticoat, he 
said; and there were tears in his eyes. How could she disobey him? 
How could she break his heart? The force of her own gift alone 
drove her to it. (NA 2268) 



Judith would eventually escape  

but the world would be her prison 

      

 

 

     She made up a small parcel of her belongings, let herself down by a 
rope one summer’s night and took the road to London. She was not 
seventeen. The birds that sang in the hedge were not more musical 
than she was. She had the quickest fancy, a gift like her brother’s, 
for the tune of words. Like him, she had a taste for the theatre. She 
stood at the stage door; she wanted to act, she said. Men laughed in 
her face. The manager—a fat, loose-lipped man—guffawed. He 
bellowed something about poodles dancing and women acting—no 
woman, he said, could possibly be an actress. He hinted—you can 
imagine what. She could get no training in her craft. Could she even 
seek her dinner in a tavern or roam the streets at midnight? (NA 
2268) 



What options would a woman artist have?  

      

 

     Yet her genius was for fiction and lusted to feed abundantly upon 

the lives of men and women and the study of their ways. At last—for 

she was very young, oddly like Shakespeare the poet in her face, 

with the same grey eyes and rounded brows—at last Nick Greene 

the actor manager took pity on her; she found herself with child by 

that gentleman and so—who shall measure the heat and violence 

of the poet’s heart when caught and tangled in a woman’s 

body?—killed herself one winter’s night and lies buried at some 

cross–roads where the omnibuses now stop outside the Elephant 

and Castle. (NA 2268) 

 

     That, more or less, is how the story would run, I think, if a woman in 

Shakespeare’s day had had Shakespeare’s genius. (NA 2268) 



Who were the repressed/secret women artists? 

      

 

     Yet genius of a sort must have existed among women as it must 
have existed among the working classes. Now and again an Emily 
Brontë or a Robert Burns blazes out and proves its presence. But 
certainly it never got itself on to paper. When, however, one reads of 
a witch being ducked, of a woman possessed by devils, of a wise 
woman selling herbs, or even of a very remarkable man who had a 
mother, then I think we are on the track of a lost novelist, a 
suppressed poet, of some mute and inglorious Jane Austen, 
some Emily Brontë who dashed her brains out on the moor or 
mopped and mowed about the highways crazed with the torture that 
her gift had put her to. Indeed, I would venture to guess that Anon, 
who wrote so many poems without singing them, was often a 
woman. (NA 2268-2269) 

 

     …any woman born with a great gift in the sixteenth century 
would certainly have gone crazed, shot herself, or ended her 
days in some lonely cottage outside the village, half witch, half 
wizard, feared and mocked at. (NA 2269) 



The dominant culture inhibits female expression:  

chastity, modesty, anonymity are signs of a code of self-veiling  

     Chastity had then, it has even now, a religious importance in a 
woman’s life, and has so wrapped itself round with nerves and 
instincts that to cut it free and bring it to the light of day demands 
courage of the rarest. (NA 2269) 

 

     It was the relic of the sense of chastity that dictated anonymity to 
women even so late as the nineteenth century. Currer Bell, George 
Eliot, George Sand, all the victims of inner strife as their writings 
prove, sought ineffectively to veil themselves by using the name of a 
man. (NA 2269) 

 

     Anonymity runs in their blood. The desire to be veiled still possesses 
them. They are not even now as concerned about the health of their 
fame as men are, and, speaking generally, will pass a tombstone or 
a signpost without feeling an irresistible desire to cut their names on 
it, as Alf, Bert or Chas. must do in obedience to their instinct, which 
murmurs if it sees a fine woman go by, or even a dog, Ce chien est 
a moi [This dog is mine]. (NA 2269-2270) 



It’s hard enough to be an artist, so imagine the real-life challenges 

women artists face 

     And one gathers from this enormous modern literature of confession 
and self–analysis that to write a work of genius is almost always a 
feat of prodigious difficulty. Everything is against the likelihood that it 
will come from the writer’s mind whole and entire. Generally material 
circumstances are against it. Dogs will bark; people will interrupt; 
money must be made; health will break down. Further, accentuating 
all these difficulties and making them harder to bear is the world’s 
notorious indifference. It does not ask people to write poems and 
novels and histories; it does not need them. It does not care whether 
Flaubert finds the right word… (NA 2270) 

 

     But for women, I thought, looking at the empty shelves, these 
difficulties were infinitely more formidable. In the first place, to have 
a room of her own, let alone a quiet room or a sound–proof room, 
was out of the question, unless her parents were exceptionally rich 
or very noble, even up to the beginning of the nineteenth century. 
(NA 2270-2271) 



Conclusion:  

Judith Shakespeare still lives... 

and she may still be waiting to be born 

 

     I told you in the course of this paper that Shakespeare had a sister. . . .  
 

     Now it is my belief that this poet who never wrote a word and was 
buried at the crossroads still lives. She lives in you and me, and in 
many other women who are not here tonight, for they are washing up 
the dishes and putting the children to bed. . . . 

 

     . . . my belief is that if we live another century or so . . . then the 
opportunity will come and the dead poet who was Shakespeare’s sister 
. . . will be born (NA 2272) 

 

   


