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make out too well —their faces seemed covered with cloth. Some looked
the same as ever—smiling green faces with protruding fangs. I could tell
at a glance that they all belonged to the same gang, that they were all
cannibals. But at the same time I also realized that they didn’t all think
the same way. Some thought it’s always been like this and that they really
should eat human flesh. Others knew they shouldn’t but went right on
doing it anyway, always on the lookout for fear someone might give them
away. And since that's exactly what I had just done, I knew they must be
furious. But they were all smiling at me—cold little smiles!

At this point Elder Brother suddenly took on an ugly look and barked,
“Get out of here! All of you! What's so funny about a madman?”

Now I'm on to another of their tricks: not only are they unwilling to
change, but they're already setting me up for their next cannibalisti? feast
by labeling me a “madman.” That way, they’ll be able to eat me without
getting into the slightest trouble. Some people will even be grateful to
them. Wasn't that the very trick used in the case that the tenant report.ed?
Everybody ganged up on a “bad” man and ate him. It's the same old thing,

Old Fifth Chen came in and made straight for me, looking mad as
could be. But he wasn’t going to shut me up! I was going to tell that bunch
of cannibals off, and no two ways about it!

“You can change! You can change from the bottom of your heart§! You
ought to know that in the future they’re not going to allow cannibalism in
the world anymore. If you don’t change, you're going to devqur each‘other
anyway. And even if a lot of you are left, a real human belng’s. going to
come along and eradicate the lot of you, just like a hunter getting rid of
wolves—or reptiles!”

Old Fifth Chen chased them all out. I don’t know where Elder Brother
disappeared to. Old Fifth talked me into going back to my room.

It was pitch black inside. The beams and rafters started trembhng.over-
head. They shook for a bit, and then they started getting bigger and bigger.
They piled themselves up into a great heap on top of my body!

The weight was incredibly heavy and I couldn’t even budge —they were
trying to kill me! But I knew their weight was an illusion, and'I struggled
out from under them, my body bathed in sweat. I was still going to have
my say. “Change this minute! Change from the bottom of your he‘arts!
You ought to know that in the future they’re not going to allow cannibals
in the world anymore . . .”

11

The sun doesn’t come out. The door doesn’t open. It’s two meals a day.

I picked up my chopsticks and that got me thinking about Elder
Brother. I realized that the reason for my younger sister’s death lay entirely
with him. I can see her now—such a lovable and helpless little thing, only
five at the time. Mother couldn’t stop crying, but he urged her to stop,
probably because he’'d eaten sister’s flesh himself and hearing mother cry
over her like that shamed him! But if he’s still capable of feeling shame,
then maybe . . . )

Younger Sister was eaten by Elder Brother. I have no way of knowing
whether Mother knew about it or not.

. 4
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I think she did know, but while she was crying she didn’t say anything
about it. She probably thought it was all right, too. I can remember once
when [ was four or five, I was sitting out in the courtyard taking in a cool
breeze when Elder Brother told me that when parents are ill, a son, in
order to be counted as a really good person, should slice off a piece of his
own flesh, boil it, and let them eat it.° At the time Mother didn’t come
out and say there was anything wrong with that. But if it was all right to
eat one piece, then there certainly wouldn’t be anything wrong with her
eating the whole body. And yet when I think back to the way she cried
and cried that day, it's enough to break my heart. It’s all strange—very,
very strange.

12

Can’t think about it anymore. I just realized today that I too have mud-
dled around for a good many years in a place where they’ve been continu-
ally eating people for four thousand years. Younger Sister happened to die
at just the time when Elder Brother was in charge of the house. Who's to
say he didn’t slip some of her meat into the food we ate?

Who's to say I didn’t eat a few pieces of my younger sister’s flesh without
knowing it? And now it’s my turn . . .

Although T wasn’t aware of it in the beginning, now that I know I'm
someone with four thousand years” experience of cannibalism behind me,
how hard it is to look real human beings in the eye!

13

Maybe there are some children around who still haven’t eaten human
flesh.
Save the children . . .

April 1918

6. In traditional literature, stories about such gruesome acts of filial piety were not unusual.

VIRGINIA WOOLF
1882-1941

An experimental novelist who developed an extraordinary poetic style for prose
fiction, Virginia Woolf is known for her precise evocations of states of mind — the
sensuous as well as rational perceptions that make up human consciousness. It is
through this recording of moments of awareness that she joins Proust and Joyce in
the move away from the linear development and objective descriptions of the
nineteenth-century novel and works toward a different way of structuring both her
protagonists’ personal awareness and the relationships of different parts of the text.
Blocks of time are juxtaposed in the memory or in different points of view; incom-
plete perspectives play off one another to create a larger pattern; alternating modes
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of narration remind the reader that a poetic (or fictional) creation is involved,
Adapting the “stream of consciousness” technique inside a narrative style that
ranges from precise, mundane details to lyric elaboration, and keenly aware of
the way perception is further shaped by cultural habits, Woolf shows the creative
imagination to be as necessary in our lives as it is in the creation of artistic texts.

She was born Adeline Virginia Stephen on January 25, 1882, one of the four
children of the eminent Victorian editor and historian Leslie Stephen and his
wife, Julia. The family actively pursued intellectual and artistic interests, and Julia
was admired and sketched by some of the most famous Pre-Raphaelite artists.
Following the customs of the day, only the sons, Adrian and Thoby, were given
formal and university education; Virginia and her sister, Vanessa (later the painter
Vanessa Bell), were instructed at home by their parents, and depended for further
education on their father’s immense library. Virginia bitterly resented this unequal
treatment and the systematic discouragement of women’s intellectual develop-
ment that it implied. Throughout her own work, themes of society’s different atti-
tudes toward men and women play a strong role, especially in the essay collection
A Room of One’s Own (1929) —which contains the famous anecdote of her having
been warned off the grass and forbidden entrance to a university library because
she was a woman—and Three Guineas (1938). A Room of One’s Own examines
the history of literature written by women and contains also an impassioned plea
that women writers be given conditions equal to those available for men: specifi-
cally, the privacy of a room in which to write and economic independence. (At
the time Woolf wrote, it was very unusual for women to have any money of their
own or to be able to devote themselves to a career with the same freedom as men.)
After her mother’s death in 1895, Woolf was expected to take over the supervision
of the family household, which she did until her father’s death in 1904. Of fragile
physical health after an attack of whooping cough when she was six, she suffered
in addition a nervous breakdown after the death of each parent.

Woolf moved to central London with her sister and brother Adrian after their
father’s death, and took a house in the Bloomsbury district (where the British
Museum is located). They soon became the focus of what was later called the
Bloomsbury Group, a gathering of writers, artists, and intellectuals impatient with
conservative Edwardian society and eager to explore new modes of thought. Mem-
bers of the group included the novelist E. M. Forster, the historian Lytton Stra-
chey, the economist John Maynard Keynes, and the art critics Clive Bell (who
married Vanessa) and Roger Fry (who introduced the group to postimpressionist
painters such as Edouard Manet and Paul Cézanne). Woolf was not yet writing
fiction, but contributed reviews to the Times Literary Supplement, taught literature
and composition at Morley College (an institution with a volunteer faculty that
provided educational opportunities for workers), and worked for the adult suffrage
movement and a feminist group. In 1912 she married Leonard Woolf, who
encouraged her to write and with whom she founded the Hogarth Press in 1917.
The press became one of the most respected of the small literary presses and
published works by such major authors as T. S. Eliot, Katherine Mansfield, Lytton
Strachey, E. M. Forster, Maxim Gorky, and John Middleton Murry as well as
Woolf’s own novels and translations of Freud. Over the next two decades she
produced her best-known fiction while coping with frequent bouts of physical and
mental illness. Already depressed during World War II and exhausted after the
completion of her last novel, Between the Acts (1941), she sensed the approach of
a serious attack of insanity and the confinement it would entail: in such situations,
she was obliged to “rest” and forbidden to read or write. In March 1941, she
drowned herself in a river close to her Sussex home.

As a writer, Woolf is best known for her poetic evocations of the way we think
and feel. Like Proust and Joyce, she is superbly capable of evoking all the concrete,
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sensuous details of everyday experience; like them, she explores the structures of
consciousness. What she really deplored was the microscopic, documentary real-
ism that contemporaries like Arnold Bennett and John Galsworthy drew from the
nineteenth-century masters. The contemporary realists’ pretense of scientific
objectivity was false, she felt, since they refused to take into account the fact that
there are no neutral observers—that “reality” is reported differently by different
people. Worse, their goal of scientific objectivity often resulted in a mere chrono-
logical accumulation of details, the “appalling narrative business of . .. getting
from lunch to dinner.” Woolf preferred a more subjective and, she hoped, a more
accurate account of the real. Her focus was not so much the object under observa-
tion as the way the observer perceived it: “Let us record the atoms as they fall
upon the mind in the order in which they fall, let us trace the pattern, however
disconnected and incoherent in appearance, which each sight or incident scores
upon the consciousness.”

Woolf’s writing has been compared with postimpressionist art in the way that it
emphasizes the abstract arrangement of perspectives to suggest additional networks
of meaning. After two relatively traditional novels, she began to develop a more
flexible approach that openly manipulated fictional structure. The continuously
developing plot gave way to an organization by juxtaposed points of view; the
experience of “real” or chronological time was displaced (although not com-
pletely) by a mind ranging ambiguously among its memories; and an intricate
pattern of symbolic themes connected otherwise unrelated characters in the same
story. All these techniques made new demands on the reader’s ability to synthesize
and re-create a whole picture. In Jacob’s Room (1922), a picture of the hero must
be assembled from a series of partial points of view. In The Waves (1931), the
multiple perspective of different characters soliloquizing on their relationship to
the dead Percival is broken by ten interludes that together construct an additional,
interacting perspective when they describe the passage of a single day from dawn
to dusk. The same novel may expand or telescope the sense of time: Mrs. Dalloway
(1925) focuses apparently on Clarissa Dalloway’s preparations for a party that eve-
ning but at the same time calls up—at different times, and according to different
contexts—her whole life from childhood to her present age of fifty. Problems of
identity are a constant concern in these shifting perspectives, and Woolf often
portrays the search of unfulfilled personalities for whatever will complete them.
Her work is studded with moments of heightened awareness (comparable to
Joyce’s epiphanies) in which a character suddenly sees into a person or situation.
With Woolf, this moment is less a matter of mystical insight (as it is with Joyce)
than a creation of the mind using all its faculties.

No one can read Woolf without being struck by the importance she gives to the
creative imagination. Her major characters display a sensitivity beyond rational
logic, and her narrative style celebrates the aesthetic impulse to coordinate many
dimensions inside one harmoniously significant whole. Human beings are not
complete, Woolf suggests, without exercising their intuitive and imaginative facul-
ties. Like other modernist writers, she is fascinated by the creative process and
often makes reference to it in her work. Whether describing the struggles of a
painter in To the Lighthouse (1927) or of a writer in An Unwritten Novel, she
simultaneously illustrates the exploratory and creative work of the human imagina-
tion. Not all this work is visible in the finished painting or novel: observing, sifting,
coordinating, projecting different interpretations and relationships, the mind per-
forms an enormous labor of coordinating consciousness that cannot be captured
entirely in any fixed form.

In An Unwritten Novel, Woolf humorously describes the embryonic stages of
composition by taking the reader through the tentative beginnings of a novel that
might have been. The story moves back and forth between two sides of imagina-
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tion and reality, both contributing to the potential novel, as the narrator mentally
tests out possible versions based on her observation of a particular person in the
railway carriage. On the one hand, she records the actual words and gestures of
her fellow passengers on the train: on the other, she projects their imagined life
into a completely fictional creation as she perceives, empathizes, and shapes what
she sees to fit her own preconceptions. The process of composition appears in al]
its experiments, false starts, and corrections for tone and consistency: the narrator
must find the appropriate imagined crime for Minnie’s repressed air, supply ferns
instead of rhododendrons to fit a given scene, and add or subtract characlters to
round out the story. Nor does Woolf ignore the narrator’s own character as a moti-
vating force. Although the narrator prides herself on starting from a solid base of
concrete observation, her artist’s joy in the pure exercise of creativity quickly leads
to elaboration for its own sake (the broken eggshell that becomes a map, blocks of
marble, and Spanish silver and gold: her delighted transformation of James Mog-
gridge into a clinically functioning organism as her x-ray vision penetrates “the
spine tough as whalebone, straight as oaktree; the ribs radiating branches; the flesh
taut tarpaulin; the red hollows; the suck and regurgitation of the heart; while from
above meat falls in brown cubes and beer gushes to be churned to blood again”).
Like Baudelaire in The Windows, she triumphantly asserts the value of creativity
over mere factual evidence. When her first tale has comically been disproved and
she is left “bare as a bone,” it is not long before instinct takes over and she starts
spinning stories anew. In this richly textured story, which combines the dimen-
sions of objective reality and self-deception with a passionate statement of the
liberating power of art, Woolf pokes gentle fun at herself and at the whole tradition
of the novel as a mirror of reality. The essayist’s critical and self-analytic perspective
gives way at the end, however, to a lyric reaffirmation of the artist’s obsession with
the fascinating, “adorable world” of colorful sights and mysterious figures, all wait-
ing to be created.

Phyllis Rose, Woman of Letters: A Life of Virginia Woolf (1978), is a valuable
biography; Edward Bishop, Virginia Woolf (1991), is a recent brief introduction. A
useful and readable overview of the texts is provided by Avrom Fleishman, Virginia
Woolf: A Critical Reading (1975). Two valuable collections of essays of Woolf’s
writing and her position in the modernist/postmodernist tradition are Patricia
Clements and Isobel Grundy, eds., Virginia Woolf: New Critical Essays (1983),
and Margaret Homans, ed., Virginia Woolf: A Collection of Critical Essays (1993).
Dean R. Baldwin, Virginia Woolf: A Study of the Short Fiction (1989), offers a
brief discussion, six essays by other critics, and two essays by Woolf on modern
fiction. Jane Marcus, New Feminist Essays on Virginia Woolf (1981), includes
representative feminist critiques of Virginia Woolf as writer and social thinker.
Patricia Ondek Laurence situates Woolf in The Reading of Silence: Virginia Woolf
in the English Tradition (1991); comparative studies include Richard Pearce, The
Politics of Narration: James Joyce, William Faulkner, and Virginia Woolf (1991),
and Bette London, The Appropriated Voice: Narrative Authority in Conrad, Forster,
and Woolf (1990).

An Unwritten Novel

Such an expression of unhappiness was enough by itself to make one’s
eyes slide above the paper’s edge to the poor woman'’s face —insignificant
without that look, almost a symbol of human destiny with it. Life’s what
you see in people’s eyes; life’s what they learn, and, having learnt it, never,

AN UNWRITTEN NOVEL 2739

though they seek to hide it, cease to be aware of —what? That life’s like
that, it seems. Five faces opposite —five mature faces—and the knowledge
in each face. Strange though, how people want to conceal it! Marks of
reticence are on all those faces: lips shut, eyes shaded, each one of the five
doing something to hide or stultify his knowledge. One smokes; another
reads; a third checks entries in a pocket book; a fourth stares at the map
of the line framed opposite; and the fifth—the terrible thing about the
fifth is that she does nothing at all. She looks at life. Ah, but my poor,
unfortunate woman, do play the game—do, for all our sakes, conceal it!

As if she heard me, she looked up, shifted slightly in her seat and sighed.
She seemed to apologize and at the same time to say to me, “If only you
knew!” Then she looked at life again. “But I do know,” I answered silently,
glancing at the Times' for manners’ sake. “I know the whole business.
Peace between Germany and the Allied Powers was yesterday officially
ushered in at Paris— Signor Nitti, the Italian Prime Minister—a passenger
train at Doncaster was in collision with a goods train ... We all know—
the Times knows—but we pretend we don’t.” My eyes had once more
crept over the paper’s rim. She shuddered, twitched her arm queerly to
the middle of her back and shook her head. Again I dipped into my great
reservoir of life. “Take what you like,” I continued, “births, deaths, mar-
riages, Court Circular,? the habits of birds, Leonardo da Vinci, the Sand-
hills murder, high wages and the cost of living—oh, take what you like,” I
repeated, “it’s all in the Times!” Again with infinite weariness she moved
her head from side to side until, like a top exhausted with spinning, it
settled on her neck.

The Times was no protection against such sorrow as hers. But other
human beings forbade intercourse. The best thing to do against life was
to fold the paper so that it made a perfect square, crisp, thick, impervious
even to life. This done, I glanced up quickly, armed with a shield of my
own. She pierced through my shield; she gazed into my eyes as if search-
ing any sediment of courage at the depths of them and damping it to clay.
Her twitch alone denied all hope, discounted all illusion.

So we rattled through Surrey and across the border into Sussex.” But
with my eyes upon life I did not see that the other travellers had left, one
by one, till, save for the man who read, we were alone together. Here was
Three Bridges station. We drew slowly down the platform and stopped.
Was he going to leave us? I prayed both ways—I prayed last that he might
stay. At that instant he roused himself, crumpled his paper contemptu-
ously, like a thing done with, burst open the door, and left us alone.

The unhappy woman, leaning a little forward, palely and colourlessly
addressed me—talked of stations and holidays, of brothers at Eastbourne,”*
and the time of year, which was, I forget now, early or late. But at last
looking from the window and seeing, I knew, only life, she breathed,
“Staying away—that's the drawback of it—” Ah, now we approached the
catastrophe.’ “My sister-in-law” —the bitterness of her tone was like lemon

1. Major London newspaper, reputed to cover everything from international and royal news to a variety
of local topics. 2. Royal news. 3. The train is passing through the southeastern English country-
side, headed away from London. 4. A seaside resort. 5. In the literary sense: a dénouement or
crucial revelation.
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on cold steel, and speaking, not to me, but to herself, she muttered, “Non-
sense, she would say—that’s what they all say,” and while she spoke she
fidgeted as though the skin on her back were as a plucked fowl’s in a
poulterer’s shop-window.

“Oh, that cow!” she broke off nervously, as though the great wooden
cow in the meadow had shocked her and saved her from some indiscre-
tion. Then she shuddered, and then she made the awkward angular move-
ment that I had seen before, as if, after the spasm, some spot between the
shoulders burnt or itched. Then again she looked the most unhappy
woman in the world, and I once more reproached her, though not with
the same conviction, for if there were a reason, and if I knew the reason,
the stigma was removed from life.

“Sisters-in-law,” I said —

Her lips pursed as if to spit venom at the word; pursed they remained.
All she did was to take her glove and rub hard at a spot on the window-
pane. She rubbed as if she would rub something out for ever—some stain,
some indelible contamination. Indeed, the spot remained for all her rub-
bing, and back she sank with the shudder and the clutch of the arm I had
come to expect. Something impelled me to take my glove and rub my
window. There, too, was a little speck on the glass. For all my rubbing it
remained. And then the spasm went through me; I crooked my arm and
plucked at the middle of my back. My skin, too, felt like the damp chick-
en’s skin in the poulterer’s shop-window; one spot between the shoulders
itched and irritated, felt clammy, felt raw. Could I reach it? Surreptitiously
[ tried. She saw me. A smile of infinite irony, infinite sorrow, flitted and
faded from her face. But she had communicated, shared her secret, passed
her poison; she would speak no more. Leaning back in my corner,
shielding my eyes from her eyes, seeing only the slopes and hollows, greys
and purples, of the winter’s landscape, I read her message, deciphered her
secret, reading it beneath her gaze.

Hilda’s the sister-in-law. Hilda? Hilda? Hilda Marsh—Hilda the bloom-
ing, the full bosomed, the matronly. Hilda stands at the door as the cab
draws up, holding a coin. “Poor Minnie, more of a grasshopper than
ever—old cloak she had last year. Well, well, with two children these days
one can’t do more. No, Minnie, I've got it; here you are, cabby—none of
your ways with me. Come in, Minnie. Oh, I could carry you, let alone
your basket!” So they go into the dining-room. “Aunt Minnie, children.”

Slowly the knives and forks sink from the upright. Down they get (Bob
and Barbara), hold out hands stiffly; back again to their chairs, staring
between the resumed mouthfuls. [But this we’ll skip; ornaments, curtains,
trefoil china plate, yellow oblongs of cheese, white squares of biscuit—
skip, oh, but wait! Halfway through luncheon one of those shivers; Bob
stares at her, spoon in mouth. “Get on with your pudding, Bob”; but Hilda
disapproves. “Why should she twitch?” Skip, skip, till we reach the landing
on the upper floor; stairs brass-bound; linoleum worn; oh, yes! little bed-
room looking out over the roofs of Eastbourne —zigzagging roofs like the
spines of caterpillars, this way, that way, striped red and yellow, with blue-
black slating.] Now, Minnie, the door’s shut; Hilda heavily descends to the
basement; you unstrap the straps of your basket, lay on the bed a meagre
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nightgown, stand side by side furred felt slippers. The looking-glass—no,
you avoid the looking-glass. Some methodical disposition of hat-pins. Per-
haps the shell box has something in it? You shake it; it’s the pearl stud
there was last year—that’s all. And then the sniff, the sigh, the sitting by
the window. Three o’clock on a December afternoon; the rain drizzling!
one light low in the skylight of a drapery emporium; another high in a
servant’s bedroom —this one goes out. That gives her nothing to look at.
A moment’s blankness —then, what are you thinking? (Let me peep across
at her opposite; she’s asleep or pretending it; so what would she think
about sitting at the window at three o’clock in the afternoon? Health,
money, bills, her God?) Yes, sitting on the very edge of the chair looking
over the roofs of Eastbourne, Minnie Marsh prays to God. That’s all very
well; and she may rub the pane too, as though to see God better; but what
God does she see? Who's the God of Minnie Marsh, the God of the back
streets of Eastbourne, the God of three o’clock in the afternoon? I, too,
see roofs, I see sky; but, oh, dear—this seeing of Gods! More like President
Kruger than Prince Albert®—that’s the best I can do for him; and I see
him on a chair, in a black frock-coat, not so very high up either; I can
manage a cloud or two for him to sit on; and then his hand trailing in the
cloud holds a rod, a truncheon is it? —black, thick, thorned—a brutal old
bully—Minnie’s God! Did he send the itch and the patch and the twitch?
Is that why she prays? What she rubs on the window is the stain of sin.
Oh, she committed some crime!

I have my choice of crimes. The woods flit and fly—in summer there
are bluebells; in the opening there, when spring comes, primroses. A part-
ing, was it, twenty years ago? Vows broken? Not Minnie’s! ... She was
faithful. How she nursed her mother! All her savings on the tombstone —
wreaths under glass—daffodils in jars. But I'm off the track. A crime. . ..
They would say she kept her sorrow, suppressed her secret—her sex, they'd
say—the scientific people. But what flummery to saddle her with sex!
No—more like this. Passing down the streets of Croydon twenty years ago,
the violet loops of ribbon in the draper’s window spangled in the electric
light catch her eye. She lingers—past six. Still by running she can reach
home. She pushes through the glass wing door. It's sale-time. Shallow
trays brim with ribbons. She pauses, pulls this, fingers that with the raised
roses on it—no need to choose, no need to buy, and each tray with its
surprises. “We don’t shut till seven,” and then it is seven. She runs, she
rushes, home she reaches, but too late. Neighbours—the doctor—baby
brother—the kettle—scalded—hospital —dead—or only the shock of it,
the blame? Ah, but the detail matters nothing! It's what she carries with
her; the spot, the crime, the thing to expiate, always there between her
shoulders. “Yes,” she seems to nod to me, “it’s the thing I did.”

Whether you did, or what you did, I don’t mind; it’s not the thing I
want. The draper’s window looped with violet—that'll do; a little cheap
perhaps, a little commonplace—since one has a choice of crimes, but

6. Husband of the British Queen Victoria; he was a popular figure known for political moderation
(1819-1861). Paul Kruger (1825-1904), Transvaal statesman strongly opposed to British- influence in
South Africa, president of the Boer Republic for twenty years. Contemporary pictures show him in
formal frock coat with a severe, bearded face.
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then so many (let me peep across again—still sleeping, or pretending
sleep! white, worn, the mouth closed—a touch of obstinacy, more than
one would think—no hint of sex) —so many crimes aren’t your crime; your
crime was cheap, only the retribution solemn; for now the church door
opens, the hard wooden pew receives her; on the brown tiles she kneels,
every day, winter, summer, dusk, dawn (here she’s at it) prays. All her sins
fall, fall, for ever fall. The spot receives them. It’s raised, it’s red, it’s burn-
ing. Next she twitches. Small boys point. “Bob at lunch today” —But
elderly women are the worst.

Indeed now you can’t sit praying any longer. Kruger’s sunk beneath the
clouds—washed over as with a painter’s brush of liquid grey, to which he
adds a tinge of black—even the tip of the truncheon gone now. That's
what always happens! Just as you've seen him, felt him, someone inter-
rupts. It's Hilda now.

How you hate her! She’ll even lock the bathroom door overnight, too,
though it’s only cold water you want, and sometimes when the night’s
been bad it seems as if washing helped. And John at breakfast—the chil-
dren —meals are worst, and sometimes there are friends—ferns don’t alto-
gether hide ’em —they guess, too; so out you go along the front, where the
waves are grey, and the papers blow, and the glass shelters green and
draughty, and the chairs cost tuppence’ —too much—for there must be
preachers along the sands. Ah, that’s a nigger—that’s a funny man—that’s
a man with parakeets—poor little creatures! Is there no one here who
thinks of God? —just up there, over the pier, with his rod —but no—there’s
nothing but grey in the sky or if it’s blue the white clouds hide him, and
the music—it’s military music—and what are they fishing for? Do they
catch them? How the children stare! Well, then home a back way—
“Home a back way!” The words have meaning; might have been spoken
by the old man with whiskers—no, no, he didn'’t really speak; but every-
thing has meaning—placards leaning against doorways—names above
shop-windows—red fruit in baskets—women’s heads in the hairdresser’s—
all say “Minnie Marsh!” But here’s a jerk. “Eggs are cheaper!”® That's
what always happens! I was heading her over the waterfall, straight for
madness, when, like a flock of dream sheep, she turns t'other way and
runs between my fingers. Eggs are cheaper. Tethered to the shores of the
world, none of the crimes, sorrows, rhapsodies, or insanities for poor Min-
nie Marsh; never late for luncheon; never caught in a storm without a
mackintosh; never utterly unconscious of the cheapness of eggs. So she
reaches home—scrapes her boots.

Have I read you right? But the human face —the human face at the top
of the fullest sheet of print holds more, withholds more. Now, eyes open,
she looks out; and in the human eye—how d’you define it?—there’s a
break—a division—so that when you've grasped the stem the butterfly’s
off —the moth that hangs in the evening over the yellow flower—move,
raise your hand, off, high, away. I won’t raise my hand. Hang still, then,
quiver, life, soul, spirit, whatever you are of Minnie Marsh—1, too, on my

7. Chairs were available for rent along the waterfront. 8. The narrator’s silent imaginings are inter-
rupted and brought down to earth when Minnie Marsh, preparing to eat her snack of hard-boiled egg,
comments out loud that “Eggs are cheaper!”
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flower —the hawk over the down—alone, or what were the worth of life?
To rise; hang still in the evening, in the midday; hang still over the down.
The flicker of a hand—off, up! then poised again. Alone, unseen; seeing
all so still down there, all so lovely. None seeing, none caring. The eyes
of others our prisons; their thoughts our cages. Air above, air below. And
the moon and immortality. ... Oh, but I drop to the turf! Are you down
too, you in the corner, what’s your name —woman—Minnie Marsh; some
such name as that? There she is, tight to her blossom; opening her hand-
bag, from which she takes a hollow shell—an egg—who was saying that
eggs were cheaper? You or I? Oh, it was you who said it on the way home,
you remember, when the old gentleman, suddenly opening his
umbrella—or sneezing was it? Anyhow, Kruger went, and you came
“home a back way,” and scraped your boots. Yes. And now you lay across
your knees a pocket-handkerchief into which drop little angular fragments
of eggshell —fragments of a map—a puzzle. I wish I could piece them
together! If you would only sit still. She’s moved her knees—the map’s in
bits again. Down the slopes of the Andes the white blocks of marble go
bounding and hurtling, crushing to death a whole troop of Spanish mule-
teers, with their convoy— Drake’s booty, gold and silver.? But to return—
To what, to where? She opened the door, and, putting her umbrella in
the stand—that goes without saying: so, too, the whiff of beef from the
basement; dot, dot, dot. But what I cannot thus eliminate, what I must,
head down, eyes shut, with the courage of a battalion and the blindness of
a bull, charge and disperse are, indubitably, the figures behind the ferns,
commercial travellers. There, I've hidden them all this time in the hope
that somehow they'd disappear, or better still emerge, as indeed they must,
if the story’s to go on gathering richness and rotundity, destiny and tragedy,
as stories should, rolling along with it two, if not three, commercial travel-
lers and a whole grove of aspidistra. “The fronds of the aspidistra only
partly concealed the commercial traveller' —” Rhododendrons would
conceal him utterly, and into the bargain give me my fling of red and
white, for which I starve and strive; but rhododendrons in Eastbourne —
in December—on the Marshes’ table —no, no, I dare not;? it’s all a matter
of crusts and cruets, frills and ferns. Perhaps there’ll be a moment later by
the sea. Moreover, I feel, pleasantly pricking through the green fretwork
and over the glacis of cut glass, a desire to peer and peep at the man
opposite—one’s as much as I can manage. James Moggridge is it, whom
the Marshes call Jimmy? [Minnie, you must promise not to twitch till I've
got this straight.] James Moggridge travels in—shall we say buttons?> —but
the time’s not come for bringing them in—the big and the little on the
long cards, some peacock-eyed, others dull gold; cairngorms* some, and
others coral sprays—but I say the time’s not come. He travels, and on
Thursdays, his Eastbourne day, takes his meals with the Marshes. His red

9. The yellow and white fragments of egg inspire another series of images. Sir Francis Drake (15407—
1596) was an English explorer and sea captain who captured Spanish ships returning from South
America laden with gold and silver stolen from the Indians. The Indians are imagined as rolling blocks
of marble down the Andes mountains to crush the invaders. 1. Traveling salesman. 2. Aspidistra
(a longleaved, common house plant) is more appropriate for the imagined story’s middle-class setting
than rhododendron, which would not fit the season or context. 3. The commercial traveler given the
name James Moggridge is imagined as selling buttons; there follows a brief description of his merchan-
dise on its display cards. 4. A yellow quartz.
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face, his little steady eyes—by no means altogether commonplace —his
enormous appetite (that’s safe; he won’t look at Minnie till the bread’s
swamped the gravy dry), napkin tucked diamond-wise —but this is primi-
tive, and, whatever it may do the reader, don’t take me in. Let’s dodge to
the Moggridge household, set that in motion. Well, the family boots are
mended on Sundays by James himself. He reads Truth.> But his passion?
Roses—and his wife a retired hospital nurse —interesting—for God’s sake
let me have one woman with a name I like! But no; she’s of the unborn
children of the mind, illicit, none the less loved, like my rhododendrons.
How many die in every novel that’s written —the best, the dearest, while
Moggridge lives. It’s life’s fault. Here’s Minnie eating her egg at the
moment opposite and at t'other end of the line—are we past Lewes?0—
there must be Jimmy—or what’s her twitch for?

There must be Moggridge—life’s fault. Life imposes her laws; life
blocks the way; life’s behind the fern; life’s the tyrant; oh, but not the
bully! No, for I assure you I come willingly; I come wooed by Heaven
knows what compulsion across ferns and cruets, table splashed and bottles
smeared. I come irresistibly to lodge myself somewhere on the firm flesh,
in the robust spine, wherever I can penetrate or find foothold on the per-
son, in the soul, of Moggridge the man. The enormous stability of the
fabrlc the spine tough as whalebone, straight as oaktree; the ribs radiating
branches the flesh taut tarpaulin; the red hollows; the suck and regurgita-
tion of the heart; while from above meat falls in brown cubes and beer
gushes to be churned to blood again—and so we reach the eyes. Behind
the aspidistra they see something: black, white, dismal; now the plate
again; behind the aspidistra they see an elderly woman; “Marsh’s sister.
Hilda’s more my sort”; the tablecloth now. “Marsh would know what’s
wrong with Morrises . . .” talk that over; cheese has come; the plate again;
turn it round—the enormous fingers; now the woman opposite. “Marsh’s
sister—not a bit like Marsh; wretched, elderly female. . . . You should feed
your hens. . . . God’s truth, what’s set her twitching? Not what I said? Dear,
dear, dear! these elderly women. Dear, dear!”

[Yes, Minnie; I know you've twitched, but one moment— James Mog-
gridge. ]

“Dear, dear, dear!” How beautiful the sound is! like the knock of a
mallet on seasoned timber, like the throb of the heart of an ancient whaler
when the seas press thick and the green is clouded. “Dear, dear!” what a
passing bell for the souls of the fretful to soothe them and solace them,
lap them in linen, saying, “So long. Good luck to you!” and then, “What's
your pleasure?” for though Moggridge would pluck his rose for her, that’s
done, that’s over. Now what’s the next thing? “Madam, you’ll miss your
train,” for they don’t linger.

That's the man’s way; that’s the sound that reverberates; that’s St.
Paul’s,” and the motor-omnibuses. But we’re brushing the crumbs off. Oh,
Moggridge, you won't stay? You must be off? Are you driving through
Eastbourne this afternoon in one of those little carriages? Are you the man

5. A popular weekly magazine. 6. County town in East Sussex. 7. St. Paul’s Cathedral in London.
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who’s walled up in green cardboard boxes, and sometimes sits so solemn
staring like a sphinx; and always there’s a look of the sepulchral, something
of the undertaker, the coffin, and the dusk about horse and driver? Do
tell me—but the doors slammed. We shall never meet again. Moggridge,
farewelll

Yes, yes, I'm coming. Right up to the top of the house. One moment
I'll linger. How the mud goes round in the mind—what a swirl these
monsters leave, the waters rocking, the weeds waving and green here,
black there, striking to the sand, till by degrees the atoms reassemble, the
deposit sifts itself, and again through the eyes one sees clear and still, and
there comes to the lips some prayer for the departed, some obsequy for
the souls of those one nods to, the people one never meets again.

James Moggridge is dead now, gone for ever. Well, Minnie—*I can
face it no longer.” If she said that—(Let me look at her. She is brushing
the eggshell into deep declivities). She said it certainly, leaning against
the wall of the bedroom, and plucking at the little balls which edge the
claret-coloured curtain. But when the self speaks to the self, who is speak-
ing? —the entombed soul, the spirit driven in, in, in to the central cata-
comb; the self that took the veil® and left the world—a coward perhaps,
yet somehow beautiful, as it flits with its lantern restlessly up and down
the dark corridors. “I can bear it no longer,” her spirit says. “That man at
lunch—Hilda—the children.” Oh, heavens, her sob! It’s the spirit wailing
its destiny, the spirit driven hither, thither, lodging on the diminishing
carpets—meagre footholds—shrunken shreds of all the vanishing uni-
verse —love, life, faith, husband, children, I know not what splendours and
pageantries glimpsed in girlhood. “Not for me—not for me.”

But then—the muffins, the bald elderly dog? Bead mats I should fancy
and the consolation of underlinen. If Minnie Marsh were run over and
taken to hospital, nurses and doctors themselves would exclaim.”
There’s the vista and the vision—there’s the distance —the blue blot at the
end of the avenue, while, after all, the tea is rich, the muffin hot, and the
dog—“Benny, to your basket, sir, and see what mother’s brought you!” So,
taking the glove with the worn thumb, defying once more the encroaching
demon of what’s called going in holes, you renew the fortifications, thread-
ing the grey wool, running it in and out.

Running it in and out, across and over, spinning a web through which
God himself—hush, don’t think of God! How firm the stitches are! You
must be proud of your darning. Let nothing disturb her. Let the light fall
gently, and the clouds show an inner vest of the first green leaf. Let the
sparrow perch on the twig and shake the raindrop hanging to the twig’s
elbow. ... Why look up? Was it a sound, a thought? Oh, heavens! Back
again to the thing you did, the plate glass with the violet loops? But Hilda
will come. Ignominies, humiliations, oh! Close the breach.

Having mended her glove, Minnie Marsh lays it in the drawer. She
shuts the drawer with decision. I catch sight of her face in the glass. Lips
are pursed. Chin held high. Next she laces her shoes. Then she touches

8. Became a nun. 9. The hospital attendants are to exclaim at the neatness of Minnie Marsh’s
underwear. Immaculate and well-kept clothing—both inside and out—was one of the signs of a proper
lady.
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her throat. What's your brooch? Mistletoe or merrythought?! And what is
happening? Unless I'm much mistaken, the pulse’s quickened, the
moment’s coming, the threads are racing, Niagara’s ahead. Here’s the cri-
sisl Heaven be with you! Down she goes. Courage, courage! Face it, be it|
For God’s sake don’t wait on the mat now! There’s the door! I'm on your
side. Speak! Comfort her, confound her soul!*

“Oh, I beg your pardon! Yes, this is Eastbourne. I'll reach it down for
you. Let me try the handle.” [But Minnie, though we keep up pretences,
I've read you right—I'm with you now.]

“That’s all your luggage?”

“Much obliged, I'm sure.”

(But why do you look about you? Hilda won’t come to the station, nor
John; and Moggridge is driving at the far side of Eastbourne.)

“I'll wait by my bag, ma’am, that’s safest. He said he’d meet me. . . . Oh,
there he is! That’s my son.”

So they walk off together.

Well, but I'm confounded. ... Surely, Minnie, you know better! A
strange young man. ... Stop! I'll tell him—Minniel—Miss Marsh!—I
don’t know though. There’s something queer in her cloak as it blows. Oh,
but it's untrue, it’s indecent. ... Look how he bends as they reach the
gateway. She finds her ticket. What's the joke? Off they go, down the road,
side by side. . . . Well, my world’s done for! What do I stand on? What do
I know? That’s not Minnie. There never was Moggridge. Who am I? Life’s
bare as bone.

And yet the last look of them —he stepping from the kerb and she fol-
lowing him round the edge of the big building brims me with wonder—
floods me anew. Mysterious figures! Mother and son. Who are you? Why
do you walk down the street? Where tonight will you sleep, and then,
tomorrow? Oh, how it whirls and surges—floats me afresh! I start after
them. People drive this way and that. The white light splutters and pours.
Plate-glass windows. Carnations; chrysanthemums. Ivy in dark gardens.
Milk carts at the door. Wherever I go, mysterious figures, I see you, turning
the corner, mothers and sons; you, you, you. I hasten, I follow. This, I
fancy, must be the sea. Grey is the landscape; dim as ashes; the water
murmurs and moves. If I fall on my knees, if I go through the ritual, the
ancient antics, it’s you, unknown figures, you I adore; if I open my arms,
it’s you I embrace, you I draw to me —adorable world!

1. Wishbone. 2. The narrator imagines a major confrontation between the poor spinster Minnie
Marsh and Hilda.

FRANZ KAFKA
1883-1924

The predicament of Franz Kafka’s writing is, for many, the predicament of mod-
ern civilization. Nowhere is the anxiety and alienation of twentieth-century society
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more visible than in his stories of individuals struggling to prevail against a vast,
meaningless, and apparently hostile system. Identifying that system as bureaucracy,
family, religion, language, or the invisible network of social habit is less important
than recognizing the protagonists’ bewilderment at being placed in impossible
situations. Kafka’s heroes are driven to find answers in an unresponsive world, and
they are required to act according to incomprehensible rules administered by an
inaccessible authority; small wonder that they fluctuate between fear, hope, anger,
resignation, and despair. Kafka’s fictional world has long fascinated contemporary
writers, who find in it an extraordinary blend of prosaic realism and nightmarish,
infinitely interpretable symbolism. Whether evoking the multilayered bureaucracy
of the modern state, the sense of guilt felt by those facing the accusations of author-
ity, or the vulnerability of characters who cannot make themselves understood,
Kafka’s descriptions are believable because of their scrupulous attention to detail:
the flea on a fur collar, the dust under an unmade bed, the creases and yellowing
of an old newspaper, or the helplessness of a beetle turned upside down. The
sheer ordinariness of these details grounds the entire narrative, giving the reader a
continuing expectation of reality even when events escape all logic and the situa-
tion is at its most hallucinatory. This paradoxical combination has appealed to a
range of contemporary writers—each quite different from the other—who have
read and absorbed Kafka’s lesson: Samuel Beckett, Harold Pinter, Alain Robbe-
Grillet, Gabriel Garcfa Marquez.

Kafka was born into cultural alienation: Jewish (though not truly part of the
Jewish community) in Catholic Czechoslovakia, son of a German-speaking shop-
keeper when German was the language of the imposed Austro-Hungarian govern-
ment, and drawn to literature when his father—a domineering, self-made man—
pushed him toward success in business. Nor was he happier at home. Resenting
his father’s overbearing nature and feeling deprived of maternal love, he nonethe-
less lived with his parents for most of his life and complained in long letters about
his coldness and inability to love (despite numerous liaisons). Kafka took a degree
in law to qualify himself for a position in a large accident-insurance corporation,
where he worked until illness forced his retirement in 1922. By the time of his
death from tuberculosis two years later, he had published a number of short stories
and two novellas (The Metamorphosis, 1915; In the Penal Colony, 1919), but left
behind him the manuscripts of three near-complete novels that—considering him-
self a failure—he asked to have burned. Instead, Kafka’s executor Max Brod pub-
lished the novels (The Trial, 1925; The Castle, 1926; Amerika, 1927) and a
biography celebrating the genius of his tormented, guilt-ridden friend.

In spite of the indubitable fact that Franz Kafka became a respected senior
executive handling claims, litigations, public relations, and his institute’s annual
reports, and was one of the few top German executives retained when Czechoslo-
vakia finally gained independence in 1918, his image in the modern imagination
is derived from the portraits of inner anguish given in his fiction, diaries, and
letters. This “Kafka” is a tormented and sensitive soul, guiltily resentful of his job
in a giant bureaucracy, unable to free himself from his family or to cope with the
demands of love, physically feeble, and constantly beset by feelings of inferiority
and doom in an existence whose laws he can never quite understand. “Before the
Law,” a parable published in Kafka’s lifetime and included in The Trial, recounts
the archetypal setting of the “Kafka” character: a countryman waits and waits
throughout his lifetime for permission to enter a crucial Gate, where the door-
keeper (the first of many) repeatedly refuses him entrance. He tries everything
from good behavior to bribes without success. Finally, as the now-aged country-
man dies in frustration, he is told that the gate existed only for him, and that it is
now being closed. For the countryman (as for Vladimir and Estragon in Beckett’s
Waiting for Godot, and indeed for much modern literature), there is no response.
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