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Reading Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own 
 

I. A Brief Summary of the Essay: 

 

     First published in 1929 by Harcourt, Inc., A Room of One’s Own is an expanded essay based 

on the two papers read to the Arts Society at Newnham and the Odtaa at Girton in October 1928.  

 

     Virginia Woolf was asked to speak about women and fiction, and her contemplation on this 

subject led to this seemingly simple yet profound and thought-provoking statement: “A woman 

must have money and a room of her own if she is to write fiction” (4). It is through her power of 

imagination, “making use of all the liberties and licenses of a novelist” (4), Woolf shows in her 

essay that “fiction here is likely to contain more truth than fact” (4). However, she warns her 

audience at the outset: “One can only show how one came to hold whatever opinion one does 

hold. One can only give one’s audience the chance of drawing their own conclusions as they 

observe the limitations, the prejudices, the idiosyncrasies of the speaker” (4).   

 

     In the following pages, Woolf trances the development of her train of thought in vivid detail, 

revealing her reflections on history, men’s prejudices against women, women’s social and 

economic positions, their struggle in literary creation, and most interestingly, Shakespeare’s 

“extraordinarily gifted” sister called Judith who died young and without leaving behind a line of 

poetry. Throughout the essay, Woolf impels her readers to see how important material things are: 

money and privacy are essential to artistic creation for women. The “I” in the first person 

narrative, may be “only a convenient term for somebody who has no real being” (4), as Woolf 

puts it, but this “I” in the story is a woman who has the courage and freedom to contemplate, to 

question, to probe, to search, to travel, to observe, and to speak her mind; perhaps more 

importantly, she has money to pay for her food and lodging. “Poetry,” Woolf emphasizes, 

“depends upon intellectual freedom”(108). But intellectual freedom and the power of 

imagination cannot be gained and developed without a material basis. Therefore, money and a 

room of one’s own—that is, economic independence—makes it possible for women to fully and 

freely engage in literary creation, to write about whatever subject and in whatever genre that may 

interest them, for their “good and for the good of the world at large”(109).  

 

      As Mary Gorton points out correctly in Foreword, “Woolf’s sense of the writer’s vocation is 

religious in its intensity” (viii).  In terms of literary creation, Woolf argues that great literature 

can only be produced by a mind that is completely free, “because the mind of an artist, in order 

to achieve the prodigious effort of freeing whole and entire the work that is in him, must be 

incandescent, like Shakespeare’s mind” (56). In Shakespeare’s case, Woolf points out further, 

“All desire to protest, to preach, to proclaim an injury, to pay off a score, to make the world the 

witness of some hardship or grievance was fired out of him and consumed. Therefore his poetry 

flows from him free and unimpeded” (57). Furthermore, tuning to a mystical force in things in 

Chapter Six, Woolf describes how an ordinary sight in London helps her envision and 

understand that such a creative mind like Shakespeare’s or Jane Austen’s must have been—and  

should be—an androgynous mind. The scene is, indeed, ordinary enough: a girl and a young man 

approached each other from the opposite directions of a street and got into a taxi that happened 

to stop where they were, and then drove away. Woolf remarks:   
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         For certainly, when I saw the couple get into the taxi-cab the mind felt as if, after being 

         divided, it had come together again in a natural fusion. The obvious reason would be that it  

         is natural for sexes to co-operate. One has a profound, if irrational, instinct in favor of the 

         theory that the union of man and woman makes for the greatest satisfaction, the most  

         complete happiness…. And I went on to amateurishly to sketch a plan of the soul so that in  

         each of us two powers preside, one male, one female…. It is when this fusion takes place  

         that the mind is fully fertilized and uses all its faculties. Perhaps a mind that is purely  

         masculine cannot create, any more than a mind that is purely feminine, I thought. (97-8)  

 

Therefore, writers who write purely from their gender perspective will fail, for “it is fatal for any 

one who writes to think of their sex,” says Woolf. “It is fatal to be a man or woman pure and 

simple; one must be woman-manly or man-womanly…. And fatal is no figure of speech; for 

anything written with that conscious bias is doomed to death” (104).  Rather, the creative power 

in the writer must be nourished and sustained and balanced by the interaction of the male and 

female forces within him/her. If the write is to express his/her experience fully, “There must be 

freedom and there must be peace” (104).  

 

     Another important point Woolf makes clear is that great literature is not produced by isolated 

individual efforts. On the contrary, “books continue each other” (80). Great literature is the result 

of accumulative efforts by generations of writers. Shakespeare must have learned something 

from Marlow, Marlow from Chaucer, and Chaucer from those forerunners who “paved the ways 

and tamed the natural savagery of the tongue” (65). Moreover, great writers are both inheritors 

and originators—take Charlotte Bronte, for example. Lacking a female tradition—there are 

fewer women writers in British literature that a woman can model on—certainly poses 

challenges for women, but collectively the effort by women writers in the future would surely 

make Shakespeare’s equally talented sister shine; “for great poets do not die; they are continuing 

presences; they need only the opportunity to walk among us in the flesh” (113). With 

encouragement and hope, Woolf adds this to conclude her essay: “But I maintain that she would 

come if we worked for her, and that so to work, even in poverty and obscurity, is worth while” 

(114). 

 

II. Chapter Synopses and Questions for Discussion: 

 

Chapter One: Pondering the topic women and fiction, Woolf reaches this statement: “A woman 

must have money and a room of her own if she is to write fiction” (4). Using the first person 

narrator “I”, Woolf begins to trace her train of thought. First, as visitor to Oxbridge, she 

describes the magnificent buildings and its physical environment in the men’s colleges, then she 

compares the luncheon menu at the men’s college with the dinner menu at the women’s college, 

and raises questions such as: Why is there such a great material disparity between the men’s and 

women’s colleges? And why is it so difficulty to raise money for the women’s college? 

 

1. What is Woolf’s central thesis in this long essay? (How would you respond to the 

statement—“a woman must have money and a room of her own if she is to write fiction”?) 

2. How does the author propose to make clear her train of thought that led to this statement? 
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3. According to the narrator, what is the foundation upon which Cambridge or Oxford was 

built?  

4. How do you respond to the narrator’s comparison between the men’s and women’s 

colleges in material terms? Or: What seems to strike you the most when you read the 

narrator’s detailed description of food served at both the men’s and women’s colleges?  

5. How would you respond to the statement “fiction here is likely to contain more truth than 

fact” (4)?  

 

Chapter Two: The narrator goes to the British Museum in London to seek truth about women 

from those “learned and the unprejudiced” experts (25). She discovers that almost all the books 

on women were written by men, yet however different their opinions may have been, few have 

much scientific value. Nevertheless, her research makes it clear to her that women have been 

used for centuries as looking-glasses “reflecting the figure of man at twice its natural size” (35).  

 

1. In this chapter, where does the narrator go to visit first and why?  

2. Why have men written so much about women? Mention one or two reasons to explain 

this phenomenon (use those of the author or your own).   

3. Why does the narrator think she fails in her attempt to find truth about women from the 

experts?  

4. How do you respond to the narrator’s drawing a face and a figure of Professor von X who 

engaged in writing his monumental work entitled The Mental, Moral, and Physical 

Inferiority of the Female Sex? What does this detail tell us about the author’s attitude 

toward the so-called “learned and unprejudiced” professors? 

5. How do you respond to her statement that “women have served all these centuries as 

looking-glasses possessing the magic and delicious power of reflecting the figure of man 

as twice its natural size” (35)? 

6. How do you interpret these few lines in relation to the rest of the chapter: “London was 

like a workshop. London was like a machine. We were all being shot backwards and 

forwards on this plain foundation to make some pattern. The British Museum was another 

department of the factory” (26)? 

 

Chapter Three: The narrator now turns to history to find out under what conditions women 

lived since the 15
th

 century. Here the author invents the story of Shakespeare’s “extraordinary 

gifted” sister called Judith who died young, so as to help the reader understand why no woman 

wrote any poetry of real significance during Shakespeare’s time.  

 

1. What does the narrator intend to find out by consulting history in this chapter? 

2. What were women’s social and economic conditions in England in the time of Elizabeth 

according to Professor Trevelyan’s History of England? 

3. How do you respond to this statement: “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” (43)? 

4. How do you respond to the story about Shakespeare’s sister Judith (pp. 47-8)? How does 

her story relate to Woolf’s central statement that “a woman must have money and a room 

of her own if she is to write fiction”? 
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5.  Woolf says, “It is the nature of the artist to mind excessively what is said about him. 

Literature is strewn with the wreckage of men who have minded beyond reason the 

opinions of others” (56). What do you think about this statement? 

 

Chapter Four: The narrator examines works written by women in the past—from Lady 

Winchilsea’s poems, Aphra Behn’s plays to the novels of Jane Austen, Charlotte Bronte, Emily 

Bronte, and George Eliot—so as to discover the traces of disturbances that reveal their fear and 

hatred, as well as social prejudices and obstacles they must have tried to cope with in their 

literary creation.   

 

1. What does the narrator do in this chapter?  

2. According to Woolf, what seems to impede Lady Winchilsea’s achievement in her poetry? 

(The same questions can also be asked about the four most important female novelists of 

the 19
th

 century—Jane Austen, Charlotte Bronte, Emily Bronte, and George Eliot—as 

commented by Woolf.) 

3. Why does Woolf say that “with Mrs. Behn we turn a very important corner on the road” 

(63)? 

4. How do you make sense of this statement—“For masterpieces are not single and solitary 

births; they are the outcome of many years of thinking in common, of thinking by the 

body of the people, so that the experience of the mass is behind the single voice” (65)? 

5. Consider the following passage: “If one shuts one’s eyes and thinks of the novel as a 

whole, it would seem to be a creation owning a certain looking-glass likeness to life, 

though of course with simplifications and distortions innumerable. At any rate, it is a 

structure leaving a shape on the mind’s eye…. This shape…starts in one kind of emotion 

that is appropriate to it. But that emotion at once blends itself with others, for the ‘shape’ 

is not made by relation of the stone to stone, but by the relation of human being to human 

being” (71).  

 

Chapter Five: Now turning her attention finally to the shelves that hold books on a great variety 

of subjects by contemporary writers male and female alike, the narrator randomly takes down a 

book called Life’s Adventure by Mary Carmichael and begins reading it while commenting on 

her writing style, her sensibility, and her narrative, as well as her limitations and weaknesses as a 

writer.   

 

1. What does the narrator talk about first in this chapter?  

2. What does Mary Carmichael have in common with those female writers who came before 

her and what advantages does she have over them? (Read pp. 92-94)  

3. According to Woolf, what great men such as Johnson, Goether and Carlyle also got from 

women besides “comfort, flattery and the pleasure of the body” (86)?  

4. From the historical point of view, what makes female creative force so unique? (Consider 

the second paragraph on page 87) 

5. Why do you think the narrator asserts that “a true picture of man as a whole can never be 

painted until a woman has described that sport the size of a shilling” (90-1)? What does 

that “spot” refer to by the author?  
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Chapter Six: From her room with a view overlooking some busy streets in London, the narrator 

sees a scene that eases the mind, and hence she beings the discussion of the androgynous mind. 

Using Mr. A’s novel as an example, she illustrates how the over-emphasis on virility or 

femininity can block the fountain of creative energy within the writer.  

 

1. Discuss Woolf’s assertion that a truly creative mind is androgynous. Do you agree or 

disagree? Why?  

2. Which reason or evidence given in this chapter or previous chapters is strong enough to 

support Woolf’s view on the androgynous mind in creation of art? 

3. What is the most important advice to future female writers from Woolf?  

4. How do you interpret Woolf’s statement that “she [Shakespeare’s sister] lives in you and 

in me, and in many others who are not here tonight…” (113)? Or: Why is Woolf so 

convinced that Shakespeare’s talented sister would have the opportunity to walk among 

us in the flesh if we worked for her?  

5. How do you make sense of the final line in the chapter? (“She would come if we worked 

for her, and that so to work, even in poverty and obscurity, is worth while.”)Does that 

seem to contradict her central thesis? Why? 

 

III. Some Additional Questions to Consider: 

 

1. When considering women’s economic independence as a must condition for their creation of 

art, can one argue that women’s economic equality with men is also the basis for their other 

equalities such as political, social, intellectual, and sexual equalities? Why? 

 

2. If you agree with Woolf’s thesis that freedom of the mind or intellectual freedom depends on a 

material basis, would you go so far as to agree that freedom of any kind must have a material 

basis?  

 

3. What are the limitations or weaknesses of Woolf’s thesis with regard to artistic creation in 

particular and freedom at large? 

 

4. How effective is Woolf’s discursive approach in her discussion of writing and writing as a 

woman in an age when a woman’s opportunities of making a living on her own were extremely 

limited? 

 

5. As Woolf demonstrates so eloquently in her essay that the subject of female sex has been 

much written about by men in history, therefore they were the experts on women while in reality 

women were rendered silent (“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”). What lessons can we also draw from her essay with regard to the issue of presentation 

and re-presentation? Consider this question in relation to Achebe’s Things Fall Apart and 

Wiesel’s Night.  

 

Note: A one-woman stage show called A Room of One’s Own is available on DVD, in which 

actress Eileen Atkins re-creates Woolf’s famed talk in the original lecture hall at Girton College, 
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Cambridge. The program runs for 53 minute. (Films for the Humanities & Sciences, 2001, 

www.films.com ) 

 

Quiz (Reading A Room of One’s Own) 3-6 

 

Answer the following questions briefly: 

 

1. What is Woolf’s central thesis in this long essay?  

 

2. In Chapter Two, where does the narrator go to visit first and why?  

 

3. In Chapter Three, what does the narrator find out about women’s social and economic 

conditions in England in the time of Elizabeth according to Professor Trevelyan’s History 

of England? 

 

Quiz (Reading A Room of One’s Own) 3-8 

 

Answer the following questions briefly: 

 

1. According to Woolf, why was Shakespeare’s sister unable to fulfill her potential? 

 

2. Why does Woolf say that “with Mrs. Behn we turn a very important corner on the road” 

(63)? 

 

3. What is an androgynous mind according to Woolf, and why is it so important for creation 

of art?  

 

 

 

Key to the answers: 

 

Quiz 1  

1. “A woman must have money and a room of her own if she is to write fiction” (4). 

2. She visits the British Museum to find what experts have said about women. 

3. Women in the Elizabethan time had no freedom—no economic and social 

independence—and were the property of men. They could be beaten, locked up, and 

flung about the room by their fathers or husbands.  

Quiz 2 

1. She lived in the time when society did not allow a woman to choose her life style nor a 

profession. No matter how gifted she was, she would not have had the opportunity to 

develop her talents.  

2. Because she was the first woman writer in Britain who earned a living by writing.  

3. An androgynous mind is one in which both the male and female powers preside, and the 

interaction or co-operation of these two powers keeps the fountain of creative energy 

flowing.  


