From A Sketch of the Past!

[MOMENTS OF BEING AND NON-BEING]

—I begin: the first memory.

This was of red and purple flowers on a black ground—my mother's dress;
and she was sitting either in a train or in an omnibus, and I was on her lap. 1

I. The autobiographical essay from which this 1940, some four months before her death, Under
extract is taken was published in Moments of the shadow of approaching war, she gropes back
Being, ed. Jeanne Schulkind (1976). Woolf began for the bright memories of childhood, especially
it on April 18, 1939, as a relief from the labor of those associated with the Stephens’ summerhome,

writing Roger Fry: A Biography (1940). The last Talland House, at St. Ives in Cornwall, the setting
date entered in the manuscript is November 17, for her novel To the Lighthouse (1927).
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therefore saw the flowers she was wearing very close; and can still see purple
and red and blue, I think, against the black; they must have been anemones.
I suppose. Perhaps we were going to St Ives; more probably, for from the lighs
it must have been evening, we were coming back to London. But it is more
convenient artistically to suppose that we were going to St Ives; for that will
lead to my other memory, which also seems to be my first memory, and in fact
it is the most important of all my memories. If life has a base that it stands
upon, if it is a bowl that one fills and fills and fills=—then my bowl without a
doubt stands upon this memory. It is of lying half asleep, half awake, in bed
in the nursery at St Ives. It is of hearing the waves breaking, one, two, one,
two, and sending a splash of water over the beach; and then breaking, one.
two, one, two, behind a yellow blind. It is of hearing the blind draw its little
acorn®across the floor as the wind blew the blind out. It is of lying and hearing
this splash and seeing this light, and feeling, it is almost impossible that |
should be here; of feeling the purest ecstasy I can conceive.

I could spend hours trying to write that as it'should be written, in order to
give the feeling which is even at this moment very strong in me. But I should
fail (unless I had some wonderful luck); I'dare say I should only succeed in
having the luck if I had begun by describing Virginia herself.

‘Here I come to one of the memoir writer's difficulties—one of the reasons
why, though I read so many, so many are failures. They leave out the person
to whom things happened. The reason is that it is so difficult to describe any
human being. So they say: “This is what happened”; but they do not say what
the person was like to whom it happened. And the events mean very little
unless we know first to whom they happened. Who was I then? Adeline Vir-
ginia Stephen, the second daughter of Leslie and Julia Prinsep Stephen; born
on 25th January 1882, descended from a great many people, some famous;
others obscure; born into a large connection, born not of rich parents, but of
well-to-do parents, born into a very communicative, literate, letter writing,
visiting, articulate, late nineteenth century world; so that I could if I liked to
take the trouble, write a great deal here not only about my mother and father
but about uncles and aunts, cousins and friénds. But I do not know how much
of this, or what part of this, made me feel what I felt in the nursery at St Ives.
I do not know how far I differ from other people. That is another' memoir
writer's difficulty. Yet to describe oneself truly one must have some standard
of comparison; was I clever, stupid, good looking, ugly, passionate, cold—?
Owing partly to the fact that I was never at school, never competed in any way
with children of my own age, I have never been able to compare my gifts and
defects with other people’s. But of course there was one external reason for
the intensity of this first impression: the impression of the waves and the acorn
on the blind; the feeling, as I describe it sometimes to myself, of lying in a
grape and seeing through a film of semi-transparent yellow—it was due partly
to the many months we spent in London. The change of nursery was a great
change. And there was the long train journey; and the excitement. I remember
the dark; the lights; the stir of the going up to bed.

But to fix my mind upon the nursery—it had a balcony; there was a partition,
but it joined the balcony of my father’s and mother’s bedroom. My mother
would come out onto her balcony in a white dressing gown. There were passion

2. Le., the acorn-shaped button on the end of the blind cord.
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flowers growing on the wall; they were great starry blossoms, with purple
streaks, and large green buds, part empty, part full.

If I were a painter I should paint these first impressions in pale yellow, silver,
and green. There was the pale yellow blind; the green sea; and the silver of
the passion flowers. I should make a picture that was globular; semi-
transparent. I should make a picture of curved petals; of shells; of things that
were 'semi-transparent; | should make curved shapes, showing the light
through, but not giving a clear outline. Everything would be large and dim;
and what was seen would at the same time be heard; sounds would come
through this petal or leaf—sounds indistinguishable from sights. Sound and
sight seem to make equal parts of these first impressions. When I think of the
early morning in bed I also hear the caw of rooks? falling from a great height.
The sound seems to. fall' through an elastic, gummy air; which holds it up;
which prevents it from being sharp and distinct. The quality of the air above
Talland House seemed to suspend sound, to let it sink down slowly, as if it
were caught in a blue gummy veil. The rooks cawing is part of the waves
breaking—one, two, one, two—and the splash as the wave drew back and then
it gathered again, and T lay there half awake, half asleep, drawing in such
ecstasy as I cannot describe.

The next memory—all these colour-and-sound memories hang together at
St Ives—was much more robust; it was highly sensual. It was later. Tt still
makes me feel warm; as if everything were ripe; humming; sunny; smelling so
many smells at once; and all making a whole that even now makes me stop—as
I'stopped then going down to the beach; I stopped at the top to look down at
the gardens. They were sunk beneath the road. The apples were on a level
with one’s head. The gardens gave off a murmur of bees; the apples were red
and gold; there were also pink flowers; and grey and silver leaves. The buzz,
the croon, the smell, all seemed to press voluptuously against some membrane;
not to burst it; but to humround one such a complete rapture of pleasure that
[ stopped, smelt; looked. But again I cannot describe that rapture. Tt was
rapture rather than ecstasy. ;

The strength of these pictures—but sight was always then so much mixed
with sound that picture is not the right word—the strength anyhow of these
impressions makes me again digress. Those moments—in the nursery, on the
road to the beach—can still be more real than the present moment. This I
have just tested. For I got up and crossed the garden. Percy was digging the
asparagus bed; Louie* was shaking a mat in front of the bedroom door. But I
was seeing them through the sight I saw here—the nursery and the road to
the beach. At times I can go back to St Ives more completely than I can this
morning. I can reach a state where T seem to be watching things happen as if
I'were there: That s, I suppose, that my memory supplies what I had forgotten,
so that it seems as if it were happening independently, though 1 am really
making it happen. In certain favourable moods, memories—what one has for-
gotten—come to the top. Now if this is so, is it not possible—I often wonder—
that things we have felt with great intensity have an existence independent of
our minds; are in fact still in existence? And if so, will it not be possible, in
time, that some device will be invented by which we can tap them? I see it—the
past—as an avenue lying behind; a long ribbon of scenes, emotions. There at

3. Black crows. Monks House, the Woolfs’ country home in Rod-
4. The gardener and “daily help,” respectively, at mell; Sussex.
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the end of the avenue still, are the garden and the nursery. Instead of remem-
bering here a scene and there a sound, I shall fit a plug into the wall;* and
listen in to the past. I shall turn up August 1890. I feel that strong emotion
must leave its trace; and it is only a question of discovering how we can get
ourselves again attached to it, so that we shall be able to live our lives through
from the start.

But the peculiarity of these two strong memories is that each was very sim-
ple. I am hardly aware of myself, but only of the sensation. I am only the
container of the feeling of ecstasy, of the feeling of rapture. Perhaps this is
characteristic of all childhood memories; perhaps it accounts for their
strength. Later we add to feelings much that makes them more complex; and
therefore less strong; or if not less strong, less isolated, less complete. But
instead of analysing this, here is an instance of what I mean—my feeling about
the looking-glass in the hall.

There was a small looking-glass in the hall at Talland House. It had, I
remember, a ledge with a brush on it. By standing on tiptoe I could see my
face in the glass. When I was six or seven perhaps, 1 got into the habit of
looking at my face in the glass. But I only did this if I was sure that T was
alone. I was ashamed of it. A strong feeling of guilt seemed naturally attached
to it. But why was this so? One obvious reason occurs to me—Vanessa and I
were both what was called tomboys; that is, we played cricket, scrambled over
rocks, climbed trees, were said not to care for clothes and so on. Perhaps
therefore to have been found looking in the glass would have been against our
tomboy code. But I think that my feeling of shame went a great deal deeper.
I am almost inclined to drag in my grandfather—Sir James, who once smoked
a cigar, liked it, and so threw away his cigar and never smoked another. I am
almost inclined to think that I inherited a streak of the puritan, of the Clapham
Sect.® At any rate, the looking-glass shame has lasted all my life, long after the
tomboy phase was over. I cannot now powder my nose in public. Everything
to do with dress—to be fitted, to come into a room wearing a new dress—still
frightens me; at least makes me shy, self-conscious, uncomfortable. “Oh to be
able to run, like Julian Morrell,” all over the garden in a new dress”, I thought
not many years ago at Garsington; when Julian undid a parcel and put on a
new dress and scampered round and round like a hare. Yet femininity was very
strong in our family. We were famous for our beauty—my mother’s beauty,
Stella’s beauty, gave me as early as I can remember, pride and pleasure. What
then gave me this feeling of shame, unless it were that I inherited some oppo-
site instinct? My father was spartan, ascetic, puritanical. He had I think no
feeling for pictures; no ear for music; no sense of the sound of words. This
leads me to think that my—I would say ‘our’ if I knew enough about Vanessa,
Thoby and Adrian®—but how little we know even about brothers and sisters—
this leads me to think that my natural love for beauty was checked by some
‘ancestral dread. Yet this did not prevent me from feeling ecstasies and raptures
spontaneously and intensely and without any shame or the least sense of guilt,
so long as they were disconnected with- my own body. I thus detect another

5. Le., as if plugging in a radio. 19th century, was instrumental in bringing about
6. In marrying Jane Catherine Venn, Woolf's the abolition of the slave trade.

grandfather, James Stephen, had allied himself 7. Daughter of Philip Morrell, member of Parlia-
with the heart of the so-called Clapham sect. John ment, and his wife, Ottoline, the celebrated literary
and Henry Venn, respectively rector and curate of hostess. Garsington Manor was their house in
Clapham in south London, were prominent mem- Oxfordshire.

hers of this evangelical society, which, in the early 8. Woolf’s brothers and sister.
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element in the shame which I had in being caught looking at myself in the
glass in the hall. I must have been ashamed or afraid of my own body. Another
memory, also of the hall, may help to explain this. There was a slab outside
the dining room door for standing dishes upon. Once when I was very small
George Duckworth? lifted me onto this, and as I sat there he began to explore
my body. I can remember the feel of his hand going under my clothes; going
firmly and steadily lower and lower. I remember how I hoped that he would
stop; how I stiffened and wriggled as his hand approached my private parts.
But it did not stop. His hand explored my private parts too. I remember resent- -
ing, disliking it—what is the word for so dumb and mixed a feeling? It must
have been strong, since | still recall it. This seems to show that a feeling about
certain parts of the body; how they must not be touched; how it is wrong to
allow them to be touched; must be instinctive. It proves that Virginia Stephen
was not born on the 25th January 1882, but was born many thousands of years
ago; and had from the very first to encounter instincts already acquired by
thousands of ancestresses in the past.

And this throws light not merely on my own case, but upon the problem
that I touched on the first page; why it is so difficult to give any account of
the person to whom things happen. The person is evidently immensely com-
plicated. Witness the incident of the looking-glass. Though I have done my
best to explain why I was ashamed of looking at my own face I have only been
able to discover some possible reasons; there may be others; I do not suppose
that I have got at the truth; yet this is a simple incident; and it happened to
me personally; and I have no motive for lying about it. In spite of all this,
people write what they call “lives” of other people; that is, they collect a num-
ber of events, and leave the person to whom it happened unknown. Let me
add a dream; for it may refer to the incident of the looking-glass. I dreamt that
I was looking in a glass when a horrible face—the face of an animal—suddenly
showed over my shoulder. I cannot be sure if this was a dream, or if it hap-
pened. Was I looking in the glass one day when something in the background
moved, and seemed to me alive? I cannot be sure. But I have always remem-
bered the other face in the glass, whether it was a dream or a fact, and that it
frightened me.

These then are some of my first memories. But of course as an account of
my life they are misleading, because the things one does not remember are as
important; perhaps they are more important. If I could remember one whole
day I should be able to describe, superficially at least, what life was like as a
child. Unfortunately, one only remembers what is exceptional. And there
seems to be no reason why one thing is exceptional and another not. Why
have I forgotten so many things that must have been, one would have thought,
more memorable than what I do remember? Why remember the hum of bees
in the garden going down to the beach, and forget completely being thrown
naked by father into the sea? (Mrs Swanwick says she saw that happen.)"

This leads to a digression, which perhaps may explain a little of my own
psychology; even of other people’s. Often when 1 have been writing one of my
so-called novels T have been baffled by this same problem; that is, how to

9. Woolf’s half-brother and the subject of her Young (1935), she recalls having known Leslic Ste-
sutobiographical essay “22 Hyde Park Gate,” writ- phen at St. Ives: "We watched with delight his
ten in 1920 and published in Moments of Being naked babies running about the beach or being
11978). towed into the sea between his legs, and their

1. In Mrs. Swanwick’s autobiography, I Have Been beautiful mother.”
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describe what I call in my private shorthand—"“non-being.” Every day includes
much more non-being than being. Yesterday for example, Tuesday the 18th
of April,‘was [as] it happened a good day; above the average in “being.” It was
fine; I enjoyed writing these first pages; my head was relieved of the pressure
of writing about Roger; T walked over Mount Misery? and along the river; and
save that the tide was out, the country, which I notice very closely always, was
coloured and shaded as I like—there were the willows, [ remember, all plumy
and soft green and purple against the blue. I also read Chaucer with pleasure;
and began a book—the memoirs of Madame de la Fayette’—which interested
me. These separate moments of being were however embedded in many more
moments of non-being. I have already forgotten what Leonard* and [ talked
about at lunch; and at tea; although it was a good day the goodness was embed-
ded in a kind of nondescript cotton wool. This is always so. A great part of

every day is not lived consciously. One walks, eats, sees things, deals with what
has to be done; the broken vacuum Lledner, ordering dmner writing orders
to Mabel;® washing; cooking dinner; bookbinding. When it is a bad day the
proportion of non-bemg is much larger. | had a shght temperature last week;
almost the whole day was non-being. The real novelist can somehow convey
both sorts of being. I think Jane Austen can; and Trollope; perhaps Thackeray
and Dickens and Tolstoy. I 'have never been able to do both. I tried—in Night
and Day; and in The Years.® But 1 will leave the literary side alone for the
moment.

As a child then, my days, just as they do now, contained a large propomon
of this cotton wool, this non-being. Week after week passed at St Ives and
nothing made any dint upon me. Then, for no reason that I know about, there
was a sudden violent shock; something happened so violently that I have
remembered it all my life. I will give a few instances. The first: T was fighting
with Thoby on the lawn. We were pommelling each other with our fists. Just
as I raised my fist to hit him, [ felt: why hurt another person? 1 dropped my
hand instantly, and stood there, and let him beat me. I remember the feeling:
It was a feeling of hopeless sadness. It was as if I became aware of something
terrible; and of my own powerlessness. I slunk off alone, feeling horribly
depressed. The second instance was also in the garden at St Ives. [ was looking
at the flower bed by the front door; “That is the whole,” I said. I was looking
at a plant with a spread of leaves; and it seemed suddenly plain that the flower
itsell was a part of the earth; that a ring enclosed what was the flower; and
that was the real tlower; part earth; part flower. It was a thought I put away
as being likely to be very useful to me later. The third case was also at St Ives.
Some people called Valpy had been staying at St Ives, and had left. We were
waiting at dinner one' night, when somehow I overheard my father or my
mother say that Mr Valpy had killed himself. The next thing I remember is
being in the garden at night and walking on the path by the apple tree. It

“seemed to me that the apple tree was connected with the horror of Mr Valpy's
suicide. I could not pass it. I.stood there looking at the grey-green creases of
the bark—it was a moonlit night—in a trance of horror. I seemed to be dragged

2, Two cottages on the hillside between Southease 5. Instructions to the Woolls' maid.

and Piddinghoe known locally as Mount Misery. 6. ‘Novels published in 1919 and 1938, respec-
3./ French novelist (1634-1693). tively. Anthony 'Trollope (1815-1882), English
4. Her husband, ‘the English writer ' Leonard novelist. William Makepeace ‘Thackeray (1811—

Wooll (1880~l969). In 1917 the Woolfs founded 1863), English novelist. Leo Tolstoy (18)8-1 910),
the Hogarth Press, a literary publisher. - Russian novelist.
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down, hopelessly, into some pit of absolute despair from which I could not
escape. My body seemed paralysed.

These are three instances of exceptional moments: T often tell them over,
or rather they come to the surface unexpectedly. But now that for the first
time 1 have written them down, I realise something that I have never realised
before. Two of these moments ended in a state of despair. The other ended,
on the contrary, in a state of satisfaction. When I said about the flower “That
is the whole,” T felt that I had made a discovery. 1 felt that I had put away in
my mind something that I should go back [to], to turn over and explore. It -
strikes me now that this was a profound difference. It was the difference in
the first place between despair and satisfaction. This difference I think arose
from the fact that I was quite unable to deal with the pain of discovering that
people hurt each other; that a man I had seen had killed himself. The sense
of horror held me powerless. But in the case of the flower I found a reason;
and was thus able to deal with the sensation. I was not powerless. I was con-
scious—if only at a distance—that T should in time explain it. T do not know
il I'was older when I saw the flower than I was when I 'had the other two
experiences: [ only know that many of these exceptional moments brought
with thema peculiar horror and a physical collapse; they seemed dominant;
myself passive. This suggests that as one gets older one has a greater power
throu0h reason to provnde an explanation; and that this explanation blunts the
s]edoe hammer force of the blow. I think this is true, because though 1 still
have the peculiarity that T receive these sudden shocks, they are now always
welcome; afterthe first surprise, I always feel instantly that they are particu-
larly valuable. And so I go'on to suppose that the shock-receiving capacity is
what makes me a writer. I hazard the explanation that a shock is at once in
my case followed by the desire to explain it. I feel that I have had a blow; but
it is not, as I thought as a child, simply a blow from an enemy hidden behind
the cotton wool of daily life; it is or will become a revelation of some order; it
is a token of some real thing behind appearances; and I make it real by putting
it into words. It is only by putting it into words that T make it whole; this
wholeness means that it has lost its power to hurt me; it gives me, perhaps
because by doing so I take away the pain, a great-delight to put the severed
parts together. Perhaps this is the strongest pleasure known to me. It is the
rapture i get when in writing I seem to be discovering what belongs to what;
making a scene come right; making a character come together, From this I
reach what I might call a philosophy; at any rate it'is a constant idea of mine;
that behind the cotton wool is hidden a pattern; that we—I mean all human
beings—are connected with this; that the whole world is a work of art; that
we are parts of the work of art. Hamlet or a' Beethoven quartet is the truth
about this vast mass that we call the world. But there is nio Shakespeare, there
is no Beethoven; certainly and emphatically there is no God; we are the words;
we are the music; we are the thing itself. And I see this when 1 have a shock.

This intuition of mine—it is so instinctive that it seems given to me, not
made by me—has certainly given its scale to my life ever since I saw the flower
in the bed by the front door at St Ives. If I were painting myself I should have
to find some—rod, shall I'say—something that would stand for the conception.
It proves that one’s life is not confined to one’s body and what one says and
does; one is living all the time in relation to certain background rods or con-
ceptions. Mine is that there is a pattern hid behind the cotton wool. And this
conception affects me every day. [ prove this, now, by spending the morning
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writing, when I might be walking, running a shop, or learning to do something
that will be useful if war comes. I feel that by writing I am doing what is far
more necessary than anything else.

All artists I suppose feel something like this. It is one of the obscure ele-
ments in life that has never been much discussed. It is left out in almost all
biographies and autobiographies, even of artists. Why did Dickens spend his
entire life writing stories? What was his conception? I bring in Dickens partly
because 1 am reading Nicholas Nickleby at the moment; also partly because it
struck me, on my walk yesterday, that these moments of being of mine were
scaffolding in the background; were the invisible and silent part of my life as
a child. But in the foreground there were of course people; and these people
were very like characters in Dickens. They were caricatures; they were very
simple; they were immensely alive. They could be made with three strokes of
the pen, if I could do it. Dickens owes his astonishing power to make char-
acters alive to the fact that he saw them as a child sees them; as I saw Mr
Wolstenholme; C. B. Clarke, and Mr Gibbs.

[ name these three people because they all died when I was a child.
Therefore they have never been altered. I see them exactly as I saw them then.
Mr Wolstenholme was a very old gentleman who came every summer to stay
with us. He was brown; he had a beard and very small eyes-in fat cheeks; and
he fitted into a brown wicker beehive chair as if it had been his nest. He used
to sit in this beehive chair smoking and reading. He had only one character-
istic—that when he ate plum tart he spurted the juice through his nose so
that it made a purple stain on his grey moustache. This seemed enough to
cause us perpetual delight. We called him “The Woolly One.” By way of shad-
ing him a little I remember that we had to be kind to him because he was not
happy at home; that he was very poor, yet once gave Thoby half a crown; that
he had a son who was drowned in Australia; and I know too that he was a
great mathematician. He never said a word all the time | knew him. But he
still seems to me a complete character; and whenever I think of him I begin
to laugh.

Mr Gibbs was perhaps less simple. He wore a tie ring; had a bald, benevolent
head; was dry; neat; precise; and had folds of skin under his chin. He made
father groan—“why can’t you go—why can’t you go?” And he gave Vanessa
and myself two ermine skins, with slits down the middle out of which poured
endless wealth—streams of silver. I also remember him lying in bed, dying;
husky; in a night shirt; and showing us drawings by Retzsch.” The character
of Mr Gibbs also seems to me complete and amuses me very much.

As for C. B. Clarke, he was an old botanist; and he said to my father “All
you young botanists like Osmunda.”™ He had an aunt aged eighty who went
for a walking tour in the New Forest. That is all—that is all I have to say about
these three old gentlemen. But how real they were! How we laughed at them!
What an immense part they played in our lives!

One more caricature comes into my mind; though pity entered into this one.
I am thinking of Justine Nonon. She was immensely old. Little hairs sprouted
on her long bony chin. She was a hunchback; and walked like a spider, feeling
her way with her long dry fingers from one chair to another. Most of the time
she sat in the arm-chair beside the fire. [ used to sit on her knee; and her knee

7. Friedrich Retzsch (1779-1857), German en- 8. Flowering ferns.
graver.
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jogged up and down; and she sang in a hoarse cracked voice “Ron ron ron—
et plon plon plon—" and then her knee gave and [ was tumbled onto the floor.
She was French; she had been with the Thackerays. She only came to us on
visits. She lived by herself at Shepherd’s Bush; and used to bring Adrian a
glass jar of honey. I got the notion that she was extremely poor; and it made
me uncomfortable that she brought this honey, because I felt she did it by
way of making her visit acceptable. She said too: “I have come in my carriage
and pair’—which meant the red omnibus. For this too I pitied her; also
because she began to wheeze; and the nurses said she would not live much
longer; and soon she died. That is all I know about her; but I remember her
as if she were a completely real person, with nothing left out, like the three

old men.
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