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F. Scott Fitzgerald's 'The Complete Works' is a must-have collection for any lover of American literature. This comprehensive anthology features all of Fitzgerald's major novels, including the iconic 'The Great Gatsby' and 'Tender is the Night,' as well as his short stories and essays. Fitzgerald's writing is characterized by its lush prose, keen insight into the human condition, and exploration of the American Dream during the Jazz Age. His works capture the glamour and excess of the Roaring Twenties while also delving into themes of love, wealth, and the hollowness of material success. This collection offers readers a glimpse into the mind of one of the most celebrated writers of the 20th century. F. Scott Fitzgerald's own tumultuous life experiences greatly influenced his writing, as seen in his depictions of wealth, social status, and the pursuit of happiness in his works. Born in St. Paul, Minnesota, Fitzgerald lived through the Jazz Age and its aftermath, experiencing both the highs and lows of the era. His personal struggles with alcoholism and his turbulent relationship with his wife, Zelda, added depth and authenticity to his writing. For any reader seeking to immerse themselves in the beauty and tragedy of the Jazz Age, F. Scott Fitzgerald's 'The Complete Works' is a literary treasure trove that will captivate and enchant. With its timeless themes and masterful storytelling, this collection is a testament to Fitzgerald's enduring legacy in American literature. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A comprehensive Introduction outlines these selected works' unifying features, themes, or stylistic evolutions. - The Author Biography highlights personal milestones and literary influences that shape the entire body of writing. - A Historical Context section situates the works in their broader era—social currents, cultural trends, and key events that underpin their creation. - A concise Synopsis (Selection) offers an accessible overview of the included texts, helping readers navigate plotlines and main ideas without revealing critical twists. - A unified Analysis examines recurring motifs and stylistic hallmarks across the collection, tying the stories together while spotlighting the different work's strengths. - Reflection questions inspire deeper contemplation of the author's overarching message, inviting readers to draw connections among different texts and relate them to modern contexts. - Lastly, our hand‐picked Memorable Quotes distill pivotal lines and turning points, serving as touchstones for the collection's central themes.
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In 'The Greatest Poems of F. Scott Fitzgerald', readers are treated to a collection of lyrical and evocative poems that showcase Fitzgerald's talent beyond his well-known novels. His poems capture the essence of the Jazz Age, exploring themes of love, loss, and the disillusionment of the American Dream. With a style that is both elegant and poignant, Fitzgerald's poetry transports the reader to a bygone era, offering a glimpse into the heart and mind of one of the most celebrated writers of the 20th century. This collection is a must-read for fans of Fitzgerald's prose looking to delve into his lesser-known works. Francis Scott Fitzgerald, known for his iconic novel 'The Great Gatsby', was a literary genius whose life and writing were deeply influenced by the Roaring Twenties. His experiences in high society and his own personal struggles with fame and fortune are reflected in his poetry, providing a unique perspective on the tumultuous times in which he lived. I highly recommend 'The Greatest Poems of F. Scott Fitzgerald' to anyone interested in exploring the lyrical side of this iconic author. Fitzgerald's poems are beautifully crafted and offer a fresh insight into his enduring legacy as a literary giant. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A comprehensive Introduction outlines these selected works' unifying features, themes, or stylistic evolutions. - The Author Biography highlights personal milestones and literary influences that shape the entire body of writing. - A Historical Context section situates the works in their broader era—social currents, cultural trends, and key events that underpin their creation. - A concise Synopsis (Selection) offers an accessible overview of the included texts, helping readers navigate plotlines and main ideas without revealing critical twists. - A unified Analysis examines recurring motifs and stylistic hallmarks across the collection, tying the stories together while spotlighting the different work's strengths. - Reflection questions inspire deeper contemplation of the author's overarching message, inviting readers to draw connections among different texts and relate them to modern contexts. - Lastly, our hand‐picked Memorable Quotes distill pivotal lines and turning points, serving as touchstones for the collection's central themes.
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D. K. Broster's 'Collected Works' is a compelling historical novel that immerses readers in the rich tapestry of the past. The book is a collection of meticulously researched and vividly imagined historical narratives that bring to life various periods in history, from ancient civilizations to medieval kingdoms. Broster's literary style is characterized by detailed descriptions, strong character development, and intricate plots that captivate the reader's imagination. The historical context of each story is meticulously woven into the narrative, providing readers with a deep understanding of the time period being explored. D. K. Broster, a renowned historian and novelist, brings his expertise and passion for history to 'Collected Works'. His background in historical research and love for storytelling are evident in the meticulous attention to detail and authenticity displayed in each story. Broster's dedication to bringing history to life through fiction is what sets him apart as a masterful historical novelist. I highly recommend 'Collected Works' to readers who enjoy historical fiction that is both informative and engaging. Broster's ability to transport readers to different eras in history makes this collection a must-read for anyone interested in the past.

Start Reading Now! (Ad)




[image: The cover of the recommended book]


THE COMMON READER (The 1925 Edition)



Woolf, Virginia

9788027236091

272

Start Reading Now! (Ad)

Virginia Woolf's 'The Common Reader' (The 1925 Edition) is a collection of insightful and thought-provoking essays that explore various works of literature and authors, providing a deep analysis of their themes, styles, and impact on the literary world. Woolf's writing style is elegant and sophisticated, showcasing her profound understanding of literature and her unique perspectives on the topics discussed. This book serves as a valuable resource for literature enthusiasts and scholars alike, offering a fresh outlook on classic works and shedding light on lesser-known authors. The essays are engaging and intellectually stimulating, making it a must-read for anyone interested in the complexities of literature. The 1925 edition of 'The Common Reader' is a timeless masterpiece that continues to captivate readers with its brilliant insights and captivating writing style, solidifying Woolf's reputation as one of the greatest literary minds of the 20th century. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A comprehensive Introduction outlines these selected works' unifying features, themes, or stylistic evolutions. - The Author Biography highlights personal milestones and literary influences that shape the entire body of writing. - A Historical Context section situates the works in their broader era—social currents, cultural trends, and key events that underpin their creation. - A concise Synopsis (Selection) offers an accessible overview of the included texts, helping readers navigate plotlines and main ideas without revealing critical twists. - A unified Analysis examines recurring motifs and stylistic hallmarks across the collection, tying the stories together while spotlighting the different work's strengths. - Reflection questions inspire deeper contemplation of the author's overarching message, inviting readers to draw connections among different texts and relate them to modern contexts. - Lastly, our hand‐picked Memorable Quotes distill pivotal lines and turning points, serving as touchstones for the collection's central themes.
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In Virginia Woolf's groundbreaking novel, 'Jacob's Room,' the author explores themes of loss, memory, and the nature of reality through her innovative stream-of-consciousness narrative style. Set in the years leading up to and during World War I, the novel follows the life of Jacob Flanders, a young man whose character is revealed to the reader through the perspectives of those around him. Woolf's lyrical prose and complex character development place 'Jacob's Room' firmly within the modernist literary tradition, offering a unique and introspective view on the human experience. The fragmented structure of the novel mirrors the uncertainty and fragmentation of Jacob's own life, making it a challenging yet rewarding read for those interested in experimental fiction. Virginia Woolf, a key figure in the Bloomsbury Group and a pioneer of modernist literature, drew inspiration from her own struggles with mental health and gender identity to create works that pushed the boundaries of traditional storytelling. 'Jacob's Room' is no exception, showcasing Woolf's skill at capturing the complexities of human emotion and relationships with a keen eye for detail and nuance. Readers interested in delving into the inner workings of the human psyche and exploring the boundaries of literary form will find 'Jacob's Room' to be a rich and thought-provoking read that continues to resonate with audiences today. In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience: - A succinct Introduction situates the work's timeless appeal and themes. - The Synopsis outlines the central plot, highlighting key developments without spoiling critical twists. - A detailed Historical Context immerses you in the era's events and influences that shaped the writing. - An Author Biography reveals milestones in the author's life, illuminating the personal insights behind the text. - A thorough Analysis dissects symbols, motifs, and character arcs to unearth underlying meanings. - Reflection questions prompt you to engage personally with the work's messages, connecting them to modern life. - Hand‐picked Memorable Quotes shine a spotlight on moments of literary brilliance. - Interactive footnotes clarify unusual references, historical allusions, and archaic phrases for an effortless, more informed read.
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    This complete edition brings together Virginia Woolf’s two sequences of literary essays, The Common Reader (1925) and The Common Reader: Second Series (1932), presenting them in full. Across these pieces, Woolf addresses the practice of reading as undertaken by a curious, unspecialized audience. In essays that range from medieval households to modern fiction, she considers how books are made, how they travel across time, and how a reader meets them. Uniting both series restores the shape and variety of her critical project, allowing the internal conversations of each volume—and the echoes between them—to be followed continuously as she developed her ideas across the later 1920s and early 1930s.

The phrase common reader signals Woolf’s guiding allegiance to experience rather than to professional apparatus. She writes neither a textbook nor a scholarly survey but an invitation to read widely and attentively. The scope is deliberately elastic: Chaucer stands beside the Pastons, Elizabethan dramatists beside essayists, diarists, and novelists, with figures as different as Montaigne, Addison, Jane Austen, the Brontës, George Eliot, Joseph Conrad, and Thomas Hardy. She also looks outward to Russian fiction and inward to the immediate present. The purpose is to chart how literature lives in the mind, not to codify doctrine or compile authoritative verdicts.

The genres and text types represented are multiple. The collection itself is composed of essays—critical portraits, narrative sketches, and reflective pieces—but the works examined include novels, short fiction, poems, plays, essays, letters, diaries, and autobiographies. Woolf reads household archives, private correspondence, and public orations with equal alertness, finding in material as various as Dorothy Osborne’s letters, Swift’s Journal to Stella, De Quincey’s autobiographical writing, and Fanny Burney’s social scenes the lineaments of minds at work. This edition therefore gathers not primary texts but Woolf’s interpretations, whose blend of biography, history, and criticism illuminates genres across several centuries.

The first series sets the terms. The Pastons and Chaucer binds medieval letters to a poet’s audience; On Not Knowing Greek contemplates classical distance; Elizabethan essays survey a bursting storehouse of forms. Montaigne, The Duchess of Newcastle, and Rambling Round Evelyn sketch singular temperaments through their pages. Defoe and Addison frame the rise of a new prose. Lives of the Obscure and Outlines rescue figures from the margins. Jane Austen, Modern Fiction, the Brontës, George Eliot, and The Russian Point of View trace the novel’s experiments. The Patron and the Crocus, The Modern Essay, Joseph Conrad, and How It Strikes a Contemporary consider modern method and reception.

The second series continues and complicates these inquiries. The Strange Elizabethans revisits a volatile age; pieces on The Countess of Pembroke’s Arcadia and Robinson Crusoe test older books against present feeling. Letters and journals—Dorothy Osborne, Swift, Chesterfield—show character crystallizing on the page. Two Parsons and Dr. Burney’s Evening Party reconstruct everyday textures of eighteenth‑century life, while Jack Mytton and De Quincey’s Autobiography register singular selves. Four Figures juxtaposes Cowper and Lady Austen, Beau Brummell, Mary Wollstonecraft, and Dorothy Wordsworth. Essays on William Hazlitt, Geraldine and Jane, Aurora Leigh, The Niece of an Earl, George Gissing, George Meredith, Christina Rossetti, and Thomas Hardy sustain the conversation, culminating in How Should One Read a Book?.

A unifying theme is Woolf’s search for the life that runs beneath style. She attends to the grain of a sentence and the household rhythm behind it; to public reputations and the private pages that made them possible; to celebrated authors and those nearly lost to history. She repeatedly turns to women’s writing and to archives of letters and diaries, tracing how constraint and opportunity shape expression. Across both series, the book is understood as an act that alters the reader, while the reader, bringing temperament and memory, alters the book—an exchange that, for Woolf, constitutes literature’s enduring power.

Woolf’s stylistic hallmarks are unmistakable. Her prose moves with a controlled, musical cadence; metaphors open windows between centuries; sudden shifts of vantage invite the reader to test a judgment rather than receive it. She splices close description with rapid historical sweep, arranging contrasts that sharpen perception. The essays are structured as walks, encounters, or conversations, yet they rest on attentive reading and concrete detail. Meta‑critical pieces such as The Modern Essay and How Should One Read a Book? articulate her principles plainly: form should fit the felt experience of life, and readers should weigh tradition without surrendering their independent sensibility.

Historical imagination is the method’s engine. Rather than isolate texts, Woolf restores their settings—rooms, roads, and rituals. The Paston letters disclose a household’s pressures; John Evelyn’s diary becomes a city’s chronicle; Dr. Burney’s Evening Party evokes manners, music, and listening; Two Parsons follows vocations embedded in parish time. Such scenes are not ornament but evidence, revealing why writing takes the shapes it does. When she reads Dorothy Wordsworth’s journals or Mary Wollstonecraft’s life, she frames intellectual labor within conditions of gender, friendship, and survival, making biography a lens through which form and feeling come into sharper focus.

The theory of the novel unfolds across both series. In Modern Fiction, Woolf urges attention to consciousness and to forms adequate to it; in essays on the Brontës, Jane Austen, George Eliot, Conrad, Hardy, and Meredith, she studies the varied balances of structure, character, and inwardness. The Russian Point of View situates English fiction beside Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, Chekhov, and Turgenev, broadening the horizon of possibility. Her criticism privileges the felt truth of scenes and sentences over plot synopsis, treating the novel as an instrument for registering human complexity rather than a mechanism for delivering predetermined morals.

The ethics of reading are everywhere implicit. Woolf practices candor without hardness, revision without display, delight without credulity. She values responsiveness—the willingness to be surprised by an author—and independence—the resolve to test inherited opinion. The common reader is not a statistical average but a figure of freedom, whose judgments arise from attention rather than authority. By demonstrating how to weigh evidence, follow associations, and return to passages with new eyes, these essays teach a method that is at once democratic and rigorous, hospitable to pleasure yet exacting in its standards of thought and style.

Bringing both series together makes visible the architecture of Woolf’s enterprise. Defoe in the first volume is answered by Robinson Crusoe in the second; Elizabethan pathways reopen and branch; letters and diaries recur as laboratories of self‑making; arguments about the modern essay and the modern novel mature across seven years. Read as a single conversation, the volumes compose a map of English literature in motion, where past and present correct and complete one another. The complete edition also helps trace Woolf’s development as a critic, revealing continuities of curiosity alongside refinements of emphasis and tone.

The lasting significance of The Common Reader lies in its double fidelity: to books as crafted objects and to readers as living minds. These essays broaden canons without narrowing standards, recover neglected voices without diminishing acknowledged ones, and affirm that reading is a creative act. They remain exemplary for their clarity, tact, and imaginative reach. To encounter them together is to receive not a syllabus but a companionable guide. How Should One Read a Book? stands as both coda and invitation, directing the collection back to its first premise: that literature thrives when readers meet it freely, attentively, and with delight.
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    Virginia Woolf (1882–1941) was an English novelist, essayist, and critic who helped define literary modernism. A central figure in the Bloomsbury Group, she experimented with form, voice, and the representation of consciousness, reshaping ideas of narrative time and character. Across fiction and criticism, she argued for supple, exploratory prose and for readers responsive to nuance. Her collections The Common Reader, First Series and Second Series, gathered essays that made demanding subjects accessible without sacrificing complexity. Alongside her novels, these essays established her as a major public intellectual, attentive to the past while pressing for new, flexible standards in art and thought.

Educated largely at home yet intellectually exacting, Woolf studied classics and history in the Ladies’ Department at King’s College London in the late 1890s, sharpening her sense of the gap between scholarship and lived reading. The essay On Not Knowing Greek distills that tension: reverence for antiquity paired with candid awareness of distance. Early immersion in Victorian historians, the English essay tradition, and European fiction fed her skepticism about rigid literary rules. Conversation within the Bloomsbury circle—artists, economists, and philosophers debating ethics and aesthetics—reinforced her conviction that form should answer perception, not convention, a principle that would guide both fiction and criticism.

Her first novel, The Voyage Out (1915), announced serious ambition within relatively traditional contours. Night and Day (1919) refined social observation, but Jacob’s Room (1922) broke with Edwardian realism, assembling a life from fragments, voices, and absences. In 1917, with Leonard Woolf, she founded the Hogarth Press, securing artistic independence and a venue for essays and experimental prose. Reviewing, lecturing, and publishing fed into The Common Reader, First Series (1925), where pieces such as The Modern Essay and How It Strikes a Contemporary mapped a program for criticism grounded in alert, personal reading and disciplined by close attention to cadence and sentence.

In the mid‑1920s and early 1930s, Woolf’s major novels consolidated her reputation. Mrs Dalloway (1925) and To the Lighthouse (1927) used shifting interior monologue and patterned motifs to explore memory, social ritual, and the unpredictability of time. Orlando (1928) stretched biography into fantasy to examine history and gender with wit. The Waves (1931) orchestrated six voices in luminous, rhythmic soliloquies, presenting consciousness as a collective pattern rather than a single stream. These books earned wide, if sometimes contested, admiration for technical daring, lyric intensity, and intellectual reach, defining a modernist alternative to plot‑driven fiction and expanding what English prose could register.

The Common Reader, First Series, models a critic conversing with predecessors and peers. In Modern Fiction she challenges “materialist” contemporaries and urges fiction tuned to life’s flicker and flight. Essays on Defoe, Addison, Joseph Conrad, and Jane Austen reassess canonical figures with fresh emphasis on sensibility and sentence rhythm. The Russian Point of View presses English readers to reengage Tolstoy, Dostoevsky, and Chekhov, linking moral vision to form. The Lives of the Obscure and other portraits recover minor figures whose traces illuminate the texture of literary history. Throughout, the tone is exploratory, testing judgments against the responsive intelligence of a “common” reader.

Second Series (1932) extends this practice across periods. The Strange Elizabethans, Dorothy Osborne’s “Letters,” and Swift’s “Journal to Stella” probe how private life meets public prose. De Quincey’s Autobiography and Four Figures (including Mary Wollstonecraft and Dorothy Wordsworth) stage biography as a critical method. Pieces on “Robinson Crusoe,” The Novels of George Meredith, and The Novels of Thomas Hardy reassess narrative ambition and stylistic experiment. “I Am Christina Rossetti” recalibrates a poet’s reputation by listening for reticence as strength. How Should One Read a Book? closes by inviting readers to trust curiosity while training judgment—her clearest statement of criticism as cultivated freedom.

Woolf’s essays converged with broader arguments about culture and power. A Room of One’s Own (1929) distilled her case for women’s economic and intellectual liberty; Three Guineas (1938) analyzed how education and professional structures entangle patriarchy with militarism. The Years (1937) braided family chronicle with social change, and Between the Acts (published 1941) returned to pageant and community on the eve of war. She died in 1941. Her legacy endures in the modern novel’s attention to interiority, in feminist criticism’s vocabulary, and in the ideal of the “common reader,” for whom she fashioned criticism at once exacting, humane, and open.
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    Virginia Woolf composed the two series of The Common Reader amid the intellectual ferment of interwar Britain, publishing the first volume in 1925 and the second in 1932. A modernist shaped by war’s aftermath, psychology’s new vocabularies, and the democratic spread of education, she surveys English (and some European) writing from the Middle Ages to her own day. Her title signals allegiance to non-specialist readers while taking stock of the canon in a period of curricular reform, women’s higher education, and expanding print culture. The essays reflect Bloomsbury debates about form and ethics, and they register contemporaneous shocks—mass literacy, radio, and the aftereffects of 1914–1918—on habits of reading.

The Pastons and Chaucer anchors the collection in late medieval England, when English consolidates as a literary language. The Paston Letters (c. 1420s–1480s) chronicle gentry anxieties over property and rank as the Wars of the Roses approach, offering granular evidence of household management and legal strife. Set against this world, Chaucer’s late fourteenth-century verse, shaped by courtly and mercantile milieus, reveals a cosmopolitan London tied to continental forms. The horizon is technological as well as social: manuscript culture still dominates, yet the arrival of print with Caxton in 1476 looms, promising broader circulation and a gradual remaking of English prose and poetry.

On Not Knowing Greek reflects the long prestige of classical education in Britain and the unequal access to it. For centuries, Greek was the preserve of male elites at Oxford and Cambridge; women’s colleges emerged only in the late nineteenth century, and formal Cambridge degrees for women arrived mid-twentieth century. Against that institutional history, Woolf meditates on the distance between Greek drama, lyric, and philosophy and modern English idiom, acknowledging mediation by translators and schoolroom conventions. The essay also registers how nineteenth-century philology and Victorian moralizing readings shaped British encounters with antiquity, even as modernists sought more immediate, sensuous, and formal engagements with classical texts.

Across The Elizabethan Lumber Room, Notes on an Elizabethan Play, and later The Strange Elizabethans, Woolf returns to the creative pressures of Tudor and early Stuart England. Royal authority, religious settlement, and imperial ventures formed the backdrop for a booming theater culture policed by the Master of the Revels and punctuated by plague closures. Commonplace books and miscellanies bred a rhetoric of abundance, while print shops clustered around St Paul’s fed demand. The Countess of Pembroke’s Arcadia evokes late sixteenth-century aristocratic patronage and the Sidney circle, where manuscript and print coexisted and women such as Mary Sidney shaped translation, curation, and literary networks.

Seventeenth-century upheavals—civil war, regicide, commonwealth, and the 1660 Restoration—frame portraits of unconventional authorship and diaristic seeing. The Duchess of Newcastle surveys Margaret Cavendish’s prolific experiments in philosophy and fiction under constraints of gender and patronage. Rambling Round Evelyn treats John Evelyn’s diary as an index of Restoration manners, science, and court life. Dorothy Osborne’s Letters, exchanged during the 1650s, show epistolary craft in a time of political uncertainty. The Royal Society’s founding in 1660 encouraged plain experimental prose, reshaping English sentence rhythms. Yet salons, coteries, and households remained crucial for publication, reputation, and the circulation of manuscripts.

The early eighteenth century’s periodical revolution informs Addison and The Modern Essay. Coffeehouses, improved post, and the lapse of pre-publication licensing in 1695 enlarged a metropolitan reading public. Addison and Steele’s Tatler and Spectator modeled a prose of sociability, moral reflection, and urban observation, binding readers into imagined communities. The patron-and-market balance was shifting: authors increasingly courted subscribers and booksellers rather than aristocratic patrons. Woolf’s own critical manner—conversational, exact, public-facing—aligns with that lineage while challenging it, sketching how the essay migrated from miscellanies and newspapers into a vehicle for personality, experiment, and intimate criticism.

Defoe and the second series essay on Robinson Crusoe place the rise of the English novel amid commerce, dissenting culture, and expanding empire. Published in 1719, Crusoe draws on travel narratives and mercantile calculation, reflecting Britain’s maritime reach and colonial ambitions after the Navigation Acts. The end of pre-publication licensing had encouraged newspapers and pamphlets, which Defoe exploited as journalist, projector, and moralist. Self-reliance, accounting, and spiritual introspection meet in a print marketplace newly responsive to middle-class readers. Woolf treats these forms as historically contingent: the castaway’s island, the ledger, and the sermon all speak to eighteenth-century economic and religious mentalities.

Swift’s Journal to Stella and Laetitia Pilkington, read together, expose the entanglement of satire, party politics, and precarious patronage in early eighteenth-century Dublin and London. The Journal’s intimate record spans 1710–1713, when ministerial shifts under Queen Anne unsettled literary careers. Swift’s clerical office and Anglo-Irish context shaped his stance toward authority and the city’s gossip networks. Pilkington’s scandal-tinged memoirs, mid-century, reveal the hazards of reputation for women in literary circles. Behind both lies a mixed economy of scribal circulation, coterie reading, and commercial print, with libel law and ecclesiastical power never far from the writer’s desk.

The Sentimental Journey and Lord Chesterfield’s Letters to His Son map eighteenth-century debates about sensibility and manners. Sterne’s 1768 travel text reshapes the Grand Tour into an experiment in sympathy and narrative play, part of a larger pivot from satire to feeling in mid-century Britain. Chesterfield’s counsel, published posthumously in 1774, codified elite comportment and cosmopolitan polish, drawing both admiration and moralist rebuke. Improved roads and post made the letter and the journey central genres of self-fashioning. Woolf tracks how these forms transmitted norms, yet also enabled self-scrutiny and critique within expanding networks of sociability.

Two Parsons treats the late eighteenth-century parish as a microcosm of economy and ritual. James Woodforde’s diary (1758–1802) records prices, meals, tithes, and charity in rural England during enclosure and rising commercialization. The Scottish Episcopal minister John Skinner’s journal and letters—another provincial witness—open a distinct ecclesiastical and regional scene. Such documents, many published or newly edited in the early twentieth century, provided social historians with data and gave Woolf an archive of ordinary life. She reads their entries alongside Poor Law realities, harvest fluctuations, and local hierarchies that structured clerical duties and lay expectations.

Dr. Burney’s Evening Party evokes London’s late eighteenth-century musical and intellectual salons, where Charles Burney, historian of music, hosted performers and writers. The setting captures a city of subscription concerts, Italian opera, and cosmopolitan exchange; Fanny Burney’s journals render the same circles’ theatricality and constraint. The essay’s vignette form reflects the era’s conversational ideal and the mingling of public and private spheres in drawing rooms. Contacts across Europe, wartime disruptions, and the city’s growth all inflect these gatherings. Woolf uses the soirée’s choreography to illuminate how taste was made collectively, with women central as organizers, performers, and chroniclers.

Four Figures—Cowper and Lady Austen, Beau Brummell, Mary Wollstonecraft, Dorothy Wordsworth—traverses the revolutionary era’s moral and stylistic crosscurrents. Cowper’s religious introspection, Austen’s stimulus to his imagination, and domestic retreat meet public upheavals after 1789. Brummell epitomizes Regency fashion politics, where wit and dress shaped status. Wollstonecraft argued for women’s rights amid reform debates, while Dorothy Wordsworth’s journals document walking, nature, and household economies in the Lakes. Jack Mytton, a reckless country squire of the early nineteenth century, adds the sporting world’s codes and excess. Together they register how manners, rights, and sensibility were reimagined between war, empire, and domestic ideology.

De Quincey’s Autobiography and William Hazlitt situate early nineteenth-century prose within a transformed media world. After the Napoleonic Wars, monthlies and weeklies—the London Magazine, the Examiner—turned essays into arenas for personality and polemic. Steam-powered presses and expanding literacy increased circulation, while libel laws and political agitation sharpened tone. Hazlitt’s criticism and life-writing develop a rhetoric of immediacy and contradiction; De Quincey’s confessional mode engages urban modernity and the circulation of commodities, including opium. Woolf shows how these writers forged a self-conscious prose of experience at the moment when journalism, literature, and the marketplace intertwined more tightly than ever before.

The Lives of the Obscure, Outlines, and The Niece of an Earl reconstruct literary ecosystems beyond the major names. Sketches of the Taylors and the Edgeworths reveal late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century family enterprises in education and fiction; Maria Edgeworth’s Anglo-Irish contexts and Richard Lovell Edgeworth’s experiments intersect with children’s literature and improvement discourse. Laetitia Pilkington’s precarious career and Lady Louisa Stuart’s letters map constraints on women’s authorship and patronage. Pieces on Miss Mitford, Lady Dorothy Nevill, and an eminent classicist foreground provincial theatres, salons, and academic authority. Together they illustrate the webs—publishers, periodicals, patrons—by which minor and major lives alike entered print.

Woolf’s essays on Jane Austen, the Brontës in Jane Eyre and Wuthering Heights, and George Eliot read the nineteenth-century novel against industrialization, religious doubt, and the changing status of women. The growth of circulating libraries and serial publication broadened audiences; the Reform Acts altered political horizons; and Darwin’s 1859 theory unsettled belief. Austen’s tight provincial focus, the Brontës’ heightened romanticism, and Eliot’s ethical realism register different responses to these pressures. The Russian Point of View, mediated by late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century translations, explains why British modernists found in Tolstoy, Turgenev, Dostoevsky, and Chekhov new scales for the self, conscience, and social form.

Women’s writing and the politics of vocation animate Aurora Leigh, I Am Christina Rossetti, and Geraldine and Jane. Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s 1856 verse-novel debates the woman artist’s work amid the Victorian marriage market and reform causes. Christina Rossetti’s devotional and lyric poetry reflects Tractarian currents and the Pre-Raphaelite circle. The correspondence between Jane Welsh Carlyle and Geraldine Jewsbury reveals the labor of friendship, criticism, and household management behind Victorian authorship. Legal and social shifts—including Married Women’s Property Acts and the proliferation of periodicals—altered possibilities for women’s economic independence and publication, even as separate-spheres ideology and respectability continued to constrain choices.

Late Victorian and fin-de-siècle fiction receives sustained attention in George Meredith, The Novels of Thomas Hardy, and George Gissing. Rapid urbanization, new professionalism, and changing sexual mores—often debated through controversies over circulating libraries and censorship—pressed novelists to experiment with form and subject. Hardy’s treatments of rural economies and moral codes provoked criticism in the 1890s; Gissing anatomized lower-middle-class life and the pressures of literary commerce. Meredith’s stylistic daring and psychological interest marked a transition toward modern techniques. Joseph Conrad, straddling the century’s turn, channeled imperial and maritime experience into narrative structures that probed responsibility, language, and the limits of knowledge in a globalizing world.
Modern Fiction, The Modern Essay, How It Strikes a Contemporary, and How Should One Read a Book articulate Woolf’s program after 1918. They respond to mass education, cheaper books, libraries, and new media such as cinema and radio. Drawing on the impact of Russian fiction and advances in psychology, Woolf argues for forms that capture consciousness and ordinary time, while also tracing the lineage of the English essay from Addison to Hazlitt. Her own Hogarth Press, founded in 1917, exemplifies small-press experimentation shaped by postwar economies. The reading public, enlarged by nineteenth-century schooling, becomes the agent and judge of literary innovation.
The collection as a whole doubles as a social history of reading and authorship from manuscript to mass print. It tracks how institutions—the court, coffeehouse, church, university, publishing house, and press—shape what gets written and preserved. It also shows how private documents—letters, diaries, memoirs—become public monuments in new historical moments, as with eighteenth-century journals published in the early twentieth century. Later readers have extended Woolf’s insights through feminist scholarship, histories of the book, and post-imperial critiques of travel and colonial narratives. Yet her abiding subject remains the common reader’s freedom to connect epochs, temperaments, and forms without specialist gatekeeping.
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    Medieval Voices and Chaucer (The Pastons and Chaucer)

Woolf juxtaposes the earthy immediacy of the Paston family letters with Chaucer’s crafted art to show how everyday speech and high poetry together forged an English literary voice. She traces the textures of daily life and social change that underwrite literary innovation, emphasizing continuity between lived experience and imaginative form. The tone is exploratory and humane, inviting the common reader to hear history breathing through words.

The Elizabethan Stage and Cabinet (The Elizabethan Lumber Room; Notes on an Elizabethan Play; The Strange Elizabethans; The Countess of Pembroke’s Arcadia)

Ranging from the bric-a-brac of an age’s reading to playhouse conventions and courtly romance, Woolf evokes the Elizabethans’ strangeness and vitality. She considers how to approach an early play, how curiosity and abundance shaped taste, and how a work like Arcadia reveals Renaissance ideals of style, patience, and moral poise. The mood is curious and flexible, balancing sympathy with an awareness of cultural distance.

Seventeenth-Century Lives and Letters (The Duchess of Newcastle; Rambling Round Evelyn; Dorothy Osborne’s Letters)

Woolf sketches three contrasting modes of seventeenth-century self-expression: the Duchess of Newcastle’s bold eccentricity, John Evelyn’s diarist steadiness, and Dorothy Osborne’s intimate epistolary grace. She shows how character emerges through form—fancy, record, and letter—each offering a different scale of self and society. The approach is portrait-like, attentive to voice, temperament, and the pressures of a changing world.

On Not Knowing Greek

Reflecting on the gap between modern readers and ancient Greek literature, Woolf explores what can be felt though not fully possessed. She weighs awe and estrangement, asking how humility and imagination allow us to read across time. The essay’s tone is lucid and meditative, finding value in the discipline of not-knowing.

Montaigne

Woolf presents Montaigne as the essay’s great inventor, whose candid, circling mind makes personality a method of inquiry. She traces how his openness, skepticism, and conversational ease set a standard for intimacy without dogma. The portrait is admiring yet precise, linking a style to an ethic of self-scrutiny.

Wit, Letters, and Morals of the Eighteenth Century (Addison; Lord Chesterfield’s Letters to His Son; Swift’s Journal to Stella; The Sentimental Journey)

Woolf reads periodical prose, private correspondence, intimate journals, and playful travel writing as complementary instruments of an age that prized polish yet wrestled with feeling. Addison’s urbanity, Chesterfield’s didactic elegance, Swift’s private candor, and Sterne’s sentimental freedom map a spectrum from restraint to experiment. The analysis is poised and comparative, alert to how form schools sensibility.

Diaries and Salons of the Long Eighteenth Century (Two Parsons: James Woodforde; The Rev. John Skinner; Dr. Burney’s Evening Party I–II)

Through parish diaries and metropolitan gatherings, Woolf uncovers the textures of ordinary time and sociable display. The parsons’ entries record a quiet rhythm of food, weather, and parish duty, while an evening at Dr. Burney’s reveals the choreography of conversation and status. Her tone is observant and affectionate, finding pattern in small particulars.

Defoe and Robinson Crusoe

Pairing an author portrait with a single book, Woolf shows how Defoe’s plain style and reportorial habit animate an enduring narrative of survival and resourcefulness. She argues that fact-like texture becomes imaginative power, making solitude vivid and action plausible. The reading is crisp and concrete, focused on the novel’s shaping of modern realism.

Lives of the Obscure (I: Taylors and Edgeworths; II: Laetitia Pilkington)

Woolf retrieves minor lives and kinships, showing how family networks, small ambitions, and local reputations leave marks on literature’s margins. She treats obscurity as a lens rather than a deficit, revealing comedy, pathos, and social texture in forgotten rooms. The method is archaeological and witty, dignifying the overlooked.

Outlines (I: Miss Mitford; II: Dr. Bentley; III: Lady Dorothy Nevill; IV: Archbishop Thomson)

These quick sketches balance public stature against private quirks, drawing crisp profiles from scattered anecdotes and traces. Woolf’s interest lies in how bearing, habit, and talk project character beyond official roles. The tone is brisk, economical, and lightly ironic, inviting the reader to complete each silhouette.

Eccentrics and Reformers (Jack Mytton; Four Figures: Cowper and Lady Austen; Beau Brummell; Mary Wollstonecraft; Dorothy Wordsworth)

From a sporting eccentric’s reckless legend to a quartet of intertwined temperaments, Woolf studies charisma, influence, and integrity. She shows how conversation and companionship spark Cowper, how style becomes Brummell’s art, how moral courage frames Wollstonecraft, and how close seeing defines Dorothy Wordsworth. The portraits prize the drama of personality while testing it against time’s judgment.

Romantic Critics and Confessors (De Quincey’s Autobiography; William Hazlitt)

Woolf contrasts an introspective, memory-driven self-portrait with the critic’s vigorous, argumentative presence. She examines how De Quincey’s reflective structures and Hazlitt’s energetic prose each convert experience into form. The result is a study in voice: wandering, recursive consciousness beside lucid, combative intellect.

Victorian Correspondences and Social Portraits (Geraldine and Jane; The Niece of an Earl)

Through letters and social sketches, Woolf probes how wit, affection, and constraint shape women’s lives in a culture of propriety. She traces intimacy as an art—negotiating friendship, class, and authorship—while noting the gaps between private candor and public posture. The tone is sympathetic and incisive.

Jane Austen

Woolf praises Austen’s exacting control, irony, and moral tact, showing how small rooms and social nuance sustain large artistic designs. She observes how economy of means and clarity of judgment produce enduring vitality. The analysis is balanced and respectful, attentive to craft over anecdote.

Jane Eyre and Wuthering Heights

Reading two landmark novels together, Woolf contrasts different registers of passion, voice, and structure. She weighs intensity against form, asking how private emotion becomes a public art. The tone is comparative and measured, highlighting originality without diminishing complexity.

George Eliot

Woolf considers Eliot’s breadth—ethical inquiry, social mapping, and psychological inwardness—as a distinctive achievement in the English novel. She shows how intelligence and sympathy organize intricate plots without losing human warmth. The essay’s manner is admiring yet analytic, balancing ideas with character.

Modern Fiction and Continental Perspectives (Modern Fiction; The Russian Point of View; How It Strikes a Contemporary; Joseph Conrad)

Woolf argues for fiction that follows the mind’s subtle currents rather than conventional plots, reading Russian novelists and Conrad as guides to seriousness and impression. She asks what defines contemporary sensibility, how moral weight and style converge, and where the novel might travel next. The voice is programmatic yet exploratory, inviting renewal through attentive reading.

George Gissing

Woolf examines Gissing’s sober vision of urban hardship and thwarted aspiration, noting an austere honesty that resists easy consolation. She values his craftsmanship while acknowledging a narrowness born of disillusion. The portrait is fair-minded, finding beauty in restraint.

The Novels of George Meredith

Woolf presents Meredith as brilliant, comic, and exacting, whose swift intellect and symbolic texture challenge the inattentive reader. She weighs the pleasures of high-spirited style against the risks of overpressure. The appraisal is nuanced, praising ambition while mapping its limits.

The Novels of Thomas Hardy

Woolf reads Hardy’s fiction as a tragic art where fate, landscape, and custom entangle human desire. She emphasizes the power of setting and chorus-like communities to shape moral atmosphere. The tone is grave and lucid, charting necessity without surrendering compassion.

Aurora Leigh

Treating a long poem about a woman’s vocation, Woolf explores how art, love, and social duty collide within a single life’s narrative. She considers the verse-novel’s hybrid energies and its argument for a larger sphere of action for women. The reading is alert to ambition and form alike.

I Am Christina Rossetti

Assuming a poet’s inward stance, Woolf traces a voice of renunciation, clarity, and reserve, where strength appears through restraint. She examines how simplicity becomes an instrument of depth and moral poise. The mood is intimate and exact, attentive to cadence and silence.

The Patron and the Crocus

Using the image of a fragile flower, Woolf reflects on how art depends on seasons, patience, and the quiet help of its beholders. She weighs the roles of patron, public, and creator in nurturing renewal. The allegory is gentle and suggestive, urging readers to become cultivators of beauty.

The Modern Essay

Woolf surveys the essay’s evolution, arguing for suppleness, personality, and transparency over stiffness and display. She distinguishes between manner and matter, praising writers who make thought feel like a natural motion. The tone is critical yet encouraging, a blueprint for livelier prose.

How Should One Read a Book?

Addressing the common reader directly, Woolf proposes reading as a free, experimental art guided by pleasure, comparison, and rereading. She urges trust in one’s responses while cultivating breadth and tact. The counsel is practical and liberating, turning method into a habit of attention.
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THE COMMON READER





There is a sentence in Dr. Johnson’s Life of Gray which might well be written up in all those rooms, too humble to be called libraries, yet full of books, where the pursuit of reading is carried on by private people. “… I rejoice to concur with the common reader; for by the common sense of readers, uncorrupted by literary prejudices, after all the refinements of subtilty and the dogmatism of learning, must be finally decided all claim to poetical honours.” It defines their qualities; it dignifies their aims; it bestows upon a pursuit which devours a great deal of time, and is yet apt to leave behind it nothing very substantial, the sanction of the great man’s approval.

The common reader, as Dr. Johnson implies, differs from the critic and the scholar[1q]. He is worse educated, and nature has not gifted him so generously. He reads for his own pleasure rather than to impart knowledge or correct the opinions of others[2q]. Above all, he is guided by an instinct to create for himself, out of whatever odds and ends he can come by, some kind of whole—a portrait of a man, a sketch of an age, a theory of the art of writing. He never ceases, as he reads, to run up some rickety and ramshackle fabric which shall give him the temporary satisfaction of looking sufficiently like the real object to allow of affection, laughter, and argument. Hasty, inaccurate, and superficial, snatching now this poem, now that scrap of old furniture, without caring where he finds it or of what nature it may be so long as it serves his purpose and rounds his structure, his deficiencies as a critic are too obvious to be pointed out; but if he has, as Dr. Johnson maintained, some say in the final distribution of poetical honours, then, perhaps, it may be worth while to write down a few of the ideas and opinions which, insignificant in themselves, yet contribute to so mighty a result.





THE PASTONS AND CHAUCER1






The tower of Caister Castle still rises ninety feet into the air, and the arch still stands from which Sir John Fastolf’s barges sailed out to fetch stone for the building of the great castle. But now jackdaws nest on the tower, and of the castle, which once covered six acres of ground, only ruined walls remain, pierced by loop-holes and surmounted by battlements, though there are neither archers within nor cannon without. As for the “seven religious men” and the “seven poor folk” who should, at this very moment, be praying for the souls of Sir John and his parents, there is no sign of them nor sound of their prayers. The place is a ruin. Antiquaries speculate and differ.



1 The Paston Letters, edited by Dr. James Gairdner (1904), 4 vols.



Not so very far off lie more ruins—the ruins of Bromholm Priory, where John Paston was buried, naturally enough, since his house was only a mile or so away, lying on low ground by the sea, twenty miles north of Norwich. The coast is dangerous, and the land, even in our time, inaccessible. Nevertheless, the little bit of wood at Bromholm, the fragment of the true Cross, brought pilgrims incessantly to the Priory, and sent them away with eyes opened and limbs straightened. But some of them with their newly-opened eyes saw a sight which shocked them—the grave of John Paston in Bromholm Priory without a tombstone. The news spread over the country-side. The Pastons had fallen; they that had been so powerful could no longer afford a stone to put above John Paston’s head. Margaret, his widow, could not pay her debts; the eldest son, Sir John, wasted his property upon women and tournaments, while the younger, John also, though a man of greater parts, thought more of his hawks than of his harvests.

The pilgrims of course were liars, as people whose eyes have just been opened by a piece of the true Cross have every right to be; but their news, none the less, was welcome. The Pastons had risen in the world. People said even that they had been bondmen not so very long ago. At any rate, men still living could remember John’s grandfather Clement tilling his own land, a hard-working peasant; and William, Clement’s son, becoming a judge and buying land; and John, William’s son, marrying well and buying more land and quite lately inheriting the vast new castle at Caister, and all Sir John’s lands in Norfolk and Suffolk. People said that he had forged the old knight’s will. What wonder, then, that he lacked a tombstone? But, if we consider the character of Sir John Paston, John’s eldest son, and his upbringing and his surroundings, and the relations between himself and his father as the family letters reveal them, we shall see how difficult it was, and how likely to be neglected—this business of making his father’s tombstone.

For let us imagine, in the most desolate part of England known to us at the present moment, a raw, new-built house, without telephone, bathroom or drains, arm-chairs or newspapers, and one shelf perhaps of books, unwieldy to hold, expensive to come by. The windows look out upon a few cultivated fields and a dozen hovels, and beyond them there is the sea on one side, on the other a vast fen. A single road crosses the fen, but there is a hole in it, which, one of the farm hands reports, is big enough to swallow a carriage. And, the man adds, Tom Topcroft, the mad bricklayer, has broken loose again and ranges the country half-naked, threatening to kill any one who approaches him. That is what they talk about at dinner in the desolate house, while the chimney smokes horribly, and the draught lifts the carpets on the floor. Orders are given to lock all gates at sunset, and, when the long dismal evening has worn itself away, simply and solemnly, girt about with dangers as they are, these isolated men and women fall upon their knees in prayer.

In the fifteenth century, however, the wild landscape was broken suddenly and very strangely by vast piles of brand-new masonry. There rose out of the sandhills and heaths of the Norfolk coast a huge bulk of stone, like a modern hotel in a watering-place; but there was no parade, no lodging-houses, and no pier at Yarmouth then, and this gigantic building on the outskirts of the town was built to house one solitary old gentleman without any children—Sir John Fastolf, who had fought at Agincourt and acquired great wealth. He had fought at Agincourt and got but little reward. No one took his advice. Men spoke ill of him behind his back. He was well aware of it; his temper was none the sweeter for that. He was a hot-tempered old man, powerful, embittered by a sense of grievance. But whether on the battlefield or at court he thought perpetually of Caister, and how, when his duties allowed, he would settle down on his father’s land and live in a great house of his own building.

The gigantic structure of Caister Castle was in progress not so many miles away when the little Pastons were children. John Paston, the father, had charge of some part of the business, and the children listened, as soon as they could listen at all, to talk of stone and building, of barges gone to London and not yet returned, of the twenty-six private chambers, of the hall and chapel; of foundations, measurements, and rascally work-people. Later, in 1454, when the work was finished and Sir John had come to spend his last years at Caister, they may have seen for themselves the mass of treasure that was stored there; the tables laden with gold and silver plate; the wardrobes stuffed with gowns of velvet and satin and cloth of gold, with hoods and tippets and beaver hats and leather jackets and velvet doublets; and how the very pillow-cases on the beds were of green and purple silk. There were tapestries everywhere. The beds were laid and the bedrooms hung with tapestries representing sieges, hunting and hawking, men fishing, archers shooting, ladies playing on their harps, dallying with ducks, or a giant “bearing the leg of a bear in his hand “. Such were the fruits of a well-spent life. To buy land, to build great houses, to stuff these houses full of gold and silver plate (though the privy might well be in the bedroom), was the proper aim of mankind. Mr. and Mrs. Paston spent the greater part of their energies in the same exhausting occupation. For since the passion to acquire was universal, one could never rest secure in one’s possessions for long. The outlying parts of one’s property were in perpetual jeopardy. The Duke of Norfolk might covet this manor, the Duke of Suffolk that. Some trumped-up excuse, as for instance that the Pastons were bondmen, gave them the right to seize the house and batter down the lodges in the owner’s absence. And how could the owner of Paston and Mauteby and Drayton and Gresham be in five or six places at once, especially now that Caister Castle was his, and he must be in London trying to get his rights recognised by the King? The King was mad too, they said; did not know his own child, they said; or the King was in flight; or there was civil war in the land. Norfolk was always the most distressed of counties and its country gentlemen the most quarrelsome of mankind. Indeed, had Mrs. Paston chosen, she could have told her children how when she was a young woman a thousand men with bows and arrows and pans of burning fire had marched upon Gresham and broken the gates and mined the walls of the room where she sat alone. But much worse things than that had happened to women. She neither bewailed her lot nor thought herself a heroine. The long, long letters which she wrote so laboriously in her clear cramped hand to her husband, who was (as usual) away, make no mention of herself. The sheep had wasted the hay. Heyden’s and Tuddenham’s men were out. A dyke had been broken and a bullock stolen. They needed treacle badly, and really she must have stuff for a dress.

But Mrs. Paston did not talk about herself[5q].

Thus the little Pastons would see their mother writing or dictating page after page, hour after hour, long long letters, but to interrupt a parent who writes so laboriously of such important matters would have been a sin. The prattle of children, the lore of the nursery or schoolroom, did not find its way into these elaborate communications. For the most part her letters are the letters of an honest bailiff to his master, explaining, asking advice, giving news, rendering accounts. There was robbery and manslaughter; it was difficult to get in the rents; Richard Calle had gathered but little money; and what with one thing and another Margaret had not had time to make out, as she should have done, the inventory of the goods which her husband desired. Well might old Agnes, surveying her son’s affairs rather grimly from a distance, counsel him to contrive it so that “ye may have less to do in the world; your father said, In little business lieth much rest. This world is but a thoroughfare, and full of woe; and when we depart therefrom, right nought bear with us but our good deeds and ill.”

The thought of death would thus come upon them in a clap. Old Fastolf, cumbered with wealth and property, had his vision at the end of Hell fire, and shrieked aloud to his executors to distribute alms, and see that prayers were said “in perpetuum”, so that his soul might escape the agonies of purgatory. William Paston, the judge, was urgent too that the monks of Norwich should be retained to pray for his soul “for ever”. The soul was no wisp of air, but a solid body capable of eternal suffering, and the fire that destroyed it was as fierce as any that burnt on mortal grates. For ever there would be monks and the town of Norwich, and for ever the Chapel of Our Lady in the town of Norwich. There was something matter-of-fact, positive, and enduring in their conception both of life and of death.

With the plan of existence so vigorously marked out, children of course were well beaten, and boys and girls taught to know their places. They must acquire land; but they must obey their parents. A mother would clout her daughter’s head three times a week and break the skin if she did not conform to the laws of behaviour. Agnes Paston, a lady of birth and breeding, beat her daughter Elizabeth. Margaret Paston, a softer-hearted woman, turned her daughter out of the house for loving the honest bailiff Richard Calle. Brothers would not suffer their sisters to marry beneath them, and “sell candle and mustard in Framlingham”. The fathers quarrelled with the sons, and the mothers, fonder of their boys than of their girls, yet bound by all law and custom to obey their husbands, were torn asunder in their efforts to keep the peace. With all her pains, Margaret failed to prevent rash acts on the part of her eldest son John, or the bitter words with which his father denounced him. He was a “drone among bees”, the father burst out, “which labour for gathering honey in the fields, and the drone doth naught but taketh his part of it”. He treated his parents with insolence, and yet was fit for no charge of responsibility abroad.

But the quarrel was ended, very shortly, by the death (22nd May 1466) of John Paston, the father, in London. The body was brought down to Bromholm to be buried. Twelve poor men trudged all the way bearing torches beside it. Alms were distributed; masses and dirges were said. Bells were rung. Great quantities of fowls, sheep, pigs, eggs, bread, and cream were devoured, ale and wine drunk, and candles burnt. Two panes were taken from the church windows to let out the reek of the torches. Black cloth was distributed, and a light set burning on the grave. But John Paston, the heir, delayed to make his father’s tombstone.

He was a young man, something over twenty-four years of age. The discipline and the drudgery of a country life bored him. When he ran away from home, it was, apparently, to attempt to enter the King’s household. Whatever doubts, indeed, might be cast by their enemies on the blood of the Pastons, Sir John was unmistakably a gentleman. He had inherited his lands; the honey was his that the bees had gathered with so much labour. He had the instincts of enjoyment rather than of acquisition, and with his mother’s parsimony was strangely mixed something of his father’s ambition. Yet his own indolent and luxurious temperament took the edge from both. He was attractive to women, liked society and tournaments, and court life and making bets, and sometimes, even, reading books. And so life now that John Paston was buried started afresh upon rather a different foundation. There could be little outward change indeed. Margaret still ruled the house. She still ordered the lives of the younger children as she had ordered the lives of the elder. The boys still needed to be beaten into book-learning by their tutors, the girls still loved the wrong men and must be married to the right. Rents had to be collected; the interminable lawsuit for the Fastolf property dragged on. Battles were fought; the roses of York and Lancaster alternately faded and flourished. Norfolk was full of poor people seeking redress for their grievances, and Margaret worked for her son as she had worked for her husband, with this significant change only, that now, instead of confiding in her husband, she took the advice of her priest.

But inwardly there was a change. It seems at last as if the hard outer shell had served its purpose and something sensitive, appreciative, and pleasure-loving had formed within. At any rate Sir John, writing to his brother John at home, strayed sometimes from the business on hand to crack a joke, to send a piece of gossip, or to instruct him, knowingly and even subtly, upon the conduct of a love affair. Be “as lowly to the mother as ye list, but to the maid not too lowly, nor that ye be too glad to speed, nor too sorry to fail. And I shall always be your herald both here, if she come hither, and at home, when I come home, which I hope hastily within XI. days at the furthest.” And then a hawk was to be bought, a hat, or new silk laces sent down to John in Norfolk, prosecuting his suit, flying his hawks, and attending with considerable energy and not too nice a sense of honesty to the affairs of the Paston estates.

The lights had long since burnt out on John Paston’s grave. But still Sir John delayed; no tomb replaced them. He had his excuses; what with the business of the lawsuit, and his duties at Court, and the disturbance of the civil wars, his time was occupied and his money spent. But perhaps something strange had happened to Sir John himself, and not only to Sir John dallying in London, but to his sister Margery falling in love with the bailiff, and to Walter making Latin verses at Eton, and to John flying his hawks at Paston. Life was a little more various in its pleasures. They were not quite so sure as the elder generation had been of the rights of man and of the dues of God, of the horrors of death, and of the importance of tombstones. Poor Margaret Paston scented the change and sought uneasily, with the pen which had marched so stiffly through so many pages, to lay bare the root of her troubles. It was not that the lawsuit saddened her; she was ready to defend Caister with her own hands if need be, “though I cannot well guide nor rule soldiers”, but there was something wrong with the family since the death of her husband and master. Perhaps her son had failed in his service to God; he had been too proud or too lavish in his expenditure; or perhaps he had shown too little mercy to the poor. Whatever the fault might be, she only knew that Sir John spent twice as much money as his father for less result; that they could scarcely pay their debts without selling land, wood, or household stuff (“It is a death to me to think if it”); while every day people spoke ill of them in the country because they left John Paston to lie without a tombstone. The money that might have bought it, or more land, and more goblets and more tapestry, was spent by Sir John on clocks and trinkets, and upon paying a clerk to copy out Treatises upon Knighthood and other such stuff. There they stood at Paston—eleven volumes, with the poems of Lydgate and Chaucer among them, diffusing a strange air into the gaunt, comfortless house, inviting men to indolence and vanity, distracting their thoughts from business, and leading them not only to neglect their own profit but to think lightly of the sacred dues of the dead.

For sometimes, instead of riding off on his horse to inspect his crops or bargain with his tenants, Sir John would sit, in broad daylight, reading. There, on the hard chair in the comfortless room with the wind lifting the carpet and the smoke stinging his eyes, he would sit reading Chaucer, wasting his time, dreaming—or what strange intoxication was it that he drew from books? Life was rough, cheerless, and disappointing. A whole year of days would pass fruitlessly in dreary business, like dashes of rain on the window-pane. There was no reason in it as there had been for his father; no imperative need to establish a family and acquire an important position for children who were not born, or if born, had no right to bear their father’s name. But Lydgate’s poems or Chaucer’s, like a mirror in which figures move brightly, silently, and compactly, showed him the very skies, fields, and people whom he knew, but rounded and complete. Instead of waiting listlessly for news from London or piecing out from his mother’s gossip some country tragedy of love and jealousy, here, in a few pages, the whole story was laid before him. And then as he rode or sat at table he would remember some description or saying which bore upon the present moment and fixed it, or some string of words would charm him, and putting aside the pressure of the moment, he would hasten home to sit in his chair and learn the end of the story.



To learn the end of the story—Chaucer can still make us wish to do that[4q]. He has pre-eminently that storyteller’s gift, which is almost the rarest gift among writers at the present day. Nothing happens to us as it did to our ancestors; events are seldom important; if we recount them, we do not really believe in them; we have perhaps things of greater interest to say, and for these reasons natural storytellers like Mr. Garnett, whom we must distinguish from self-conscious storytellers like Mr. Masefield, have become rare. For the storyteller, besides his indescribable zest for facts, must tell his story craftily, without undue stress or excitement, or we shall swallow it whole and jumble the parts together; he must let us stop, give us time to think and look about us, yet always be persuading us to move on. Chaucer was helped to this to some extent by the time of his birth; and in addition he had another advantage over the moderns which will never come the way of English poets again. England was an unspoilt country. His eyes rested on a virgin land, all unbroken grass and wood except for the small towns and an occasional castle in the building. No villa roofs peered through Kentish tree-tops; no factory chimney smoked on the hill-side. The state of the country, considering how poets go to Nature, how they use her for their images and their contrasts even when they do not describe her directly, is a matter of some importance. Her cultivation or her savagery influences the poet far more profoundly than the prose writer. To the modern poet, with Birmingham, Manchester, and London the size they are, the country is the sanctuary of moral excellence in contrast with the town which is the sink of vice. It is a retreat, the haunt of modesty and virtue, where men go to hide and moralise. There is something morbid, as if shrinking from human contact, in the nature worship of Wordsworth, still more in the microscopic devotion which Tennyson lavished upon the petals of roses and the buds of lime trees. But these were great poets. In their hands, the country was no mere jeweller’s shop, or museum of curious objects to be described, even more curiously, in words. Poets of smaller gift, since the view is so much spoilt, and the garden or the meadow must replace the barren heath and the precipitous mountain-side, are now confined to little landscapes, to birds’ nests, to acorns with every wrinkle drawn to the life. The wider landscape is lost.

But to Chaucer the country was too large and too wild to be altogether agreeable. He turned instinctively, as if he had painful experience of their nature, from tempests and rocks to the bright May day and the jocund landscape, from the harsh and mysterious to the gay and definite. Without possessing a tithe of the virtuosity in word-painting which is the modern inheritance, he could give, in a few words, or even, when we come to look, without a single word of direct description, the sense of the open air.




And se the fresshe floures how they sprynge[3q]





—that is enough.

Nature, uncompromising, untamed, was no looking-glass for happy faces, or confessor of unhappy souls. She was herself; sometimes, therefore, disagreeable enough and plain, but always in Chaucer’s pages with the hardness and the freshness of an actual presence. Soon, however, we notice something of greater importance than the gay and picturesque appearance of the mediaeval world—the solidity which plumps it out, the conviction which animates the characters. There is immense variety in the Canterbury Tales, and yet, persisting underneath, one consistent type. Chaucer has his world; he has his young men; he has his young women. If one met them straying in Shakespeare’s world one would know them to be Chaucer’s, not Shakespeare’s. He wants to describe a girl, and this is what she looks like:




Ful semely hir wimpel pinched was,

    Hir nose tretys; hir eyen greye as glas;

    Hir mouth ful smal, and ther-to soft and reed;

    But sikerly she hadde a fair foreheed;

    It was almost a spanne brood, I trowe;

    For, hardily, she was nat undergrowe.





Then he goes on to develop her; she was a girl, a virgin, cold in her virginity:




I am, thou woost, yet of thy companye,

    A mayde, and love hunting and venerye,

    And for to walken in the wodes wilde,

    And noght to been a wyf and be with childe.





Next he bethinks him how




Discreet she was in answering alway;

    And though she had been as wise as Pallas

    No countrefeted termes hadde she

    To seme wys; but after hir degree

    She spak, and alle hir wordes more and lesse

    Souninge in vertu and in gentillesse.





Each of these quotations, in fact, comes from a different Tale, but they are parts, one feels, of the same personage, whom he had in mind, perhaps unconsciously, when he thought of a young girl, and for this reason, as she goes in and out of the Canterbury Tales bearing different names, she has a stability which is only to be found where the poet has made up his mind about young women, of course, but also about the world they live in, its end, its nature, and his own craft and technique, so that his mind is free to apply its force fully to its object. It does not occur to him that his Griselda might be improved or altered. There is no blur about her, no hesitation; she proves nothing; she is content to be herself. Upon her, therefore, the mind can rest with that unconscious ease which allows it, from hints and suggestions, to endow her with many more qualities than are actually referred to. Such is the power of conviction, a rare gift, a gift shared in our day by Joseph Conrad in his earlier novels, and a gift of supreme importance, for upon it the whole weight of the building depends. Once believe in Chaucer’s young men and women and we have no need of preaching or protest. We know what he finds good, what evil; the less said the better. Let him get on with his story, paint knights and squires, good women and bad, cooks, shipmen, priests, and we will supply the landscape, give his society its belief, its standing towards life and death, and make of the journey to Canterbury a spiritual pilgrimage.

This simple faithfulness to his own conceptions was easier then than now in one respect at least, for Chaucer could write frankly where we must either say nothing or say it slyly. He could sound every note in the language instead of finding a great many of the best gone dumb from disuse, and thus, when struck by daring fingers, giving off a loud discordant jangle out of keeping with the rest. Much of Chaucer—a few lines perhaps in each of the Tales—is improper and gives us as we read it the strange sensation of being naked to the air after being muffled in old clothing. And, as a certain kind of humour depends upon being able to speak without self-consciousness of the parts and functions of the body, so with the advent of decency literature lost the use of one of its limbs. It lost its power to create the Wife of Bath, Juliet’s nurse, and their recognisable though already colourless relation, Moll Flanders. Sterne, from fear of coarseness, is forced into indecency. He must be witty, not humorous; he must hint instead of speaking outright. Nor can we believe, with Mr. Joyce’s Ulysses before us, that laughter of the old kind will ever be heard again.




But, lord Christ! When that it remembreth me

    Up-on my yowthe, and on my Iolitee,

    It tikleth me aboute myn herte rote.

    Unto this day it doth myn herte bote

    That I have had my world as in my tyme.





The sound of that old woman’s voice is still.

But there is another and more important reason for the surprising brightness, the still effective merriment of the Canterbury Tales. Chaucer was a poet; but he never flinched from the life that was being lived at the moment before his eyes. A farmyard, with its straw, its dung, its cocks and its hens, is not (we have come to think) a poetic subject; poets seem either to rule out the farmyard entirely or to require that it shall be a farmyard in Thessaly and its pigs of mythological origin. But Chaucer says outright:




Three large sowes hadde she, and namo,

    Three kyn, and eek a sheep that highte Malle;





or again,




A yard she hadde, enclosed al aboute

    With stikkes, and a drye ditch withoute.





He is unabashed and unafraid. He will always get close up to his object—an old man’s chin—




With thikke bristles of his berde unsofte,

    Lyk to the skin of houndfish, sharp as brere;





or an old man’s neck—




The slakke skin aboute his nekke shaketh

    Whyl that he sang;





and he will tell you what his characters wore, how they looked, what they ate and drank, as if poetry could handle the common facts of this very moment of Tuesday, the sixteenth day of April, 1387, without dirtying her hands. If he withdraws to the time of the Greeks or the Romans, it is only that his story leads him there. He has no desire to wrap himself round in antiquity, to take refuge in age, or to shirk the associations of common grocer’s English.

Therefore when we say that we know the end of the journey, it is hard to quote the particular lines from which we take our knowledge. Chaucer fixed his eyes upon the road before him, not upon the world to come. He was little given to abstract contemplation. He deprecated, with peculiar archness, any competition with the scholars and divines:




The answere of this I lete to divynis,

    But wel I woot, that in this world grey pyne is.

    What is this world? What asketh men to have?

    Now with his love, now in the colde grave

    Allone, withouten any companye,

    O cruel goddes, that governe

    This world with binding of your worde eterne,

    And wryten in the table of athamaunt

    Your parlement, and your eterne graunt,

    What is mankinde more un-to yow holde

    Than is the sheepe, that rouketh in the folde?
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