
 

INTRODUCTION 

IT is difficult—perhaps impossible—for a writer 
to say anything about his own work. All he has to say 
has been said as fully and as well as he can in the body 
of the book itself. If he has failed to make his 
meaning clear there it is scarcely likely that he will 
succeed in some few pages of preface or postscript. 
And the author’s mind has another peculiarity which 
is also hostile to introductions. It is as inhospitable 
to its offspring as the hen sparrow is to hers. Once 
the young birds can fly, fly they must; and by the 
time they have fluttered out of the nest the mother 
bird has begun to think perhaps of another brood. In 
the same way once a book is printed and published it 
ceases to be the property of the author; he commits 
it to the care of other people; all his attention is 
claimed by some new book which not only thrusts its 
predecessor from the nest but has a way of subtly 
blackening its character in comparison with its own. 

It is true that the author can if he wishes tell us 
something about himself and his life which is not in 
the novel; and to this effort we should do all that we 

can to encourage him. For nothing is more fasci-
nating than to be shown the truth which lies behind 

those immense façades of fiction—if life is indeed 



true, and if fiction is indeed fictitious. And probably 

the connection between the two is highly com-

plicated. Books are the flowers or fruit stuck here and 

there on a tree which has its roots deep down in the 

earth of our earliest life, of our first experiences. But 

here again to tell the reader anything that his own 

imagination and insight have not already discovered 

would need not a page or two of preface but a volume 

or two of autobiography. Slowly and cautiously one 
would have to go to work, uncovering, laying bare, 

and even so when everything had been brought to 

the surface, it would still be for the reader to decide 

what was relevant and what not. Of Mrs. Dalloway 

then one can only bring to light at the moment a few 

scraps, of little importance or none perhaps; as that 

in the first version Septimus, who later is intended to 

be her double, had no existence; and that Mrs. 

Dalloway was originally to kill herself, or perhaps 

merely to die at the end of the party. Such scraps are 

offered humbly to the reader in the hope that like 

other odds and ends they may come in useful. 

But if one has too much respect for the reader 
pure and simple to point out to him what he has 
missed, or to suggest to him what he should seek, 
one may speak more explicitly to the reader who has 
put off his innocence and become a critic. For 
though criticism, whether praise or blame, should be 



accepted in silence as the legitimate comment which 
the act of publication invites, now and again a 
statement is made without bearing on the book’s 

merits or demerits which the writer happens to know 
to be mistaken. One such statement has been made 
sufficiently often about Mrs. Dalloway to be worth 
perhaps a word of contradiction. The book, it was 
said, was the deliberate offspring of a method. The 
author, it was said, dissatisfied with the form of fic-
tion then in vogue, was determined to beg, borrow, 
steal or even create another of her own. But, as far as 
it is possible to be honest about the mysterious 
process of the mind, the facts are otherwise. Dis-
satisfied the writer may have been; but her dissatis-
faction was primarily with nature for giving an idea, 

without providing a house for it to live in. The 
novelists of the preceding generation had done little 
—after all why should they?—to help. The novel was 
the obvious lodging, but the novel it seemed was 
built on the wrong plan. Thus rebuked the idea 
started as the oyster starts or the snail to secrete a 
house for itself. And this it did without any conscious 
direction. The little note book in which an attempt 
was made to forecast a plan was soon abandoned, and 
the book grew day by day, week by week, without any 
plan at all, except that which was dictated each 
morning in the act of writing. The other way, to 



make a house and then inhabit it, to develop a theory 
and then apply it, as Wordsworth did and Coleridge, 
is, it need not be said, equally good and much more 

philosophic. But in the present case it was necessary 
to write the book first and to invent a theory 
afterwards. 

If, however, one singles out the particular point 

of the book’s methods for discussion it is for the 

reason given—that it has been made the subject of 

comment by critics, not that in itself it deserves 

notice. On the contrary, the more successful the 

method, the less it attracts attention. The reader it is 

to be hoped will not give a thought to the book’s 

method or to the book’s lack of method. He is con-

cerned only with the effect of the book as a whole on 

his mind. Of that most important question he is a far 

better judge than the writer. Indeed, given time and 

liberty to frame his own opinion he is eventually an 

infallible judge. To him then the writer commends 

Mrs. Dalloway and leaves the court confident that 

the verdict whether for instant death or for some 

years more of life and liberty will in either case be 

just. 
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