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Document A
Chapter One

Though I haven’t ever been on the screen I was brought up in pictures. Rudolph Valentino
came to my fifth birthday party—or so I was told. I put this down only to indicate that even
before the age of reason I was in a position to watch the wheels go round.

I was going to write my memoirs once, “The Producer’s Daughter,” but at eighteen you never
quite get around to anything like that. It’s just as well—it would have been as flat as an old
column of Lolly Parsons’. My father was in the picture business as another man might be in
cotton or steel, and I took it tranquilly. At the worst I accepted Hollywood with the resignation
of a ghost assigned to a haunted house. I knew what you were supposed to think about it but I
was obstinately unhorrified.

Yy

40 This is easy to say, but harder to make people understand. When I was at Bennington some of
the English teachers who pretended an indifference to Hollywood or its products really hated
it. Hated it way down deep as a threat to their existence. Even before that, when I was in a
convent, a sweet little nun asked me to get her a script of a screen play so she could “teach her
class about movie writing” as she had taught them about the essay and the short story. I got

Ay the script for her and I suppose she puzzled over it and puzzled over it but it was never
mentioned in class and she gave it back to me with an air of offended surprise and not a single
comment. That’s what I half expect to happen to this story.

You can take Hollywood for granted like I did, or you can dismiss it with the contempt we
reserve for what we don’t understand. It can be understood too, but only dimly and in flashes.

22 Not half a dozen men have ever been able to keep the whole equation of pictures in their
heads. And perhaps the closest a woman can come to the set-up is to try and understand one
of those men.

The world from an airplane I knew. Father always had us travel back and forth that way from
school and college. After my sister died when I was a junior, I travelled to and fro alone and

2§ the journey always made me think of her, made me somewhat solemn and subdued.
Sometimes there were picture people I knew on board the plane, and occasionally there was
an attractive college boy—but not often during the Depression. I seldom really fell asleep
during the trip, what with thoughts of Eleanor and the sense of that sharp rip between coast
and coast—at least not till we had left those lonely little airports in Tennessee.

3o This trip was so rough that the passengers divided early into those who turned in right away
and those who didn’t want to turn in at all. There were two of these latter right across from me
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and I was pretty sure from their fragmentary conversation that they were from Hollywood —
one of them because he looked like it, a middle-aged Jew who alternately talked with nervous
excitement or else crouched as if ready to spring, in a harrowing silence; the other a pale,

35 plain, stocky man of thirty, whom I was sure I had seen before. He had been to the house or
something. But it might have been when I was a little girl, and so I wasn’t offended that he
didn’t recognize me.

The stewardess—she was tall, handsome and flashing dark, a type that they seemed to run to
—asked me if she could make up my berth.

4o “—and, dear, do you want an aspirin?” She perched on the side of the seat and rocked
precariously to and fro with the June hurricane, “—or a Nembutal?”’

6‘N0 kAl

“I’ve been so busy with everyone else that I’ve had no time to ask you.” She sat down beside
me and buckled us both in. “Do you want some gum?”

4s This reminded me to get rid of the piece that had been boring me for hours. I wrapped it in a
piece of magazine and put it into the automatic ash-holder.

“I can always tell people are nice—” the stewardess said approvingly “—if they wrap their
gum in paper before they put it in there.”

We sat for a while in the half-light of the swaying car. It was vaguely like a swanky restaurant
$o at that twilight time between meals. We were all lingering—and not quite on purpose. Even
the stewardess, I think, had to keep reminding herself why she was there.

She and I talked about a young actress I knew, whom she had flown west with two years

before. It was in the very lowest time of the Depression and the young actress kept staring out

the window in such an intent way that the stewardess was afraid she was contemplating a
5§ leap. It appeared though that she was not afraid of poverty, but only of revolution.

“I know what Mother and I are going to do,” she confided to the stewardess. “We’re coming
out to the Yellowstone and we’re just going to live simply till it all blows over. Then we’ll
come back. They don’t kill artists—you know?”

F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Love of the Last Tycoon, A western, 1941
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Document B

Here then was I (call me Mary Beton, Mary Seton, Mary Carmichael or by any name you
please — it is not a matter of any importance) sitting on the banks of a river a week or two
ago in fine October weather, lost in thought. That collar I have spoken of, women and fiction,
the need of coming to some conclusion on a subject that raises all sorts of prejudices and
passions, bowed my head to the ground. To the right and left bushes of some sort, golden and
crimson, glowed with the colour, even it seemed burnt with the heat, of fire. On the further
bank the willows wept in perpetual lamentation, their hair about their shoulders. The river
reflected whatever it chose of sky and bridge and burning tree, and when the undergraduate
had oared his boat through the reflections they closed again, completely, as if he had never
been. There one might have sat the clock round lost in thought. Thought — to call it by a
prouder name than it deserved — had let its line down into the stream. It swayed, minute after
minute, hither and thither among the reflections and the weeds, letting the water lift it and
sink it until — you know the little tug — the sudden conglomeration of an idea at the end of
one’s line: and then the cautious hauling of it in, and the careful laying of it out? Alas, laid on
the grass how small, how insignificant this thought of mine looked; the sort of fish that a good
fisherman puts back into the water so that it may grow fatter and be one day worth cooking
and eating. I will not trouble you with that thought now, though if you look carefully you may
find it for yourselves in the course of what [ am going to say.

But however small it was, it had, nevertheless, the mysterious property of its kind — put back
into the mind, it became at once very exciting, and important; and as it darted and sank, and
flashed hither and thither, set up such a wash and tumult of ideas that it was impossible to sit
still. It was thus that I found myself walking with extreme rapidity across a grass plot.
Instantly a man’s figure rose to intercept me. Nor did I at first understand that the
gesticulations of a curious-looking object, in a cut-away coat and evening shirt, were aimed at
me. His face expressed horror and indignation. Instinct rather than reason came to my help, he
was a Beadle; I was a woman. This was the turf; there was the path. Only the Fellows and
Scholars are allowed here; the gravel is the place for me. Such thoughts were the work of a
moment. As I regained the path the arms of the Beadle sank, his face assumed its usual
repose, and though turf is better walking than gravel, no very great harm was done. The only
charge I could bring against the Fellows and Scholars of whatever the college might happen
to be was that in protection of their turf, which has been rolled for 300 years in succession
they had sent my little fish into hiding.

What idea it had been that had sent me so audaciously trespassing I could not now remember.
The spirit of peace descended like a cloud from heaven, for if the spirit of peace dwells
anywhere, it is in the courts and quadrangles of Oxbridge on a fine October morning. Strolling
through those colleges past those ancient halls the roughness of the present seemed smoothed
away; the body seemed contained in a miraculous glass cabinet through which no sound could
penetrate, and the mind, freed from any contact with facts (unless one trespassed on the turf
again), was at liberty to settle down upon whatever meditation was in harmony with the
moment. As chance would have it, some stray memory of some old essay about revisiting
Oxbridge in the long vacation brought Charles Lamb to mind — Saint Charles, said
Thackeray, putting a letter of Lamb’s to his forehead. Indeed, among all the dead (I give you
my thoughts as they came to me), Lamb is one of the most congenial; one to whom one would
have liked to say, Tell me then how you wrote your essays? For his essays are superior even to
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4s Max Beerbohm’s, I thought, with all their perfection, because of that wild flash of

So

6o

imagination, that lightning crack of genius in the middle of them which leaves them flawed
and imperfect, but starred with poetry. Lamb then came to Oxbridge perhaps a hundred years
ago. Certainly he wrote an essay — the name escapes me — about the manuscript of one of
Milton’s poems which he saw here. It was Lycidas perhaps, and Lamb wrote how it shocked
him to think it possible that any word in Lycidas could have been different from what it is. To
think of Milton changing the words in that poem seemed to him a sort of sacrilege. This led
me to remember what I could of Lycidas and to amuse myself with guessing which word it
could have been that Milton had altered, and why. It then occurred to me that the very
manuscript itself which Lamb had looked at was only a few hundred yards away, so that one
could follow Lamb’s footsteps across the quadrangle to that famous library where the treasure
is kept. Moreover, I recollected, as I put this plan into execution, it is in this famous library
that the manuscript of Thackeray’s Esmond is also preserved. The critics often say that
Esmond is Thackeray’s most perfect novel. But the affectation of the style, with its imitation
of the eighteenth century, hampers one, so far as I can remember; unless indeed the
eighteenth-century style was natural to Thackeray — a fact that one might prove by looking at
the manuscript and seeing whether the alterations were for the benefit of the style or of the
sense. But then one would have to decide what is style and what is meaning, a question which
— but here I was actually at the door which leads into the library itself. I must have opened it,
for instantly there issued, like a guardian angel barring the way with a flutter of black gown

6s” instead of white wings, a deprecating, silvery, kindly gentleman, who regretted in a low voice

as he waved me back that ladies are only admitted to the library if accompanied by a Fellow
of the College or furnished with a letter of introduction.

Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own, 1928
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Dante Gabriel Rossetti, Elizabeth Siddal Seated at an Easel, 1852
(pen and ink on paper, 16.7 x 10.3 cm)




