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Three Guineas (1938) is a palimpsest text. Latent images silhouetted beneath the words are revealed if
read in a certain light. Constructed from notebooks, propaganda leaflets, letters, scrapbooks, diaries,
biographies, political pamphlets, photographs and news articles, Three Guineas forms what Jane Marcus
calls ‘part of a major documentary project’,1 underwritten by its extensive archive of media influences and
political thought. Composed between 1936 and 1938, in response to the Spanish Civil War2 and the death
of Woolf’s nephew Julian Bell in 1937,3 the layers encrypted within the text reveal sources and influences
from the war. For every explicit statement that Three Guineas makes, much goes unsaid. For every verbal
and printed picture that it shows us, there are photographs and visual images withheld. Commenting on
Woolf’s oeuvre, Julia Briggs observes: ‘In terms of Woolf’s art, absence takes on a range of forms.’4 This
absence in Three Guineas is particularly striking in Woolf’s refusal to show us photographs from the
Spanish Civil War. These are images that the Spanish Government sends ‘with patient pertinacity about
twice a week’ (TG 14) of ‘dead bodies and ruined houses’ (TG 42) that Woolf describes, but then in a
narrative twist she prints other, more domestic, more condemning photographs of the men in power who
are responsible for war.5
The photographs that Woolf refuses to show us gesture towards the absent individuals that we cannot
know, whom we can imagine as three generic figures of war: the weeping woman, the fallen soldier, and
the dead child. As Briggs avers, ‘Loss and absence lie at the heart of Woolf’s art’ (RVW 1). Historically
classical stock characters of war, these figures were made into icons of the Spanish Civil War (and
subsequently of war resistance in general), in Picasso’s studies for and painting of Guernica (1937), and his
subsequent Weeping Woman portraiture series (1937).6 In all of his paintings and sketches of the motif, the
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Weeping Woman becomes the extreme figure of loss and absence—a woman in mourning, her body marks
the presence of an absence. In subverting this signifier of loss, a signifier that has the ability either to
mobilise or to condemn war, Woolf finds the potential for a radicalised pacifist politics. Three Guineas
unfolds a pacifist politics reliant upon a global feminism and socialism, and predicated upon women’s
position outside the structures of power. Three Guineas proposes that, when women cease to weep and
instead unite against war, when they choose to disengage from the war-making system, peace becomes
possible. The Weeping Woman’s cry of mourning mutates into the mother’s cry of rage while burning the
universities to the ground: ‘Let it Blaze! Let it blaze! For we have done with this “education”!’ (TG 45).
Written in an epistolary form, the text ‘connects the private house with the world of public life’ (TG
23). Vara Neverow, in her talk at the International Virginia Woolf Conference 2013 in Vancouver, B.C.,
puts Three Guineas in dialogue with Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaiden’s Tale, and shows how in both
‘the reader is positioned as a witness, not as a passive observer without any ethical obligations.’ Quoting
from The Image and the Witness: Trauma, Memory, and Visual Culture, Neverow continues: ‘Frances
Guerin and Roger Hallas… assert intriguingly that when a story is told… “the listener [or reader] assumes
responsibility to perpetuate the imperative to bear witness to the historical trauma for the sake of collective
memory” (11).’7 One of the traumas that Three Guineas, and therefore the ‘we’ as readers, bears witness to
is the large-scale employment of total war during the Spanish Civil War, where civilians became military
targets. The ‘pictures of dead bodies and ruined houses’ (TG 42) that appears as a refrain throughout Three
Guineas speak to civilian deaths, bombings of civilian houses, where the lives of women and children are
on the line. The famous passage in Three Guineas that describes the photographs in such heartbreaking
detail—‘They are photographs of dead bodies for the most part. This morning’s collection contains the
photograph of what might be a man’s body, or a woman’s; it is so mutilated that it might, on the other
hand, be the body of a pig. But those certainly are dead children, and that undoubtedly is the section of a
house’ (TG 14)—documents the ethical impossibility presented to the narrator and reader alike by the first
fully technologised total war. Collapsing the distinctions between inside and outside the text, Woolf allies
herself with the female specifically reader, the daughters of educated men, in speaking to the addressee of
the first letter: ‘We echo your words. War … is an abomination; a barbarity; war must be stopped’ (TG
14). Picasso’s Guernica and Weeping Woman series compel a similar outrage and emotional reflex and beg
the question: How does one respond ethically to the employment of total war?
Woolf’s images of Madrid under siege are informed by French journalist Louis Delaprée’s obscure
political pamphlet, The Martyrdom of Madrid, which Woolf pasted into her reading notebooks8 and cites in
her footnotes (n. 15 to Part III). Delaprée, interesting to note, according to Martin Minchom, also inspires
Picasso’s imaginary space for the painting of Guernica.9 The journalist, the experimental modernist, and
the painter each grapple with the representation of and protest against total war during the Spanish Civil
War. These representations all invoke the figure of the Weeping Woman. Let us imagine, for a moment,
that the dead baby of Guernica is the child in the photographs that assail Woolf, the basement bomb shelter
in Picasso’s painting is the imaginary ‘ruined house’ of Three Guineas, and that these images are inspired
by Delaprée’s newspaper article, ‘Bombs over Madrid’,10 and the pamphlet, The Martyrdom of Madrid.
The Weeping Woman appears in all these works as a strong condemnation of war. The triangle of Woolf,
Delaprée and Picasso surrounds the Weeping Woman; each offers another dimension to a classic character
of war: Delaprée gives the weeping woman a story; Picasso gives her a face; Woolf radicalises her by
encouraging her to dry her eyes and wail in indignation, not sadness. In the process, Woolf gives her a
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voice and a politics. Woolf subverts the passivity of the Weeping Woman in Picasso and Delaprée and
writes her a different role, one that offers the possibility of peace through her engagement in politics.
A classical icon of mourning from the days of the Greeks, the Weeping Woman has many vestiges and
forms. Historically, she stands in as the one who bears witness to death. Sometimes she weeps, sometimes
she wails.11 Sometimes she is a passive victim, sometimes she is an active agent in her own torment.12
Sometimes she is childless, sometimes she mourns dry-eyed over her child.13 She always, however, marks
tragedy and death; this figure has trans-historically and-culturally come to represent the injustices of the
universe generally, and more specifically, of war. Jodi Freeman explains that the Weeping Woman motif
was not employed solely by Picasso at the Spanish Pavilion of the World’s Exhibition in Paris 1937, but by
several of the artists who also showed work (PWW 85). She concludes: ‘Clearly Picasso’s preoccupation
with the weeping woman motif was shared by other Spanish artists; the reverence for women, particular
mothers, in devoutly Catholic Spain, made them a particularly sympathetic motif, in a forum, like the
pavilion, designed to sway viewer’s passions’ (85).
Used both to incite potential soldiers to fight and as rhetoric for the pacifist cause, the motif is often
mythicised: the feminisation of the victim means that the victim cannot share in the blame of the warmaking game. In other words, the Weeping Woman can be nothing other than tragic. Unlike the fallen
soldier, there is no poetic hero’s death for the Weeping Woman; there is no immortality in the songs and
epics of the bard. She is both pathetic and ostensibly blameless. And she is the last one standing. The
Weeping Woman will be left to register the trauma of survival and the trauma of guilt. The Weeping
Woman will be the one who remembers the absence of the living, whose presence marks the presence of
death. She is the floating signifier of tragedy and her wail is the wail that resounds through our art.
Delaprée intuited the emotional impact of the Weeping Woman and used her in both his pamphlet and
his newspaper article (which Minchom argues Picasso read) to garner support for the Republic. He proffers
a string of horrific images, documenting the atrocities of a technologised, total war. When one reads
Delaprée’s descriptions of war in ‘Bombs over Madrid’, one can see Picasso’s Weeping Woman with a
Handkerchief14 anticipated in the image: ‘The trampling of people as they escape, the sirens of ambulances
transporting the wounded, the sobbing of women beside you as they bury their heads in their scarves, the
to-and-fro of men who click their heels to convince themselves that they are not afraid’. Here we see the
Weeping Women hiding from the bombings under scarves, highlighting the brutality and injustice of war.
Delaprée pulls his reader’s heartstrings, evoking sympathy for the Spanish people.
Picasso’s ‘Mother and Dead Child’ of Guernica and the studies for Guernica, with her mouth upturned,
wailing at the loss of her child, echoes Delaprée’s images: ‘Women pressing against their breasts little
babies wrapped within a blanket drag behind their skirts unhappy children, with dry eyes, with trembling
chins’ (MOM 14). Delaprée describes a dead woman and child crushed on the corridor of a bombed-out
building. A relief worker spots them: ‘He notices the child’s corpse, which on the causeway risks to be
crushed for the second time. His hands adroitly remove the broken glass, take the little corpse and place it
on the woman’s heart, close to her right breast intact. A last flash of the torch shows us the little childish
head on this motherly heart, and everything falls into the night again’ (MOM 23–4). This vision of the
Madonna is a petrified version of Picasso’s Mother with Dead Child (III), a variation on the Weeping
Woman, about which Robin Greeley remarks, ‘There is a pointed kind of homage being paid to the
profundity of such grief, in which Picasso seeks not to assuage it but to recognize it, honor it, give it dignity
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through the empathetic touch of his brush’.15 In this study of Mother with Dead Child, Picasso has added
an orange streak of tears, so that it looks as if she is crying blood. Picasso and Delaprée both use the
Weeping Woman figure to illuminate the effects of total war. With the tragedy of today comes Delaprée’s
question: ‘WHAT WILL IT BE TOMORROW?’ (MOM 15).
It is in thinking of tomorrow that Woolf constructs her pacifism reliant upon a transnational feminism
and socialism that compels the Weeping Woman to dry her eyes and cry out in a different way. Woolf’s
Weeping Women, encountered in Betty Flanders writing a letter at the opening of Jacob’s Room (1922)
mourning her husband next to the seashore, and in the character of Poll of ‘A Society’ (1921),16 has a hum
that accompanies her to the rhythm of Charles Kingsley’s poem ‘Three Fishers’.17 Marcus has observed
that Three Guineas is ‘part of a series beginning with “A Society”’:
In all cases [Woolf] asserted, ‘Women Must Weep.’ From the tears of the little girl who is elected
president of the women’s ‘Society’ of the future in her early piece (‘A Society’ 136) to the character from
Charles Kingsley’s poem invoked in the Atlantic Monthly to the imagined complaints of the assembled
characters of Three Guineas, the weeping female chorus asserts women’s right to work. (TG lxv)
This right to work, however, is accompanied by responsibility; Woolf attaches conditions to women’s
work at ‘this moment of transition’ where women are ‘trapesing along somewhere in the rear’ (TG 84) of
the procession of power. The conditions of maintaining ‘poverty, chastity, derision’ (TG 94) are intended
to answer the question of ‘how can we enter the professions and yet remain civilized human beings; human
being, that is, who wish to prevent war?’ (TG 91).
For Woolf, women are both complicit in perpetuating and entirely dependent upon the war-making
system. However, no matter how women have participated through their sins of omission in allowing their
sons to go to war and in keeping the war-making structures in place, because of their lack of equality and
utter disenfranchisement having been kept outside of the institutions, they have the potential to effect
change upon a system of which they are not a submersed part. Because they are outside the system, women
are not the ones to go to war. Men must work and women must weep. This, then, is how Woolf’s
feminism is at the service of her pacifism: women, banded together in an ‘Outsider’s Society’ (TG 126),
can effect change from outside the power structure. In this society:
She will bind herself to take no share in patriotic demonstrations; to assent to no form of national selfpraise; to make no part of any claque or audience that encourages war; to absent herself from military
displays, tournaments, tattoos, prize-givings and all such ceremonies as encourage the desire to impose
‘our’ civilization or ‘our’ dominion upon other people. (TG 129)
Her ‘indifference’ (TG 129) to war will be her protest; her refusal to take part in the war-making game
will be its demise. For, if mothers refuse to raise their sons to go to war, if lovers refuse to be seduced by
fancy uniforms and silly decorations, if workers refuse to make munitions and charitable souls refuse to
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darn socks and knit blankets, it would be a great deal more difficult for men to actually make war. The
conditions upon which Woolf gives her guinea to support the professions of women are that they
use it, not to burn the house down, but to make its windows blaze. And let the daughters of uneducated
women dance round the new house … and let them sing, ‘We have done with war! We have done with
tyranny!’ And their mothers will laugh from their graves, ‘It was for this that we suffered obloquy and
contempt! Light up the windows of the new house, daughters! Let them blaze!’ (100)
With fires purging the old institutions and old habits, a new kind of wail emerges—one signalling
transformation and change, a destruction of the old ways. Woolf gives us a choice in Three Guineas,
evidenced by the title of her first, American, truncated version: ‘Women Must Weep—or Unite Against
War’.18 The sketch of mothers and daughters burning down the universities, making the windows blaze,
offers us a new portrait of a transformed Weeping Woman who has united against war.
The Weeping Woman, then, put forth by the three war artists forces us to reconcile our daily
complicacy and involvement in war. It makes our position as readers, who are witnesses with an ethical
obligation (as Neverow has taught us), apparent. The dead baby of Guernica is the child in the
photographs that traumatise Woolf. The basement bomb-shelter in Picasso’s painting is the imaginary
house of Three Guineas. And the woman holding her dead child is the mother who wails as her husband
and sons go to war—for it is well known that men must work and women must weep. What Woolf shows
us is that, as long as women weep silently and behind closed doors, we are all condemned to a cultural
repetition of tragedy and violence. Her cry, out loud and public, contains the possibility for peace, because
it is in this cry we can find dissention from a system designed to perpetuate itself. The Weeping Woman is
more than just an iconic figure of war that carries the ambivalence of a photograph; she is an ethical cry, a
call to action, and an impetus for change.
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