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INTRODUCTION
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Arthur Schopenhauer was in his early teens when he decided that he wanted to pursue a literary career. For his father, Heinrich Floris Schopenhauer, a successful Hamburg merchant, this was bad news; he expected Arthur to take over the family business in due course. So, in 1803, when Arthur was fifteen, Heinrich Floris gave him a choice: Stay in Hamburg and begin regular studies of literature, Latin, and other subjects necessary to a man of letters, or agree to a mercantile career and leave immediately on a long tour of Europe, to see something of the world before settling down to business.

Arthur chose the latter option, as his father suspected he would; even for a bookish teenager, the opportunity to travel was too great to resist. Arthur’s European tour lasted two years; when he returned home, his father apprenticed him as a clerk in the office of a local merchant. There, Arthur quickly realized his blunder: The daily work of a merchant, indeed the entire world of trade and finance, held no interest for him whatsoever, and he was plunged into despair as he contemplated the life he had so regrettably chosen.

By all rights, this would be the end of the story, and the world would never have known of Arthur Schopenhauer the philosopher, whose brilliant and deeply pessimistic writings have arrested the attention of readers for more than two hundred years. But four months after Arthur began his clerkship, his father died (of suspected suicide); in the aftermath, the family business was sold and Arthur’s mother and sister relocated to Weimar. Arthur was left in Hamburg, in the merchant’s office, feeling duty bound to fulfill his promise to his father. For two long years, he kept that promise, all the while loathing the mercantile profession and his place in it. Finally, his mother—who, in Weimar, had started a literary salon frequented by Goethe and would herself become a successful author—intervened, writing to tell Arthur that, if he liked, he could consider his promise to his father fulfilled and pursue a more congenial career.

On receiving this letter, Arthur burst into “tears of joy” and left the merchant’s office at once. He resumed the secondary-school education that had been cut short by his apprenticeship and subsequently enrolled at the University of Göttingen, where he discovered his calling as a philosopher. But he did not forget his two-plus years working in an office; to the contrary, the sense of futility and cosmic indifference that he experienced there became the kernel of all his future work. As the scholar R. J. Hollingdale—whose introduction to Schopenhauer’s Essays and Aphorisms I drew upon in writing the preceding sketch—has argued, “the attitude towards life produced by these two years and more of office misery became, as did everything he felt, a permanent and irremovable part of his make-up: became, in fact, his permanent attitude towards life.” In that taste of the ordinary workaday world, Germany’s future “philosopher of pessimism” was born.
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How you feel about Schopenhauer’s story probably depends on how you feel about your own lot in life. On the one hand, how delightful that this budding genius escaped a lifetime of uninspired drudgery and that his brief experience of office life inspired an entire philosophy! On the other hand, how fucking depressing, because think of the many potential Schopenhauers who are never rescued from their day jobs, who spend their lives feeling in their bones that they’re destined for something greater but lack the time and resources to figure out what that might be.

Plus, there is a crucial detail that I neglected to mention in the above summary. At twenty-one, Arthur inherited his portion of his late father’s estate, and it was that infusion of capital that enabled his lifelong philosophical investigations. (He worked as a university lecturer for only a brief part of his career.) Indeed, if his mother hadn’t released him from the merchant’s office at nineteen, it seems likely that Schopenhauer would have made the break himself upon receiving this money at twenty-one. The inheritance was not enormous; Schopenhauer was never a wealthy man. But neither was he in real danger of spending his life at a job he loathed.*

Which leads me to a question I find myself asking with some regularity these days: Did all the celebrated “great minds” throughout history—all the brilliant, groundbreaking writers and artists and intellectuals whose biographies seem so inspiring from afar—enjoy a covert (or overt) source of wealth that they tapped into to realize their creative endeavors? Is the history of art and ideas a history of rich kids?

The answer, of course, is no. Everyone knows the stories: Chekhov was a country doctor, T. S. Eliot worked in a bank, Van Gogh was constantly borrowing money from his younger brother. Speaking of Van Gogh: Weren’t a lot of famous writers and artists and musicians, like, really poor? Didn’t Mozart die penniless, his body dumped in a pauper’s grave? Wasn’t Picasso’s Paris studio a glorified squat in the Bateau-Lavoir, a dingy, unheated former piano factory?

Actually, contrary to popular lore, Mozart was at the time of his death a celebrated composer with significant earning power, and he was given a perfectly normal burial. As for Picasso: Not long into the Bateau-Lavoir era, the artist was financially secure and would be for the rest of his life. (Picasso liked to live “like a pauper,” he said, “but with lots of money.”) Inaccuracies aside, the familiar tales of artists’ saintly poverty—or writers’ respectable parallel careers—are of little use to my target reader for the following pages. This reader is someone powerfully drawn to a life in the arts and at the same time powerfully stumped by the difficulty of balancing those ambitions with the very real need to pay rent and put food in the fridge. Sure, there are some well-worn paths forward: Get a day job and do your creative work in your spare time. Go to graduate school and try to find a foothold in academia that encourages or at least tolerates your art-making practice. Pursue a sort-of-related career—journalism for writers, say, or graphic design for visual artists—and hope to channel your artistic impulses into this more financially secure profession. Find somewhere extremely affordable to live and get by on as little income as possible. Become a genius at applying for—and winning—grants, fellowships, residencies, retreats, contests, and other funding opportunities. Coax money out of your parents, acquire a patron (how exactly does one do that?), or attract a life partner who’s willing to subsidize your art. Or—most elusive of all—make your art pay, by tailoring it to the marketplace or somehow forcing the culture to come to you.

None of these paths are straightforward, and none of them are exclusive, either; most unwealthy artists will assemble various combinations of strategies throughout their careers. And what would be valuable to anyone embarking on this journey, I think, is a careful look at how these strategies and others like them have played out for artists over time. Everyone has to figure out their own unique path forward, but it can be tremendously useful—and comforting—to learn how your predecessors have done it.

Hence this book: a quasi-history of making art and making a living—of patrons, day jobs, side hustles, strategic marriages, petty theft, palace intrigue, and other adventures in funding a creative life, featuring a variety of brilliant minds spanning the Renaissance to the present day. Originally, I envisioned it as a proper history, with a straightforward chronological march from fifteenth-century Florence to now. But after much flailing around and more than a few thoughts of abandoning the whole thing, I decided to scrap the chronology and make it more of a romp through art and literary history, landing on figures and moments that illuminate various facets of this eternal dilemma.

A skeptic might say that this approach focuses on precisely the least important aspect of art history. Isn’t art supposed to transcend material concerns? Perhaps. But to ignore money is to neglect a huge piece of the context of the art’s making, and understanding that context can only serve to enrich our appreciation of the work. Besides, I can’t be the only one who feels alternately baffled and enraged by the economics of art-making. The dumb truth is that there is no cultural production without financial support. It is simply not possible to become an accomplished painter or musician or novelist or poet without spending a lot of time experimenting, making false starts, starting over, starting over again, absorbing criticism, thinking, reading, talking, and mooning about the house aimlessly. All this time has to be purchased, one way or another. So, yes, money is just one piece of the artist’s life, but it’s a piece that gets skipped over with annoying frequency; too often, it’s a big gaping hole in our knowledge of a career. Too often, looking at an artist’s work, I feel like we say: Here’s this beautiful, amazing thing, and, well, somebody must have given the artist some money at some point, who knows? (I want to know!) Or else we glorify the artist’s poverty, or we just straight up lie to people: Do what you love and the money will follow. What if you love composing sonnets, making experimental music, or, god forbid, feeling your way toward a new art form that hasn’t existed before? The money may follow eventually, or it may not, and it’s the artist’s job to keep going regardless.
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Before we begin, a few clarifications: For simplicity’s sake, I use the word artist throughout these pages to refer to all manner of creative artists: writers, visual artists like painters and sculptors, filmmakers, musicians and composers, and so on. Also, I want to be clear that this is not a book about the dire situation for arts funding at this moment, though certainly that situation informed its writing. (An excellent, if depressing, book on that subject is William Deresiewicz’s The Death of the Artist, published in 2020, which persuasively makes the case that the twenty-first-century economy has hurt artists as much or more than any other type of worker.) Rather, this book assumes that you, the reader, are living in circumstances unfriendly to the funding of art—because that has nearly always been the case. There have been moments that were friendlier, overall, to artists’ incomes, it’s true—and we will visit some of them in these pages—but plenty of individual artists struggled mightily even in economies that offered a lower cost of living or more opportunities for profit. As the author and publisher Anne Trubek wrote recently about writers, in a formula that really applies to all artists, “financial stress is the rule, not the exception.”

In addition, I want to be clear that this is not a book of advice, because, well, what one-size-fits-all advice could there be? For me, when it comes to the really big dilemmas, I don’t want advice, no matter how well-meaning; I want examples of how to be. I want to see what attitudes people copped, what their instincts were and whether they listened to them, how they worked with and pushed back against their temperaments, how much latitude they gave themselves versus how strict they were with themselves, how seriously they took their own ambitions, how heavily or lightly they wore their various burdens, how much fun they had, how much energy, how much trust in things working out, how much bitterness or resentment, how much iron willpower versus gentle striving, how much hesitation, how much second-guessing, and, of course, the focus of this book, how all of it was funded, really how, and how the funding influenced the making of the work and was in many cases inseparable from it.

In part 1, “Family Money,” I look at the best possible strategy for funding a life as an artist: to have inherited wealth, a parental allowance, or a family member or two from whom you can extract the necessary funds—though even these most ideal situations are not without their complications and pitfalls.

And if family money is nonexistent or impenetrable? In part 2, “Jobs,” I examine three ways to approach the dreaded day job: working a series of relatively undemanding (but equally unrewarding) odd jobs; pursuing a long-running parallel career in a well-paying profession like medicine, law, or insurance; or trying to unite one’s creative interests and money-earning needs by serving a cultural institution like a museum or a university (or a university library). Throughout, I tried to pay special attention to how artist employees found the time and energy to make their own work and how their choice of job influenced the work they made.

In part 3, “Patrons,” I turn my attention to several varieties of patronage: from an Italian cardinal, a pair of Hungarian princes, a shipping-industry tycoon, a visionary American president, an impulsive heiress, and the public itself, via one very successful (and a few not-so-successful) audience subscription plans. As with family money, patronage has enabled a great deal of brilliant art that wouldn’t have existed otherwise—but it has also, at times, brought out the worst in both patron and artist.

Finally, in part 4, “Schemes,” I survey some other means of funding the art life: by stealing, by gambling, by going on television game shows, by patenting a profitable invention, by setting out to a write a hit song, and via perhaps the most timeless scheme of all: by absolutely refusing to be pragmatic or to compromise in any direction, and insisting on making a living from one’s art, regardless of the consequences, and still somehow making it work, perhaps.
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I started off with Arthur Schopenhauer’s near miss on a life of the mind because, looking at the lives of artists, I’m frequently struck by how some of the great works of human thought and ingenuity very nearly did not happen, could have so easily been derailed. Often it is just one person or one event that keeps the artist on the track to completing something of lasting value. And so often the element that proves decisive in whether a work is completed or not is money—stupid money! At any given time, there is so much of it in the world, flowing through hidden channels or stored tight in private vaults, or else being spent openly for all to see, and yet how should one person gain access to it? I know, I know—get a job, start a savings account. “The world doesn’t owe you a living.” Every time I hear that supposed truism, I find myself thinking, pointlessly: Oh yeah?

This book is about individuals who felt at some level that they owed the fruits of their labor to the world. They weren’t necessarily selfless or generous in their personal lives—in some cases, far from it—and with a few exceptions they weren’t insensitive to material comforts. But their work came first, because they thought it had a greater value, and because when they put the work second, as they sometimes inevitably had to do, their souls suffered. I hope that these stories help readers see some new paths forward for themselves, or at least see their own dilemmas reflected back at them, and draw strength from reading about how those who came before them kept up the effort and came through.

 

* This inherited income allowed the adult Schopenhauer to follow the same routine every day for more than twenty-five years: up at 7:00 AM, a bath, coffee, and writing until noon, then a half hour of flute practice, lunch at a tavern, reading until 4:00 PM, a two-hour walk, more reading, attendance at an evening theater or concert performance, dinner at a hotel or restaurant, and home to bed.


FAMILY MONEY


INHERITANCE
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In 1907, a nineteen-year-old Portuguese aspiring writer named Fernando Pessoa found himself in a position that most artists can only dream of. Following the death of his Grandma Dionísia, in September, Pessoa faced the prospect of receiving a monthly payment, indefinitely, that would cover his basic living expenses and allow him to devote virtually all his time to literature, which he had already determined was his life’s purpose. All he had to do was show some financial restraint.

The details were easy to grasp: Upon his grandmother’s death, Pessoa stood to inherit an estate worth five million reis, or approximately $140,000 at today’s values. Most of the estate was invested in shares in the Bank of Portugal, and the interest on these shares would be just about enough to cover Pessoa’s room and board and incidental expenses in Lisbon, where he was born and would spend all his adult life. As he would never marry or have children, Pessoa could have lived off this inheritance for his entire adulthood, supplementing the interest payments with income from occasional freelance writing and translation work. (Pessoa was fluent in English and French as well as his native Portuguese.)

The opportunity to avoid a normal job, forever, would have come as a relief to anyone, but perhaps especially to Pessoa. A few months earlier, he had dropped out of school after two years of rather desultory studies; under pressure from his parents and extended family, Pessoa had next taken an internship at R. G. Dun & Company, which gathered and sold information on businesses around the world. In the firm’s Lisbon office, Pessoa’s job was to prevail upon local businessmen to accurately fill out a one-page questionnaire, a job that he found stultifying in the extreme. When news of his grandmother’s passing arrived, he quit almost immediately—submitting, the biographer Richard Zenith writes, “a huffy, slightly insulting letter of resignation to the agency’s director, complaining about the meager pay.”

But Pessoa was confident that he could do more with his inheritance than live, rather humbly, on the monthly interest payments. The principal was what interested him—the full five million reis. Think of what a young man of intelligence and ambition could do with it! Under the terms of the estate, Pessoa would not have access to the bank shares until he turned twenty-one. So he bided his time, drawing up a list of inventions that he could realize once the funds were at his disposal. These included his own system of shorthand; something called a “typewriter shifter,” the details of which are unrecorded; and a “commercial code” for, Zenith writes, “condensing messages and saving on telegraph costs.”

By the time he turned twenty-one, however, Pessoa had decided that his best course of action was to launch his own publishing enterprise. The fateful birthday occurred on June 13, 1909. On August 5, while Pessoa was in a barbershop getting a shave and a trim, he saw a newspaper ad for a used printing press and, Zenith writes, “with his face still partly covered with lather, he jumped out of the chair and, brandishing the paper, ran out of the shop in a mad rush to contact the seller before anyone else did.” The seller was in Portalegre, near the Spanish border, one hundred miles east of Lisbon; Pessoa traveled there by train. The press would cost him around one million reis—one-fifth of his inheritance—plus the cost of having it dismantled, shipped, and reassembled in Lisbon. Zenith writes:


In September, at the latest, he sold his stock in the Bank of Portugal without telling anyone except, in all likelihood, his cousin Mário, swearing him to secrecy. At least half the money went to pay for the used press, additional equipment, and set-up costs, and the rest would be needed for operating and living expenses until the business began turning a profit. In a small notebook, Pessoa jotted down figures and reckoned these expenses would amount to around two hundred thousand reis per month. It was a disastrously conservative estimate.



Pessoa’s printing and publishing operation—which he named Ibis, after the ancient Egyptian symbol for the divine art of writing—opened in November 1909 and almost immediately ran into financial trouble. Pessoa had dramatically underestimated the competitiveness of the printing market in Lisbon, and he showed little interest in trying to secure the commercial clients whose business-related jobs (letterhead stationery, calling cards, flyers, brochures, and the like) would keep the press solvent. Instead, he invented an ambitious scheme of literary publishing, encompassing the plays of Aeschylus and Shakespeare, novels by Robert Louis Stevenson and the Brazilian author Joaquim Maria Machado de Assis, and his own fiction and verse, as well as collections of scientific, historical, political, and philosophical works. His scheme would have required the involvement of a whole team of writers, editors, and translators—it was certainly more than a twenty-one-year-old university dropout could handle alone—but Pessoa had a solution for that, sort of. At this age, he had already begun to invent what he called heteronyms: literary alter egos, each with their own fully fleshed-out biographies, points of view, and writing voices. (He preferred the term heteronym to pseudonym, because a pseudonym was just a different name—Pessoa was writing under entirely distinct personalities.) These heteronyms would prove an inexhaustible source of literary invention for Pessoa, but of course they could not actually permit him to perform the work of multiple employees, and they made no difference in the viability of Ibis.

In the end, Ibis didn’t even last six months. In April or May 1910, Pessoa was forced to put his beloved printing press up for sale, securing a buyer for it in June. But the cash from the sale had to go straight to paying the many creditors he had relied upon for operating expenses during the preceding months. Those expenses had been far higher than he had reckoned; when the dust cleared, Pessoa was forced, finally, to face reality. Zenith writes, “In less than a year’s time he had spent his entire inheritance of five million reis—and then some. On top of various amounts owed to family members, friends, and several investors, Pessoa had taken out a bank loan that he would be paying off for the next four years.”

To get a sense of Pessoa’s reaction toward this stark new reality—a lifetime monthly stipend squandered in just six months, with nothing to show for it except an army of creditors breathing down his neck—one needs only read the poem that Pessoa composed on November 17, 1911, a year and a half after the collapse of Ibis, while he was stringing along his creditors and feeling the full weight of his situation. On this day, according to Richard Zenith, Pessoa saw a newspaper wanted ad for a translator and began drafting a letter of application. But, Zenith writes, “some part of him rebelled,” and instead of finishing the letter he composed a Shakespearean sonnet, which begins:


How can I think, or edge my thoughts to action,

When the miserly press of each day’s need

Aches to a narrowness of spilled distraction

My soul appalled at the world’s work’s time-greed?



How indeed? Pessoa goes on to lament that he can’t even pause his thoughts upon the task “my soul was born to think that it must do.” As a result, he feels “beggared of infinity”—a memorable description of this all-too-common, all-too-depressing collision of glorious possibility and grim necessity.
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Surely not all artists are so irresponsible with their inherited income, should they be lucky enough to have such a thing—right?

Virginia Woolf is a good example of someone who inherited a situation like Pessoa’s and did not blow it to smithereens, despite also falling in love with the idea of running her own publishing enterprise. Woolf was born six years before Pessoa, in 1882, into an upper-middle-class Victorian household—“born not of rich parents, but of well-to-do parents, born into a very communicative, literate, letter writing, visiting, articulate, late nineteenth century world,” as she put it in an autobiographical essay. Woolf’s father, Leslie Stephen, provided a formidable model of the writer’s life and also of the writer’s relationship to money: He was a figure of tremendous devotion and tenacity, continually hunched over his literary projects (especially after he assumed the editorship of the Dictionary of National Biography, a monumental undertaking that he shouldered for six years before exhaustion finally forced him to hand it off to a successor), and he was continually worried about the family finances. After Woolf’s mother died in 1895—Woolf was thirteen—he became a brooding, self-pitying, histrionic presence in the family’s London townhome, prone to outbursts of rage, particularly when it came to reviewing the weekly household expenses. As the youngest daughter, Woolf was spared from presenting the “weekly books” to him; after her mother’s death, that duty fell first to Woolf’s half sister, Stella, and then, after Stella’s sudden death, to Woolf’s older sister, Vanessa—though the trauma of the experience reverberated throughout the household. In her autobiographical essay, Woolf recalled the awful weekly ritual:


Over the whole week brooded the horror, the recurring terror of Wednesday. On that day the weekly books were given him. Early that morning we knew whether they were under or over the danger mark—eleven pounds if I remember right. On a bad Wednesday we ate our lunch in the anticipation of torture. The books were presented directly after lunch. He put on his glasses. Then he read the figures. Then down came his fist on the account book. His veins filled; his face flushed. Then there was an inarticulate roar. Then he shouted . . . “I am ruined.” Then he beat his breast. Then he went through an extraordinary dramatisation of self pity, horror, anger. Vanessa stood by his side silent. He belaboured her with reproaches, abuses. “Have you no pity for me? There you stand like a block of stone . . .” and so on. She stood absolutely silent. He flung at her all the phrases . . . about his misery, her extravagance, that came handy. She still remained static. Then another attitude was adopted. With a deep groan he picked up his pen and with ostentatiously trembling hands he wrote out the cheque. Slowly with many groans the pen and the account book were put away. Then he sank into his chair; and sat spectacularly with his head on his breast. . . . I was speechless. Never have I felt such rage and such frustration.



So Woolf grew up seeing writing as a duty and a calling and also something that would keep you on the precipice of ruin, financially and emotionally. (“Like my father, I can always conjure up bankruptcy,” she wrote in a 1941 letter.) It was no small thing, then, that she managed, gradually and with great effort and dedication, to make herself into a profitable author, indeed into a virtual one-woman publishing enterprise—this at a time when such a feat was still extremely rare for a woman, as she well knew—and also to co-run an actual publishing enterprise in the Hogarth Press, which began as a hobby in 1917 and became, almost accidentally, a viable and increasingly profitable business.

Of course Woolf benefited from inherited wealth: By the time she was married, in August 1912 (her father had died eight years earlier), she possessed a total inheritance of a little more than £9,000. This was invested in stocks and shares, providing her and her new husband, Leonard Woolf, with an interest income of around £400 a year. This was roughly equivalent to an average middle-class salary today—in the ballpark of $50,000 at present-day values—and just about enough to cover their living expenses in the first year of marriage. But those expenses dramatically increased when Virginia suffered a prolonged breakdown shortly after their marriage and required extensive medical supervision. Thereafter, the Woolfs’ expenses hovered at around £700–£800 per year, meaning Virginia’s investments would cover only about half of what they needed to live. (Leonard, whom Woolf described to her friends as “a penniless Jew,” had about £500 saved when they married.) Unlike Pessoa, the Woolfs would not dream of touching their principal; instead, they set to work making up the annual shortfall through journalism and books. The biographer Hermione Lee writes:


Both would work extremely hard to make up the four or five hundred pounds’ income they needed. . . . Between 1916 and 1929 Virginia Woolf wrote as many as forty-seven articles a year, and hardly ever fewer than ten. For a few months in 1914 she kept a housekeeping book; then Leonard took it over, and for the rest of his life kept scrupulous annual accounts, balancing their actual against their estimated expenditure at the end of every year.



In Leonard, Virginia found an ideal comanager of their household finances: a supremely well-organized bookkeeper—after university, he had been a colonial administrator in the Ceylon Civil Service for four years before returning to England—who did not share her father’s over-the-top anxiety about money, even though the Woolfs’ finances were considerably more tenuous than the Stephens’ had ever been. In his autobiography, Leonard tallied the earnings for all of Virginia’s (and his own) writing over the course of their lives together, and they are a fascinating record of just how long it took her to become a profitable author—and just how impossible it would have been for her to have the career she had without that £400 a year. Leonard writes: “Virginia was 40 years old before she earned a living wage by writing; if she had had to earn her living during those years, it is highly improbable that she would ever have written a novel.”

Woolf began writing her first novel, The Voyage Out, in 1909, when she was twenty-seven, and completed it, after four years and at least ten drafts, in early 1913. (It was published in 1915.) It was barely profitable; according to Leonard, the book took fifteen years to sell two thousand copies, and in all that time her earnings came out to less than £120. Her next novel, Night and Day, was published in 1919 and earned only slightly more: £146 over ten years. And this income was not evenly distributed: In 1919, Virginia received no money at all from her books; the following year, she received £106—but the year after that, only £10.

Her earnings from journalism during this time were somewhat better; between 1919 and 1924, she earned a total of about £780. (These earnings were also unevenly distributed: In 1920, for example, she earned £234 from journalism but only £47 the next year.) Leonard’s earnings during this time were more robust: After his own attempts at writing novels—he published two, in 1913 and 1914, but they earned even less than Virginia’s—he became editor of the International Review with an annual salary of £250, and he did a good deal of freelance journalism on top of that. In 1919, for instance, he earned £250 from his editorship, £262 in freelance journalism, and £66 from his books, easily making up the £400- or £500-pound shortfall.

This all began to shift in the 1920s, with the publication of Mrs. Dalloway in 1925, To the Lighthouse in 1927, Orlando in 1928, and A Room of One’s Own in 1929. Starting in 1926, Virginia’s annual earnings from her books rose rapidly: They were £356 in 1926, £545 the next year, £1,434 the year after that, and £2,396 in 1929. Orlando in particular sold well; where The Voyage Out took fifteen years to sell two thousand copies, Orlando sold in six months more than eight thousand copies in the UK and thirteen thousand copies in the United States. Her income from her books was £1,294 in 1930, £1,266 in 1931, £1,795 in 1932, and £2,446 in 1933. These were not extravagant sums; the historian Alison Light points out that at this time a barrister might have made at least £10,000 a year. But during all this time the Woolfs’ living expenses stayed largely the same; as a result, the couple never really had to worry about money again. Leonard writes:


After 1928 we were always very well off. In the next ten years our income was anything from twice to six times what it had been in 1924. Neither of us was extravagant or had any desire for conspicuous extravagance; we did not alter fundamentally our way of life, because on £1,000 a year we already lived the kind of life we wished to live, and we were not going to alter the chosen pattern of our life because we made £6,000 in the year instead of £1,000. But life is easier on £3,000 a year than it is on £1,000. Within the material framework which we had chosen for our existence we got more of the things which we liked to possess—books, pictures, a garden, a car—and we did more of the things we wanted to do, for instance travel, and less in the occupations which we did not want to do, for instance journalism.*



As for publishing—this was a labor of love that the Woolfs embarked on in 1917, when they impulse purchased a small handpress, an instruction booklet, and some type and began teaching themselves the rudiments. Almost immediately, they fell in love with the fiddly, laborious process of setting, inking, printing, and binding. Their plan was to produce small editions of their own work and the work of their friends and contemporaries. “But, rather quickly,” Hermione Lee writes, “the amateurs began to transform themselves into professionals.” For the first several years of its operation, the Hogarth Press was very modestly profitable—but it never lost money, and by the end of the 1920s it began to be quite profitable, contributing on average another £1,000 a year to the Woolfs’ bottom line.

Leonard says that 1928 was the year they began to be truly well off; is it any coincidence that it was in that year, in October, that Virginia delivered her two lectures at women’s colleges that became the extended essay A Room of One’s Own, with its famous declaration that “a woman must have money and a room of her own if she is to write fiction”? In fact, it was at this very moment that Virginia was literally adding rooms to Monk’s House, the Woolfs’ cottage in Rodmell, which, when they bought it for £700 in 1919, had a damp kitchen, no hot water, and no indoor toilet. “I’m out to make £300 this summer by writing, & build a bath & hot water range at Rodmell,” Virginia wrote in her diary in April 1925. She did it—and later, after Orlando, her book sales enabled her to add a major new extension to Monk’s House, with an L-shaped attic study for Leonard and a two-room brick outbuilding for herself, where she slept and where she wrote in the winter. (In warm weather, she wrote in a small lodge in the garden.)

In A Room of One’s Own, Woolf identifies £500 a year as the amount a woman ought to have in order to write, just slightly more than what she had from her inheritance; she was keenly aware of how few women could enjoy that amount and just how impossible her own career would have been without it, to what a great extent “intellectual freedom depends upon material things,” as she wrote. Still, it took amazing industry for her to convert her fixed income into art and, eventually, profit—and this is the thing that sticks with me, how terrifically hard she worked over all those years. Leonard writes:


Neither of us ever took a day’s holiday unless we were too ill to work or unless we went away on a regular and, as it were, authorized holiday. We should have felt it was not merely wrong but unpleasant not to work every morning for seven days a week and for about eleven months a year. Every morning, therefore, at about 9.30 after breakfast each of us, as if moved by a law of unquestioned nature, went off and “worked” until lunch at 1. It is surprising how much one can produce in a year, whether of buns or books or pots or pictures, if one works hard and professionally for three and a half hours every day for 330 days.



This is what money gave Virginia—the opportunity to arrange her life in service to writing; and when she wasn’t literally at her desk writing, she was thinking about writing while taking her long afternoon walks or while engaged in the pleasantly laborious process of setting type in the basement workroom of the Hogarth Press. Her death, by suicide, shortly after her fifty-ninth birthday, should not overshadow the many years of unflagging literary enterprise, of bold experimentation and simultaneous growing prosperity, and her delight in having really done what she set out to do. Despite her breakdowns and her so-called madness, few artists have managed such sustained periods of absolute lucidity, control, and freedom—freedom to write as she wished, and publish what she wrote herself, and gradually continue adding rooms to her cottage.


[image: ]


Woolf achieved freedom—both economic and imaginative—through lifelong discipline and hard work. Her near opposite in this regard was Charles Baudelaire, the great nineteenth-century French poet, critic, and translator, who also sought freedom above all else but who viewed self-discipline with a mix of defiance and bewildered yearning. He often wished to achieve steady, reliable work habits, but over and over he found himself simply incapable of doing so.

Like Fernando Pessoa, Baudelaire received his inheritance at age twenty-one; unlike Pessoa, he did not have any entrepreneurial schemes waiting to be funded, unless you count his lifestyle as a young Latin Quarter dandy as an entrepreneurial scheme, which it kind of was: Before he was even publishing his work, Baudelaire was building notoriety as a poetic figure, a dashing young writer of promise not yet fulfilled.

Baudelaire turned twenty-one on April 9, 1842. He had only recently returned to Paris from what was supposed to be a long sea voyage to India, a journey pushed on him by his mother and stepfather, who sought to separate Baudelaire from the life of bohemian excess he had been leading over the previous few years since passing his baccalaureate exam—the equivalent of a high school degree—in 1839. (Baudelaire had been expelled from school several months earlier, after refusing to hand over a note passed to him by a fellow student, defiantly swallowing it instead.) The voyage was supposed to last a year, but after three months Baudelaire jumped ship in Mauritius and refused to travel any farther, making his way back to Paris in time to assume control of his inheritance.

The money was from Baudelaire’s father, who had passed away when Charles was six years old. Two years later, Baudelaire’s mother remarried, to an ambitious military officer named Jacques Aupick. Before this remarriage, Baudelaire and his mother had been incredibly close. Aupick’s arrival—and the decision to send sensitive young Charles away to boarding school—set up an irresolvable tension that would play out for the rest of Baudelaire’s life. He was desperate to recapture his mother’s full affection, to impress her with his brilliance and renown, but at the same time he needed to utterly reject his stepfather’s disciplined, rational worldview.

Baudelaire’s inheritance was substantial: a mix of cash and investments, plus four pieces of land at Neuilly-sur-Seine, on the western edge of Paris, worth approximately one hundred thousand francs in total (in the ballpark of a half million dollars at present-day values). From the investments, Baudelaire could have drawn an annual interest payment that would have permitted a comfortable though not lavish lifestyle. Unfortunately, lavish was exactly what Baudelaire liked, and between his love of spending (especially on clothes and paintings) and the repayment of the considerable debts he had already accumulated, he began to blow through his inheritance at an alarming rate. Before long, he was forced to sell the land at Neuilly to cover his expenses; within eighteen months of receiving the inheritance, he had spent more than half of the total.

At this point, Baudelaire’s mother and stepfather decided to intervene, using a previously established family trust to place Baudelaire on a strict allowance. If he wanted any funds beyond the allowance, Baudelaire would have to apply to the conseil de famille, a middle-aged lawyer named Narcisse Ancelle, who would have sole authority to veto or approve his requests. Baudelaire was devastated, furious, disbelieving. They couldn’t do this—could they? It was his money, so surely he could spend it as he saw fit. If that meant that the entire inheritance was gone within a few years, so be it—that was his choice, not theirs. Writing to his mother in the summer of 1844, as the lawyer Ancelle was taking control of his fortune, Baudelaire fumed at this turn of events:


You’ve told me you see my anger and grief as passing moods; you’re assuming that you’re just giving me a little pain as one might hurt a child for its own good. But for heaven’s sake convince yourself of this one truth, that is, in very truth and to my own sorrow, I’m not like other men.—What you consider a necessary and fleeting pain, I cannot, I really cannot bear. . . . When we’re alone you can treat me as you like—but I furiously reject anything that encroaches on my freedom.



It goes on from there—indeed, it never really stops. For the rest of Baudelaire’s life (a tragically short one; he died at forty-six after years of hard living and increasingly dire side effects from the syphilis he contracted around age eighteen), the poet would continue to implore his mother to understand his position, to understand how unjust it was to place his inheritance under the control of a mere administrator. Worse than the lack of familial understanding was the public humiliation he felt. Baudelaire still had plentiful creditors, and now when they demanded repayment he had no choice but to dodge them, to move from lodging to lodging in a never-ending game of hide-and-seek. He was no longer a respectable member of society but a perpetual outcast, forever fleeing his obligations but unable—he thought—to choose any other path. As he insisted to his mother, he was not like other men; to treat him as such was a gross disservice.

“I’m writing to you as my last two logs burn, and my fingers are frozen,” Baudelaire informed his mother by post on March 26, 1853. It was a familiar refrain. In Baudelaire’s copious letters to his mother, the usual pattern is: inquiries after her health and happiness, statements of his love and admiration for her, and then a lengthy series of laments, about his own poor health, his lack of productivity, and of course his lack of money, always, and the grim conditions under which he must live—“the horrible life
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