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Write a critical commentary on the following extract from The Woman’s Rose, a short story
by Olive Schreiner (1855–1920), exploring how she portrays the narrator and the other young
girl.
I have an old, brown, carved box; the lid is broken and tied with a string. In it I
keep little squares of paper, with hair inside, and a little picture which hung over my
brother’s bed when we were children, and other things as small. I have in it a rose.
Other women also have such boxes where they keep such trifles, but no one has
my rose.
When my eye is dim, and my heart grows faint, and my faith in woman flickers,
and her present is an agony to me, and her future a despair, the scent of that dead
rose, withered for twelve years, comes back to me. I know there will be spring; as
surely as the birds know it when they see above the snow two tiny, quivering green
leaves. Spring cannot fail us.
There were other flowers in the box once: a bunch of white acacia flowers,
gathered by the strong hand of a man, as we passed down a village street on a
sultry afternoon, when it had rained, and the drops fell on us from the leaves of
the acacia trees. The flowers were damp; they made mildew marks on the paper I
folded them in. After many years I threw them away. There is nothing of them left in
the box now, but a faint, strong smell of dried acacia, that recalls that sultry summer
afternoon; but the rose is in the box still.
It is many years ago now; I was a girl of fifteen, and I went to visit in a small
up-country town. It was young in those days, and two days’ journey from the
nearest village; the population consisted mainly of men. A few were married, and
had their wives and children, but most were single. There was only one young girl
there when I came. She was about seventeen, fair, and rather fully-fleshed; she
had large dreamy blue eyes, and wavy light hair; full, rather heavy lips, until she
smiled; then her face broke into dimples, and all her white teeth shone. The hotelkeeper may have had a daughter, and the farmer in the outskirts had two, but we
never saw them. She reigned alone. All the men worshipped her. She was the only
woman they had to think of. They talked of her on the ‘stoep’1, at the market, at the
hotel; they watched for her at street corners; they hated the men she bowed to or
walked with down the street. They brought flowers to the front door; they offered
her their horses; they begged her to marry them when they dared. Partly, there was
something noble and heroic in this devotion of men to the best woman they knew;
partly there was something natural in it, that these men, shut off from the world,
should pour at the feet of one woman the worship that otherwise would have been
given to twenty; and partly there was something mean in their envy of one another.
If she had raised her little finger, I suppose, she might have married any one out of
twenty of them.
Then I came. I do not think I was prettier; I do not think I was so pretty as she
was. I was certainly not as handsome. But I was vital, and I was new, and she was
old – they all forsook her and followed me. They worshipped me. It was to my door
that the flowers came; it was I had twenty horses offered me when I could only ride
one; it was for me they waited at street corners; it was what I said and did that they
talked of. Partly I liked it. I had lived alone all my life; no one ever had told me I
was beautiful and a woman. I believed them. I did not know it was simply a fashion,
which one man had set and the rest followed unreasoningly. I liked them to ask me
to marry them, and to say, No. I despised them. The mother heart had not swelled
in me yet; I did not know all men were my children, as the large woman knows when
her heart is grown. I was too small to be tender. I liked my power. I was like a child
with a new whip, which it goes about cracking everywhere, not caring against what.
I could not wind it up and put it away. Men were curious creatures, who liked me,
I could never tell why. Only one thing took from my pleasure; I could not bear that
they had deserted her for me. I liked her great dreamy blue eyes, I liked her slow
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walk and drawl; when I saw her sitting among men, she seemed to me much too
good to be among them; I would have given all their compliments if she would once
have smiled at me as she smiled at them, with all her face breaking into radiance,
with her dimples and flashing teeth. But I knew it never could be; I felt sure she 55
hated me; that she wished I was dead; that she wished I had never come to the
village. She did not know, when we went out riding, and a man who had always
ridden beside her came to ride beside me, that I sent him away; that once when
a man thought to win my favour by ridiculing her slow drawl before me I turned on
him so fiercely that he never dared come before me again. I knew she knew that at 60
the hotel men had made a bet as to which was the prettier, she or I, and had asked
each man who came in, and that the one who had staked on me won. I hated them
for it, but I would not let her see that I cared about what she felt towards me.
She and I never spoke to each other.
1

stoep: a veranda
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Write a critical comparison of the following two poems.
When night is almost done,
And sunrise grows so near
That we can touch the spaces,
It’s time to smooth the hair
And get the dimples ready,
And wonder we could care
For that old faded midnight
That frightened but an hour.
Emily Dickinson (1830–1886)
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Daybreak
O dawn
Where do you hide your paints at night
That cool breath, that scent,
With which you sweeten the early air?
O dawn
What language do you use
To instruct the birds to sing
Their early songs
And insects to sound
The rhythm of an African heartbeat?

5

10

O dawn
Where do you find the good will
To speed the early traffic on its way,
Rouse the cold drunkard
And send your askaris1 and barking dogs
To chase thieves to their dens?

15

O dawn
Whose cold breath makes young boys and girls
Glad of a warm sheet,
Enflames the dreams of unmarried ones,
And brings familiar noises
To gladden the hearts of the married.

20

Susan Lwanga (published 1971)

1

askaris : military policemen
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Write a critical commentary on the following extract from A Journey by Edith Wharton
(1862–1937). The woman in this story is travelling by train through the night with her desperately
ill husband.
Suddenly she thought she heard him call. She parted the curtains and listened.
No, it was only a man snoring at the other end of the car. His snores had a greasy
sound, as though they passed through tallow. She lay down and tried to sleep …
Had she not heard him move? She started up trembling … The silence frightened
her more than any sound. He might not be able to make her hear—he might be
calling her now … What made her think of such things? It was merely the familiar
tendency of an overtired mind to fasten itself on the most intolerable chance within
the range of its forebodings … Putting her head out, she listened: but she could
not distinguish his breathing from that of the other pairs of lungs about her. She
longed to get up and look at him, but she knew the impulse was a mere vent for her
restlessness, and the fear of disturbing him restrained her … The regular movement
of his curtain reassured her, she knew not why; she remembered that he had wished
her a cheerful good night; and the sheer inability to endure her fears a moment
longer made her put them from her with an effort of her whole sound-tired body. She
turned on her side and slept.
She sat up stiffly, staring out at the dawn. The train was rushing through a
region of bare hillocks huddled against a lifeless sky. It looked like the first day of
creation. The air of the car was close, and she pushed up her window to let in the
keen wind. Then she looked at her watch: it was seven o’clock, and soon the people
about her would be stirring. She slipped into her clothes, smoothed her disheveled
hair and crept to the dressing-room. When she had washed her face and adjusted
her dress she felt more hopeful. It was always a struggle for her not to be cheerful in
the morning. Her cheeks burned deliciously under the coarse towel and the wet hair
about her temples broke into strong upward tendrils. Every inch of her was full of life
and elasticity. And in ten hours they would be at home!
She stepped to her husband’s berth: it was time for him to take his early glass
of milk. The window shade was down, and in the dusk of the curtained enclosure
she could just see that he lay sideways, with his face away from her. She leaned
over him and drew up the shade. As she did so she touched one of his hands. It felt
cold …
She bent closer, laying her hand on his arm and calling him by name. He did
not move. She spoke again more loudly; she grasped his shoulder and gently shook
it. He lay motionless. She caught hold of his hand again: it slipped from her limply,
like a dead thing. A dead thing?
Her breath caught. She must see his face. She leaned forward, and hurriedly,
shrinkingly, with a sickening reluctance of the flesh, laid her hands on his shoulders
and turned him over. His head fell back; his face looked small and smooth; he gazed
at her with steady eyes.
She remained motionless for a long time, holding him thus; and they looked at
each other. Suddenly she shrank back: the longing to scream, to call out, to fly from
him, had almost overpowered her. But a strong hand arrested her. Good God! If it
were known that he was dead they would be put off the train at the next station—
In a terrifying flash of remembrance there arose before her a scene she had
once witnessed in traveling, when a husband and wife, whose child had died in the
train, had been thrust out at some chance station. She saw them standing on the
platform with the child’s body between them; she had never forgotten the dazed
look with which they followed the receding train. And this was what would happen
to her. Within the next hour she might find herself on the platform of some strange
station, alone with her husband’s body … Anything but that! It was too horrible—
She quivered like a creature at bay.
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As she cowered there, she felt the train moving more slowly. It was coming
then—they were approaching a station! She saw again the husband and wife
standing on the lonely platform; and with a violent gesture she drew down the shade
to hide her husband’s face.
Feeling dizzy, she sank down on the edge of the berth, keeping away from his
outstretched body, and pulling the curtains close, so that he and she were shut into
a kind of sepulchral twilight. She tried to think. At all costs she must conceal the fact
that he was dead. But how? Her mind refused to act: she could not plan, combine.
She could think of no way but to sit there, clutching the curtains, all day long …
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