
The Graduate 

� is week’s column is somewhat 
naughty. If you’re  of a shy 
disposition, you may want to 
look away now. If you’re of a shy 
disposition, and go to Magdalene, 
you may want to never leave your 
college again, because there is 
pornography right outside your 
front door.

Next time you’re on Bridge 
Street, note the upmarket women’s 
boutique, Bowns. It used to house 
women of a less classy disposition. 
When Magdalene was founded 
in 1542, Cambridge had a bit of a 
problem with prostitutes. With an 
academic body composed entirely 
of men, most of whom were 
between the ages of 14 and 21, the 
town was putrid with the whi�  of 
testosterone. Naturally, the young 
women of Cambridge saw a way to 

turn this situation to their economic 
advantage. Unimpressed with their 
students being tempted with the 
sins of the � esh, the Benedictine 
monks who founded the college 
decided it should be just outside 
of the town, away from any sinful 
in� uence. 

� is didn’t stop the enterprising 
townspeople. Where there was 
demand, there would be supply. 
Before long, a house of ill repute 
had sprung up outside the Porters’ 
Lodge. Unlike Roxanne, the ladies 
of the night didn’t have a red light. 
No oblique references to their 
business – they got straight to the 
point. Look carefully at the timber 
frame of Bowns. Carved into it are 
several human � gures. 

� e ones on the lower tier of the 
building are perfectly tame, but 

if you tilt your head up and look 
higher, you’ll see both a woman, 
baring her breasts, and a man 
sporting a massive erection. Filthy.

In fact, prostitution was                                                                                                                                     
such a problem in old Cambridge 
that the University police force 
spent most of its time rounding up 
poor young townswomen rather 
than policing undergraduates. 
Naturally, women were blamed 
for all the sexual impropriety, and 
sent to the Spinning House Gaol, 
that used to stand on St. Andrews 
Street. 

Not only did the University 
authorities have the power to 
arrest local girls on suspicion of 
prostitution, but they actually 
kept a log-book of the town’s loose 
women. � e gaol had sixty tiny 
cells, without heating or arti� cial 

light. � e University’s treatment 
of townswomen was so despised 
that when a seventeen-year-old 
girl escaped from the Spinning 
House and was rearrested on a 
charge of prison-breaking, the 
Vice-Chancellor’s right to arrest 
her was challenged, and the Home 
Secretary himself stepped in to 
secure her release.

� e colleges had their own rules 
to prevent ‘fraternization’ between 
male students and Cambridge 
women – for centuries, bedders had 
to be either men or older women 
who were presumed to be less of a 
temptation.

University heavyhandedness 
wasn’t con� ned to stamping out 
sex: between 1844 and 1994, the 
University banned all forms of 
theatre within fourteen miles of 

Great St. Mary’s – whether it was 
gown or town theatre! 

� e ADC itself was founded 
at the great annoyance of the 
University, and rehearsals and 
performances were conducted 
under an elaborate cloak of secrecy 
to avoid punishment.

Even the Union was frowned up 
- debating was, like acting, seen as 
a frivolous distraction from study. 
It’s odd to think that the Union 
i t s e l f once caused as much 

controversy as 
some of its 

speakers do 
now. 
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It’s � nally happened. I thought 
it would occur later on in my 
life – yet no matter. I cannot 
be distracted from my ray of 
happiness.

I have become an 
internet meme. Having 
uploaded a photo which 
I found charming for its 
insouciance, as well as 
being a perfect example of 
my hat = slimmer theory 
(see previous columns) I 
wandered away from my 
computer for a few 
hours  to actually 
do some work, 
take some 
notes and 
think about 

theorising my autobiography. I 
returned to � nd that amusing 
pictures and phrases had been 
uploaded by two of my friends, 

both of them, presumably 
extremely bored, had 

memed me. Is that 
even a verb? ‘Strutting 
Sophie’, apparently. 

Well it made me 
chuckle.

I’m not exactly 
sure why I feel so 
chu� ed about this 

but it’s kept 
me buoyed 

up the 
w h o l e 

weekend, past my friend sending 
inappropriate texts to my Cindies 
conquest from my phone a� er 
MCR dinner on Saturday, past 
seeing said conquest in a boat 
on Sunday and choking on my 
water, past my sister going home 
from her visit here and leaving 
me richer in cupcakes yet poorer 
in company. � e simple act of 
someone attaching some vaguely 
amusing words to a not-even-
particularly-inspiring picture 
of me has turned everything 
around!

If you have any ideas as to why 
this permanent mood change 
has occurred, dear reader, please 
email them in, or something, to 
the editor – lord knows I love a 

good postbag of columnist-hating 
vitriol mixed with a charming 
splash of innocent and lovely 
suggestions. My sister thinks I’m 
just agog over someone paying 
attention to a photo of mine; my 
best friend put forward via skype 
that I just enjoy people making 
fun of my pictures as much as 
I make fun of them; and my 
mother googled the word ‘meme’ 
and threw a � t that my picture on 
the internet might be ruining all 
my job chances.

As if, as an English graduate 
sitting a second Master’s degree 
in Children’s Literature I even 
have any job chances.

When I try to pinpoint why 
some words on a picture of me 

have brightened my life quite so 
much I am forced to admit that 
it’s because it makes me feel like 
I am Down with the Kids.  In 
conjunction with the Taylor 
Swi�  song ‘22’, I feel like I am 
signi� cantly contributing to the 
idea that 22 is, really, the new 18. 

In fact, it’s so much better 
than eighteen. I can handle an 
internet meme about me without 
questioning my self-worth, and 
my long term memory for song 
lyrics is much improved. Oh yeah, 
so what if it took the internet to 
prove that 22 is alright. You just 
watch. A� er you’ve read this, 
I bet you want to be 22 with an 
internet meme as well. Maybe I 
should put it on my CV.

Sophie Clarke fi nds internet fame


