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To the Reader

I. Introduction—Woolf and Pedagogy

intellectual Liberty Under pressure to 
instrumentalize Knowledge

Editing a special issue on Woolf and pedagogy has 
been both exciting and daunting.  Reflecting on the 
topic has reminded me of how many innovative, 
thoughtful, intellectually and ethically committed 
teachers I’ve met during Woolf conferences and 
other gatherings of folks who are passionate about 
Woolf.  For the very same reason, the prospect of 
selecting essays for such an issue was daunting—how 
presumptuous to think that one could put together a 
“special” issue on Woolf and pedagogy for readers 
who are, in their own rights, gifted and inspiring 
teachers!  Hence the strange transformation I feel 
when in the company of Woolfians: each summer I 
come to the annual conference feeling like a grizzled 
veteran of the classroom, only to feel myself morph 
into an enthusiastic novice eavesdropping on a 
conversation that stretches back decades to Woolf’s 
own musings on pedagogy in works such as A Room 
of One’s Own and Three Guineas.  Let us not call 
this issue “special” then, but “characteristic,” in the 
sense that the essays collected in this volume carry 
on an already distinguished tradition of Woolfians 
generously sharing their best ideas about education, 
about pedagogy, and about cultivating what Woolf 
called “intellectual liberty” (TG 85). 
 
I have thought often about intellectual liberty in the 
past several years, because it seems such a fragile 
thing to nurture in a cultural environment (I am 
writing of my own cultural location in the U.S.) 
where educators are under increasing pressures to 
instrumentalize knowledge.  By this I mean the 
trend to “assess” educational “outcomes” according 
to supposedly quantifiable measures, such as job 
placement, income, and technological proficiency of 
graduates.1  These goals, while certainly respectable, 
imagine students primarily as potential contributors 
to local and national economies.  We only need 
look to Woolf to understand that this is not a new 
development in public perceptions of education.  
Her ironic chastisement of Mary Seton’s mother for 
bearing and raising children rather than learning “the 
great art of making money” in A Room of One’s Own 
becomes even more pointed in Three Guineas, where 
she asks of a hypothetical “honorary treasurer” of a 
women’s college: “What has your college done to 
stimulate great manufacturers to endow it?  Have 

1 For a more thorough discussion of the trend towards 
measureable outcomes, see Mary Cayton’s “The 
Commodification of Wisdom” and Paul Basken’s report 
on infighting over liberal education in the department of 
education.
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you taken a leading part in the invention of the 
implements of war?  How far have your students 
succeeded in business as capitalists?  How then 
can you expect ‘very handsome bequests and 
donations’ to come your way?”  (AROO 21; TG 
30, 32).  This logic, which Woolf eventually links 
to the cultivation of public sentiments that lead to 
war, is akin to what Paulo Freire calls the “banking” 
concept in education.2  According to Freire, “The 
capability of banking education to minimize or 
annul the students’ creative power and to stimulate 
their credulity serves the interests of the oppressors, 
who care neither to have the world revealed nor 
to see it transformed.  The oppressors use their 
humanitarianism to preserve a profitable situation” 
(54).  In other words, the instrumentalization of 
knowledge teaches us to adapt to the status quo, 
however unjust, rather than to imagine other 
methods for bringing about a just world. 

Woolf, as many have said before me, was a 
proponent of pedagogies that would inspire us to 
“think peace into existence” (“Thoughts on Peace 
in an Air Raid” 243).  Continuing her letter to the 
hypothetical honorary treasurer of the women’s 
college, she devises a potential curriculum for 
“produc[ing] the kind of society, the kind of 
people that will help to prevent war” (TG 33).  The 
curriculum at the “new college, the poor college” 
would not teach “the arts of dominating other 
people; not the arts of ruling, of killing, of acquiring 
land and capital” (TG 34).  Instead, the college 
would teach

only the arts that can be taught cheaply and 
practiced by poor people; such as medicine, 
mathematics, music, painting and literature.  It 
should teach the arts of human intercourse; the 
art of understanding other people’s lives and 
minds….[I]t should explore the ways in which 
the mind and body can be made to co-operate; 
discover what new combinations make good 
wholes in human life. (TG 34) 

I suspect, but I am perhaps biased by my own 
professional commitments, that Woolf is describing 
what we now call liberal education—a curriculum 
devoted to developing well-rounded persons 
with the ability to think critically and creatively 
about ideas and issues, to evaluate evidence 
dispassionately, to resist the sway of ideology, 
especially the ideology of the powerful few who 
would dare to “dictate to other human beings how 
they shall live; what they shall do” (TG 53).
  
2 For more on Freire and Woolf, see Jill Channing’s essay 
in this issue of the Miscellany.
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Issue #75—Spring 2009
Elisa Sparks

Country and City 
in Woolf’s Life and Work

The theme will place special emphasis 
on parks and gardens and on theoretical 
approaches including space and place.  
Articles and queries should be sent to 

sparks@exchange.clemson.edu.Articles 
should be less than 2500 words.  Final 

drafts will be due by December 1, 2008, 
so queries and proposals need to be in by 

October 15, 2008.

Issue #76—Fall 2009
Patrick Collier

Woolf in periodicals/
Woolf on periodicals.

The VWM, seeks short essays (2000
words maximum) investigating Virginia 
Woolf’s interactions with periodicals.  
Particularly welcome are essays that 

read periodicals themselves as complex 
cultural texts while contextualizing and/
or historicizing Woolf’s contributions.  
Essays that shed new light on Woolf’s 

evolving attitudes towards journalism and 
the print marketplace are also welcome.  

Deadline: July 1, 2009
Submit essays via 

email attachment to Patrick Collier at 
pccollier@bsu.edu



Contact:  bkscott@mail.sdsu or
Bonnie Kime Scott, President IVWS, Dept. of Women’s Studies, San 
Diego State University, San Diego, CA 92182-6030. 

I will hope to hear from many of you.

  Best wishes,
   Bonnie Kime Scott
 
Note:  As an Allied Organization of the Modern Language Association, the 
International Virginia Woolf Society has traditionally sponsored two sessions 
at the annual MLA Convention.  In the future, the IVWS will sponsor one 
session, with the potential of sponsoring two sessions if our second session 
is selected by the MLA conference committee.  Sessions are organized and 
chaired by members of the Modern Language Association.  The MLA requires 
all presenters to be active members of the Modern Language Association.  
The IVWS invites, but does not require, all presenters to join the Society.  
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This curriculum, importantly, moves beyond the classroom and beyond 
the constructed categories of “student” and “teacher.”  The habits of 
“intellectual liberty” are, or should be (for Woolf) quotidian operations 
that challenge our complacent acceptance of custom (and the social 
stratification that accompanies it) for custom’s sake:
 

Let us think in offices; in omnibuses; while we are standing in the 
crowd watching Coronations and Lord Mayor’s shows; let us think 
as we pass the Cenotaph; and in Whitehall; in the gallery of the 
House of Commons; in the Law Courts; let us think at baptisms and 
marriages and funerals.  Let us never cease from thinking—what is 
this ‘civilization’ in which we find ourselves?  (TG 62-63)

Seventy years later, many of us are still asking this question.  The seat 
of imperial power may have changed, as have the ceremonies and 
public spectacles, but, if one reads the newspapers, hardly a day goes 
by without some headline or picture of atrocity prompting us to ask, 
“what is this ‘civilization’ in which we find ourselves?”  This question 
is not rhetorical for Woolf.  It is one that requires our best energies and 
our most creative thinking to ensure that the answer is not one that leads 
us to despair.   I’m heartened to say that in my years as a teacher and 
a learner, as a colleague of many wonderful teachers, I’ve witnessed 
the profoundly transformative force of people (young and old) who 
have asked the question, and dared to answer it in their own fashion.  
This “characteristic” issue on Woolf and pedagogy is offered to you 
in that spirit, with the hope of stirring up even more discussion of the 
indispensible craft of teaching, or communicating, and of inspiring habits 
of “intellectual liberty” among our students and ourselves (TG 85). 

Madelyn Detloff
Miami University, Oxford, OH
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MLA 2008 iN SAN FRANCiSCO
THE pANELS
Saturday, 27 December
74. Troping the Light Fantastic: Woolf’s Use of Desire and pleasure
5:15–6:30 p.m., Hilton San Francisco
Program arranged by the International Virginia Woolf Society
Presiding: Brenda S. Helt, Univ. of Minnesota, Twin Cities
1. “The ‘Power to Cut and Wound and Excite’: Feeling and 

Communication after War in Mrs. Dalloway,” Wyatt Bonikowski, 
Suffolk Univ.

2. “The Concentrated Camp of Between the Acts,” Sam See, Univ. of 
California, Los Angeles

3. “Music, Musicality, and Intimacy: Performing the Immaterial in 
Virginia Woolf’s The Voyage Out,” Bret L. Keeling, Northeastern 
Univ.

For copies of abstracts, visit www.utoronto.ca/IVWS/.
Monday, 29 December 

499. Orlando’s “House Was No Longer Hers Entirely”: property in 
Virginia Woolf
10:15–11:30 a.m., Hilton San Francisco
Program arranged by the International Virginia Woolf Society
Presiding: Jamie McDaniel, Case Western Reserve Univ.
1. “‘I’m Dead, Sir!’: The Writings of C. P. Sanger and the Influence of 

Intestacy Law in Orlando: A Biography,” Jamie McDaniel, Case 
Western Reserve Univ.

 2. “Floating Real Estate, Modern(ist) Time, and Chronotopics in Mrs. 
Dalloway,” Janet Larson, Rutgers Univ., Newark

3. “Virginia Woolf, Great Men’s Houses, and Haunted Literary 
Properties,” Alison Booth, Univ. of Virginia

Respondent: Alexander M. Bain, Univ. of Oklahoma
For copies of papers, write to jlm25@case.edu.
For copies of abstracts, visit www.utoronto.ca/IVWS/.

THE pARTY:  Members of IVWS are cordially invited to attend the 
annual dinner party at MLA.  This will be on Dec. 28, starting at 6 
p.m. at the home of Eileen Barrett and Elissa Dennis, 2821 Morgan 
Avenue, Oakland, CA 94602.  Transportation from the West Oakland 
BART station will be provided.  Bay Area Rapid Transit information and 
schedules are available at http://www.bart.gov.  Additional instructions 
will be available at Woolf sessions at MLA.  RSVP to Bonnie Scott by 
Dec. 22:  bkscott@mail.sdsu.edu.

MLA 2009 iN pHiLADELpHiA
Call for panel Topics
iVWS Allied Organization Sessions

You are invited to submit a panel topic for the NEXT MLA in 2009, 
which will be held in Philadelphia.  Note that this is a call for whole 
panels, not individual paper proposals.  Please submit only one topic.  
We will need from you: 1) A 35-word description (word count must 
include the title); 2) The name(s) and contact information of the 
proposed organizer(s), i.e., e-mail, snail mail, preferred telephone 
number, institutional affiliation if any; 3) The deadline by which the 
organizer(s) wish to receive submissions (usually March 15); 4) The 
format for submissions (500 word abstract, full-length paper?).  All 
of this should be submitted to Bonnie Kime Scott electronically or by 
mail.  Electronic submissions are strongly preferred.  The deadline 

is November 10, 2008.  Voting on the resulting proposals will be 
completed by December 21, 2008, to meet MLA deadlines.  If you 
want to propose your own special session, go to the MLA website for 
instructions: http://www.mla.org/.



LOUiSViLLE CONFERENCE ON LiTERATURE AND 
CULTURE SiNCE 1900—CALL FOR pApERS

The International Virginia Woolf Society is pleased to host its eighth 
consecutive panel at the University of Louisville Conference on 
Literature and Culture Since 1900, February 19-21, 2009.  

We invite proposals for critical papers on any topic concerning Woolf 
studies.  A particular theme may be chosen depending upon the proposals 
received.  

Please submit by email a cover page with name, email address, mailing 
address, phone number, professional affiliation, and title of paper, and 
a second anonymous page containing a 250-word proposal to Kristin 
Czarnecki at Kristin_Czarnecki@georgetowncollege.edu by Monday, 
October 1, 2008.   

panel Selection Committee
Jeanne Dubino
Mark Hussey

Jane Lilienfeld
Vara Neverow

 
COMMENTS ON A CONFERENCE
University of Louisville Conference on Literature and Culture Since 
1900, February 21-23, 2008

The 2008 IVWS panel at the University of Louisville’s Conference on 
Literature and Culture Since 1900 was another great success, with a 
unified theme of Before She Was Virginia Woolf: The Early Diaries, 
Letters, and Essays.  

Drew Shannon, from the College of Mount St. Joseph in Cincinnati, 
presented “‘Training for Eye and Hand’: The Diaries, Notebooks, or 
Journals of Virginia Stephen.”  Part of a larger project on the diaries, 
Drew’s paper explored how Virginia’s earliest personal writings not 
only paved the way toward her later fiction and nonfiction but also 
raise crucial questions of audience and readership.  Kristin Czarnecki, 
from Georgetown College in Georgetown, Kentucky, presented 
“‘Yours Affectionately, AVS’: Finding the Stephen, Dodging the Woolf 
in the Early Letters,” considering how we might read the letters of 
Virginia Stephen without burdening them with all we know of Virginia 
Woolf.  Beth Rigel Daugherty, of Otterbein College in Columbus, 
Ohio, presented a paper called “‘But There is a Knack of Writing For 
Newspapers Which Has to Be Learnt’: Virginia Stephen, Apprentice 
Essayist,” highlighting the extraordinary effort Virginia devoted to 
her essays and reviews, writing for widely diverse publications and 
audiences.  The presenters and more than 20 people attending the panel, 
guided by panel chair Suzette Henke, spent a wonderful afternoon with 
Virginia Stephen.
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19th Annual Conference information
Woolf and the City
June 4-7, 2009

Fordham University, Lincoln Center, New York, NY

To escape is the greatest of pleasures; street haunting in winter 
the greatest of adventures.  Still as we approach our own doorstep 
again, it is comforting to feel the old possessions, the old prejudices, 
fold us round; and the self, which has been blown about at so many 
street corners…, sheltered and enclosed….And here—let us examine 
it tenderly, let us touch it with reverence—is the only spoil we have 
retrieved from all the treasures of the city, a lead pencil. —Woolf, 
“Street Haunting” (1927)

Liberty seems clothed in radiant silver.  The air here is about a 
thousand times clearer than the air in England.  There is not a shred 
of mist or a wisp of fog: everything shines bright.  The City of New 
York, over which I am now hovering, looks as if it had been scraped 
and scrubbed only the night before.  It has no houses.  It is made of 
immensely high towers, each pierced with a million holes.   
 —Woolf, “America, Which I Have Never Seen” (1938)

For the 19th Annual Woolf Conference, we return to the site of the 
first: New York City.  With this return, we embark on new critical and 
theoretical ground.  Our theme, Woolf and the City, encompasses the 
familiar and the new, the material and the imaginative. 

Topics might include (but are not limited to):

• Woolf and urban theory
• mapping Woolf’s London
• public and private spaces in Woolf
• women in the modern city
• object theory, material culture, trash
• cities and empire
• cosmopolitanism in Woolf
• lesbians and the city, urban sexualities
• imaginary geographies, unreal cities
• teaching Woolf and the city
• films in and of the city
• print culture and the masses
• public memory, monuments, and memorials
• historical London, London past
• New York, Paris, Constantinople
• Wartime London
• Bloomsbury, neighborhoods, and suburbs 
• streetwalking, street haunting, and flanerie

Proposals for individual papers and/or panels due by 
1 February 2009.  We also welcome alternative proposals such as 
workshops or readings.  Independent scholars, high school teachers, and 
“common readers” are encouraged to submit proposals.  Please send 
250 word abstracts as Word attachments with a separate sheet indicating 
name(s), institutional affiliation(s) and email address(es).  Email address 
for submissions to come…(check our webpage for updates). 

Conference Webpage: http://www.fordham.edu/english/woolf 

Conference Organizer: Anne Fernald <fernald@fordham.edu>

The Louisville Conference on Literature and Culture 
Since 1900



This Perpetual Fight:  
Love and Loss in Virginia Woolf’s Intimate Circle   Curated by William Beekman & Sarah   Funke 

 The Grolier Club
47 East 60th Street

New York, NY 10022 
September 16 - November 22, 2008      

http://www.grolierclub.org/ExVirginiaWoolf.htm

The exhibit, as described on the Grolier Club web site, “is drawn 
from a number of private collections and from the Smith College 
Library, the Theater Collection of Harvard University, and the Berg 
Collection at the New York Public Library.  The exhibit, curated by 
Sarah Funke and William Beekman, will include over 200 items, 
including books, images, letters and other manuscript materials, 
some of which have never been exhibited publicly.  The items 
on display pertain to Virginia Woolf; her parents; her husband, 
Leonard Woolf; and their friends and relations.  The circle around 
Virginia and Leonard Woolf, including the painters Vanessa Bell, 
Duncan Grant, Dora Carrington and Roger Fry, the economist John 
Maynard Keynes, authors Lytton Strachey, T.S. Eliot, Vita Sackville-
West, and other luminaries of the period, became known as the 
Bloomsbury Group (for the hitherto unfashionable area of London 
where the Woolfs lived), and has been, ever since, by turns famous 
and infamous.

The exhibit will also be documented by a large format illustrated 
catalogue, which will be available for purchase onsite at the Grolier 
Club, and through University Press of New England (UPNE), 
exclusive distributors of Grolier Club publications. 
 
Location and times: This Perpetual Fight will be on view at the 
Grolier Club from September 16 - November 22, 2008, with the 
exception of October 13, when the Club is closed for the Columbus 
Day holiday. 

Hours:  Monday-Saturday, 10 a.m. - 5 p.m.  Open to the public free 
of charge.   
 
For more information call the Grolier Club at (212) 838-6690. 

A Room of Their Own:
The Artists of Bloomsbury in American 

Collections

This exhibit of Bloomsbury art, celebrating the centennial of its 
origins will include more than 100 paintings, numerous works 
on paper, and examples from the decorative arts and book arts.  
Organized by the Johnson Museum of Art at Cornell University 
with the assistance of the Nasher Museum of Art at Duke 
University, the exhibit will premier at the Nasher Museum and 
then travel to the Johnson Museum, the Block Museum of Art at 
Northwestern University, the Smith College Museum of Art, and 
the Palmer Museum of Art at Pennsylvania State University.  A 
major catalog will accompany the exhibit.  The anticipated dates 
are listed below.

Nasher Museum of Art, Duke University
December 18, 2008 - April 5, 2009
http://www.bloomsburyatduke.com/

Herbert F. Johnson Museum of Art, Cornell University
July 18 - October 18, 2009

Mary and Leigh Block Museum of Art, Northwestern 
University

January 15 - March 15, 2010

Smith College Museum of Art
April 1 - June 15, 2010

palmer Museum of Art, pennsylvania State University
July 6 - September 26, 2010
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Vanessa Bell’s frontispiece for Kew Gardens 
(London: Hogarth Press, 1919). 

Courtesy the Mortimer Rare Book Room, Smith College.

20th Annual Woolf Conference
georgetown College
georgetown, Kentucky 
June 3-6, 2010

Virginia Woolf and the Natural World, the 20th Annual 
International Conference on Virginia Woolf, will 
be held at Georgetown College in Georgetown, 
Kentucky, from June 3-6, 2010.  Stay tuned for the 
call for papers and details on speakers and special 

events.  Georgetown is just north of Lexington, about 60 miles east 
of Louisville, and 75 miles south of Cincinnati.  The College looks 
forward to welcoming everyone to its campus, located on 104 acres 
of beautiful Kentucky bluegrass.  Organizer:  Kristin Czarnecki 
<Kristin_Czarnecki@georgetowncollege.edu>



Schedule Outline

2008
September 16

Bloomsbury, Gender, and Sexuality

October 30
Bloomsbury, Empire, and the Cosmopolitan

November 1
Creative Communities: Bloomsbury and Others

November 19
Duke Reads Howards End

Opens December 15
“How full of life those days seemed”: New Approaches to 

Art, Literature, Sexuality, and Society in Bloomsbury (Perkins 
Library)

Opens December 18
A Room of Their Own: The Bloomsbury Artists in American 

Collections

2009
January 29

Bloomsbury Exhibition Panel at the Nasher

February 11
John Maynard Keynes of Bloomsbury

February 27-28
Duke in Depth: Bloomsbury Vision & Design

March 19, 26 & April 2
Film Series at the Nasher

For a detailed schedule, go to 
http://dukealumni.com/__page/10042179.100.18.aspx.

Bloomsbury Style / A year-long program at Duke revives the 
thinking of England’s Bloomsbury Group.  

This year’s Duke in Depth weekend celebrates a culmination of the 
yearlong programs at Duke designed to illuminate the Bloomsbury 
Group and showcase the Bloomsbury exhibition of works at the 
Nasher Museum of Art.

The Bloomsbury Group was a societal phenomenon in Great Britain 
at the close of the Edwardian Age.  Members Virginia Woolf, John 
Maynard Keynes, E.M. Forster, and Lytton Strachey professed 
radical views and lived lives that were considered scandalous in 
the early 1900s.  Collectively, they deeply influenced literature, 
aesthetics, criticism, and economics as well as modern attitudes 
towards feminism, pacifism, and sexuality.  Click for more history 
and biographies of this group.

Nasher Exhibition
An exhibition, A Room of their Own: The Bloomsbury Artists 
in American Collections, at the Nasher Museum of Art has 
been organized to coincide with the 100-year anniversary of 
Bloomsbury’s beginnings that will examine how America reacted 
to the art produced between 1910 and the 1970s by the Bloomsbury 
artists, their associates, and collaborators.  For more information, 
please click <http://nasher.duke.edu/exhibitions_roomoftheirown.
php>here.

Yearlong programs
In conjunction with the exhibition, Vision and Design: A Year of 
Bloomsbury, a series of programs has been organized at Duke 
to celebrate how Bloomsbury challenged conventional wisdom 
through active and ongoing conversation—in their art, their 
writings, their activism as well as in one-on-one repartee in each 
others’ living rooms.  While showcasing an important exhibition 
of Bloomsbury art, this yearlong programming is an extraordinary 
model of what can be achieved in a university setting.  A schedule 
of programs is listed at right.  For more information on each 
session, please click here.

Duke in Depth Weekend
Return to campus on February 27-29 to join fellow Duke alumni 
and friends for a scholarly and hands-on immersion into the world 
of Bloomsbury:
•	Conversations with such renowned guests as Julian Bell, Simon 

Watney, Gretchen Gerzina, S.P. Rosenbaum, Craufurd Goodwin, 
and Alan Gurganus

•	A private reception and viewing of the Nasher exhibition of 
Bloomsbury art in American collections

•	Workshops that recall the days of the Omega Workshops
•	A staged reading of the steamy Carrington-Strachey letters
•	A festive dinner highlighted by a viewing of the Duke Libraries' 

exhibit of Bloomsbury materials

DUKE UNiVERSiTY ALUMNi ASSOCiATiON 
ANNOUNCES:
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‘A woman must have money and a room of her own  
if she is to write fiction.’

 
Newnham College, Cambridge, is an extraordinary institution with a 
distinguished tradition of women’s education and many achievements in 
the field of literature.  With Sylvia Plath, Iris Murdoch, A.S.Byatt, Margaret 
Drabble, Katharine Whitehorn, Claire Tomalin and Ali Smith among our 
alumnae, we have much to celebrate in women’s writing.

To commemorate the 800th anniversary of the University of Cambridge, we 
are building on this heritage to expand our literary archive and develop a 
programme of events that will raise funds to support and enrich the current 
teaching of English, a subject which remains a key priority for the College.

So we are delighted to invite you to take part in a unique series of private 
events celebrating a key moment in women’s education and women’s writing 
– Virginia Woolf’s visit to Cambridge and the lectures she gave there which 
formed the basis of her influential book, A Room of One’s Own.

The iconic Table 
In October 1928 Virginia Woolf was invited to luncheon in Kings College 
by Dadie Rylands, one of its Fellows and a friend of various members of the 
Bloomsbury Group.  The other guests belonged to the Apostles, a Cambridge 
society to which Dadie had been elected on the recommendation of John 
Maynard Keynes.

Dadie bequeathed the table at which he and Virginia dined to the Charleston 
Trust, which has generously offered us the chance to showcase it for the next 
five years.  Thanks to the generosity of one of our alumnae, the original eight 
chairs have now also been restored, and are back round the table for the first 
time since they were left to Charleston.

The table and chairs are now situated in one of our private rooms.  Although 
these are museum pieces, the table remains exactly as it was - the original 
rings created by the wine glasses used by the Apostles evoke a wonderful 
sense of history which we are thrilled to be able to share with our invitees.

Background 
A Room of One’s Own is a partly fictionalised account of Woolf’s visit to 
Cambridge.  Luncheon in Dadie’s rooms ‘began with soles, sunk in a deep 
dish’, spread with the ‘whitest cream’; the effect was to light ‘half way down 
the spine which is the seat of the soul, not that little electric light which we 
call brilliance…but the more profound, subtle and subterranean glow which 
is the rich yellow flame of rational intercourse’.  Course follows course 
whilst wine flows, College silver sparkles and servants abound. Intellectual 
discussion and debate fill the afternoon in the luxurious surroundings of Kings 
College. 

A sense of well-being is generated in Woolf, but, as she leaves this privileged 
and male-dominated environment from which she, as a woman, is excluded, 
she feels that world closing behind her: ‘… gate after gate seemed to close 
with gentle finality behind me.  Innumerable beadles were fitting innumerable 
keys into well-oiled locks: the treasure house was made secure for another 
night.’  As a woman unaccompanied by an exclusively male member of the 
University she is refused admittance to the University Library, and gets into 
trouble for walking on a hallowed Kings College lawn. (It is still forbidden to 
walk on the grass in most Cambridge Colleges today.)

As dusk draws in, Woolf walks down to the road to a very different College, 
a women’s College, ‘Fernham’ (her fictive hybrid of Newnham and Girton).  
There she notices a student ‘race across the grass’ with no one to stop her, and 
dinner, whilst nourishing, is plain – she is given broth and water (no wine).

Woolf used the contrast between the two meals as a metaphor for the 
difference in the funding of men and women’s education, asking ‘What 
were our mothers thinking of that they had so little wealth to leave us?’ She 
concludes that a woman needs a ‘room of her own’ if she is to be able to 
intellectualise, write, expand her education and develop her ideas.

Newnham - where you can still race across the grass - remains one of two 
all-female undergraduate Colleges at the heart of the University of Cambridge.  
Founded in 1871, the College’s statutes enshrine a progressive commitment to 
freedom of thought, fairness, outstanding education, learning and research – 

ideals as relevant now as they were then.  The College takes pride in continuing 
to break down barriers and seeks to ensure that the education we provide can be 
available to all, regardless of background or circumstances.

Exclusive Events 
We are delighted to offer two opportunities each year to host an exclusive and 
intimate event based round Dadie Rylands’ table in one of the College’s private 
rooms, previously used by a Senior Member (our name for Fellows), with 
lovely large windows overlooking the gardens, among the most beautiful in 
Cambridge.

We propose that eight guests sit round the table and sip champagne whilst 
listening to an eminent scholar speak on some aspect of Woolf, Bloomsbury or 
women’s writing and education.

The format of each event can be tailored to the host’s request, but the College 
head chef has devised a modern menu to reflect the food served in Kings 
eighty years ago and a full wine list is available for discussion with the High 
Table Steward.  Woolf would be pleased to see that Newnham now has its own 
College silver which will of course be used, and each guest will receive a copy 
of A Room of One’s Own as a memento of the evening.

With a formal place setting, eight guests would be unable to dine comfortably 
on the table itself (and this would also involve the table being covered for 
protection which would be a pity), so we propose that, following pre-dinner 
drinks, guests move to a larger table in the same room to enjoy their meal at 
leisure whilst being able to talk informally with the chosen speaker.
If a larger event were required we would propose that a maximum of 20 guests 
have pre-dinner drinks round the table during the talk, with dinner served in 
either College Hall or our new modern room – the Lucia Windsor Room.

We are of course flexible and will try to meet the requirements of the host as 
to subject matter and speakers, but have connections with a number of eminent 
Cambridge and other writers and lecturers, including our Graduate Tutor Dr 
Pam Hirsch, a seasoned speaker on both radio and television who lectures on 
A  Room of One’s Own, and alumna Isabelle Anscombe, author of Omega and 
After: Bloomsbury and the Decorative Arts, who met many surviving members 
of the Bloomsbury Group, including Dadie Rylands, and spent a few weeks 
living at Charleston, the Sussex home of Vanessa Bell and Duncan Grant.

Fund-raising 
Our English students are incredibly excited to have such an inspirational and 
iconic artefact housed in College, and it is entirely appropriate that they should 
benefit from this wonderful loan.  We therefore intend to apply funds raised to 
support teaching in English.

Oxford and Cambridge have a unique system of small group tuition 
(supervisions) which we are determined to preserve.  This involves College 
Teaching Fellows in intensive teaching.  College Teaching Fellows are 
appointed initially on a five-year contract, which costs £225,000 for five years.  
To endow a position in perpetuity costs £1,125,000.

We are delighted to announce that we have received a gift of £25,000 to ‘pump 
prime’ this initiative and are now at the first stages of fundraising to build from 
this excellent start.

To host dinner for eight, we propose a minimum donation of £5,000, or £10,000 
for the larger event of up to twenty.  If however a donor was interested in 
naming the College Teaching post (either for the 5-year period or in perpetuity) 
we will of course be delighted to discuss an additional donation to secure this 
recognition.

We believe this will be a unique opportunity to host an exclusive event in very 
special surroundings whilst contributing to the costs of a key priority for the 
continued tradition of Newnham.  Should you wish to take part, we are sure 
that your support for women’s education, especially in the study of literature, 
would be applauded by Virginia Woolf, whose spirit surely inhabits both 
Newnham and Dadie Rylands’ iconic table.

We very much hope that you will be interested in talking to us. 
For more information please contact: 
penny Hubbard 
Development Director and Registrar of the Roll 
Email: penny.hubbard@newn.cam.ac.uk
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BOOK REViEW EDiTOR

All publishers, authors and scholars should direct 
inquiries regarding book

reviews to Karen Levenback at 
kllevenback@att.net

THE iVWS & VWS ARCHiVE iNFORMATiON  
http://library.vicu.utoronto.ca/special/

F51ivwoolfsocietyfonds.htm

Thanks to the diligent efforts of Karen Levenback, Past 
President of the VWS, Melba Cuddy-Keane, Past President 

of the IVWS, and Carmen Königsreuther Socknat, Head 
of Bibliographic Services at E. J. Pratt Library, Victoria 

University, University of Toronto, the archive of the VWS 
and the IVWS has at last found a secure and permanent 

home.  The archive is now officially housed in the collection. 

All archival materials  such as correspondence, memorabilia 
and photographs should be sent to the IVWS Historian-

Bibliographer who will then arrange the transfer of materials.  
Contact information for current IVWS officers is on the 

IVWS website:  
http://www.utoronto.ca/IVWS 
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A Brief Overview of Resources for Woolfians

The Virginia Woolf Miscellany is an independent publication, which has been 
hosted by Southern Connecticut State University since 2003.  Founded in 
1973 by J. J. Wilson, the publication was hosted by Sonoma State University 
for 30 years.  The publication has always received some additional funding 
from the International Virginia Woolf Society.

The Annual Conference on Virginia Woolf is an independent entity.  It was 
envisioned by Mark Hussey and launched in 1991 at Pace University.  The 
conference is overseen by a Steering Committee consisting of all previous 
conference organizers.  Permission to host a Woolf conference is authorized 
by Mark Hussey, who chairs the Steering Committee.  Each annual 
conference is organized by one or more individuals associated with the host 
institution.  The host institution finances the event and uses the registration 
fees of attendees to offset the costs of the event.  The Annual Conference has 
no formal association with the International Virginia Woolf Society or the 
Virginia Woolf Society of Great Britain or any other Woolf society.
 
The Selected Papers of the Annual Conference on Virginia Woolf 
2001-present are published by Clemson University Digital Press under the 
auspices of Wayne Chapman.  The editors of the publication vary from year 
to year.  Electronic versions of the selected papers from 2001-present are 
available on the Center for Woolf Studies website at http://www.csub.edu/
woolf_center/
 
The Selected Papers of the Annual Conference on Virginia Woolf 1991-2000, 
launched by Mark Hussey in conjunction with the conference, were published 
by Pace University Press under his auspices.  While early volumes of the 
papers are out of print, a number of the more recent ones are still available 
from the press (see http://www.pace.edu/press)
 
The IVWS was founded in 1973 as the VWS.  The society has a direct 
relationship with the Modern Language Association and has had the privilege 
of organizing two sessions at the annual MLA Convention.  MLA is currently 
in transition in regard to the annual convention.  In the new model, the IVWS 
will continue to have one guaranteed session.
 
The IVWS website is hosted by the University of Toronto.  The website was 
founded by Melba Cuddy-Keane, past president of the International Virginia 
Woolf Society, who continues to oversee the site (http://www.utoronto.ca/
IVWS/).
 
The VWoolf Listserve is hosted by the University of Ohio.  The list 
administrator is Anne Fernald.  The founder of the list is Morris Beja.  To join 
the list, send a message to: listproc@lists.acs.ohio-state.edu.  In the body of 
the email, write: subscribe VWOOLF Your firstname Your last name.  You 
will receive a welcome message with further information about the list.  
To unsubscribe, please send a message *from the exact account that you 
originally subscribed with* to: listproc@lists.acs.ohio-state.edu.  In the body 
of the email, write: unsubscribe VWOOLF.

Materials from most of these sources mentioned above are included in the 
IVWS/VWS archive at University of Toronto even though they are entities 
separate from the Society itself.  Contributions to the archive should be 
handled through the current Historian-Bibliography of the IVWS (http://



Virginia Woolf Miscellany 
 

GUIDELINES FOR SUBMISSIONS  
AND EDITORIAL POLICIES

The Miscellany gladly considers very short contributions 
including scholarly articles, essays, poems, fiction, notes and 
queries as well as line drawings and photographs. 

Even when individual issues are themed, the Miscellany accepts 
submissions unrelated to the theme.  Such submissions should 
be sent to the Managing Editor, Vara Neverow, rather than to 
the Guest Editor (for contact information, see page 47).

Submissions should be no longer than 2500 words at 
maximum and shorter articles are strongly preferred.  Articles 
should be submitted electronically, in .doc MS Word format 
(not .docx) and in compliance with current MLA style (see the 
6th edition of the MLA Handbook). 

The Editorial Board reserves the right to edit all submissions 
for length and to correct errors.  If time permits, contributors 
will be consulted about changes. 

Contributors are responsible for obtaining permissions 
related to copyrights and reproductions of materials.

Contributors must provide the Editorial Board with original 
written documentation authorizing the publication of the 
materials. 

The Editorial Board will assist contributors to the best of its 
ability with regard to permissions for publication, including 
costs of up to $50 per item.  However, the Editorial Board has 
the option to decline to publish items or to pay for items.  The 
Editorial Board will consider requests to publish more than 
one item per article or more than five items per issue but will 
be responsible for funding items only at its own discretion. 

The Editorial Board takes no responsibility for the views 
expressed in the contributions selected for publication.  
Submissions accepted for publication may be published in 
both hard and electronic copy. 

The Miscellany backfile is currently available online in full text 
digital format through EBSCOhost’s Humanities International 
Complete and Literary Reference Center. 

All rights revert to the author upon publication.
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Patricia Laurence is helping to put the “international” into the 
International Virginia Woolf Society with the translation of Lily 

Briscoe’s Chinese Eyes, just out in Shanghai, 600 pp. and 55 RMB 
(about $8 compared to $59 in US), 4000 copies.  She’s off to China 

in September to give a talk at the China Forum and to give book 
talks at Fudan University, China Normal University, and 

Beijing University.  

Leonard Woolf Centennial Thamil Translation

To mark the Centennial of Leonard Woolf’s arrival in Colombo on 
16 December 2004, we asked Mahalakshmy Raja Senthoor Pandian 
whether she would translate The Village in the Jungle into Thamil.

Frederic Spotts, in an introductory section to Letters of Leonard Woolf 
which he edited, lists Thamil as one of the languages into which this 
famous novel about us has been translated.  I was surprised on reading 
this.  If there had been a Thamil translation we would surely have heard 
about it.  Colombo would have known but Colombo did not. 

At the 22 October 2005 Conference on Leonard Woolf held at Cavendish 
College, Cambridge held by the Cambridge Society in association 
with us, Sir Christopher Ondaatje’s eye was drawn immediately to the 
MSS of the Thamil translation we had asked for lying on the Display 
and Sales desk which had books on and by Leonard Woolf and the 
Centennial Commemorate cards.

We discussed whether there has been a Thamil translation, as Frederic 
Spotts says.  Sir Ondaatje, well versed in Leonard Woolf scholarship and 
alert to any factual data about him was also of the view that there was 
none.

First seen on 16 December 2004 at the Centennial Seminar in the 
Institute of Commonwealth Studies, Russell Square, Bloomsbury, 
this Centennial translation, the first into Thamil, is based on the New 
Phoenix Library edition of 1951. 

We chose this edition for the translation for reasons of special sentiment: 
we possess a copy of this edition which had once been held in the hands 
of the author himself and bears his autograph as a living link with us and 
the translator.  

We reproduce here the page which has his valued documenting hand.

This is not an easy translation to have undertaken.  The idiom of the 
Sinhala speech of the jungle villagers, which the author’s ear has 



been in tune with and whose sensibility has faithfully mirrored in 
this classic novel, does not lend itself with natural ease and facility 
to translation into a language which is a family by itself, Dravidian.  
Recognised now as a classical language, the wealth of Sangam Thamil 
is irrelevant to the rendering of the speech of the Sinhala jungle 
villager: their rich telling idiom will present problems.

There is an additional difficulty.  The translator whose mother tongue 
is Thamil left home in Colombo and country at the age of two and 
thus her ear was too young to register and tune itself to even the 
Sinhala spoken around her which would, besides, have the over tones 
of the speech heard in the capital’s rural Sinhala speaking hinterland 
some nuances of which may have been mingled with and others 
muted by the speech of urban dwellers. 

And since leaving home, the registers of her growing ear would have 
heard only English, and the Thamil, of Chennai and Thamil Nadu.

The translator drew on the competence of friends who wish to remain 
silent once their collaboration was over.  We respect their modest wish.

The task undertaken by them and the translator may also be seen as an 
implicit thesis in the problem of translating not only the idiom of the 
Sinhala jungle village dweller but also of the language which elevates 
that humble dweller to the protagonist facing a relentless Fate.

This translation, whilst it has made every effort to be a faithful rendering 
of our first classic novel in English, is also offered as a seminar in 
translation: a first attempt to mirror the idiom of speech in the face 
of the irresistible jungle which heartlessly sounds the knell of its 
destitute children’s home, and the modern sensibility of Cambridge and 
Bloomsbury.

 N. Sivasambu
 Co-ordinator: The Ceylon Bloomsbury Group 
 June 2007

Charcoal Sketch of Leonard Woolf 
by AnneMarie Bantzinger (2008)
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II.    Woolf in the Community College

What Would Virginia Woolf Do?: Woolf and Social Justice in the 
Community College Classroom

What would Virginia Woolf do if she taught at a community college 
today? She did teach at the closest thing to a community college of her 
time.  In her twenties, Woolf taught for three years at Morley College, 
an evening institute set up for working men and women in London (Bell 
105).  Woolf sought to do more than fill heads with knowledge.  She 
wanted students “to seek reasons; to connect ideas” (qtd. in Bell 203).  
Woolf eventually quit teaching because she was frustrated by the college 
administration’s ideas about teaching and learning, which she believed 
conflicted with students’ actual learning.  Woolf writes in her teaching 
report, “Like all other educational establishments, Morley College has to 
effect compromises & to prefer the safeness of mediocrity to the possible 
dangers of high ideals” (qtd. in Bell 203).  Later, Woolf would go on to 
develop her ideas about education—especially educating women and the 
working class.  She did not compose a singular work dedicated to her 
philosophy of education; however, throughout many of her essays, she 
does explicitly and implicitly formulate a pedagogy for social justice, 
critical thinking, and praxis. 

The applications of this philosophy are particularly interesting from 
my perspective as a community college instructor because community 
colleges typically serve non-traditional student populations.  Students 
come from a variety of backgrounds in terms of social classes, ages, 
cultures, and genders; it is difficult to typify this audience although 
many do come from working-class families.  These differences can 
make the creation of discourse and learning communities in classrooms 
challenging.  Several of Woolf’s essays explore educational and social 
issues affecting all genders, social classes, and generations.  Specifically, 
Woolf’s pedagogy encourages interrogations of social class and social 
problems, inspires independent reading, thinking, and learning, and 
promotes learning through experience.  She connects education to the 
active pursuit of social justice, which she believes links everyone and 
which I believe aids in the creation of communities of interdependent yet 
diverse learners.

Other educators have explored some instructional applications of 
Woolf’s feminist rhetoric for the teaching of writing as well as for 
critiquing classroom dynamics (see, for example, Caughie and Pearce; 
Ratcliffe).  As these educators argue, Woolf formulates a feminist 
rhetoric that may be translated into a feminist pedagogy.  Although 
“feminist pedagogy” can signify more than simply an educational 
philosophy focusing on women’s issues, the term “feminist” seems 
limiting because of how it has been traditionally rhetorically framed.  
According to Woolf, “‘Feminism,’ we have had to destroy. ‘The 
emancipation of women’ is equally inexpressive and corrupt” (TG 101).  
Woolf considers “feminism” obsolete in many ways and sees that it 
cannot encompass this struggle’s varied and “contradictory” emotions 
(TG 102).  Rather than a feminist pedagogy, Woolf’s pedagogy is more 
aptly described as an “outsider pedagogy.” Woolf, I argue, sees the 
bigger picture when it comes to oppression and injustice, which she 
connects to education.  For her, everyone’s well-being and freedom is 
interconnected: “A common interest unites; it is one world, one life” 
(TG 142).  She argues for solidarity among all disadvantaged peoples 
whom she calls “outsiders” (TG 106). “Outsiders,” in Woolfian terms, 
are people who do not have expensive or formal educations and who are 

not in positions of significant power or privilege.  Woolf places herself in 
the category of “outsider” both because she is a woman and because she 
is self-educated (TG 106).  Woolf uses this “outsider” position to critique 
education, to propose ideas to transform it for the betterment of society, 
and to suggest that this new education be accessible to “outsiders.”

In much of her writing, Woolf is intensely critical of institutionalized 
education.  Therefore, in many ways, including her in a discussion 
of pedagogy is paradoxical.  Education, to her, was the epitome of 
patriarchy and privilege.  She is especially critical of “the dominance 
of the professor” and sees him as the embodiment of patriarchy and 
oppression (AROO 33). Perhaps the biggest reason Woolf disliked 
classroom dynamics is that the professor of her time often told students 
what and how to think, instead of helping them think for themselves.  
However, the legacy of “the professor” is not only his dominance in 
the classroom as the controller of what ideas are important, but the 
perpetuation of inequity in ways of teaching, knowing, and behaving.  
Although Woolf critiques education, she is also an advocate for it, 
albeit a different kind of education than the traditional type found 
in universities such as Oxford and Cambridge in the early twentieth 
century.  She asserts that “the value of education is among the greatest 
of all human values” (TG 24) and that there should be an “attempt to 
see how we can influence the young through education” (TG 22).  She 
acknowledges, however, that “the college, which imperfect as it may 
be, is the only alternative to the education of the private house.  We 
must hope that in time that education may be altered” (TG 39).  One of 
the ways Woolf believes education should be altered is by encouraging 
learners to think for themselves. 

Consistent critical and independent thinking is important to a pedagogy 
for social justice because it empowers students as creators of knowledge 
and enables them to question the status quo inside and outside the 
classroom.  Woolf often advocates for independent, critical thinking 
throughout her essays.  In “How to Read a Book,” Woolf contends:

The only advice, indeed, that one person can give another about 
reading is to take no advice, to follow your own instincts, to use 
your own reason, to come to your own conclusions.  If this is 
agreed between us, then I feel at liberty to put forward a few ideas 
and suggestions because you will not allow them to fetter that 
independence which is the most important quality a reader can 
possess. (CR2 258)

What applied to the “reader” she addresses here could also apply to the 
student, and what applies to reading could also apply to ideas presented 
in a variety of forums—including classrooms.  Students, I have found, 
often want what Woolf describes at the beginning of A Room of One’s 
Own—for professors “to hand [them] after an hour’s discourse a nugget 
of pure truth to wrap up between the pages of [their] notebooks and keep 
on the mantelpiece for ever” (AROO 3-4).  Woolf refuses to participate 
in this type of education that Paulo Freire would later describe as “the 
banking concept of education [where] knowledge is a gift bestowed 
by those who consider themselves knowledgeable upon those whom 
they consider know nothing” (53).  This way of “lecturing” puts 
students in the position of non-thinkers and the subjugated.  Moreover, 
it discourages the use of learning; it is simply put upon a “mantelpiece 
for ever,” never to be applied, questioned, or interpreted.  This is not 
Woolf’s purpose; her purpose is to encourage everyone to use his or 
her mind for the greater good of all people—to prevent war, to create a 
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more equitable society.  She empowers her audience with the imperative, 
“Let us never stop thinking—what is this ‘civilisation’ in which we find 
ourselves?” (TG 63).

Instead of telling her audience what and how to think, Woolf seeks “only 
[to] give one’s audience the chance of drawing their own conclusions” 
(AROO 4).  She focuses on explaining the processes behind her 
thinking and is not afraid of the audience observing “the limitations, the 
prejudices, and the idiosyncrasies of the speaker” (AROO 4).  Woolf 
seems to anticipate what Freire describes as “co-intentional education.” 
Freire argues that: “teachers and students (leadership and people) 
cointent on reality, are both Subjects, not only in the task of unveiling 
that reality, and thereby coming to know it critically, but in the task 
of recreating that knowledge” (51).  In A Room of One’s Own, Woolf 
involves her listeners (students) in the process of critically thinking on 
the subjects of women, education, and writing by acknowledging that 
she is not giving a “nugget of pure truth” but her own perspective, by 
encouraging them to come to their own conclusions, and by admitting 
that together they have a stake in the issues she discusses. 
 
Encouraging critical and independent thinking in the community college 
classroom can be challenging.  Students tend to seek definite, “correct” 
answers to questions because they want to know what “the right answer 
is for the test.”  Many students of all generations have internalized the 
schemata of the college professor lecturing and students passively taking 
notes.  Whether this is from film, past educational experiences, or what 
others have told them about college, this schema does not lend itself to 
the encouragement of critical thinking or a more democratic classroom 
setting.  Woolf addresses her approach to the lecturer-student dynamic 
as well as her expectations of critical thinking right away in A Room of 
One’s Own.  She explains soon into her “lecture” that she is not really 
lecturing at all and that she expects her listeners to do their own thinking 
and responding.  Explaining processes and pedagogy are important in 
creating learning communities that value critical thinking.  According to 
bell hooks, “In the transformed classroom there is often a much greater 
need to explain philosophy, strategy, intent than in the ‘norm’ setting” 
(42).  Making students aware of this shift in classroom dynamics and 
expectations early in courses goes far in helping them to adapt to this 
shift in paradigms.  More importantly, explaining the philosophy behind 
this shift away from traditional conventions for college teaching models 
critical thinking for students as well as helping them understand the 
reasoning behind teaching strategies and the creation of a community of 
interdependent learners.
 
Learning communities within classrooms are developed through 
instructors allowing students to connect their learning to their lives as 
well as to the lives of others.  Woolf’s rhetoric acknowledges that others 
have experiences and knowledge and are not simply tabulae rasae upon 
which professors can write.  Often in college teaching, professors and 
instructors do not recognize that they are building on current skills and 
knowledge and not imparting wisdom to a group of otherwise ignorant 
beings.  When Woolf taught at Morley College, she too put emphasis 
on students’ experiences by having them write and talk about their own 
lives and interests (Bell 106).  Additionally, throughout her essays, 
she stresses the importance of learning from one’s own experiences 
as well as the experiences of others.  She calls experience “unpaid-for 
education” and urges that problems and questions should be answered 
based on life experiences (TG 6).  In addition to using one’s “unpaid-

for education,” Woolf argues that “we can supplement [our experiential 
knowledge] by looking at the picture of the lives of others” (TG 7).  
She believes that biography, specifically, is one of the few sources of 
information available to those who have not been formally educated 
and consistently refers to it as a way of knowing about both the past and 
present (TG 33).

When students share their knowledge, they learn from each other and 
actively take part in the creation of knowledge and the learning process.  
Non-traditional students—often encountered in the community college 
setting—are often hesitant about attending college because they feel 
as though they are ill-prepared, have been out of school for too long, 
or simply fear the unknown that college represents to them.  Because 
of these concerns, among others, acknowledging students’ current 
abilities, interests, and experiences is imperative to help students 
connect their lives and current knowledge with course material and 
the culture of higher education.  As Richard Greenwald and Elizabeth 
Grant argue, “When [working-class students] arrive in our classrooms, 
they are already thinking human beings with many life experiences.  
Those experiences have a place in the classroom and, if drawn out 
with mentoring care, can enrich the academic experience for both them 
and [college teachers]” (37).  Giving students opportunities to share 
their experiential knowledge with each other and build upon what 
they already know helps students see beyond themselves as individual 
students and begin to see themselves as part of learning communities. 
 
Taking action is also important to Woolf’s “outsider pedagogy.” 
She asks her audience to engage in praxis much as Gwyn Kirk and 
Margo Okazawa-Rey define it: “Socially lived theorizing requires a 
methodology that includes collective dialogue and praxis—reflection 
and action on the world to transform it” (19).  At the end of her essay 
“The Leaning Tower,” Woolf calls her listeners to action: “Let us 
trespass freely and fearlessly and find our own way for ourselves.  It is 
thus that English literature will survive this war and cross the gulf—if 
commoners and outsiders like ourselves make that country our own 
country, if we teach ourselves how to read and to write, how to preserve, 
and how to create” (M 154). “The Leaning Tower” is based on a paper 
she read to the Workers’ Educational Association:  people who would 
be, as Woolf was, outsiders to education.  Woolf believes that these 
“outsiders” must seize opportunities for education and must also learn 
independently; moreover, they must act on their knowledge to create a 
more just society for a future when “wealth will no longer decide who 
shall be taught and who not” (153).  In effect, she asks her audience to 
engage in “conscientization,” a term coined by Freire years later, which 
is “learning to perceive social, political contradictions…and to take 
action against the oppressive elements of this reality” (17).  She believes 
reading, writing, and discussing are keys to developing an awareness 
of the oppressive elements of reality and are also ways of acting 
against those realities, as she herself imitates by writing her essays and 
presenting them to others. 

What Woolf is asking her audience to do here is to move from thinking, 
to recognition, to action and this means that teachers must do more than 
help students become better thinkers and classmates; college teachers 
should challenge students by designing assignments that continue 
learning outside of the classroom.  Woolf asks her “outsiders” to learn 
through experimentation and to do their parts in making the world 
a better place.  She writes, “Those experiments will not be merely 

12



critical but creative” (TG 113).  These proposed experiments include 
indifference; she emphasizes that the greatest action may sometimes 
be inaction (TG 109).  Students can sometimes learn as much or more 
from trying not to do something as actually doing it.  Depending on the 
subject, there are many possible experiments for students to conduct 
in order to learn by action as well as inaction, such as ethnographic 
studies in a sociology course or keeping a journal of the experience of 
not watching television for a week in a psychology course or a service-
learning project at a food bank for a nutrition class.  The point is to 
promote students’ learning beyond books and classrooms to make it a 
real, everyday activity as well as something that we can all use and act 
on to make “this civilization” that we live in better for all people.

As Woolf calls her audience to action, she also implicitly calls on 
those of us who teach, especially those of us who teach “outsiders,” to 
transform the educational experience and the power dynamics in the 
classroom in order to encourage students to learn from others but never 
fail to think for themselves.  In her words, in our classrooms, we should 
seek to “make unity of multiplicity” (TG 143) and should realize that 
“we are not passive spectators doomed to unresisting obedience but 
by our thoughts and actions we can change . . .” (TG 142).  Indeed, 
we can change but only through creating new methods of teaching 
and learning.  While we may not be able to create the college of which 
Woolf dreams where learning is only practiced for the love of learning, 
where there are no degrees, and where learning is free, we can be “good 
livers” and “good thinkers” focused on communicating with others and 
“understanding other people’s lives and minds” (TG 34).  

 Jill Channing
 Mitchell Community College
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The Orlando project:  Claiming Woolf for the Community College 
 
In an October 9th [1928] letter to Vita Sackville-West, Woolf wrote: “I 
couldn’t screw a word from me; and at last dropped my head in my 
hands: dipped my pen in the ink, and wrote these words, as if 
automatically, on a clean sheet: Orlando: A Biography.  No sooner had I 
done this than my body was flooded with rapture and my brain with 
ideas (L3 428).  The passion for writing and the flow of ideas Woolf 
expresses to Vita suggest the goal of most community college instructors 
as they face the first year British literature survey course:  How to hook 
the students into this rush of feeling?  How to convey the love of 
language and literature?  How to develop the common reader?  How to 
provide the background of history and gender?  How to help students 
think about literature in new ways?  Or to think about literature at all?  
The Orlando Project grows out of a need to find a way through these 
obstacles, and it is my contention that Woolf is particularly suited for 
resolving this dilemma in some very sound ways. 
 
The community college students sitting in the survey of the English 
literature classroom are likely to be unsophisticated readers with limited 
reading experience.  The College has not set any prerequisites for the 
course; thus, many of the students have not had the English Composition 
II course where they would study literary genres and literary analysis.  
Because of articulation agreements with 4-year colleges and universities, 
the community college survey courses are broad, introductory, and 
chronological.  There is little opportunity for in-depth study of any one 
work.  Although many of the students are bright and willing, these 
students are balanced by the students who have difficulty reading, who 
have no idea how to approach a literary work, and students who often 
have poor study skills in general.  The College, located in an affluent 
area with excellent high schools, also serves a very economically diverse 
group of students from other areas of the county who need to work long 
hours, have multiple responsibilities, and who need to miss class 
meetings too often.   Strong students with the confidence to express their 
interpretation are often outnumbered by the passive students who tell me 
that their idea of learning means listening to everyone else because the 
material is “too difficult,” and that they can only “understand it” when 
the instructor and stronger students speak.  Often, students do not have 
the tools to actively engage in their learning, lack a confidence in their 
ability to “read and understand,” and generally are waiting for the 

Delamotte, F.: “Ornamental Alphabets, Ancient and Mediæval” (1879)
http://www.fromoldbooks.org/
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the description of the group project gives students the overview of the 
requirements.  The Reading/Discussion Guide helps the students through 
the novel by asking them to provide concrete who, what, when, where 
facts in much the same way as the “biographer” begins his/her task of 
creating character out of the “facts” of existence.  While the questions 
also give a concrete basis for the novel, the resources placed on reserve 
enable beginning researchers a place to start—although this aspect 
turned out to be the weakest part of the project.  Screening of the Sally 
Potter film after the class discussion adds another layer to the experience 
gained by working through the group projects.  Finally, the students are 
asked to assess their performance and grade themselves.  The rationale 
for these components involves breaking the overall project into 
manageable, smaller steps and shifting the responsibility for the tasks to 
the students.  Furthermore, the group projects tend to emphasize the 
strengths of the members and minimize the weaknesses.  Students can 
choose the tasks within the groups, determine how to proceed and design 
the results.  In most cases, leaders emerge to drive the project and 
reverse the usual expectation that the instructor will provide the 
foundational information and the students will cruise along passively.  
Early in the course, the students had formed groups to work on smaller, 
more focused assignments, so they were familiar with each other and the 
general characteristics of collaborative activities.   
 
The Orlando Project brought some interesting and valuable results that 
can be extended to other assignments at other institutions.  The 
preliminary questionnaire revealed that not one of my eighteen students 
had read any of Woolf’s writings.  I suspect that this example is probably 
typical of many students at the community college, an open enrollment 
institution.  The students ranged in age from 18 to 50, with most in the 
18 to 22 age category.  One student had heard of Who’s Afraid of Virginia 
Woolf, one had heard mention of Woolf in high school, and one thought 
she had had a lesson on Woolf in high school.  The students expressed 
interest in reading and learning about Woolf, and they identified elements 
of past novels that they found interesting: plot suspense, relevance, 
colorful details, vivid characterization, and subject matter.  Several 
students reported that they had become engrossed in 20th century 
American novels like To Kill a Mockingbird, One Flew Over the 
Cuckoo’s Nest, The Awakening, Sula, The Bluest Eye, the Da Vinci Code, 
and The Outsiders.  The range of reading experience was vast—from 
reading often for pleasure to never reading at all.  For the best learning 
experience, they wanted visuals, discussion, direction, biography, and 
background.  Most wanted to be drawn in as Jon Hargraves, a business 
major, wrote: “Studying the novel in the classroom, I hope to gain a 
better understanding of who Virginia Woolf is and how she writes.  No 
only do I hope to become more familiar with this author, but I hope to 
become ‘engrossed’ with the novel like I have with others that interest 
me.”  Generally, the students in this classroom were willing to take this 
trip into Woolf’s fiction.   
 
The Orlando Project identified a few, limited, focused topics and 
encouraged the students to shape their projects within the parameters.  
Woolf’s Orlando provides, of course, a wealth of choices that continue 
themes addressed previously in the course and topics that are 
manageable: Significance of Place; History and Identity; Sex: Vita and 
Virginia; Gender & Representation; and Spectacles of Empire & Power.  
The groups produced four very different presentations and portfolios of 
varying quality although all groups made a strong effort to fulfill the 
requirements of the project.  Some created visual presentations with 
some sophisticated electronic components like music.  Some groups 

“correct” interpretation.  The students feel ill-equipped to read 
complexity and are unable to engage the text meaningfully.  These 
community college students come in every age, background, experience, 
skill level, and program of study one can imagine, and these obstacles of 
inexperience and passivity often seem insurmountable in the classroom 
context.  The Orlando Project is an effort to overcome the challenges in 
order to engage such readers. 
 
So then—why Woolf?  Why Orlando?  First, the readers described above 
sound curiously like the common readers so important to Woolf.  In the 
essay “How Should One Read a Book?”  Woolf writes of the two parts of 
reading: first, “to open the mind wide to the fast flocking of innumerable 
impressions” and the more difficult second part “to judge, to compare” 
that we cannot suppress because “there is always a demon in us who 
whispers, ‘I hate, I love’, and we cannot silence him” (CR2 292).  
Certainly, we all know that the students begin to express their experience 
of reading in terms related to themselves like “love” and “hate,” and it is 
precisely the effort to train the taste and develop some form of control  
that reveals Woolf’s understanding of the act of reading for all readers, 
particularly those who come to Woolf’s writings with the fresh eye: “If 
behind the erratic gunfire of the press the author felt that there was 
another kind of criticism, the opinion of people reading for the love of 
reading, slowly and unprofessionally, and judging with great sympathy 
and yet with great severity, might this not improve the quality of his 
work? (CR2 294)  If one goal of the community college instructor is to 
train students to gain confidence in their ability to read, think, and 
respond to texts, then who better than Woolf to teach them about the 
open-endedness of texts—even the most wary of readers?   
 
So then—Why Orlando?  Features of the novel offer a variety of ways to 
engage the students.  Kathryn N. Benzel, in her essay “Reading Readers 
in Virginia Woolf’s Orlando: A Biography,” identifies the collaborative 
nature of reading  that Woolf requires by asking her readers to recognize 
the “plurality in the text through his/her own multilevel reading” (¶5).  
Woolf creates what Benzel calls a “double-visioned reader” (¶5).  Citing 
the instance in Orlando when the narrator as biographer indirectly 
addresses the reader, Benzel notes that this open-ended complexity 
becomes a challenge, an invitation, for the reader “to participate in 
creating this fictional world” (¶8).  Indeed, the weakest readers, who are 
initially off balance, find a means to ask questions, to explore, and to 
develop opinions about the multi-vocality of narration, the recursiveness 
of time, the limitations of biography, and the vicissitudes of gender. 
 
Claiming Orlando for the community college necessitates orchestrating a 
series of steps to be taken over time to guide the students through written 
instructions, library resources, reading, and foundational material.  The 
Orlando Project itself contains the following sequenced parts: I. 
Preliminary Questionnaire; II.  Reading/Discussion Guide; III.  
Explanation of Group Project; IV. Bibliography of Resources in BCCC 
library collections and on reserve; V. Discussion Questions for Film; and 
VI. Self-Evaluation (see handouts following this essay).  The group 
presentations occur first, followed by several days of class discussion, 
the screening, and then the final portfolio.  The components and the 
schedule of presentation give the students an important framework for 
studying the text—crucial elements for the community college students’ 
success. 
 
The project begins with a questionnaire to set the base point and to give 
the instructor an idea of learning styles and student reading experiences; 



appointed a spokesperson; other groups divided the topic and each 
student presented his/her findings.  It was obvious that the students made 
a real effort to do a good job of developing, organizing, and presenting 
their material.  The collaborative activity allowed the students to work 
within their strengths, and even though the groups “absorbed” the 
weaker members, the important point here is that each student was 
involved in some way. 
 
In the Self-Evaluation segment the students—with only a few 
exceptions—expressed what they felt to be the weaknesses of their 
performance in the project.  Although most students believed they 
deserved an “A” for the project, they made statements like “I could have 
done a better job if I had begun earlier,” a typical student lament.  
Almost every student expressed an interest in Woolf as a writer and in 
the issues the groups had explored.  Most made revealing statements 
about never having thought before about gender or identity or narrative 
voice or life as Woolf creates it.  Taj Carr wrote: “I am enjoying the 
powerful messages of gender, identity, and other philosophical questions. 
. . . Orlando has made me think about the similarities between men and 
women, conforming to gender, questions of self, and other deep thoughts 
that I would not have . . . thought of” (Addendum to Preliminary 
Questionnaire 5/07).  Most wanted to read more Woolf, and most felt 
successful in what they had done.  As one student remarked:  “I . . . took 
pride in what I was doing” and “I don’t usually set up and take charge, 
but for this project, I set the deadlines & sort of assigned the roles” 
(Froshour, Self-Evaluation).  Another commented: “I think we all 
worked equally on the project.  We all went to the library together and 
met later one night to talk about what we know and found, to appoint 
roles, and put it all together” (Kurtz, Self-Evaluation).   
 
In their discussion and evaluation of Sally Potter’s film of Orlando (Part 
V of the project), the students paid attention to aspects of their 
investigative topic and critical points of similarity and difference.  The 
decision to show the film after the presentations and after the class 
discussion gave the students time and experience to make intelligent, 
analytical comments.  By this time they had formed strong opinions 
about the novel and were able to critique the film.  Even though most 
students enjoyed the film’s visual imagery, the humorous tone, and the 
impressive handling of the gender transformation scene, they commented 
on the reduction of the biographer-narrator, the distancing of the viewer, 
the loss of the reader’s imaginative power to construct, and the 
inappropriate casting of Tilda Swinton and Billy Zane, who did not seem 
to express the gender ambiguity they had imagined. Only two other 
students felt they needed the film in order to understand the novel.  Most 
loved the music and scenery, although one student wrote:  “The reader 
gets to write their own movie in their minds as they read” (Hall DVD 
Discussion Questions 5/07).   For the most part, the students expressed a 
familiarity with the novel as they approached the film adaptation.  The 
following comment summarizes most of the student’s thoughts:  “I don’t 
think that the novel’s underlying principles and meaning are portrayed 
accurately at all.  Although there is obvious reference to gender, and 
historical time periods, neither points are emphasized in as much detail 
as they are in Woolf’s text “(Verhelle, DVD Discussion Questions).  This 
student has addressed some of the concerns in Cristina Degli-Esposti’s 
essay, “Sally Potter’s Orlando and the New-Baroque Scopic Regime,” an 
important resource which provides an analysis of Potter’s film.  Although 
her response differs from that of my students, the students identified the 
significant aspects of consideration—indicating to me that the students 

had gained some measure of investment in and knowledge of Orlando as 
a novel. 
 
In the end how does The Orlando Project claim Woolf for the 
community college in any meaningful way?  Through a structured, 
detailed, limited project, the students learn to read with a purpose, move 
from the passive to the active involvement in the group and in the class, 
and, finally, gain some confidence in their own ideas and critical powers.  
 
 Lois J. Gilmore 
 Bucks County Community College

Appendix A—Handouts
Lois J. Gilmore: LITR206: English Literature of the Nineteenth & 
Twentieth Century: The Orlando Project
Part I.  Preliminary Questionnaire
Name: _________________________________________ 
 Please answer the following questions.  Use additional paper if 
necessary.  

1. If you have read any of Virginia Woolf’s writings, identify 
them and explain the context.  For example, did you read 
them for a class?  For pleasure?

2. If you have previously heard of Virginia Woolf or any of 
her writing but have not specifically read any of her work, 
please explain when and where you have heard of her 
prior to this class.

3. Identify any films you have seen that are related to 
Virginia Woolf’s writings.

4. Please explain your reading experiences.  Have you 
ever been “engrossed” in a novel? If so, what elements 
helped you enter the world of the novel? 

5. What have been your best experiences studying the 
novel in the classroom?   What elements help you 
understand and “appreciate” the novel?

 
Part II.  Reading/Discussion Guide 

Chapter One

1. At what time period does the novel begin?  What are 
the historical events that situate the novel?  Who are the 
historical personages Orlando meets?

2. Identify the narrative “voice.”
3. What do we learn about Orlando?  How?
4. What does the biographer say about constructing 

Orlando’s identity? Why is it so important for the 
biographer to define Orlando?

5. Identify the major themes introduced in this chapter. 
How does the narrative voice introduce these themes?

6. What do you think will be the major symbols in the 
novel?

7. What can you say about yourself—the reader—in 
relationship to the novel at this point? What does Woolf 
do to draw you into the life and history of Orlando?

Chapter Two

1. What changes does Orlando undergo?  Why? How does 
the biographer explain these changes?

2. Why is Orlando “done with men”? 
3. Identify the focal points of this chapter.  What details are 

repeated?  What details/symbols do you consider most 
significant?

4. How does the theme of gender manifest in this chapter?
5. In what activities does Orlando engage?  How would you 

describe Orlando in this chapter?  
6. What are the biographer’s problems and/or issues?
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to a single member of the group, and it must be given to the class 
on the designated date.

Choose one of the following topics:

1.	 Significance	of	Place:  Investigate the various locations 
prominent in the novel.

2.	 History	and	identity:  Investigate the construction of 
history and identity through biography.  What issues 
does the biographer deal with in constructing a life?  
What relationship does the biographer have toward the 
subject?  How is biography produced?  Who are the 
great Victorian biographers like Sir Leslie Stephen?  
What traditions might Woolf be working against?  Other 
possible items to pursue include the Dictionary of 
National Biography, Lytton Strachey, or Sidney Lee.

3.	 Sex:		Vita	and	Virginia:  Investigate the relationship 
between Vita & Virginia, the life of Vita Sackville West.

4. Gender	&	Representation:  Investigate the ways in 
which clothing constructs identity, gender, and power.  
How do the details of ordinary reality and physical 
appearance construct identity and truth?  What other 
elements construct identity?

5.     Spectacles	of	Empire	&	Power: Investigate the 
historical pageants like the Great Frost, the visits of 
Queen Elizabeth I, the relationship between Britain & 
Turkey, World War I.

Part IV. Resources Available in BCCC Library collections and on 
reserve

Part V.  Discussion Questions Orlando (DVD)

The film version of Orlando was released by Sony Pictures in 
1992-94.  Directed by Sally Potter, the film stars Tilda Swinton 
and Billy Zane.  The slip case describes the film with Hollywood 
hyperbole:  “Tilda Swinton, Billy Zane and Quentin Crisp start 
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2. a brief (5-10 minute) presentation of your findings.  Each group 
should work together to clarify the purpose, design of the project, 

Chapter Three

1. Identify the historical time period in this chapter.
2. What is Orlando doing in this chapter?  How would you 

describe Orlando in this chapter?
3. What is Orlando’s stance toward empire? Of what 

importance are “place” and “geography”?
4. What is the biographer dealing with in this chapter?
5. How does clothing figure in this chapter?
6. What changes come about for Orlando?  How?  What do 

you think about this change?  
7. Speculate at to what this change will mean for Orlando.

 
Chapter Four

1. What changes has her “gender” wrought on Orlando?  
How would you describe her?  Can you identify some 
gender conflicts?  How is your notion of gender 
challenged?

2. Has Orlando’s gender changed her relationship to 
history? To place? 

3. Trace the theme of “writing” in this chapter.  What 
writers does Orlando meet? What is their attitude toward 
Orlando?

4. What difference does the return to England make? Why 
is the setting so important?

5. In what ways does travel figure in the novel?
6. Explain how the name of the ship Enamoured Lady 

illustrates the comic/ironic aspects of the novel.  Can you 
think of any other instances?

Chapter Five

1. What changes occur in this chapter?  
2. Identify the historical period of this chapter.
3. How would you describe Orlando?
4. What loose ends are tied up?
5. What does the biographer say about Orlando’s life?
6. How does the romantic scenario play out in traditional 

and non-traditional ways?
7. What are some of the ironies of this chapter?
8. As a reader explain your relationship to the text and to 

Orlando.

Chapter Six

1. Identify the historical time period, and identify some 
ironies associated with the disruption of the reader’s 
traditional expectations for the novel like plot, character, 
setting, theme 

2. Do any of the details and symbols you identified as 
significant in question 6, Chapter One, show up in this 
chapter?  If so, what is the importance?

3. What issues is the biographer dealing with in this “final” 
chapter?

4. Explain how the plot is resolved.
5. In what ways is Orlando the same?  In what ways is he/

she different?  What are the differences in the ways men 
and women relate to time and place?  How are these 
gender issues resolved? 

6. On what day and time does the novel “end”?
 
Part III.  Group Projects

The purpose of this assignment is to add depth and perspective 
to our study of Virginia Woolf’s novel Orlando.  There are two 
components to the Part III assignments: 1. a written analysis of 
findings, a portfolio of material, and a bibliographic list of sources; 

and divide the tasks.  The final project will be submitted and 
graded as a group project.  The oral component may be assigned 

in this ‘hip, sexy and wickedly funny’ film based on the gender-
bending novel by Virginia Woolf.”  Woolf’s novel, however, goes 
further than the film in presenting an historical panorama and in 

dealing with issues of androgyny.  It is a novel in which Orlando 
transcends history and gender.

1. What elements of the novel does Potter add?  Subtract?  
Why?

2. Discuss the differences sound and vision make in the 
construction of Orlando’s life?

3. What happens to the biographical voice?
4. Compare and contrast the transformation scenes with 

those in the novel.
5. Compare and contrast the relationships of the reader/

novel and the viewer/film?
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III.  Woolf and College Composition 
 
Technological Change: Revising, Editing, proofreading and Virginia 
Woolf 
 
Obviously innovations in technology have changed the way writers 
revise their texts since the time of the Hogarth Press, but I seek to find 
out what changes are merely time savers (such as cutting and pasting to 
reorder blocks of text rather than rewriting longhand or retyping pages) 
and which, if any, have affected the way writers conceive of what I see 
as the three distinct activities of revising, editing, and proofreading.  
To this end I have designed my upcoming fall first-year, first-semester 
composition course using some of Woolf’s processes in these activities 
as a model.  Let me note, however, that I mean her processes in the more 
general sense of questioning form and structure, deleting and adding, 
correcting printers’ proofs, and the like.  I am not a scholar of the various 
drafts of her novels and other writings in the way that Louise DeSalvo,  
J. W. Graham, Beth Rigel Daugherty, and others are. 
 
In her keynote speech at the 2005 Computers and Writing Conference, 
Andrea Lunsford discussed how technology affects our view of writing.  
She used the term “secondary literacy” and defined this as: 

a literacy that is both highly inflected by oral forms, structures, and 
rhythms and highly aware of itself as writing, understood as variously 
organized and mediated systems of signification.  In this scene of 
secondary orality and secondary literacy, student writers must be able 
to think critically and carefully about how to deliver the knowledge 
they produce.  Yet we are still only marginally prepared to help them 
do so.  It is as though our old reliable rhetorical triangle of writer, 
reader, and message is transforming itself before our eyes, moving 
from three discrete angles to a shimmering, humming, dynamic 
set of performative relationships.  And in this scene, writing favors 
immediacy, quickness, associative leaps, and a fluid and flexible 
sense of correctness….[S]econdary literacy advances a looser prose 
style, infiltrated by visual and aural components to mirror the agility 
and shiftiness of language filtered through and transformed by 
digital technologies and to allow for, indeed demand, performance.  
To describe such literacies, we need more expansive definitions of 
writing along with a flexible critical vocabulary and catalogue of the 
writing and rhetorical situations that call for amplified, performative, 
and embodied discourses of many different kinds.  (170)

Kathleen Blake Yancey had raised the same issue the year before in 
her chair’s address to CCCC, later publishing the ideas in her article 
“Made Not Only in Words: Composition in a New Key.” Some scholars 
have taken the practical approach of analyzing software to gain “insight 
into new definitions” of writing (Sorapure 412). “While it is clear that 
software doesn’t determine what or how people write,” Madeleine 
Sorapure notes, 

it is equally clear that different programs offer different possibilities 
within which writers work and that these possibilities, in turn, 
contribute to our understanding of what writing is and does. 
Particularly in multimodal or new media composing, the process and 
the final product are closely shaped by what the software can do and 
by the writer’s ability to access the particular features and functions 
of the software. (412-13)

She goes on to analyze Adobe Flash.  My students compose primarily 
in Word, so I will be looking at how that program’s features affect 
revising, editing, and proofreading.  For the past four years I have 
taught one out of three weekly class meetings in a computerized 

Woolf, Virginia.  The Letters of Virginia Woolf.  Vol. III: 1923-1928.  Ed. 
Nigel Nicolson and Joanne Trautmann.  New York: Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, 1978.

—. Orlando: A Biography.  Annotated and with an introduction by Maria 
DiBattista.  Gen. Ed., Mark Hussey.  New York:  Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, 2006.

—. “How Should One Read a Book?”  The Second Common Reader.  
New York: Harcourt, Brace and Company, 1932.  281-295.
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classroom, so I have already started observing how technology affects 
my students’ writing processes, which has given me some direction in 
designing my new course.

I’d like to note two applications of Woolf’s composing process that 
I will continue to use in my composition classes before focusing on 
revising, editing, and proofreading.  I encourage my students to use a 
journal to freewrite (in fact, I require it in our second semester course, 
Composition and Literature).  I will liken this to the way Woolf, like 
many professional authors, captured ideas in her diary.  As Joanne 
Campbell Tidwell’s new book, Politics and Aesthetics in The Diary of 
Virginia Woolf, explains, “The diary operates as a free space or anti-
form for the conflicts and tensions that later appear in Woolf’s more 
controlled fiction and essays” (6).  In a paper he gave on “The Role of 
Virginia Woolf’s Diary in the Composition of The Waves,” Drew Patrick 
Shannon observed, “In not writing the novel, [Woolf] writes about the 
novel, and thus begins…getting past the internal censor.”  While I read, 
respond to, and assign points to students’ journals, I am not grading their 
ideas, grammar or punctuation.  Primarily I ask questions, nudge them 
into deeper thought, encourage the development of material for formal 
papers.  About 30% of my students keep journals electronically; the rest 
still favor some sort of spiral bound notebook.  The other Woolfian tactic 
I promote is letting material percolate before writing.  About the genesis 
of The Waves, Mark Hussey notes, “She deliberately held back from 
immersing herself in writing the new book, working at it a little in the 
evenings as she listened to Beethoven’s late sonatas….[S]he resisted the 
urge to begin writing, choosing to wait until the new book had ‘grown 
heavy’ in her mind like fruit ripening on a branch” (352). 

When I first talk with my students about revising, editing, and 
proofreading, I write the words at the top of the blackboard, whiteboard, 
or my projected computer screen, depending on which classroom I am 
in, and ask students to call out what they do or think should occur in each 
phase.  I compile lists of their suggestions, usually add some of my own, 
and we have a discussion that helps clarify the phases.  In The Virginia 
Woolf Writers’ Workshop: Seven Lessons to Inspire Great Writing, Danell 
Jones points out that Leonard Woolf noted that “It was not unusual…
for [Woolf] to revise an essay five or six times before submitting it for 
publication.  Every cadence, every metaphor, every idea, she felt, had to 
be tested against ear and intellect before it was acceptable” (112).  I think 
sharing that information with students and analyzing what is meant by 
the “cadence,” “metaphor,” “idea” sentence would be of practical use in 
further understanding revision.  Woolf’s novels could be composed and 
revised over a space of years, as was The Voyage Out, or more quickly: 
To the Lighthouse seems to have been revised in about two months 
(Hussey 306).  Making correlations between the length and complexity 
of a piece of writing a student has to do and the time devoted to each 
phase of writing would also be useful for helping first-year college 
students learn how to produce good academic texts.

Now I will tie my use of Woolf’s processes to the textbook I will be 
using (for the first time), titled Writing and Revising: A Portable Guide, 
by X. J. Kennedy, Dorothy M. Kennedy, and Marcia F. Muth, published 
by Bedford St. Martin’s.  In the “Strategies for Revising” chapter, there 
are several points at which to bring in Woolf’s practices.  Revising with 
audience in mind is the first.  I intend to use Beth Rigel Daugherty’s 
essay on how Woolf revised “How Should One Read a Book?” published 
in the collection Virginia Woolf and the Essay.  “How Should One 
Read a Book?” is a good essay for training students as readers, so I 
often have mine read it, especially when teaching the Composition and 
Literature course.  Daugherty shows that Woolf’s revisions “reveal an 
acute awareness of audience” (159) and that three different versions 
of the essay “differ—in content, purpose, tone, and relationship with 
reader—because the audiences for these versions differ” (160); she then 
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walks us through the connections between Woolf’s three audiences and 
her revisions toward reaching each effectively.  Daugherty observes also, 
“Asking students to write something in the genre they are reading…
helps them see not only the writer’s craft but also the nature and limits of 
the genre. Perhaps asking students to write an essay like Woolf’s ‘How 
Should One Read a Book?’ would help them see the essay as exploration 
instead of just thesis and support” (167).  I think this would be a very 
useful exercise in my composition courses.

The next component of the process is revising for structure and support.  
This is a wonderful opportunity to talk about how Woolf questioned 
form and structure and broke out of the mold.  The five-paragraph, three-
point essay has its usefulness in certain situations, but I urge students 
to abandon it whenever possible and encourage them to cultivate a 
more organic form.  Naturally, Woolf deleted and added material as she 
revised, for a variety of reasons.  I intend to apply one of Daugherty’s 
descriptions of Woolf’s revising process: she “does not so much reject 
the earlier work as complicate it” (168).  I think this will be a refreshing 
way of getting students to deepen their thought process, develop their 
points, and support their argument. 

Working with a peer editor comes next.  Woolf shared drafts of her 
writing with others, such as Clive Bell, Jacques Raverat, and Leonard, 
of course.  Since Woolf often was wary about how her work would be 
received, this “pre-audience” of intimates was vital to her, and I will 
stress that it should be to my students.  Clive could be a particularly 
harsh critic; I think there’s a lesson there for students on how to deliver 
one’s feedback in peer review.  In the past I’ve shared a rather withering 
outside reader’s report of my own revised dissertation I was trying 
to publish, but I will now substitute some of Woolf’s diary and letter 
reactions to what her friends thought of her drafts. 

I think Beth Rigel Daugherty’s comment in her conference paper on 
Woolf’s apprenticeship as a reviewer is a great one to present to students: 
What Virginia Stephen learned from her various periodical editors as she 
developed as a reviewer can help show students that different professors 
across the curriculum can strengthen their writing in different ways.

As a publishing writer, Woolf had galley proofs to correct.  I will 
continue to explain standard editing marks to my students (they are 
printed inside the back cover of this textbook) and encourage them to use 
them in peer and their self-editing sessions.   As well, when an author 
like Woolf sent her work out into the world, she wanted it to be perfect.   
I will continue both to emphasize the importance of careful proofreading 
and to give students in-class time in which to give their papers a final 
proofreading before they turn them in.

I will be curious to see if my incorporation of Woolf’s processes 
encourages a more thoughtful and thorough use of technology in my 
students’ processes. Primarily, at least in my composition class, they cut 
and paste within their document, use that feature to import material from 
the Internet (with varying skill levels in incorporating and documenting 
it), and use spell and grammar check, the latter of which often baffles 
them and/or leads to incorrect “corrections.”  I’d like to see if I can 
get students to use features like Notebook while revising, using it as a 
holding pad for differently worded versions of a sentence, for example.  
I intend to require “Track Changes” while peer editing because I’m 
hopeful that this feature will produce more thoughtful peer review.  
I’m looking forward to teaching my new version of our first-semester 
composition course, both as a teacher and a researcher. 
  
 Diana Royer 
 Miami University
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Versioning, Audience, and performative Editing: Woolf, 
Composition Theory, and Freshman Composition

Part I—Virginia Woolf as Compositionist 
I was shocked when I read Woolf’s description of an hour’s tutorial 
with a milkman, one of her students at Morley College—an evening 
school for working class Londoners—in 1907: “it was like floating your 
brains in mist,” she wrote to Lady Robert Cecil in February of 1907 (L1 
281).  I was further dismayed when I learned that Woolf’s supervisor 
at Morley College, after observing one of Woolf’s composition classes, 
wanted to move Woolf out of the classroom to become the librarian (Lee 
219).  Yes, it was true that Woolf herself had never attended school, 
having instead had complete access to her father’s superb library and 
excellent tutors, such as Janet Case and Clara Pater.  Even allowing 
for Woolf’s self-deprecating self-presentation, I was surprised that the 
diffident Woolf, so frightened that she at first wrote out what she called 
her lectures rather than present them extempore, was so different from 
the teacher that collective scholarly conversation had created (Lee 219).  
It was that Woolf who had mentored me in my own teaching of college 
composition courses.

Too, I was shocked at the discrepancy between Woolf’s record of her 
efforts and the created figure of Woolf, Composition Theorist, because 
I needed Woolf at Morley College to have been successful.  Like those 
whom Virginia Stephen taught at Morley College, many of my students 
work full time while attending college.  As were her students, many of 
mine are underprepared, yet expect that their education will transform 
their lives.  I teach in an open-admissions historically Black College 
(now majority white) which, like Morley College, welcomes almost all 
who apply.  As at Morley College, the majority of Lincoln students rely 
on its comparatively low tuition.  Also, like some of Woolf’s students, 
many entering freshmen at Lincoln lack basic writing and reading skills, 
entering with a composite ACT score of 16 (Daugherty; McCreery).

The supple and multi-talented teacher fleshed out by the collective 
conversation of contemporary Woolf scholarship rebuts Mary 
Sheepshanks’s assessment.  Beth Daugherty, Vara Neverow, Annis 
Pratt, Krista Ratcliffe, Deborah Malmud, are a few of the many scholars 
who have researched Woolf’s methods and successfully applied these 
to improve their students’ writing and comprehension.  That writing 
is a process, that different versions of a work are not so much better 
as important attempts to arrive at the clearest framing of meaning—
versioning—that revision is inseparable from writing—versioning 
again—and that loving reading is as essential as oxygen to each human 
being are but a few of the precepts enacted by the successful teacher, 
Virginia Woolf.

Good writers and good teachers alike reflect on their achievements and 
what educators term their “areas for improvement.”  Virginia Woolf’s 
holographs and manuscripts demonstrate her rigorous analysis and prove 
that she herself was what today’s composition theorists like Donald 
Murray term “a process writer.”  Woolf’s earlier drafts suggest that 
she wrote fluently, sometimes writing several variants of scenes and 
paragraphs in first drafts (DeSalvo xvi; Graham 32).  Occasionally she 
also wrote several works simultaneously, as for example, Mrs. Dalloway 
and the first Common Reader (Wussow xv).  Virginia Woolf then revised 
her earliest drafts, and then she re-revised those.  She rarely wrote fewer 
than three drafts of a novel, and sometimes wrote more, as is the case 
with Melymbrosia (DeSalvo xvi).

Hence, Woolf’s revision methods match the claims of numerous 
composition theorists, such as Linda Flower, Toby Futweiler, Peter 
Elbow and Pat Belanoff.  According to Elbow and Belanoff effective 
writing includes four stages of revision, which, they admit, many 
published writers find “grim.”  This should be a playful process, they 



advise (166).  Woolf experienced both moods.  Revising The Years was 
painfully difficult (Radin) but other revisions were less so (DeSalvo xvi).  
Revising starts with what Elbow and Belanoff term “the global method,” 
a willingness to change the whole draft. “Reseeing,” “reshaping” 
“copyediting and proofreading” come next (Elbow and Belanoff 167). 

Part 2—Revision in Action: Performative Editing 
Virginia Woolf’s works-in-progress exemplify all four aspects of 
Elbow and Belanoff’s revision strategies.  For example, Woolf made 
a global change in Mrs. Dalloway, removing all references to specific 
battles from the manuscript, using metaphor instead to suggest the 
brutality of World War I in the published book (Lilienfeld, “Truth in 
Circumference”).  Woolf “resaw” and “recast” The Years.  She cut or 
transformed preachy political analyses, incorporating these briefly into 
dialogue or characters’ thoughts and memories (Radin 4). 

Like freshmen everywhere, Woolf found copy editing grammar and 
punctuation tedious.  So says E. F. Shields after meticulously comparing 
page proofs for the Hogarth and Harcourt editions of Mrs. Dalloway 
(168-70).  Like my freshmen writers, Woolf in her drafts left off 
possessives, had dangling modifiers, and specialized in comma splices 
(Radin 135-37).  Walter Allen was particularly annoyed by Woolf’s 
grammatical choices, claiming, “[Virginia Woolf wrote in short, sharp 
gasps of feminine ecstasy and] [she] was much given to the comma 
where the semi colon would do” (351).

Was Woolf ever tempted to pad? Composition theorists and published 
authors insist that writers must to be prepared to give up from their drafts 
especially that which they most treasure.  Virginia Woolf could ream 
out mellifluous phrases of visual description.  And she could cut them.  
Students understand this comparative example.  Here is her original 
paragraph from The Hours:

The fountain was a little broken affair, surrounded by trees; in a small 
shrubbery, far from the house, a with shrubs and trees all around it.  
The fountain merely dribbled.  Here she came even before three, & 
they stood by the fountain all the time with the spout dribbling water 
between them.  Queer newts came to the top, he remembered: How 
sights fix themselves in one’s mind!

For example

the vivid green moss” (Wussow 40). 

Here is how she revised the passage for publication in the American 
edition of Mrs. Dalloway.  

The fountain was in the middle of a little shrubbery, far from the 
house, with shrubs and trees all around it.  There she came, even 
before the time, and they stood with the fountain between them, 
the spout (it was broken) dribbling water incessantly.  How sights 
fix themselves upon the mind!  For example, the vivid green moss! 
(Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway 68). 

Woolf kept the spirit of the original and trimmed the excess detail. 

After comparing the two versions, my students follow Woolf’s revision 
example, as in Handout A (see Appendix A).  I will cite the original, 
from Writing, A Workshop Approach by LaRenee Despain: 

As I put on the dress, I could feel the heaviness of the dress and the 
softness of the material.  The color of the dress was solid lavendar 
with white, lacy ruffles about three inches in width that went around 
my waist and then the dress diagonally from left to right.  The ruffles 
stopped about three inches from my ankles and went around the dress 
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twice.  It was an off-the-shoulder dress with lavendar ruffles, also 
three inches in width, that went around the very top of the dress. 

In revising the baffling original, students apply Woolf’s visual specificity, 
asking, “Can I clearly see what this dress looks like?  How long is it?  
Which ruffles appear where?”  To be able to visualize the dress clearly 
at first reading requires ordering and controlling only what is needed, 
eliminating confusing details. 

Handout A includes a student revision that the class felt improved the 
original, because, they said, “we can see the dress.” But some students 
felt the revised sentences were “choppy,” while other students thought 
their brevity improved clarity.

Grammar is always an issue for Lincoln freshmen.  Below, I give an 
example of an exercise I use to help students with their grammar and 
sentence structure.  I’ve taken a paragraph from Jacob’s Room but 
removed capitalization and punctuation.  In small groups, students talk 
over revision options.  Students first read aloud their revised paragraphs.  
Then they compare their work to Woolf’s published paragraph.  
Reactions range from groans to back slapping and shouts of praise.  Here 
is an example of three students recasting Woolf’s paragraph:

But Jacob moved; he murmured “Good night.” He went out into the 
courtyard, buttoning his jacket across his chest. He went back to his 
room and being the only man who walked at that moment back to 
his room, his footsteps rang out, his shadow loomed large. [Dr. L: 
this isn’t a run-on!  We want it in here like this to build up to the last 
sentence, which is so long, like Jacob’s shadow.]  

The sound of his footsteps echoed with magisterial authority. 
*Used by permission of Kelli Todd, Charnalle Wallace, Marshall 
Tilley.

By combining and applying their ideas about how to use capital letters 
and how to use punctuation, such as periods and semi colons, this group 
of students rewrote the works of “a famous writer,” thus gaining a 
sense of mastery, while also enjoying themselves.  They are working to 
create tension and a rising rhythm in the paragraph by their shaping of 
sentence length, while avoiding fragments and run-ons.  I do not choose 
to mention errors aloud in class, but will suggest when handing back the 
work to them other areas they might have changed.  Emphasizing their 
achievement, rather than errors, is in keeping with what those whose 
works I have cited (Murray, Flower, Elbow, Belanoff) would advise 
when working with beginning writers.

And here is the original, edited paragraph as Woolf wrote it:

But Jacob moved.  He murmured good night.  He went out into the 
court.  He buttoned his jacket across his chest.  He went back to his 
rooms, and being the only man who walked at that moment back 
to his rooms, his footsteps rang out, his figure loomed large . . . the 
sound of his footsteps […] echoed with magisterial authority. (Woolf, 
Jacob’s Room 49).

After considering Woolf’s version and their own, often students are 
surprised that grammar choices can impact emphasis and meaning.  
Who knew?  I ask, for example, why does Woolf’s version repeat one 
syntactical phrasing?  Some students say that it’s meant to create an 
echo.  How does Woolf’s alternating long and short sentences affect 
the meaning of the paragraph?  Sentence length is a touchy issue for 
many of my students.  To know that published writers can vary sentence 
structure expands their choices.  Students who claim to fear and hate 
grammar have gotten quite worked up over their use of periods, commas, 



and fragments when defending their choices to other students. (And in 
this handout, you can see that students defend in writing their sentence 
length.)

After discussing such examples during class, some of my freshmen 
students continue to reject Woolf’s ruthlessness in revision.  The 
instability of a text—versioning—is threatening to some beginning 
writers.  It’s hard enough, they tell me, to write it once!  Perhaps 
students’ reluctance to cut results from needing padding to fulfill the 
assigned word count? Perhaps pride in their own hard-won prose may 
make others unwilling to rewrite?

Even so, my students’ writing improves through their application of 
Woolf’s effective revision techniques.  Woolf’s examples help many 
other students face the idea that writing it once is often not enough.  
The collectively-imagined Virginia Woolf, composition theorist, offers 
varied strategies that can aid and inspire diverse students in American 
universities and community colleges.

Jane Lilienfeld 
Lincoln University of Missouri

Lilienfeld	Handout	A

Original	Paragraph	before	Revision:

“The Dress,” Writing, A Workshop Approach by LaRenee Despain:

As I put on the dress, I could feel the heaviness of the dress and 
the softness of the material.  The color of the dress was solid 
lavendar with white, lacy ruffles about three inches in width that 
went around my waist and then the dress diagonally from left to 
right.  The ruffles stopped about three inches from my ankles and 
went around the dress twice.  It was an off-the-shoulder dress with 
lavendar ruffles, also three inches in width, that went around the 
very top of the dress. 

Student	Revision:

My off-the-shoulder dress was solid lavendar.  Lacy lavendar 
ruffles descended from the waist diagonally to the hem.  
Surrounding the boat-neck were smaller white ruffles.  Although 
the dress was heavy, the softness of its material made me feel like 
Cinderella.

By Jessey L. and Megan S.
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IV.  Woolf and Feminism in the Classroom

Who’s Afraid that Feminism Is Finished? Virginia Woolf and 
Contemporary Commodification

Brenda Silver’s work on the commodification of Virginia Woolf, 
published in her book Virginia Woolf Icon (2000) and accompanied by 
a web article, “World Wide Woolf,” points to an increasing popularity 
of the public image of Woolf, or at least what an Internet fan base needs 
or chooses to believe about Woolf.  Most interestingly, yet another 
“feminism is dead” movement coincides with Woolf’s (or what Silver 
deems the “Woolf Icon’s”) expanding presence on the World Wide 
Web.  This essay investigates the intersection of the public world of the 
Internet with the more private world of the literary academy in order 
to discover what versions of Woolf, both public and private, are being 
consumed, and what this consumption might tell us about the legacy of 
Woof and her ideology.  Indeed, some citizens, even more intellectual 
citizens, worry that the suggested “death” of the feminist movement due 
to reaching its goal of gender equality, as a Doonesbury comic strip cited 
on Amanda Marcotte’s (feminist) blog suggests, is premature.  Although 
Carol Ferrier argues against the notion that interest in feminism is 
declining in her recent article in Hecate “Is Feminism Finished?” the 
title still begs the question.  If so, then interest in Woolf, certainly one 
of feminism’s most revered figures, might appear jeopardized.  Instead, 
the number of coffee mugs, pens, and even walking tours of places 
she frequented abound.  Woolf, a controversial figure even in her own 
time, continues to represent a divided cultural consciousness: that of 
intellectual elitism but also one concerned about creating profound 
social change.  Melba Cuddy-Keane’s excellent argument that Woolf, 
as a “high modernist” also “was an advocate for both democratic 
inclusiveness and intellectual education” still does not account for the 
daily drinking of coffee by both intellectuals and incidental museum-
goers from a mug festooned with a likeness of Virginia Woolf (1).  
Drawing from recent scholarship about Woolf, feminism, and the 
Internet, along with my own research on Google, I propose that the 
contemporary commodification of Woolf demonstrates quite clearly that 
feminism, by many other names, and in both the public and the more 
private worlds, lives, and that Woolf’s legacy, both the popular and the 
intellectual, remains secure.

If a person types in “Virginia Woolf” on Google, 2,460,000 “hits” 
appear (access date 9 Jan. 2007).  Certainly, this astonishing number 
conveys the sustained interest in Virginia Woolf.  However, the more 
fascinating topic is what information is conveyed about Woolf, and 
what does it tell us about the commodification of Woolf?  What exactly 
are people expecting when they go to these web sites? What are they 
“buying? And how, in the current business and marketing jargon, is 
Woolf being “branded?” Brenda Silver in a refreshingly clear academic 
dive into popular culture asserts that the Internet claims Woolf for the 
masses.  The Woolf of the Internet, Silver asserts, “has a long history of 
disrupting boundaries. Multi-faceted, contradictory, incessantly mobile, 
she can be evoked to support or attack any number of disparate cultural 
positions; seemingly there wherever one looks, she endorses in true 
celebrity style whatever intellectual or material product we are being 
asked to consume” (World Wide Woolf)

What can fans consume?  Silver notes that one can buy a stand-up desk 
in a Virginia Woolf model, t-shirts, coffee cups and bookmarks.  In my 
own Woolf “surfing” I found that on http://www.wackyplanet.com/
virwooldol.html one can buy a Virginia Woolf Little Thinker Doll for 
the low, low price of $16.95.  At the online British Library store, a fan 
can buy Virginia Woolf tea towels; Trashionista.com sells book bags 
with a photo of Virginia Woolf on the outside and a cell phone holder 
on the inside.  And to complicate the question, there are many versions 
of Woolf presented online.  For example, if Woolf were Barbie, there 
would be Famous Writer Woolf, and she would be packaged with a 
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pen in her hand and a plastic stand up desk.  Feminist Woolf would 
have a key in her hand and some sort of pink plastic room of her own.  
Recovering Incest Survivor Woolf would come with a therapy couch 
and self-help books.  In each case, a vastly different Woolf emerges, and 
the person “buying” the Woolf version chooses which image of Woolf is 
most useful, like a child choosing between Malibu Barbie and President 
Barbie.  One can choose her or his “Woolf:” the intellectual Woolf, the 
modernist Woolf, or the feminist Woolf.

Online, Woolf lives.  One might be able to picture the online Woolf on 
Oprah’s couch, offering her thoughts on her rather sad adolescence, the 
sexual abuse, the marriage, and of course the breakdowns.  Her artistic 
success, of course, ensures her seat on Oprah’s sofa, but what the public 
salivates over is that in spite of all that life did to cripple Woolf, she still 
runs the distance.  Her life, made more accessible by the publication of 
her diaries and the selections that comprise Moments of Being, become 
the fodder for private conversations in web chat rooms, linking fans 
across the cyberdarkness.  In one particularly interesting website called 
“Talking to Virginia Woolf” and maintained by TSL Education in Great 
Britain, a student or fan or both can write to the web site and ask Virginia 
Woolf a question, and she personally responds to the question and signs 
her name, “Virginia.”  These responses create a rather interesting Woolf.1 
Consider “Rachel” who identifies herself as between the ages of 11 
and 16.  She asks, “How did you commit suicide?” “Virginia Woolf” 
responds:

Dear Rachel, 

I am rather ashamed to say I drowned myself in the Ouse.  It’s a river 
which runs past the bottom of the garden in Monks House where I 
lived in with my husband Leonard, in Sussex. 

Looking back now, it seems a rather daft thing to have done.  I 
thought I was saving my husband and my sister from worrying about 
me, but of course I caused them more pain by doing that. 

Yours, 

 Virginia (“Talking” TES)
1As of 4 June 2007, this feature was available; however, now it can only be 
accessed through the web archive of the site at Query: <http://web.archive.
org/web/20060519073331/www.talkingto.co.uk/ttvw/html/ttvw_answ_lata.
asp?AuthorID=9> and Answer: <http://web.archive.org/web/20040629221121/
www.talkingto.co.uk/



For scholars, particularly those with a feminist lens, the response by 
“Virginia” proves problematic at best.  The Woolf that emerges from 
this response by an unlisted “team of experts” portrays Woolf as a rather 
silly woman who was trying to spare those she loved, but instead made a 
tragic mistake.  This Woolf is not the Woolf of Three Guineas or To the 
Lighthouse.  This person would have indeed made herself comfortable 
on Oprah’s couch.  However, for the purposes of this discussion, I am 
most interested in the way in which Woolf becomes, through this web 
site, a personal friend, one whom a young girl can ask even the most 
intimate of questions and receive a warm and personal response.  This 
Virginia Woolf action figure bills as the accessible Dear Abby, using her 
own life and experiences to give advice to impressionable young girls.  
Here, Woolf’s ideology, while perhaps not ideal, finds action.  That is, I 
find that the very existence of these types of websites, and the need for 
fans to “talk” to a prominent figure in feminist history, speaks strongly 
to the continuity of all waves of feminism, as well as to the fact that the 
literary Woolf is still in consumption; her stock still trades well. 

I believe these web sites provide a way for many Woolf fans to connect 
with images of Woolf that the literary academy does not provide.  And 
many of us in the academy might chorus, “and with good reason.”  
Clearly, the Virginia Woolf who emerges from the two-million-plus hits 
is not always the Woolf of the Academy.  

So then, let us now turn, with grave and serious intent, to Woolf and the 
Academy.  In Melba Cuddy-Keane’s scholarly text, Virginia Woolf, the 
Intellectual, and the Public Sphere, published in 2003, the author notes 
that in Woolf’s time:

the institutionalization of English studies within the universities 
augured an increasing gap between professional study and the 
general reading public.  The intellectual debates of the time revolved 
around issues only too recognizable today:  the gap between 
specialized theoretical discourse and the generalist reader; [and] 
the fate of critical reading and thinking in an age of increasing 
mass communication; the need to assert value while maintaining an 
awareness of historical and cultural contingency; and the dependency 
of a free democracy on a broad base of intellectually trained minds.  
(1-2)

Cuddy-Keane aptly demonstrates Woolf’s concern:  the academy has 
become the place for specialized theoretical discourse.  She goes on 
to discuss Woolf’s praise for the “common reader” (2).  I assert that 
the Internet has become the “common reader” in the new millennium.  
The academy remains a place of highly intellectualized debate, while 
the Internet provides a place to personalize the argument.  Consider 
the university as the third person point-of-view, while the Internet 
emphatically allows the use of “I.” 

Woolf’s writing calls for action, but the academy often debates the 
structure of the language rather than asking students to act in some way 
in response to the call.  Woolf asks in A Room of One’s Own why must 
men drink wine and women water, and the classroom discussion of this 
philosophical question might center on Woolf’s essay in comparison to, 
say, Mary Wollstonecraft’s “A Vindication for the Rights of Women.”  
Rarely does the academy then ask students to examine gender inequality 
in their own lives or in the university structure itself.  Nevertheless, 
the web demonstrates, in so many of its links, hits, and chat rooms, the 
reader’s desire to personalize the work.  Students often want to answer 
the question of gender equality in their own lives and culture, and 
studnets do so, often quite eloquently, on the web.  On the web, they can 
interact with Woolf’s ideas, say for example, on war, by sharing their 
personal experiences and beliefs with other Woolf fans.  Fans can “blog” 
about Woolf and ask such questions as, “If Virginia Woolf were alive 
today, would she surf?” as does Paula Maggio in her post on the site 
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“Blogging Woolf: Focusing on Virginia Woolf and her circle, past and 
present” (Maggio).  Indeed, as Maggio notes, Woolf even has her own 
page on MySpace, http://www.myspace.com/virginiastephenwoolf, an 
Internet place to create an online profile where people “meet,” “chat,” 
and even discuss plans for a Friday night. 

In this way, I suggest that Woolf in the academy has also become the 
figure of the public sphere.  While those of us in the academy might 
prefer more complicated rendering of the ways in which the private 
shapes and creates the public, the Internet resurrects Woolf and invites 
her to dinner.  In my cursory research of current undergraduate and 
graduate English courses, most often (except in Women’s Studies 
curricula) Woolf is touted as a modernist and it is her impact as a 
modernist that seems to hold the most interest.  Consider this course, 
a 2007 undergraduate honors course in the English Department at the 
University of Manitoba, ENGL 4630.  The course description reads:

This seminar will focus on the fiction and the non-fiction of that 
most influential of Modernist writers, Virginia Woolf.  By focusing 
on a selection of her major works, students will look at Woolf’s 
contributions as an aesthetic innovator and a feminist through the 
lens of structuralism, post-structuralism, and Marxism, as well as 
through feminist and queer theory (U of Manitoba). 

While this course sounds fascinating, little remains for the student who 
wants to put into action, or discuss how to activate Woolf’s vision for a 
more egalitarian society, to say nothing of her strong feelings about war.  
However, this sort of interaction does occur on the Internet, in relation 
to Woolf and with links to sites that encourage, for example, protests 
of the current war.  Silver writes that, “Discussion groups and Woolf’s 
online texts are often part of rings or pages with links to distinctly non-
scholarly locations” (World Wide Woolf).  The Internet makes possible a 
global community where individuals now can enter into public discourse 
what often took place in past years as private conversation.  Thus, if a 
student in a classroom does not want to share her personal experiences 
as a war activist, she can choose to share those experiences in another 
venue. Many of the graduate courses involving Woolf read much the 
same way as the undergraduate courses, with even more intellectually 
elite verbiage.   For example, consider the following partial course 
syllabus for a graduate seminar on Woolf and Eliot from E. K. Sparks in 
the English Department at Clemson University:

T, Aug 27: Day 1—Discussion of research interests and goals; 
presentation of chronologies and bibliographies for two artists. 

THE iSOLATE SELF: philosophical premises  
T, Sept 3: Day 2—Early Eliot Poetry  
T, Sept 10: Day 3—Early Woolf: Modernist Short Stories 

THE SELF iN HiSTORY: Canon Building  
T, Sept 17: Day 4—Eliot—Early Critical Prose from Sacred Wood 
(1920)  
T, Sept 24: Day 5—Woolf, A Room of One’s Own (1929) 

THE DARK NigHT OF THE SELF: Elegies to War  
T, Oct 1: Day 6—Eliot, The Waste Land (1922)  
T, Oct 8: Day 7—Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway (1925) 

COMiNg TO TERMS: Conversions and Syntheses  
T, Oct 15: Day 8—Woolf, To the Lighthouse (1927)  
T, Oct 22: Day 9—Eliot, Poetry and Prose of Conversion (Ash 
Wednesday (1930), Ariel Poems; and/or, Murder in the Cathedral 
and/ or The Family Reunion (1939) (Sparks, http://virtual.clemson.
edu/groups/dial/T&Vseminar/02tvshortsyl.html)



The course sounds fascinating, and perhaps as should be, profoundly 
academic.  As an undergraduate and then as a graduate student 
specializing in feminist studies, I studied Woolf’s fiction and non-fiction.  
Though I participated in countless discussions of Woolf and her work, 
listened to many lectures about her life and legacy, the subject of her 
sexual abuse was avoided.  Though we discussed her madness, her 
feminism, and even her potential bisexuality, the abuse was privatized.  
Finally, I picked up Moments of Being and found, “Yes, the old ladies of 
Kensington and Belgravia never knew that George Duckworth was not 
only father and mother, brother and sister to those poor Stephen girls; 
he was their lover also” (177).  I wondered then, why Woolf’s sexual 
orientation was open for academic classroom discourse, but sexual 
violation was generally not discussed, except perhaps in a discussion of 
psychoanalytic criticism. 

However, it has been quite a while since I was a graduate student, and 
in that time I have taught in many classrooms.  From my experience, 
and from the voices of students who come to see me, I have learned to 
be wary of students revealing intimate details of their lives in the public 
space of the classroom.  Moved by Woolf, perhaps, a student might share 
a personal story of abuse, only to find herself meeting a classmate in 
a restaurant or club at another time.  While the personal story seemed 
“safe” within the classroom, that student’s story is now available for 
public consumption in the club or restaurant.  The student may now wish 
that s/he had not shared the story. 

The Internet provides a way for students to share (should they wish to do 
so) using an anonymous name or limiting their story to a specific group.  
In this way, students can personalize and activate Woolf’s ideas that 
may arise as a direct result of classroom discussion, but still not place 
their stories in the public domain.  Oprah’s couch, for all that academics 
might scoff, opens up much public discourse about people’s private 
lives.  The television is of course a one way medium, but the world of 
the Internet provides all kinds of connections between public and private 
life.  Lorraine Sim writes in 2005 that Woolf was not “fundamentally 
opposed to the domestic but, rather, concerned with the ways in which 
women might negotiate their professional and personal/domestic desires 
and aspirations” (65).  Current feminism definitely concerns itself with 
these types of negotiations, from women freezing their respective eggs 
for future in vitro fertilization to women learning to negotiate more fully 
for a raise.  Carol Ferrier calls for a surviving feminism to “travel across 
the boundaries, and express itself in actions as well as writing” (19).

If Doonesbury and others are right, or even partially right, and the need 
for feminism has died, or is dying, then a greater need has arisen.  That 
need, as evidenced by the sustained and prolific interest in Virginia 
Woolf in both the public and academic sectors, points to the need for 
individuals to figure out how to construct lives in a potentially post-
feminist, post-modernist, post-colonial, post-“omigosh, my old VCR 
won’t even connect to my new TV” world.  In this brave new world, 
then, people can drink coffee from a Woolf mug and perhaps think of 
themselves as people of courage, invoking Woolf’s beliefs in equality, 
whether they are teaching Woolf as a modernist, negotiating for equal 
pay, or recovering from a difficult childhood.  The living Woolf, created 
by her fans, appears to be resurrected in order to provide answers in a 
complex interconnected web of the world.  Perhaps, as many current fans 
ask, “What would Virginia do?” can be best discussed on the Internet at 
the personal level, and within the academy on an intellectual one. 

Jane Wood 
Park University 
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i, Bernard: Notes from the Feminist Classroom

One day in 1994, just as I was completing my dissertation and getting 
ready to go out on the job market, galley copies of the book The Feminist 
Classroom showed up in my mailbox.  As an undergraduate at Lewis 
and Clark College in 1987, I had been a student in two classes observed 
by researchers Frances Maher and Mark Kay Thompson Tetreault for 
their work on feminist pedagogy.  The courses I took were Literary 
Theory, with Laurie Finke, and Feminism in Historical Perspective/
Feminist Theory, taught by Nancy Grey Osterud.  These classes, both 
senior seminars, had been immensely influential on my scholarship and 
career path and I remembered them fondly.  But, opening The Feminist 
Classroom to discover myself as the book’s arch example of a white 
male student wielding his privilege really stung.  

Now it’s a full twenty years since my first spring of feminist training 
and I am a professor in an English Department and a Women’s Studies 
Program.  So, with my privileges, be they white, male, tenured or what-

authorities who are for the most part delighted to pass it on to him, other 
students, in the terminology of Belenky et al., would prefer to learn for 
themselves in the ‘bywaters’” (The Feminist Classroom 20).

This analysis of Ned Sharp raises a question for Dr. Smart.  Are the 
bywaters only apparent or necessary when there are men taking up the 
mainstream?  A traditional rationale for the women’s college is to remove 
the influence of aggressive males and the temptation for professors to 
privilege that aggression.  This notion was very much in play when I was 
interviewed by the English Department of The College of New Rochelle.  
During the CNR interview I was asked to cite an example of teaching 
that had inspired me.  It was a question I had not anticipated, but the 
prof who jumped to mind was old Jack Crampton from the Lewis and 
Clark Political Science department who had really made me sweat for 
good grades, often writing on my papers that in thirteen or fourteen more 
drafts they might become acceptable.  The example of Jack was termed 
“masculinist” by the friendly CNR Department Chair, who offered me 
the opportunity to revise my response.  I declined, arguing straight out 
of A Room of One’s Own (1929) that while institutions may be strictly 
gender coded, consciousness need not be.  Instead of recanting, I 
amended my answer by arguing that teaching could be individualized, 
that there might well be female students who would benefit from the 
kind of pressure Jack exerted, while others would need a less tough form 
of pedagogical love.  

My experience at CNR has proved us all right.  All of my students can 
benefit from having their writing returned to sender for more intensity 
and polish.  All of my classrooms work better, though, when this kind 
of exacting standard is complemented by modeling of diverse ways of 
knowing, assignments that reach for an array of Gardener’s multiple 
intelligences, and the provision of opportunities that allow every student 
to shine if she is willing to exert even a modicum of effort.  It is not 
dissimilar to reading The Waves (1931), teaching my students.  There are 
a few Louises, all business, a few Bernards, all talk, a few Jinnys, mostly 
concerned with appearance, and too many Rhodas trying to disappear in 
the back rows.  All groups of students are diverse, and so all pedagogy 
must be flexible.  The model of shared authority provided by Laurie 
Finke became a staple of my teaching, as did the essay by Shoshana 
Felman, “Psychoanalysis and Education: Teaching Terminable and 
Interminable” (1982).  I assign the Felman essay in all my theory courses 
because it is a strong explanation of the roles of the unconscious and 
transference in teaching and learning. 

It is the matrilineal transmission of pedagogical technique that has 
been most valuable to me in my career.  But it was not just this topic 
that interested Maher and Tetreault as they studied the learning style of 
Ned Sharp.  The authority of Ned’s speaking position was also a very 
big, and embarrassing, deal.  Under the chapter heading of “Mastery,” 
Ned makes his next significant appearance in The Feminist Classroom.  
Mastery is the pretense that Felman, like Paolo Freire, James Dewey and 
assorted other liberationist pedagogues, urges the enlightened educator 
to drop.  How one teaches, or publishes, on any topic without a hint of 
the self-satisfaction that is the Hegelian master’s scope and gesture is a 
conundrum in need of working out, and I am trying to help.  

But I’m sure Ned Sharp, too, thought he was only trying to help 
back in 1987 when a discussion on whether gender and class were 
equivalent, even identical categories, became heated and drew the 
feminist researchers’ notice.  The basis for this discussion was Toril 
Moi’s introduction to Sexual/Textual Politics (1985) in which she use 
Kristeva’s view of feminist generations (Moi uses the term “stages”) 
and critical approaches to Woolf as a means to demonstrate the range 
of feminist responses.  For Moi, it is Elaine Showalter’s disparagement 
of Woolf’s failure to provide strong, integrated selves to her female 
characters that illustrates second-stage thought, and Perry Meisel’s 
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have-you, secured, I find it is time to look back on the student I was then 
and put him in relation to the students I have now and the texts I teach.

Because I refused to sign the release, my character in The Feminist 
Classroom is under deep cover, not Nick Smart but Ned Sharp.  Ned’s 
first contribution to the text is to helpfully but ungrammatically 
articulate a keen awareness of how his theory professor, Laurie Finke, 
“dismantled” her own “authority with regard to transmitting knowledge 
that he expected from teachers”:

I think there’s plenty of people who would like to have an out-and-
out debate with an authoritative voice.…There are professors at 
this school who create the impression that they have authority over 
a designated body of knowledge.  And you go in to get that from 
them.  You have to ask them, “What does this mean?” instead of 
saying, “I’ve been thinking this about this.”  I think Laurie took a 
big risk.…[S]he put her personality on the line and absorbed anti-
theoretical attacks through her own personality, just like everyone 
else…and rather than getting into this big thing about about “boom 
boom boom you are challenging my authority as the teacher because 
I am teaching this class, Laurie just waited and people talked to each 
other.” (Maher and Tetreault, 20)

Poor Ned.  Much like Bernard in The Waves, he wants more credit for his 
ability to translate the circumstances of his life into words than the text 
will allow.  Maher and Tetreault observe that, “As much as Ned, a young 
white male, might ‘go in and get’ a designated body of knowledge from 
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deconstructive approach to Woolf that exemplifies third-stage 
possibilities.  

In The Feminist Classroom, the Moi-Kristeva discussion is one in which 
Ned Sharp and two other male students resist the equation of gender and 
class.  The men assert that they do so to avoid a culture of victimization.  
Tetreault and Maher are quick, and probably not fully incorrect, to 
observe that the boys just don’t want to admit to the discussion a group 
identity that might imply greater mastery of the topic than their maleness 
does.  As The Feminist Classroom preserves the discussion: 

Ned Sharp, a senior English major…assert[ed] at one point that “if 
you look at gender you will see all women as being oppressed.”  
What he did not say was that “if you look at gender you will see all 
men as being privileged.” Indeed while Ned (and the other men) were 
arguing in a way that obscured males’ advantages as a group, Jill… 
[a working woman, slightly older than the rest of the people in class, 
and, as I recall, a terrific peer]…continually referred to women’s 
material deprivation.  However, because of the force of the male’s 
arguments, women, not men, were under attack here.  (Maher and 
Tetreault 74)

I think, actually, that ideas and not women were under attack.  But in 
hindsight, I can sympathize with the researchers’ frustration.  I have 
begged my students for fifteen years to explain why sisterhood does 
not reign supreme at a women’s college, why racial, regional, and class 
differences trump gender as the categorical imperative of their liberal 
educations.  They have no answer.  In response to this irony, I can only 
turn to the Kristeva text that Moi was working with, “Women’s Time” 
(1981), with which students in most of my classes are asked to grapple.    

In the final section of “Women’s Time,” Kristeva writes:  

In this third attitude, which I strongly advocate—which I imagine?—
the very dichotomy man/woman as opposition between two rival 
entities may be understood as belonging to metaphysics.  What can 
“identity,” even “sexual identity,” mean in a new theoretical and 
scientific space where the very notion of identity is challenged? 
(Kristeva 34)

We did not read “Women’s Time” in Laurie’s class and I didn’t catch 
up to it until I became a teacher, but I think I had already learned the 
Kristevan, deconstructive, psychoanalytic logic from Woolf’s conception 
of the androgynous self in A Room of One’s Own and Orlando’s jubilant 
call for there to be “more forms, and stranger” (O 216).  I immodestly 
claim credit for this perception, because it has so helped my teaching.  
Alas, poor Ned was not seen as the visionary I now know him to be.  The 
Feminist Classroom says,

Ned Sharp represented many male students who deny their privilege 
but also fear its loss.  He told us he preferred Kristeva’s call to 
deconstruct the hierarchies over “feminism’s idea of a feminist self,” 
which he viewed as a “limitation on the human self.”  Better to erase 
all differences than risk the reversal of the hierarchies that a feminist 
self implied.  (Maher and Tetreault 75)

Oops.  If only Ned had said a “feminine” or “female” self, I could defend 
him with even more vigor.  The concept of a self, aware of and operating 
on a fuller range of the experiences available to consciousness than to 
biology, is the “incandescent” and less-impeded self Woolf believes the 
true artist must possess.  And teaching is an art, a healing art at that.  So, 
sorry Ned old boy, I come to bury not to praise you, and it is time to 
turn our attention more fully to a few observations about teaching and 
learning in the twenty-first century in a classroom I call feminist even 

though I, like Woolf in Three Guineas (1938), understand the potential 
counterproductivity of the term.

I teach women’s studies classes that bash males not for their sex as 
such, but as the chief agents of ideological apparatuses that have 
failed those whose identities place them on the margins.  In this 
practice I very often find myself in conflict with students who cling to 
the necessity of centralized patriarchal practices like capitalism and 
Catholicism.  Kristeva, in “Women’s Time,” gives us a name for these 
students: counter-investors.  Modeling alternatives to participation in 
and support of the traditional means of acquisition and control while 
still encouraging the accumulation of cultural capital and the formation 
of workable identity positions is my highest goal as a teacher, and the 
signature of the third-generation, deconstructive feminism in which I 
was schooled and in which I believe.  

Perceived oppositions between master and disciple, student and teacher, 
controller and controlled, are the first set of binaries to be undone.  
Abandoning mastery, hierarchy, and indeed self-satisfaction and its agent 
the ego, while still contributing to one’s discourse communities is a 
maneuver Woolf models again and again. 

As all of us who like to take to the front of the room and lead the 
discussion know, counter-investment, which in this case would mean the 
rebellion of students against the logic and materials of a course, is easily 
triggered.  Avoiding doing so requires a truly open mind, an androgynous 
and class-sensitive mind.  Thusly I justify this anachronistic look at a 
feminism that is generations old, and my now rather late insertion in this 
narrative of a look at The Waves as a means of concluding this reflection.  

In critical and imaginative prose alike, Woolf is a natural pedagogue.  I 
think that a need to nurture not easily made room for by her psychic 
and social circumstances is expressed in her very teacherly writing.  
She does, after all, construct poor Septimus Smith’s patriotism out 
of Shakespeare and his night school teacher, and that Woolf was for 
two years a community educator at Morley College should not be 
overlooked.  Perhaps it is not too great a stretch, then, to consider the 
relationship of The Waves to the activities of students and teachers who 
will share the novel between them.  

I take the liberty of noting that the waves themselves are allegorized as 
a sleeper “whose breath comes and goes unconsciously” (W 3).  Let us 
take the waves as that slumbering knowledge that students do not know, 
will not admit, and even defend against discovering, that they already 
possess.  Here again, Felman and Finke are in play as I think about the 
high value I like to place on the unknown, on the discovery that only the 
student can make, and that I am in the dark as to the nature of.  Because 
The Waves can be a difficult read, not richly veined with the rewards 
of plot and narrator, I am planning to again include it in the Virginia 
Woolf seminar I will teach in the fall after having left it off the list the 
past few go rounds.  I am hoping that the sparsely mediated interchange 
of characters will help model the concept of positionality which Maher 
and Tetreault make a hallmark of the feminist classroom.  With which 
of these characters is it possible to identify and what recognitions are 
involved in the inability to identify?  

I will encourage particularly a look at Bernard and company’s 
disposition as students, since it is on the fifth page of the novel that Louis 
tells us the gang is positioned somewhere “very early, before lessons” 
(W 6).  Tracing this motif I will valorize resistance by underscoring 
Susan’s declaration that she “will not sit at the table doing sums” (W 
7).  Any psychoanalytic pedagogue knows that resistance marks the site 
of repression and that what is repressed must be the subject of the truly 
literary and transformative learning.  “Why won’t Susan do sums?” I will 
ask.  Is it related to the reason that we are confounded by this novel?  I 
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know already that I will have two or three of the English Department’s 
and the Women’s Studies Program’s best students in the seminar, and I 
may tease them with Louis’s boast that “I know the lesson by heart.  I 
know more than they will ever know.  I know my cases and my genders; 
I could know everything in the world if I wished” (W 13).  

In offering these qualifications of the worth of quick study and examples 
of disaffection, I will be hoping to tamp down the fears of the Rhodas in 
the room, who think, now we have put down the book and “the terror is 
just beginning” (W 13).  Many of my Rhodas try to sit quietly in class, 
tuning out the discussion but reading the text.  They are utterly aggrieved 
by my insistence that this behavior does not count as participation.  
Perhaps they will think of me, as Susan does of Bernard, “Now you 
trail away…making phrases,” and how can I dispute with them that 
my words are not as worthy as Woolf’s (W 11)?  This very conflict will 
strongly underpin my attempts at structuring a reflexive-realist triangle 
of character-reader-student.  

My own anxiety about having morphed from Ned Sharp to Bernard will 
be operating in the background of the discussions.  What I don’t know 
about my own teaching is whether I will have the nerve to let The Waves 
break naturally, even if confronted by that notoriously unnerving output 
of the woman learner—silence.  Bernard certainly can’t control his 
anxiety in such a situation.  He admits “I must make phrases and phrases 
and so interpose something hard between myself and the stare of…
indifferent faces, or I shall cry” (W 30).

Oh, Bernard, I hear you brother.  The most memorable comment I ever 
read on a teaching evaluation was from a Bronx corrections officer in her 
late twenties who noted that “he needs to keep his comments to himself.”  
What waves of irony there are in the recognition that my skills as a 
communicator, for which my tuition was discounted, through which my 
defense and job interviews were successfully accomplished, must now 
be tempered?  But I must follow and refine my convictions and allow 
my students to build it round themselves.  Students’ ability to construct 
knowledge in their own terms, feminist and deconstructive pedagogues 
tell us, is the sign of learning accomplished.  So I must allow them to 
be vexed by the text and by me for assigning it, and when this occurs I 
will echo Bernard’s lament that, “My sense of self almost perishes; my 
contempt” (W 51).

Contempt for silence or ignorance or apathy or hostility will not serve 
me well as a teacher, nor would the squelching of loquacity or aggression 
or combativeness.  I would hope that the authors of The Feminist 
Classroom would see in my teaching someone who read their book and 
also thought beyond its wisdom, and that I would be making good on 
the positional claims I staked in my job interview by allowing for, even 
promoting, all forms of response and helping students turn these diverse 
responses into meaning.  The one boast of Bernard’s that I will not 
repudiate is his claim to “susceptibility to atmosphere” (W 55).  How can 
I encourage my students to be receptive to the novel and the course and 
their own sensations if I do not model curiosity for curiosity’s sake?  

In Bernard’s speech, Woolf is surely quoting one of her most influential 
teachers, Walter Pater, whose claim in The Renaissance is that “our 
education becomes complete in proportion as our susceptibility to these 
impressions increases in depth and variety” (Pater 18).  In this spirit, the 
ultimate goal of The Waves sessions will be to have all the responsive 
positions, those of characters and students alike, mapped out, so that 
at the end of the novel we might ask whether Woolf’s collapsing of 
everything back into Bernard’s consciousness functions as an attack on 
the male ego or a suggestion that we are all Bernard and he is all of us.  

That Bernard functions as a both debased and upheld figure of the 
novelist in a text with no narrator but nature itself augurs for either 

conclusion.  That is where Woolf leaves it and where I, my Sharp 
impulses having evolved over the years, insist on leaving it, with the 
notion that the lessons are already part of the learner, and that is the job 
of the teacher to provide whatever tools might best draw them out. 

Nick Smart 
The College of New Rochelle
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V.  Classroom Strategies for Teaching Woolf

A Woolfian Assignment in a Rural Missouri High School

First, let me introduce myself.  I was teaching junior level British 
Literature at Eldon High School in rural Missouri up until the end of 
this school year (this fall I will be at Camdenton High).  I was pleasantly 
surprised to learn this course was offered, and even more pleased that 
I was selected to teach it.  The course is a survey of the literature of 
England from Beowulf to the twentieth century.  The text I used is 
the 2002 Glencoe British Literature (McGraw-Hill).  Virginia Woolf 
and James Joyce are studied in tandem as exemplary of stream-of-
consciousness writing. 

The textbook includes an excerpt from A Room of One’s Own which 
begins with:

Here I am asking why women did not write poetry in the Elizabethan 
age, and I am not sure how they were educated; whether they were 
taught to write; whether they had sitting-rooms to themselves; how 
many women had children before they were twenty-one; what, in short, 
they did from eight in the morning till eight at night.

The last sentence of the passage is:

Had she {Judith, Shakespeare’s sister} survived, whatever she had 
written would have been twisted and deformed, issuing from a strained 
and morbid imagination.  And undoubtedly, I thought, looking at the 
shelf where there are no plays by women, her work would have gone 
unsigned.

Modifying a pedagogical suggestion from the text, I developed the 
following assignment based on the reading:

Analyze an Analogy:

In paragraph 2, Woolf uses a highly original analogy, or comparison, 
to support her ideas about women.  In a few paragraphs, analyze the 
analogy and evaluate its effectiveness in making a point.  Why might 
Woolf have chosen to contrast the life of a hypothetical woman with 
that of Shakespeare?  What point is she trying to make?  In your 
opinion, does the analogy effectively make this point? Support your 
opinion with examples from the selection.

This assignment is an interdisciplinary activity that involves looking at 
the decade of the 1920s as a time of revolutionary change in women’s 
fashions, attitudes, and behavior.  Students identify the changes and their 
inherent causes.  Finally, using a history book and Internet sources, they 
research the “new woman” of the 1920s and present a report to the class.

Sharryl Norris 
Camdenton High School, Camdenton, Missouri
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Mapping Mrs. Dalloway: Teaching Woolf with google Earth™

The use of models and other abstract forms in literary study has 
recently seen a revival in a digital age that puts data and sophisticated 
data management systems in the hands of the literary scholar.  Franco 
Morretti’s Graphs, Maps, Trees (2005) and Eric Bulson’s Novels, Maps, 
Modernity (2007) are two recent studies by humanities scholars who 
emphasize maps in their explanation of the spatial imagination—both 
how the spatial imagination has evolved in literature, and how the 
spatial imagination affects our understanding and study of literature. 
Pedagogical applications of these abstract models are rich with 
possibility for the literary classroom, and offer exciting opportunities 
for engaging non-English majors and non-traditional learners in the 
advanced study of literature, as well as challenging students to articulate 
verbally visual and spatial knowledge.  In a recent upper-division 
undergraduate English course in which I taught Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. 
Dalloway, I assigned groups of students to create online interactive 
maps for different characters in the novel using Google Earth™ 
mapping software.  We later layered these individual maps to create a 
comprehensive map of the novel.  The abundant detail in the novel and 
the diverse digital applications in the Google Earth™ software allowed 
students to incorporate pictures, sounds, videos, and the text itself into 
the map, creating an exciting visual and spatial representation of the 
novel, and an exciting new path for teaching and understanding the work 
of Woolf. 

This mapping assignment was born out of a graduate seminar on 
Technology, Literature and Curriculum taught in conjunction with 
Emory University’s English Department and ECIT (Emory Center for 
Interactive Teaching), a technological pedagogy center in the Emory 
University library.  Creating maps of novels is obviously not a new 
venture, as both Morretti and Bulson point out—some of the earliest 
extant literary maps mark Don Quixote’s path across Spain—but they 
experienced a rise in popularity at the turn of the twentieth century, 
Bulson believes, as a result of the increasingly disoriented and 
disorienting styles of the modernist novel.  The edition of Mrs. Dalloway 
we used in our course last semester included a map of the characters’ 
movements through London in the frontispiece.  But by using an online 
mapping tool to create a digital map, students are able to create a far 
denser and richer visual representation of the novel that can incorporate a 
wider diversity of information and media into a consolidated, interactive, 
and collaborative study tool.

There is obviously a wide variety of mapping software programs 
available to scholars today, which brings us to the question: why use 
Google Earth™ for this assignment? The most obvious answer is, of 
course, that it’s free.  At Emory we have a geospatial systems librarian 
on staff who has access to a wide (and extraordinarily expensive) 
array of mapping software programs and which are available to faculty 

A Map of Hyde Park
from Ward, Lock & Co.’s London (1914)
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and students, but even with this resource available I turned to Google 
Earth™ for several reasons.  The first is that I envisioned this as a 
group assignment, and wanted to make collaboration between group 
members as easy as possible—finding a time when four groups of seven 
undergraduates and a geospatial systems librarian are all available to 
meet together and work on learning how to use a piece of complicated 
mapping software is impractical if not impossible, and would take 
valuable time away from a study of the text itself.  The Google Earth™ 
software can be downloaded for free onto each student’s computer 
and a map can be created in a file that is sharable and editable by each 
student.  Secondly, while there is a learning curve involved in using 
Google Earth™, compared to more sophisticated mapping programs, it’s 
relatively low.  A few small portions of class time devoted to learning 
how to insert some simple HTML code and demonstrating some of the 
Google Earth™ program features is all most of our students will need to 
create a pretty spectacular map.  If your students are anything like most 
of mine, they’ll be able to teach you a thing or two about the program 
before it’s all over with.

Although I developed this assignment for an upper division English 
course—Special Topics in the Twentieth Century English Novel—
because the course fulfilled an upper division general education writing 
requirement, many of my students came to the class from non-English 
and non-humanities departments.  The idiosyncrasies of Woolf’s prose 

Screen Shot of London in google Earth TM 

style can be difficult to parse for even the hardiest English major.  For 
the uninitiated, or for those less familiar with more traditional avenues 
of literary study, the mapping assignment became a useful tool for first 
anchoring the prose in geographical detail, and then expanding upon 
those geographical details with pertinent images, sounds, and historical 
information.  The map itself is just a starting point—as layers of 
information into the sights and sounds of the city on this summer day in 
London are added it becomes a multi-dimensional research project and 
gives students a guide to navigating a difficult novel.

Each group of approximately seven students was assigned a character to 
“follow” and map through the novel—Mrs. Dalloway, Septimus, Peter, 
and Elizabeth.  In reflection papers students submitted after completing 
the assignment several explained that this specific focus on a certain 
character and certain portions of the novel necessitated narrowing their 
gaze to the point of close reading.  Additionally, placing these characters 
in a specific spatial context revealed important details related to their 
characterization.  For example, the group mapping Peter Walsh as he 
followed the young woman wearing a red carnation were shocked to 
discover that he followed her for several miles across London.  The 
group mapping Elizabeth down the Strand investigated the buildings 
she notes passing and what that particular part of London was like in the 
1920s, discovering that Elizabeth’s journey across the city represents a 
marked deviation from any path (or mode of transportation) her mother 
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would be inclined to take.  The groups were also instructed to note and 
map important landmarks that appear —or, as in the case of the many 
chiming clocks marking the passing of the hours—sound in the novel.  
One group found a sound clip of Big Ben tolling and included it in their 
map so that we could all hear the sound of “leaden circles dissolving 
in the air.” Another discovered the sound of a London ambulance bell 
from the period and placed it in their map so that we could all hear the 
sound of Septimus’s body being carried away through the city.  Statues, 
tube stations, shops and parks—all found a place in the maps and helped 
shape our sense of the characters in the novel.

I instructed the students to mark the points they placed on their maps 
with the quotation from the book that led them to map that point, so 
that the text itself would in a sense be a layer of the map.  Each group 
also gave the class a presentation or “tour” of their map, explaining 
different features and pointing out important aspects of the characters’ 
movements.  After each group had presented its map, we combined them 
into a single map, and discussed what the intersections of the characters’ 
paths might have to tell us about the text.  The Google Earth™ maps 
of the novel were a dynamic presentation tool and created a perfect 
centerpiece for discussions of spatiality, temporality, and characterization 
in the novel.

In the students’ reflection papers on the assignment I discovered an 
interesting trend—the handful of English majors in the class were 
decidedly less enthusiastic about the mapping assignment than the 
many more non-English majors in the class.  Several times I came 
across the comment, “I would have much rather just written a paper.” 
Although I think much of this criticism comes from a distaste for group 
work, presentations, and stepping outside of a comfort zone created by 
having written countless essays, it has caused me to consider how this 
assignment might become a better tool for writing pedagogy.  In future 
versions of this assignment, I still plan to have the students create their 
maps in groups and present them, but I will add an additional writing 
requirement focused on using the maps to create a thesis around what 
has been learned or revealed—about the city, characterization, spatiality, 
temporality, flânérie, etc.—from the experience of mapping the novel.  It 
may be possible to have the students map their essays onto the maps they 
have created, so that their critical analysis of the novel becomes a part of 
the visual and textual study tool as well. 

Teachers and researchers who are interested in seeing examples of the 
Mrs. Dalloway maps students created using Google Earth™ may email 
their request for the map files to esells@emory.edu. 

Erin D. Sells 
Emory University
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pedagogical performance: Reading The Waves

Although many of us recognize the performative aspect of teaching, I 
want to extend this aspect to learning as well, and I want to recognize 
and revive the act of reading as performance and as learning.  My goal 
in the course I will discuss was to create an interactive aural and oral 
experience as a community of readers and, in doing so, challenge both 
the solitary position of the reader and the private struggles of first-time 
Woolf readers.  In choosing to teach The Waves, I wanted to prove 
that this dense and difficult novel does not need to be edited for the 
classroom, but through an interactive reader’s theater experience of 
the text, I hoped to resurrect a lost voice of Woolf (the sound of and 
theater of her text) as well as of lost student voices resurrected through 
classroom performance.

The project started as a grand pedagogical experiment.  Last summer, I 
taught a five-week intensive course on Virginia Woolf and Bloomsbury.  
This is a 400-level writing intensive course on an author in context.  We 
met four days a week for almost two and a half hours each day.  I very 
much wanted to teach The Waves.  I very much wanted them to read The 
Waves.  And, by that I mean I wanted them to actually READ it, not just 
attend a class in which we discussed what a few people had actually read 
and most had attempted and failed to finish for one reason or another.  
My hope was that they would not only experience a full reading of The 
Waves, they would also hear it and enact it as much as their voices and 
personalities would allow.

So, I decided that we would read as much of the novel as possible 
aloud.  I asked, “if this is a prose poem or ‘playpoem,’ why not have an 
extended poetry reading or spoken word event?” (D3 203, qtd. in Hussey 
352).  We read The Waves at the end of our five weeks, after having 
already read, discussed and written on A Room of One’s Own, Jacob’s 
Room, Mrs. Dalloway, and To the Lighthouse.  Here is an overview 
of each day: I listed the six characters on the board, and the students 
voluntarily signed up to read a character for that day as they came in to 
the class.  We divided the class time in half with a bathroom/smoking/
snack break in between halves.  I claimed professorial privilege and read 
the interludes.  We began reading aloud.  We read as much as we could 
until break when we stopped to respond by writing silently and then 
discussing publicly.  We took our break.  We read again.  We wrote and 
discussed again.  We went home and finished the chapter(s) we didn’t get 
to in class.  Typically, we read two episodes in class and one episode as 
homework.  On the last day, we read the entire last chapter by Bernard 
aloud, taking turns between readers in order to not tax anyone.  As a 
class, we read the last paragraph and interlude in unison.

How does one evaluate this experience and the supposed success of 
it?  In this crazy age of testing, how does one assess a pedagogical 
experiment?  I can only give you some rather unscientific data. 

Based on thirteen students’ comments and evaluations, five students 
gave the novel a five out of five as a text.  Six gave it a four.  One student 
gave it a two, and one student gave it a one.  All students were required 
to write a 2-3 page response paper on the novel.  All students were also 
required to write an 8-10 page comprehensive research paper on two 
or more Woolf texts.  Out of the 15 students in the class, at least six 
included The Waves in their final paper.  So much for the data.

I’d like to let the students speak for themselves as much as possible, 
too.  When asked for specific feedback on this experiment, six students 
said they “loved” reading it aloud and several others said they “enjoyed” 
it.  Most said they couldn’t imagine reading it any other way the first 
time, implying that they might actually read it again!  Specifically, 
they commented on how reading the text aloud, and with different 
vocalizations of the characters “helped the characters form in my mind 
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as separate entities” and that “reading the novel by myself would have 
actually detracted from the reading because I would have been so 
distracted thinking about who was speaking.”  One student replied to 
my query that as “Woolf has each character changing and intertwining 
throughout the entire novel[,] this fact can lead to confusion if not read 
carefully.  Knowing about the complexity of the characters, reading 
aloud gave each character a specific voice.  Therefore, allowing the 
students in the class to hear the differentiation of each character.” And 
another replied that “reading the novel aloud helped me gain ground on 
the progression of maturity in each character.  I was more attuned to the 
changes in their wording, subject matter, and emotion.” These comments 
are expected: the students were more able to distinguish clearly the six 
characters and to follow their development because the characters were 
separately and aurally determined for them. 

But this understanding of the characterizations in the novel extended 
beyond a clarity or distinction between characters to a greater 
understanding of Woolf’s use of voice and of the idea of voice in 
general.  As one student wrote: 

since the entire novel is based upon the issue of individual “voice,” I 
felt that reading it aloud, with varying readers assuming a character…
[captured] the idiosyncrasies and distinctions of the individual voices 
of humans.  Through the voices of my classmates, the essence of 
the abstract term of “voice” connected with that deeper level of my 
understanding.  I understood that the words on the page had little 
to do with it; the rhythm, flow, and emotion of each character’s 
monologue were like notes in a beautiful melody, notes I may not 
have heard if I had been subjected to the monotony of my single 
voice attempting to mentally assume six different roles.  The implicit 
harmony and effect of Woolf’s novel became audible for me—both 
the external words being read and the internal structuring that 
celebrates the quality of voice and its connection to our lives.

The group reading then, at least for this student, changed the experience 
of voice in the novel to expand beyond a readerly voice to a diverse, 
public one.  One of my fears had been that the exact opposite might 
happen: that by assigning a literal voice to a character, the students 
would not be able to hear that character in any other way.  Also, this 
reader points out that this understanding of the characters and their 
voices led to a greater understanding of the structure of the novel and to 
the understanding of the use of voice in fiction and the voicing of one’s 
self in our everyday lives. 

Extending this analysis of the text itself, several students also 
commented on how the group reading enhanced their understanding of 
the narrative structure of the novel.  For example, one student wrote that 
“reading The Waves out loud gave me a completely different perspective 
on Woolf’s experimentation.  I thought her structure made sense and 
added a new complexity to the novel that I would not have been able to 
capture without hearing it.”  Another student delineated the difference 
she notices in The Waves from the previous Woolf texts we had read: 
“Whereas most of her writing creates vivid pictures, as most of her 
novels contained landscape and art, this novel I think read more like a 
movie.  Reading it out loud simply made the action come to life and truly 
captured the idea behind the novel.”  I’m still astounded that someone 
would see, or HEAR, The Waves as a film, as a novel with action.  
Surely, this activity brought the novel to life for her and developed a 
greater sense of Woolf’s aural and visual, if not cinematic, narrative 
developments. 

One of the most encouraging comments to me was this final response 
about the development of our class community.  I offer it here in full 
disclosure that our class group was an extremely difficult one with one 
particular student whose personal instability continually threatened our 

ability to read, discuss and learn.  In spite of these classroom dynamics, 
one student wrote: 

reading it aloud provided a sense of community in our classroom….
There was the sense of a bond being created, that we were all 
somehow now responsible for the comprehension of our fellow 
student.  My representation of Jenny, for example, was now no longer 
affecting myself alone: I felt responsible for the Jenny I represented 
to the rest of the class.  It was suddenly quite important to me to not 
only pay attention to authorial intent, but seriously interpret it as 
accurately as possible.

The act of reading and speaking became for her an act of responsibility: 
the responsibility of interpretation and representation, and the 
responsibility of teaching and learning, and it became an embodied 
experience of the responsibilities the act of teaching inherently holds. 

Out of all of these comments, only one student said: “I’m not a big fan 
of reading aloud, but reading The Waves wasn’t terrible.  I would not 
recommend two straight hours of it again, however.”  Yet, this student 
wrote on The Waves in his final paper. 

As a warning to future pedagogical adventurers, I found that the greatest 
weakness of this experiment was the loss of discussion time.  What we 
gained in understanding of the scope and sound of the text, I fear we lost 
in the limited diving into its depths.  Instead of detailed and guided close 
readings, I asked the students to respond immediately to the reading 
through their own free writing.  As much as this was to allow David 
Kolb’s “Reflective Observers” a chance to reflect, it was also a way to 
circumvent some of the personality craziness in the classroom.  Should 
we read The Waves in a semester long course, I would definitely build 
in more time for continued discussion of each episode or, as Elisa Kay 
Sparks suggested at the 2008 conference, conduct a more limited reading 
of the two dinner scenes.  This is also a place in which a discussion 
board or blog can continue to develop these discussions begun in the 
classroom. 

 Renée Dickinson 
Radford University

Works Cited
Hussey, Mark.  Virginia Woolf A-Z: The Essential Reference to Her Life 

and Writings.  New York: Oxford UP, 1995.
Kolb, David.  Experiential Learning: Experience as the Source of 

Learning and Development.  Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall, 
1984.

Woolf, Virginia.  The Diary of Virginia Woolf.  Vol. 3.  1925-1930.  Ed. 
Anne Olivier Bell and Andrew McNeillie.  New York: Harcourt 
Brace Jovanovich, 1981.

—. Jacob’s Room.  1922.  New York: Harcourt, 1978.
—. Mrs. Dalloway.  1925.  Annotated and with an Introduction by 

Bonnie Kime Scott.  Gen. Ed., Mark Hussey.  New York: Harcourt, 
2005.

—. A Room of One’s Own. 1929.  Annotated and with an Introduction by 
Susan Gubar.  Gen. Ed., Mark Hussey.  New York: Harcourt, 2005.

—. To the Lighthouse.  1927.  New York: Harcourt, 1981.
—. The Waves.  1931.  Annotated and with an Introduction by Molly 

Hite.  Gen. Ed., Mark Hussey.  New York, Harcourt, 2006.



32

Thrilling Difficulty: Virginia Woolf, Students, and the Joys and 
Challenges of Difficult Texts

Think for a moment about the last thing that you read in your role as a 
teacher and scholar that was too hard for you, the text that, for whatever 
reason, you felt obliged to consult and, upon consulting it, found reading 
it dry and tough.  Why did you keep reading?  Answers will vary, but 
that experience of slogging through tough reading is all too familiar to 
our students.  As a teacher, I seek ways to keep my students reading even 
when the reading feels unpleasant and difficult.  This paper, derived from 
a workshop I gave at the Woolf Conference at Miami University of Ohio 
in June 2007, reflects some of my thinking on how we might help our 
students keep reading when the pleasure of the text is not immediate.

I like to teach Virginia Woolf, but I know that Woolf’s prose is difficult 
and intimidating for my students.  I want to continue teaching her work 
and to continue teaching lots of texts that my students find difficult, 
disorienting, and opaque.  I do not do this out of perversity or sadism 
but because I am committed to the idea that education entails reading 
and writing about things that are difficult.  I know, too, from experience, 
that there is pleasure and maybe even wisdom to be gained from such 
encounters with difficulty. 

Far from finding frustration in difficulty, the novelist A. S. Byatt found 
pleasure.  In a recent essay, she asks a question that, she claims, she 
has been trying to work out since she was a schoolgirl: what makes 
John Donne’s poetry so very exciting?  She cites a remark that “women 
reading Donne’s love poems feel seduced,” noting that this was true for 
her even though she knew of and resisted his low esteem for women.  
What she comes to is that Donne “feels—and makes us, his readers, 
feel—…the peculiar excitement and pleasure of mental activity itself.  It 
isn’t smelling roses.  It is being aware of, and delighting in, the electrical 
and chemical impulses that connect and reconnect the neurons in our 
brains….The pleasure Donne offers our bodies is the pleasure of extreme 
activity of the brain.”1  This “extreme activity of the brain” is a result 
of the double and triple meanings of the puns, puzzles, and wordplay of 
metaphysical poetry.  For, according to Byatt, neurologists now believe 
that people may enjoy puns so much for basic physical reasons.  Every 
thought lights up a neuron, and thoughts that move in two directions—
puns, metaphors, riddles, and allusions—light up two.  It seems we 
literally get twice the electric charge from a pun as we do from a regular 
thought. 

Building on that, I want to argue that intertextuality—hearing the echoes 
of a prior text in the thing we are reading—brings a similar pleasure.  
After all, when we catch an allusion to Shakespeare in Woolf, do we 
not thrill to the shadow presence of the first text, flickering beside the 
second?  So, I am going to suggest some strategies for building such 
electric shocks into our syllabi.  Perhaps, then, building pleasure and 
excitement into our courses can help students over the hump of reading 
things that are just a little bit too hard for them. 

I have three broad suggestions as to how we might do this.  First, 
I propose strategically invoking stereotypes to light up that initial 
neuron, to spark the process.  Second, I propose we work to reveal the 
writer’s creative process.  Understanding more about how writers live 
with their reading teaches our students something about becoming an 
educated person and reveals how writers work and rework material to 
make it resonate for their readers.  Finally, I want to suggest that pairs 

1 Byatt’s TLS article is an edited version of an essay in The Cambridge 
Companion to John Donne.

of quotations, in this case, from Woolf and Byron, even artificially 
concocted by an instructor, might contain a tiny little thrill.

In his “Helping Students Read Difficult Texts,” John Bean offers a 
pragmatic bullet-pointed list of reasons why student readers get bogged 
down.  He counters this with a parallel list of strategies for helping 
students improve: we can reveal our own reading and note-taking 
processes; we can ask them to distinguish, in writing, between what a 
paragraph says (that is, summary) and what it does (that is, its function 
within the essay); we can give them pretests that arouse their interest; we 
can teach them about a text’s place in a larger academic discourse, etc. 

Where Bean offers a whole menu of possibilities for teachers, Joe 
Harris’ Rewriting, is aimed at students. The clear prose engages them 
directly, helping them learn to recognize the ways in which all academic 
discourse is not simply writing, but rewriting—a re-engagement with 
a prior written text.  For Harris, that engagement takes several forms: 
coming to terms (in which you take a critical look at the writer’s terms, 
assumptions, and project), forwarding (in which, as when you pass along 
another’s email with a pithy comment, you agree with and also advance 
a prior text’s point), countering (in which you express your reservations 
or disagreement), and taking an approach (in which you adapt a 
theoretical perspective to your own uses).  This rough and practical 
taxonomy offers students more than the rather banal advice to enter the 
conversation.  It begins to offer them ways of entering it.

For all that I admire in Bean and Harris, I want to urge us to ask for 
even more than all of this: I want to ask for thrills and excitement.  So 
much of schoolwork is drudgery.  We can get stuck on a conveyor belt of 
technical correctness leading to competence and future financial security.  
We can come to see writing that sounds academic as a sufficient end.  
I’m after something more: just holding out the possibility that we might 
teach courses that allow our students to have the kind of exciting reading 
experience that Byatt came to on her own.

It may sound like I’m playing with fire to suggest that we let students 
bring their stereotypes into the classroom.  Perhaps I am.  In my defense, 
let me say that stereotypes come into my classroom not as truths but 
as objects for critical scrutiny.  In an earlier text, Joe Harris describes 
a common assignment of his in which he asks students to write “on 
everything they know about a certain movie before they have actually 
gone to see it—on the way their expectations about the movie have 
been shaped by ads, previews, the remarks of critics and friends, the 
prior work of the people involved with the movie, its genre, and so on” 
(Teaching Subject, 70).  An assignment like this demonstrates to students 
how much they are already depending on unexamined assumptions. 

When I teach Woolf, I sometimes begin the class by asking students what 
they already know about her.  Their answers tend to come as questions: 
Didn’t she kill herself?  Was she a lesbian?  Isn’t she really hard to 
read?  Is she some kind of feminist?  Discussing these questions has the 
effect of demoting the labels, getting them out of the way, and bringing 
greater nuance and sympathy into our reading of the author’s work and 
life.  It is, in fact, true that Woolf committed suicide.  That’s not just 
a stereotype.  But transforming it from rumor to object of discussion 
allows her death to assume a different place in our reading of her work.

Woolf herself played with stereotypes.  Her Common Reader essays 
often begin with what “we” all “know” and then turn that knowledge 
on its head.  In A Room of One’s Own, the poet John Milton appears 
explicitly three times: early in the text as the author of “Lycidas,” a 
poem whose manuscript she considers consulting and then twice as 
a bogey, an obstacle blocking the sky from those young women who 
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would be writers.  If our students don’t know enough about Milton, the 
blind Puritan poet who forced his daughters to read to him, the author of 
great elegies for lost male friends, wives, eyesight, and the epic loss of 
paradise itself, Woolf certainly did and she could expect her readers to, 
as well. 

The power of working with stereotypes is not that they fall apart, but 
that if you really think about them, you have something to build on, 
something to compare a text to.  For students, just beginning their lives 
as readers, any little scrap of cultural information has value.  This is 
both dangerous and useful.  So, for example, given the list of Milton and 
Woolf stereotypes I just offered, I might ask my students to guess what 
Woolf thought of Milton.

That he was a patriarch, yes.  That his reputation created crippling 
anxiety in his successors, yes.  But would you also guess that the image 
of the undergraduate rowing along the Cam River in Cambridge is an 
allusion to “Lycidas”?  Or that the image, immediately following that of 
Milton’s bogey, of “the fact, for it is a fact, that there is no arm to cling 
to, but that we go alone” conjures the image of Adam and Eve expelled 
from Eden at the end of Paradise Lost?  That is to say, as Lisa Low and 
Christine Froula have taught us to see, Woolf’s engagement with Milton 
was much richer than any simple lining up of stereotypes would lead us 
to believe.

As I read Woolf, I grew increasingly interested in her writing process.  
Specifically, what interested me was Woolf’s admiration for writers 
whom we would not naturally think of as congenial to her imagination 
or her feminist politics.  Take Woolf’s reading of Richard Hakluyt as an 
example.  Convention rightly emphasizes Woolf’s debt to Shakespeare, 
but I started noticing references to Hakluyt and, curious, I looked further.  
So in this, the second section of my talk, I want to reconstruct how my 
discovery came about and what I learned about Woolf’s reading and 
writing process through it. 

A while back, the world was on fire with the idea of the flâneur.  I read 
something by Rachel Bowlby on the topic and she quoted a passage from 
Mrs. Dalloway.  It’s a lovely passage; it was the first time it had stood 
out for me; it was one of the first times Elizabeth had stood out for me as 
anything other than a fact of her mother’s life.  Here is the passage:

Suddenly Elizabeth stepped forward and most competently boarded 
the omnibus, in front of everybody.  She took a seat on top.  The 
impetuous creature—a pirate—started forward, sprang away; she 
had to hold the rail to steady herself, for a pirate it was, reckless, 
unscrupulous, bearing down ruthlessly, circumventing dangerously, 
boldly snatching a passenger, or ignoring a passenger, squeezing 
eel-like and arrogant in between, and then rushing insolently all sails 
spread up Whitehall. (MD 135)

Where Bowlby and others were noting the modern geography here, what 
stood out for me was not the information on buses and girls traveling 
in the city so much as that one word, pirate.  That word brings me right 
back to the reading of my girlhood—the Robert Louis Stevenson, The 
Swiss Family Robinson.  The word pirate makes me happy.

So, when I returned to “The Elizabethan Lumber Room,” Woolf’s essay 
on Renaissance literature, published the same year as Mrs. Dalloway, I 
noticed pirate-like language.  Andrew McNeillie’s footnotes led me to 
Hakluyt, a writer I knew nothing about.  Undeterred, I decided to write 
a chapter on Woolf and Hakluyt.  In doing so, I uncovered a long, long 
history of Woolf reading these very, very long volumes which consist 
of a loosely organized collection of every single account of English 

travelers abroad that Hakluyt could get his hands on.  This compendium, 
stretching to millions of words, became a foundation of the Empire: it 
was, in the 1500s, early proof that, if England had not discovered as 
much or as early as Spain, English sailors had certainly tried.

In researching, I found a treasure trove of my own.  For example, in 
a 1906 review of the aptly-named Professor Walter Raleigh’s study 
of Hakluyt, Woolf struggles to find her footing.  On the one hand, she 
seems to agree with Raleigh when she writes “it is not, as Professor 
Raleigh goes on to remark, in literature that we must look for the 
influence of the Elizabethan voyagers” (VWE1 121).  And yet, in that 
very same short essay she reverses course and values Hakluyt not for his 
testimony of the origins of empire but for his poetry, writing: “wherever 
you open the book you may find some rough phrase to be tuned to 
such melody, and as you go along you may be your own poet” (VWE1 
123).  At this early stage, she does not even seem to notice her own 
inconsistency.

This would be pleasant and innocuous enough if it were not for the 
following passage from her first novel, The Voyage Out (1915).  There 
we see Woolf doing precisely what Raleigh said no Elizabethan did: 
borrowing heavily from Hakluyt to create art.  In The Voyage Out, the 
professor looks over the rails of his ship and thinks about the history 
of this place (VO 88-89).  It is possible to go to the anonymous sailor’s 
account of Francis Drake’s voyage to Guiana, collected in Hakluyt, and 
compare, phrase for phrase, Woolf’s account with that one.  Alice Fox 
long ago identified the correspondence. 

Thus, when I’m teaching a Woolf novel, I will pick out a word, like 
“pirate” in Mrs. Dalloway, and trace some of its resonances across 
Woolf’s texts, narrating both the development of Woolf’s thinking and 
how I figured it out.  My goal is to enrich my students’ sense of the 
text’s worth while demystifying the writing process.  That is, I make 
sure they know that Woolf’s art progressed through stages of revision 
and rethinking, and that my knowledge derives from work—reading, 
paying attention, research—not just a gift.  They, too, can learn to see 
such riches.  Narrating the author’s process and the teacher’s shows that 
these riches build over time: Woolf’s transformation of Hakluyt into art 
in 1925 came nineteen years after her first reading; my interpretation of 
the connection’s significance builds on the work of many other scholars.  
If enlightenment does not come within the bounds of a single college 
term, our students ought not to despair.  Woolf’s experience shows that 
this process is long and was not easy: her first engagements with the text 
were too dutiful; she lacked confidence and a spirit of adventure. 

Patience is all well and good, but what about a thrill now, before the 
term is over?  This is where in-class work with paired quotations comes 
in.  Students can learn a lot from looking at how a writer learned from a 
precursor.  I particularly delight in exploring Woolf’s surprising affinity 
for the rakish Romantic poet Byron with them.  Lady Caroline Lamb 
famously tagged her lover, Lord Byron, as “mad, bad, and dangerous to 
know.”  And a taste for Byron is, for Jane Marcus, a sign of the character 
Bernard’s entrapment in patriarchal ideals of “the white Western male 
author with his Romantic notions of individual genius” (145).  It’s hard 
not to agree with Marcus when we hear Bernard talking about himself 
as comparable to “Byron, Shelley, Dostoevsky” in The Waves (W 253).  
Even as a middle-aged man, Bernard is an enthusiastic, egocentric 
undergraduate, utterly unconscious of how full of himself he sounds, 
comparing himself blithely to geniuses.  

In a class, then, I provide my students with the barest biographical 
information about George Gordon, Lord Byron (1788-1824) and 
Virginia Woolf (1882-1941) and a pair of quotations, one by Byron, 
one by Woolf.  I divide the class into small groups.  Their job is to 
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read the quotations and, building on the information they bring (what 
they already know) and the information I give them, to discuss the 
relationship between the two quotations.  Sometimes all the groups 
are working with the same pair and the object is to show the variety of 
things one can notice about the bits of language; at other times, each 
group has a different pair and the object is to reflect the multiple facets 
of any relationship.  In some cases, Woolf may be responding directly 
to Byron.  But is she forwarding or countering his point of view?  Or 
is there some other indirect relationship between the quotations?  I 
ask my students to find all the connections they can—thematic, 
historical, rhetorical, etc.—between the two quotations.  Based on this 
pairing, what do you think Woolf thought of Byron?  How did she use 
him?  Depart from him?  How does the pair confirm or challenge the 
assumptions you began with? 
 
Let me offer a couple examples.  Contrasting Woolf’s sentiments in 
Three Guineas (“as a woman I have no country” [TG 109] ) with Byron’s 
less problematic invocations of national sentiment—for Greece—in Don 
Juan (“For standing on the Persian’s grave / I could not deem myself a 
slave” [3.3]) probably confirms most people’s stereotypes of Byron as 
symbolic of patriarchy.  However, other pairs suggest richer relations.  
Woolf was known to admire Byron’s letters—she singles them out for 
praise in Jacob’s Room—so it is fun to see the Byronic roots of the 
narrator’s satire of Jacob’s confused experience of Greece.  Jacob thinks, 
with mounting frustration, that:

It is highly exasperating that twenty-five people…should be able 
to say straight off something very much to the point about being 
in Greece, while for yourself there is a stopper upon all emotions 
whatsoever.… Jacob…had met several droves of turkeys; had got lost 
in back streets; had read advertisements of corsets and of Maggi’s 
consommé (JR 232). 

Rather than be exasperated, Byron delights in satirizing expectations: 

Hymettus before me, the Acropolis behind, the temple of Jove to 
my right, the Stadium in front, the town to the left, eh, Sir, there’s a 
situation, there’s your picturesque! nothing like that, Sir, in Lunnun, 
no not even the Mansion House.…I wish to be sure I had a few 
books, one’s own works for instance, any damned nonsense on a long 
Evening. (Byron to Francis Hodgson, 20 January 1811). 

This pair shows Woolf learning about tone, voice, and satire and a 
discussion of these two can branch off into many fruitful directions.  
 
Finally, to return to politics, pairs of quotations can also teach us about 
how our expectations alter our interpretation of an author’s life and 
works.  During the General Strike of 1926, Virginia Woolf worked with 
Leonard to gather signatures on a petition “requesting that there should 
be no victimization of the miners when the strike was over.”  When the 
Strike concluded, she wrote to her sister Vanessa, that “we’re going 
to have a strike dinner and drink champagne” (L3 262). Critics have 
criticized Woolf’s tone here, castigating her frivolity.  At the same time, 
Byron critics, a much different breed, delight in noting that on 21 April 
1812, Byron spoke passionately on behalf of rights for Catholics during 
debate in the House of Lords.  But, when the issue came to a vote, “the 
strength on the two sides of the House was so equal (the motion was 
finally defeated by one vote) that Byron was ‘sent for in great haste to a 
Ball, which I quitted, I confess, somewhat reluctantly, to emancipate five 
Millions of people.’”  What does it tell us about gender and literature 
that critics have reacted so differently to similar sentiments?

This exercise of working with pairs of quotations can work well more 
than once in a term in any literature or writing course.  I have asked 

students to compare one of Dorothy Wordsworth’s journal entries with 
the poem her brother wrote based on the same walk.  Alice Walker 
embeds such an engagement with Woolf in her landmark essay “In 
Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens.”  You can compare drafts with final 
versions, essays with fiction, newspaper accounts with their imaginative 
transformations.  The possibilities are endless.  The point is that discrete 
pairs of quotations, examined side by side, demand close reading and 
analysis.  In turn, such intense, focused thinking contains within it the 
possibility of a thrill.  Of course, this exercise is not new to many of us.  
What may be newer is the reminder that it is not merely practice for an 
exercise in comparison but an opportunity to turn students into readers.

Even if such a thrill seems artificial to us—after all, many anthologies 
now include excerpts designed to encourage such comparisons—the 
electric jolt in our students’ brains will be real.  That real, physical shock 
in the pleasure of thinking is as addictive as any runner’s high, and, with 
luck, it will teach our students to seek more thrills from reading.

Anne E. Fernald 
Fordham University
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Remembering the University of Denver 
Woolf Conference

Diane gillespie, Leslie Hankins, Suzanne Bellamy and 
Stephen Barkway

Karen Levenback shared the three photos directly below:

Karen Levenback, Beth Rigel Daugherty and 
Jeanne Dubino

(photograph by Michael Neufeld)

Krystyna Colburn
(photograph by Karen Levenback)

From “After Tea,” a theater piece adapted from the Woolf diaries by 
Dr. Carol Samson of the University of Denver.  The actors are 

Emily paton Davies and Joan Stanianus (photograph by John Sampson)

Pam Evans not only has shared her wonderful photo (see below) 
taken on the patio during the cocktail hour before the Woolf 

Conference banquet on Saturday night but has contributed some 
enthusiastic recollections of the conference and the post-conference 
trip to New Mexico:

I cannot speak as an seasoned VWoolf conference-goer, but for 
me it was a grand event….I found everyone I encountered to 
be kind, welcoming, down-to-earth, and in every way just as 
interested in my newcomer’s experience being as memorable and 
useful as those of the “old-timers.”  Somehow I hadn’t expected 
that.  I was particularly surprised and moved at the warm welcome 
given my talk on Dorothy Brett and biography.  There was so 
much positive energy sent my way afterwards that I am still riding 
its wave, and using it to propel my work forward.  And the trip to 
Taos and Sante Fe was like icing on an already delicious cake….
what a jam-packed four days, and what memories were made….
friends too.  Another unexpected bonus.

gill Lowe and Kathy Hill-Miller

Celia Marshik
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Trip Notes on the post-Woolf-Conference 
 Tour of O’Keeffe Country

Monday was our day in Santa Fe.  We first visited the 
Georgia O’Keeffe Museum where the new exhibit 

compared the work of Ansel Adams and O’Keeffe.  After 
lunch we strolled over to the O’Keeffe Research Center 
where we were treated to a guided tour of the many drawers 
containing O’Keeffe’s artistic materials: pastels she made 
herself, paints, and brushes. Perhaps the most exciting 
displays were the drawers which showed the meticulous 
planning that O’Keeffe did for every painting, making color 
swatches of exactly which shades and hues she used.  Many 
spent the rest of the afternoon exploring contemporary and 
native arts on Canyon Road.
 
The next day we drove north to visit O’Keeffe’s two homes.  
Preserved as she left it, the Zen-like simplicity of her winter 
home in Abiquiu showcases the natural shapes of stones and 
bones she often painted.  We went on to Ghost Ranch, where 
we had a landscape tour of sites painted by O’Keeffe.  A brief 
thunderstorm brought out the subtle colors of the cliffs and 
helped us see where she found her palette, and we ate lunch 
looking at her favorite mountain, the flat-toped Pedernal.
 
Tuesday night was spent in another famous home—the 
Mabel Dodge Luhan House in Taos, where we slept in rooms 
previously occupied by such notables as D. H. Lawrence, 
Willa Cather, and Dorothy Brett.  On the way out of town 
we stopped at the famous Ranchos de Taos church to admire 
its massive mounded forms.  Arriving back in Denver on 
Wednesday, we felt like we had been gone for many days and 
had been to another world and time.

 Elisa Sparks
 Clemson University

ghost Ranch Landscapes 
(both photographs by pam Evans)

On the Bus to New Mexico
(photograph by Elisa Sparks)

panoramic photo of Tour group at the georgia O’Keeffe Center
(photograph by Elisa Sparks)



The War Within: A Portrait of Virginia Woolf

In  Approaches to Teaching Virginia Woolf’s To The Lighthouse the 
documentary film The War Within: A Portrait of Virginia Woolf is 
described as the one really valuable documentary on Woolf.  The 

American Film Institute called the film “An extraordinarily moving 
portrait of one of the giants of 20th century literature.” Despite the 
praise has received, it is a little hard to track it down.  The film is 

available from its directors, Jo Francis and John Fuegi at the not-for 
profit, scholarly film entity, Flare Productions.  Proceeds from sales of 
the film go into further work in the ongoing Women of Power Series.  
The cost for private and/or high school use is $50 plus $7 for shipping 

and handling.  The cost for college and university use both in classroom 
and libraries is $100 plus $7 for shipping and handling.   The film can 
be directly ordered at: jf@flarefilms.org  For more information on The 
War Within and other films in the Women of Power Series please see: 

http://www.mith.umd.edu/flare.

The War Within was named one the five best documentary films in 
the world in 1995 by the International Documentary Film Association 

and also won the Golden Apple of the National Educational Media 
Association.  The film, shot at Monks House, Sissinghurst, Knole, 

Cambridge, and Charleston,  includes interviews with, among others, 
Angelica Garnett, Quentin Bell, Nigel Nicolson, Stephen Spender, 

“Dadie” Rylands, Frances Partridge, Hermione Lee, Jane Marcus, and 
Carolyn Heilbrun.  The film is in color and black and white 

and runs 52 minutes.
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REViEW 
RIDING WITH RILKE: REFLECTIONS ON MOTORCYCLES  
AND BOOKS.  
by Ted Bishop.  Toronto: Viking Penguin Canada, 2005 / New York: W. 
W. Norton, 2006.  CDN $22.00 paper.  US $14.95 paper.

On the Road with Ted and Virginia: “Have Laptop, Will Travel”

I have to admit, this is the first and only “biker” memoir that I have 
ever read through to the end.  I approached it because of my admiration 
for Edward L. [Ted] Bishop’s Woolf scholarship, and because I felt 
intrigued by the dual scholarly-biker persona that emerged in this 
unusual autobiography.  In a “long view” of his academic career, Bishop 
describes work on the scholarly edition of Jacob’s Room for Blackwell 
and the process of “copying out the entire handwritten manuscript, 
complete with strikeouts, squiggles, and marginalia, for a university 
press in New York” (19).  So how in the world could anyone patient 
enough to spend hours copying text in the Berg Collection of the New 
York Public Library, under the watchful gaze of Lola Szladits, and prior 
to the expeditious facilitations of transcription made possible by laptop 
computers, have sufficient courage, stamina, and pure chutzpah to travel 
through middle America on a motorcycle journey from Edmonton, 
Alberta to Austin, Texas—and live to tell the amusing tale of weird biker 
intersections and even stranger scholarly collaborations?

Bishop’s semi-academic memoir, Riding with Rilke, is a charming, 
surprisingly poignant meditation on split, apparently irreconcilable 
identities—between the scholarly persona of Edward L. Bishop, textual 
interpreter of Virginia Woolf and James Joyce, and the “biker” persona 
of a motorcycle aficionado who wends his way from Alberta to Texas, 
strutting his stuff aboard a dazzling Ducati and role-playing his way 
through a panoply of Midwestern and southern states to a sabbatical 
project at the Harry Ransom Research Center in Austin.  Bishop is 
pulled in a number of different directions simultaneously—as Canadian 
academic with archival projects carried forward at wealthy libraries in 
the U.S., and as a serious motorcycle rider and devotee of the open road 
who has become a virtual poster child for the wearing of helmets and 
the purchase of thick, protective leather gear while exploring a perilous 
terrestrial environment.  This bundle of contradictions all comes to 
a dramatic climax when Bishop finds himself the victim of a serious 
biking accident that affects two vertebrae, fractures a number of bones, 
and leaves him infantilized in a body cast that metamorphoses, magically 
and symbolically, into a shed pupal integument that ushers in spiritual 
rebirth. (One thinks, of course, of Woolf’s numerous metaphors of 
butterfly metamorphosis scattered throughout Moments of Being).

Descriptions of the traumatic biking accident both begin and end 
this wry, witty, sardonic, and wonderfully literate memoir of archival 
meditations framed by motorcycle melodrama.  The focal point of 
Bishop’s memoir is nothing less than the University of Texas research 
library, the Harry Ransom Center, presided over by Thomas F. 
Staley—who is slightly caricatured in his role as intellectual impresario 
of a revered modernist archive, but who is relegated a star turn in 
the autobiography’s cast of weird, wonderful, often zany characters.  
How, Bishop wonders, can he possibly reconcile his diametrically 
opposed interests in archives and biking, literary texts and mechanical 
propulsion?

Scholarship, of course, has its moments of wonder and excitement 
analogous to the physical thrills of speeding along open roads and 
suddenly discovering the freedom of flight.  Bishop poignantly describes 
the frisson of handling the holographs of Virginia Woolf’s suicide 
notes in the British Library and experiencing a thrilling, unanticipated 
“Archival Jolt.”  The sight of Leonard’s dating one letter, “11/5/41” [11 
May 1941] on the back in green ink, “set off an unexpected aftershock.  

I realized I seldom thought of him, of how he had had to wait twenty-
one days before the body was found.  Three long weeks” (35).  After the 
coroner and the newspapers misquoted Virginia’s suicide note, it was 
up to Leonard to set the record straight. “A few days later, he carefully 
dated the note I had in front of me….I saw only the pain and the attempt 
to bring order by dating and noting the circumstances of the letter” (35).  
Bishop attributes such serendipitous moments of scholarly grace to the 
Egyptian goddess Seshat and explains that seeing Woolf’s “suicide note 
added nothing to my textual knowledge, but it added enormously to my 
corporeal knowledge, a knowledge difficult to quantify or describe” (34-
36, 112).  He apparently handled the letters in the British Library almost 
two decades ago, before they were encased in a folder of their own and 
deposited in the new British Library on Euston Road. 

En route to a Joyce conference in Rome, Ted acts as courier for some 
rare letters penned by Ezra Pound, then tours a Ducati factory in 
Bologna and pays awestruck homage to the Italian masters who crafted 
his beloved motorcycle.  Like a twenty-first-century cyborg, he identifies 
with this mechanical monster that exudes the potency of mastery and 
body-propulsion, even as he mourns the paucity of motorcycle memoirs 
in the bowels of the Ransom archival center.  Did Virginia Woolf ever 
ride a motorcycle?1  Bishop can find no evidence of her doing so, though 
he describes her difficulty in learning (or failing to learn) to drive a 
motor-car and cites a speculation by Frances Marshall [Partridge] 
that Woolf had planned to purchase a “motor-bicycle” in reaction to 
Leonard’s prohibition against her evident maladroitness in driving an 
automobile.  Ted tries “to picture Woolf thundering across the Sussex 
Downs or roaring up Oxford Street on a Wo,” but he cannot imagine 
such a spectacle (39).

With thoughts of Rilke’s poetry and Kafka’s castle, and with shards of 
T. S. Eliot’s Waste Land inhabiting the mental space of his reflections 
on geography and desert landscape, Ted Bishop survives the horror of 
a life-threatening accident on a highway in Alberta, then lives to tell 
the tale of medical infantilization and symbolic resurrection.  If the 
wasteland of Arizona, Las Vegas, New Mexico and an illiterate Idaho 
town spread the backdrop for the protagonist’s collision with himself and 
his personal/scholarly identity, it is the life-giving, vitalizing rains of the 
Canadian prairies that bring him back to heightened self-consciousness.  
In a lyrical crescendo, he articulates the Woolfian epiphanic discovery 
that we are perpetually riding in danger, with an open tomb beckoning 
beside us, as we risk life continuance with every breath.  Thus Ted 
returns to effulgent life after surgery and silence, feeding tubes and 
oxygen tubes, braces and bed rest.  He feels reborn into the wonders 
of the world’s natural habitat and (re)discovers, for the first time and 
always, that resurrection is here and now, in the present moment beside 
the shimmering lake or mountain stream that failed to asphyxiate us in 
our fall from grace, but that now offers a redemptive moment of being in 
the breath of life-giving love and the sustaining environment of ancestral 
glory.  In his Elegies, Rainer Maria Rilke “speaks of the pure space that 
animals and children move into, that flowers bloom into: a space without 
the consciousness of death.  We sometimes almost glimpse it, he says; 
it opens to lovers but they miss it because the beloved blocks the view” 
(247).

Suzette Henke 
University of Louisville

1 Editor:  The souvenir T-shirt designed by Bill Megenhardt for Woolf and Her 
Influences, the 1997 Woolf conference organized by Jeanne Dubino at Plymouth 
State College (now University), shows Woolf astride a motorcycle, memorializing 
the peculiar coincidence of scheduling that brought both swarms of Woolf 
devotees and hordes of motorcycle aficionados to Plymouth, NH at exactly the 
same time.  
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T-Shirt Design by Bill Megenhardt from the 1997 Conference on Virginia Woolf at 
plymouth State University, New Hampshire

(photograph by Vara Neverow)
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REViEW 
BRITISH MODERNISM AND CENSORSHIP 
by Celia Marshik.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006.  257 
pages.  $85.00 cloth.

With its first sentence, Celia Marshik lays the groundwork for her timely 
and informative study, British Modernism and Censorship.  Citing 
journalist William T. Stead’s influential 1885 investigative series on the 
“underground trade in young women” (1),  Marshik traces the long-term 
effects of Stead’s influence on the social purity movements that bridged 
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, and continue in various guises 
today.  In this well-researched and richly contextual study of the effects 
of  censorship on British modernist literature, Celia Marshik explores 
the rise of social purity movements, the framing of “so-called obscene 
literature and prostitution as overlapping issues” (3), and modernist 
writers’ idiosyncratic responses to the social and cultural forces that 
stimulated varied and imaginative forms of resistance.  Marshik calls 
this dynamic relationship “the censorship dialectic” (3), and utilizes it 
to examine works by Dante Gabriel Rossetti, George Bernard Shaw, 
Virginia Woolf, James Joyce, and Jean Rhys.  In this study, Marshik 
delineates how modernist writers brought “the oldest profession” into 
literature with increased intensity and newly integrated defensive 
strategies, and demonstrates that modernism—exemplified by the writers 
in her study—“was more likely to comply with the demands of the 
censors than to oppose them” (6). 

Marshik’s chapter on Rossetti illustrates the roots of the “censorship 
dialectic” while focusing on the revisions of “Jenny,” a dramatic 
monologue dealing with prostitution; with this she demonstrates that 
“Rossetti’s fears of both private (and perhaps government) censorship 
led to a self-censorship that radically changed the shape of the poems he 
published.”  The possibility of censorship propelled Rossetti’s attempts 
to control his public persona by getting involved with the advertising 
of his poetry, and responding to “critical ‘misreadings’” (15).  Robert 
Buchanan’s critique, “The Fleshly School of Poetry” (1871), expressed 
dislike of Rossetti’s “management of his reception,” and charged that 
Rossetti and his friends were “public offenders…spreading the seeds 
of disease” (34-35).  Rossetti’s rejoinder, “The Stealthy School of 
Criticism,” claimed his work was “taken out of context,” as he was 
forced to “define and enact an identity” (38) that stands today.

George Bernard Shaw, like Rossetti, tried to manage the reception 
of his works, and his “use of irony and satire to criticize the purity 
movement, while pleasing audiences with comedy” (11) helped to solve 
his problems.  Initially supportive of William T. Stead’s puritanical 
“The Maiden Tribute of Modern Babylon” (1885), Shaw was extremely 
disturbed by Stead’s clear opposition to theater as a venue for social 
reform.  For Stead, the theaters were “dens of vice and sexual predation” 
and provided vigilance movements with “a mandate to ‘clean up’ public 
entertainments” (47).  Marshik traces Shaw’s problems with both the 
publishing and staging of Mrs. Warren’s Profession, and illuminates his 
desire for audiences “to discard what he called ‘commonplaces’ about 
prostitution” (49).  Marshik’s discussion of Pygmalion—Shaw’s “parting 
shot at social purists” (68)—links the characterization of Eliza Doolittle 
with Stead’s £5 price for a virgin in “The Maiden Tribute,” and “reveals 
a fine line between philanthropy and predation” (49).  For Marshik, 
Shaw’s career “highlights another modernist tactic in confrontations 
with literal and figurative censors: he took a public role in debates about 
censorship and representation” (86).  

Like Shaw in his later works, Virginia Woolf’s use of indirection and 
irony accompanied her “anti-censorship activity” (86).  Woolf’s self-
censoring mode and the complexities of that role—as it relates to 
gender—is the main focus of Marshik’s third chapter.  Given that men 

controlled publishing in1908, early concerns of Virginia Woolf (née 
Stephen) regarding censorship are evident as she questions a planned 
article on Louise de la Vallière, mistress of King Louis XIV of France: 
“will the Cornhill call a prostitute a prostitute, or a mistress a mistress?” 
(88).  Her speculation that the editor “will strike the word ‘mistress’ and 
substitute ‘unfortunate attachment’” (88) reveals her preparation for the 
pitfalls of publication.  Marshik establishes the divided worlds of both 
Leslie Stephen and Virginia Woolf—as writers opposed to censorship, 
and as concerned editors and publishers fearful of legal action.  The 1857 
Obscene Publication Act (Campbell Act) and its Hicklin Rule—setting 
the legal basis for obscenity charges—enabled prosecutions that clearly 
damaged the reputation of the author, but held the publisher and printer 
financially libel.  Marshik shows how Woolf’s works “engage in 
dialogue with social purity concerns, including the so-called ‘white slave 
trade’ and medical regulation of prostitution,” but notes that Woolf “also 
uses the prostitute as a means to explore the position of women in the 
first half of the twentieth century” (92).  

Unlike Rossetti and Shaw, who were conflated with the male johns, 
Marshik asserts that Woolf, as a woman, “could be conflated with her 
subject, the prostitute.”  Therefore, “Woolf’s prostitutes had the power to 
sully their author in the eyes of a moralizing readership” (93).  Marshik 
explores Woolf’s experience of the “censorship dialectic” through 
analyses of The Voyage Out (1915), Jacob’s Room (1922), Orlando 
(1928), and A Room of One’s Own (1929), charting Woolf’s increasing 
interest in the prostitute as a means of criticizing the social purity 
movements and of indexing the position of women.  This is evident in 
The Voyage Out, as Rachel begins to understand that “the preservation of 
middle-class virginity (through enforced domesticity) is constituted with 
and by the sexual availability of the public women” (97).  

James Joyce’s experience of the “censorship dialectic,” according to 
Marshik, opposes that of Shaw, Woolf, and Rhys.  Unlike these figures, 
Joyce “often increased the sexual content of his texts when it seemed 
likely that they would be censored” (128).  Focusing on the significant 
role of opposition in constructing Joyce’s reputation, Marshik asserts 
that “without the evils of Catholicism, English colonialism, and Irish 
nationalism, the character, Stephen, and his author, Joyce, would be 
rebels without causes or objects” (129).  Both Joyce’s exile and his 
fictionalized manifestos helped to forge his status and triumph over 
censorship.  Marshik also explores the impact of international politics 
on Joyce’s work and reputation, and the British government’s negative 
response to Ulysses.  His irony was directed at the ideology and actions 
of the 1885 Dublin White Cross Vigilance Association, an organization, 
inspired by Stead, to establish a “Pure Ireland ideology” (132).  It 
became important to map obscenity onto England and the Continent, 
and although Joyce set his “impure” texts in Dublin—challenging the 
location of the obscene— its French imprint established Ulysses as a 
foreign offender (133).  Notwithstanding this placement, two generations 
of readers “encountered [Ulysses] through the lens of the High Court and 
Woolsey appendices, which defended Joyce’s brand of modernist art” 
(164).

Marshik’s final chapter addresses Jean Rhys’s life as a chorus girl in 
1910, her evolution as a writer, and her position as “an object of social 
purity inquiry”(168).  Examining Quartet (1928), After Leaving Mr. 
Mackenzie (1931), Voyage in the Dark (1934), and Good Morning 
Midnight (1939), she finds that Rhys, for complicated reasons, “complied 
with fundamental purity assumptions even as her works contain sharp 
critiques of morality-minded individuals.”  For Marshik, “Rhys’s 
dialogue with the English social purity movement can complement 
studies that have placed Rhys largely in a West Indian context, thus 
adding nuance to our understanding of a writer who traversed nations, 
sexual categories, and classes during her life” (169).  Although Rhys’s 
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fiction  deals with social purity concerns such as “ the vulnerability 
of chorus girls, the role of reading in corrupting young women, and 
the use of massage parlors to disguise brothels” (170), her works 
complicate the purity movement’s oversimplified depiction of “fallen” 
women.  Ultimately, “the unstable ironies of her novels . . . emerge 
as sophisticated explorations of the relationship between purportedly 
deviant women and the cultures that police them “(200). 

British Modernism and Censorship, Celia Marshik’s welcome “recovery 
effort” (203), not only fills a gap in modernist studies, but also lays new 
groundwork for many significant conversations.  With current concerns 
regarding an international slave trade, varied fundamentalist movements, 
continuing censorship issues related to publishing, art displays, free 
speech, and the increasing corporate control of the media, these new 
conversations—stimulated by Marshik’s excellent study—will surely 
begin.

Judith Allen 
Kelly Writers House, University of Pennsylvania

Fanny in the Library.
Look at the Bright Side (1883)
http://www.fromoldbooks.org/

REViEW 
A LIFE OF ONE’S OWN 
by Ilana Simons.   New York: Penguin Books, 2007.  202 pages.  $13.00 
paper. 

What is it about Virginia Woolf that moves us so?  Ilana Simons, in her 
book, A Life of One’s Own, attempts to answer this question in her own 
personal way.  Currently in training as a clinical psychologist, Simons 
blends her own responses to Woolf with the insights of psychological 
theory.  In thirteen chapters with titles such as, “Speak Up,” “Accept 
Solitude” and “Find Steady Support,” Simons looks at Woolf, and, as if 

in dialogue with Alain De Botton’s How Proust Can Change Your Life, 
attempts to demonstrate that there is advice for “better living” that Woolf 
seeks to give us.  As Simons explains, “If Woolf is anything to me, she’s 
a psychologist without the technical lingo, an artist who can also be 
called a life guide” (xv).  

In the chapter, “Work Hard, Even Without a Sign of Success,” Simons 
deftly describes Woolf’s “spirit of unrelenting forward motion”—how 
she wrote for approximately “three to five hours a day” (84).  The result 
of such a prodigious effort is that Woolf was able to create the books we 
so cherish today.  One of Woolf’s strengths, according to Simons, is that 
she was able to persistently produce, trusting her own instincts while 
believing that working with such earnestness would eventually yield 
the desired result.  Simons then turns to psychologist, Dean Simonton, 
and his insistence on the importance “of working on without full insight 
about your progress at each point” (83).

The point, as Simons explains, is that a steady overflow of creativity 
is the necessary ingredient to creating great work.  All that the best 
artists can do is work and trust that the more they produce, the larger 
their chances of success will be.  Simons cites Dean Simonton, who 
says that artistic process is “a surrender to who we are, even when 
we don’t understand the inner machine” (qtd. on 84).  Throughout the 
book, Simons brings in supporting commentary from psychologists like 
Simonton in order to demonstrate the scope of Woolf’s insights into the 
art of daily life.  

Simons is particularly fascinated with Woolf’s ability to reveal and 
share the complexity of her own inner life.  The importance of “your 
willingness to reveal what’s inside—and to trust in others to think on 
their own—is the challenge of living deeply throughout Woolf’s work” 
(190).  Simons is clearly influenced by Woolf’s courage to see into the 
life of herself and those around her.  She concludes her book with the 
following wisdom, gleaned from Virginia Woolf: “We comfort each 
other, she said, by hosting each other; by watching who struggles, 
intuiting what they mean, and sustaining the images that move us” (191).  
This is some of the best writing in the book.  In fact, Simons’s book 
works best when she is exploring the significance of Woolf’s writing on 
artistic process, the intricacies of communication, and the heightened 
experience of her “moments of being,”  Her use of psychological 
theory deepens her response to Woolf.  Just as Alain De Botton’s Proust 
book aimed to bring Proust to the general public, Simons’s audience is 
primarily readers who are not very familiar with Woolf and need some 
assurance that Woolf not only can be understood by a nonacademic 
audience, but that she might actually have something important to say to 
them. 

When I first read De Botton’s book, I have to admit that on the one hand, 
I enjoyed reading it, but on the other, it didn’t sit well with me that a 
self-help book based on Proust’s ideas had made its way into the world.  
I had a similar response to A Life of One’s Own.  Moreover, the book 
does not work well for me when Simons writes of what she learns about 
relationships from Woolf, as these sections seem mired in generalities.  
Still, Simons gives us an impassioned response to Woolf and in so doing 
invites us to once more reflect on the enduring significance of both her 
life and her work.

Lisa Williams 
Ramapo College of New Jersey
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REViEW 
ROOMS OF OUR OWN 
by Susan Gubar.  Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2006.  
241 pages.  $40.00 cloth.  $19.95 paper.

I have always wanted to meet Susan Gubar, author and co-author of so 
many books I admire (aside from the Nortons and Madwoman in the 
Attic, there is her 2005 annotated edition of  A Room of One’s Own and 
her work in women’s prisons and much else besides), but somehow it 
did not happen—we never turned up at the same conferences or parties 
at the same time.  Reading this book, however, has given me the feeling 
that we have met and gone on a long walk together through some generic 
university campus, conversing of common concerns such as Women 
Studies, Woolf, food, friendship, and what she calls toward the end of the 
book “that breath of tenderness so very uncommon at a party, the sense 
of exquisite cordiality that makes one want to refrain from hurrying 
on but instead keep still to sum up and say to the moment, this very 
moment, stay, you are so fair” (217).

As you see from this sample, her method in this book is to exhale all 
the stored up Woolf within, and though she takes A Room of One’s Own 
as her primary text for homage (and has earned the right to, given her 
extensive work with it), this piece is an echo chamber from all possible 
Woolf sources, the novels, essays, diaries and letters.  Echo, but with a 
difference, of course, as the author makes every effort to update Woolf, 
to apply her words to contemporary conditions and see if they still work.  
Thus lowcut jeans, Frisbees, transsexuals, etc., people her stroll across 
campus, and, more problematically, feminist theoreticians of all stripes.

This book is a jeu d’esprit with an intermittently serious agenda and thus 
experimental (as Maria diBattista warns on the book jacket).  As a reader 
and reviewer, I would say that the experiment is only intermittently 
successful, but then I am not sure what the author’s goals are, apart from 
letting off steam.  Her narrative persona is described as a “character-
in-progress, and over the passage of time, I rarely end up concluding 
what I started out believing” (6).  This concession is followed in one of 
those dizzying changes of mode that Woolf has gotten us used to:  “…
yet, lest I seem to protest too much, I should admit to harboring a hope 
that my telling the past by installments may afford you a crash course in 
feminist intellectual history” (7).  She then admits that she will have to 
be “cursory, even cartoonish at times” (7), and here perhaps is the source 
of my problems reading the book.  It is, after all, a challenge to imitate 
without irritating; the device of interspersing grand “general” ideas with 
stirring the boeuf en daube for an upcoming potluck can seem labored 
and repetitive in rhythm and effect, as can the wild geese and bobtail cats 
which turn up at too predictable intervals.

Another complaint I have, as a common but academic reader, is with 
the exaggeration of the awfulness of committee meetings.  For example:  
“A cumbersome lumbering at the head of the table announced that our 
leader, the Hippo, had something to add.  ‘About the project of a junior 
colleague in my own department, it grieves me to inform you’—here 
he yawned wide and yawned wide again so we could admire the 
reduplication of his chins while comparing the yellow of his teeth to 
the mustard on his tongue…” (102).  That is satire too broad for me and 
seems to reveal what Adrienne Rich suspected in A Room of One’s Own, 
repressed anger masquerading as charm in the present author as well.   I 
admit to finding it unbecoming and unwarranted and I am not sure it 
moves the narrative forward, but Woolf too was quite capable of that sort 
of malice and Louise DeSalvo has alerted us to the dominant urge for 
revenge in so much of literature, so perhaps I just have a weak stomach 
for that kind of writing (or double chins of my own to protect from the 
satirist’s eye!).  

In sum, as Woolf and Gubar like to say, much of my uneasiness with this 
book duplicates my reaction to A Room of One’s Own, what Anna Mills 

in her account of reading it calls Woolf’s “archness and slipperiness” (5).  
Mills goes on to say:  “She pursued her own peculiar humor, esthetics, 
and preoccupations, and yet she remained exquisitely solicitous of 
our thoughts and feelings.  She writes as if her delight and ours must 
converge” (5).  And I confess that with Woolf in this book and, not 
surprisingly, with Gubar in hers, my delight does not always converge.  
Perhaps I have taught AROO way too often, but now Three Guineas is 
much more “my book” and Eileen Barrett’s take (off) on it, “The Value 
of Three Guineas in the 21st Century,” more my kind of reading, being a 
straightforward update of a more straightforward book.  

But let me arrive at what I do like/love about this experiment of Susan 
Gubar’s:  I love her loving Woolf as she does, and the side quotes from 
Emily Dickinson, Stevie Smith etc., pay tribute to our shared culture 
of women’s literature.  I am thrilled at her asking the hard questions 
such as whether the emphasis upon feminist theory has shoved aside 
the social activism that was so much at the root of women studies in its 
early days.  I appreciate her attempts to convey what actually happens 
in the classroom—the haphazardness, and yet the occasional burst of 
illumination and community.  And I share her gratification about learning 
from those younger than myself.  Susan Gubar is, as I knew she would 
be, good company.

The “Suggested Readings” section, about a dozen tightly printed pages, 
provides a wondrously compact and usefully annotated listing of the 
intellectual backstory of Gubar’s playful pastiche.  Rooms of Our Own 
(note the telling change in pronoun) is ultimately an “insiders’ book” 
and as such, lots of fun and stimulation for readers of the Virginia Woolf 
Miscellany—give it a try!

J. J. Wilson 
Sonoma State University

Works Cited
Barrett, Eileen.  “The Value of Three Guineas in the 21st Century.”  

Virginia Woolf Miscellany (Fall 2004): 25-27.
Gubar, Susan.  Introduction and Annotations.  A Room of One’s Own.  By 

Virginia Woolf.  Gen. Ed., Mark Hussey.  Orlando: Harcourt, 2005.
Gubar, Susan and Sandra Gilbert.  The Madwoman in the Attic:  The 

Woman Writer and the Nineteenth-Century Literary Imagination.  
New Haven: Yale UP, 1979.

—, compilers.  The Norton Anthology of Literature by Women: the 
Traditions in English.  New York:  W. W. Norton, 1985.

—,  editors.  Feminist Literary Theory and Criticism: A Norton Reader.  
2nd ed.  New York: W. W. Norton, 2007.

Mills, Anna.  “Reading A Room of One’s Own.”  Redwood Coast Review 
(Winter 2008): 5-6.

Rich, Adrienne.  “Women, Writing and Teaching.”  College English 34.1 
(Oct. 1972): 18-30.

Old Advert: Arts and Crafts Furniture
Scribner’s Magazine 1903 No. 11 (1903)

http://www.fromoldbooks.org/



43

REViEW 
VIRGINIA WOOLF, JEAN RHYS, AND THE AESTHETICS OF 
TRAUMA. 
by Patricia Moran.  New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2007.  217 pages.  
$65 cloth.

Virginia Woolf and Jean Rhys, The Aesthetics of Trauma makes an 
important contribution to Woolf studies, literary theory, and Modernist 
aesthetics.   Patricia Moran’s elegance of style makes the many narrative 
lines of complicated psychological study available to readers who are 
not steeped in such interdisciplinary background reading.  This text, 
building on Moran’s considerable previous work, expertly synthesizes 
earlier sources such as those of Judith L. Hermann and Bessel Van der 
Kolk, with more current work, such as that of Liz Constable, Roberta 
Culbertson, Nicholas Abraham and Maria Torok.  Their insights are 
underpinned by current literary analyses of traumatic narrative, such 
as those of David Eberly, Suzette Henke, Karen De Meester, and Toni 
McNaron, among others. 

What are the aesthetics of trauma?  Scholars have long argued that the 
nature of narrative in Modernism often arises from and enacts early 
childhood trauma.  Traumatic onslaughts to the child, such as the 
mounting deaths around a child, sexual assault, family denial, battering, 
family alcoholism, or incest impact narrative sequence, access to 
language, even the knowledge of the happenstance that brought self to 
shatter into speechlessness, without the power of self protection. 

Many Modernist novelists fragmented story lines, focused on interiority, 
placed the gendered segments of self in ever-shifting external and 
internal circumstance, and replaced omniscience with overt authorial 
surrender of the control of meaning.  Placing this work in psychological 
context of Cultural Studies, scholars whom Moran cites have connected 
the shattered Modernist (and Postmodernist) story with the traumatized, 
jagged shards of self, noting that pre-verbal traumatic experiences 
become embodied within patterns of intrusive imagery, a speechlessness 
of shamed suppression, confided to only non-judgmental hearers.

Contextualizing A Room of One’s Own within studies of trauma, Moran’s 
analysis effectively demonstrates that this text “unconsciously concurs 
with sexological claims” that women’s fiction is structurally “flawed.”  
This “flaw” in women’s bodies thus dooms their fiction to represent “‘the 
flaw in the centre’ that sexologists claimed deformed the female body” 
(15-16).  Contemporary women listeners to the two talks that became A 
Room concur with some later feminists in their rejection of the book’s 
hymn to androgyny rather than female scholarship and creativity (24-
27).  Moran demonstrates that writing the book began to free Woolf 
from introjected “censors” (45), and led her to Ethyl Smythe.  Smythe, 
a sympathetic listener, “liberated” Woolf to voice her “anger at the 
arrogation of female sexuality” (46) by the patriarchal elite, the audience 
from whom Woolf became free.

And yet, even so, wonders Moran, what happened to Woolf’s 
“revolutionary fervor” to “inscribe” “the sexual life of women” in 
the 1930s (67)?  Moran persuasively argues that Woolf’s depiction 
of memory, trauma, silencing and shame predate and are congruent 
with some theoretical constructs in psychological and literary theories 
(70-73).  The published versions of The Years and Between the Acts 
subtly dramatize not only how atriarchal familial suppression of female 
children deformed their hopes and capabilities, but show how silencing 
paradoxically demonstrates “subterranean” instincts and the transmission 
of intergenerational effects of traumatic experience (71).  Both texts 
eschew omniscient interference, instead relying on “iconic imagery” 
encoding long-past assaults that visualize that which characters cannot 
speak (85-89). 

Virginia Woolf and Jean Rhys both “state trauma through the 
manipulation of narrative elements” (7), and their works “foreground 
the trauma of maternal absence” (151).  Yet Jean Rhys has remained 
“marginal” in studies of Modernist aesthetics (13).  Moran explicates 
Jean Rhys’ long-repressed memories of her abuse (90), not only at her 
mother’s hands, but through what Rhys terms her “seduction” (89) by a 
family friend.1

Neither Woolf nor Rhys wrote of their sexual abuse for publication.  
Rhys’ fictional depiction of alcoholic, self-destructive women seems 
at first to have little relation to Woolf’s extensive output of diverse 
narrative forms.  Yet, Moran argues convincingly, both writers 
dramatize the embodiment of characters’ speechlessness as originating 
in suppressed long-past familial trauma.  Hence Rhys’s repetitive texts 
enact, even if they cannot say, that which Woolfian narrative explored in 
greater depth.  Without diminishing Woolf’s works or their place within 
the feminist cannon, Moran’s text brings Rhys’s narrative techniques to 
the attention of readers interested in the traumatic underpinning of the 
aesthetics of Modernism.

Jane Lilienfeld 
Lincoln University of Missouri
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REViEW 
Editing Jacob’s Room: A Review of Three Editions 
Woolf, Virginia.  Jacob’s Room.  Ed. Sue Roe.  London and New York: 
Penguin Books, 1992. $11.00 paper. 
—.  Ed. Kate Flint.  Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1992; reissued 
1999.1  $11.95 paper. 
—.  Ed. Suzanne Raitt.  New York and London: W. W. Norton, 2007.  
$18.13 paper.

I’ve always loved Jacob’s Room best of all Woolf’s novels.  It used to 
irritate me to see 1922 touted as the heyday of modernism because of 
Ulysses and The Waste Land while Jacob’s Room, published the same 
year, was rarely mentioned.  With so many editions of this important 
novel now available (and in addition to the three editions reviewed 
here, there are also the 2004 Shakespeare Head edition published by 
Blackwell and edited by Edward L. Bishop as well as the 2008 Harvest-
Harcourt edition annotated with an Introduction by Vara Neverow2), 
it is my hope that Jacob’s Room will soon be as widely known among 

 1 Yet the chronology by David Bradshaw is dated 2000.
 2 The publication information is as follows:    
—.  Ed. with an Introduction and Annotations by Edward L. Bishop.  Oxford: 
Blackwell, 2004.  $150.00 cloth. 
—. Annotated with an Introduction by Vara Neverow.  Gen.  Ed., Mark Hussey.  
New York: Harvest-Harcourt, 2008.  $17.00 paper.

students of modernism and common readers alike as Mrs. Dalloway and 
A Room of One’s Own now are.

The 2007 publication of the Norton Critical Edition of Virginia Woolf’s 
Jacob’s Room provides the occasion for this review.  Comparing a 
critical edition with editions lacking such supporting materials as 
contemporary reviews and critical essays (in this case, the Oxford and 
Penguin editions) may seem a bit unfair, like the proverbial apples and 
oranges.  Yet despite the obvious advantages of a critical edition, each 
edition has its own flavor, a particular “take” on the novel that readers, 
and especially teachers, may well want to consider in terms of their 
particular interests in, and uses for, the novel.  For in selecting which 
edition to follow, which variants to note, which references to gloss, and 
what criticism to cite, editors make decisions that have a significant, if 
often unrecognized, effect on the reading experience. 

As far as the actual text of the novel goes, there isn’t much difference 
among the three editions of Jacob’s Room.  The Oxford has the largest 
typeface, the Penguin the smallest spacing between sections, but all three 
follow the first British edition with the original gaps that were closed 
up in the first American edition. (The Norton Critical edition includes 
Edward Bishop’s 2004 article on the significance of these blank spaces, 
“Mind the Gap.”).  All three editors (Suzanne Raitt for Norton, Kate 
Flint for Oxford, and Sue Roe for Penguin) discuss textual variants 
(Sue Roe adds an appendix with corrections she has made that have 
not previously been listed as variants), all include material from the 
holograph drafts (though only the Norton provides a facsimile of that 
material), and both the Norton and the Penguin provide the full text of 
“A Woman’s College from Outside,” initially a chapter of the novel, 
eventually published separately.  The Norton and the Penguin include 
maps of London (from 1911 and the 1920s, respectively) and the Norton 
includes one of Scarborough as well.  The Norton also includes an image 
of the dust cover of the first British edition, a woodcut by Vanessa Bell. 

Explanatory notes differ more dramatically across the three editions.  
The Norton Critical edition puts its notes at the bottom of the page, 
the others at the end, but all three identify people, places, events, and 
terminology in ways especially helpful in teaching the novel.  The 
notes in the Norton Critical edition, however, are the most extensive, 
and indeed, even a bit intrusive.  For example, the first note of the text 
provides a gloss on Betty Flanders’s surname, identifying the Western 
front where so many died in the First World War, and with a similar 
gloss on the passage in Chapter XII that begins, “The battleships ray out 
over the North Sea, keeping their stations accurately apart” (125 n8), the 
edition insists rather heavy-handedly on privileging a reading of Jacob’s 
Room as a war novel.  It’s not that Flanders shouldn’t be glossed; rather, 
it is a question of timing and emphasis.  Sue Roe, for example, doesn’t 
mention Flanders fields until the fourth section of her long introduction, 
and resists glossing the name in the notes.  When she does mention the 
war, Roe offers an interpretation that foregrounds Woolf’s feminism.  
In a note explaining a reference to “the Reichstag,” for example, Roe 
says the passage is important in contrasting men’s activity (specifically, 
the outbreak of World War I on August 4, 1914) with women’s waiting.  
Instead of simply identifying references, Roe’s notes cite examples of 
how Woolf’s style undermines Edwardian narrative conventions (e.g., 
chapter II, note 2 and chapter VIII, note 23) and interpret Woolf’s 
phrasing and emphases (e.g., Chapter III, note 41), enhancing the 
pedagogical value of the Penguin edition.  In comparison, Flint’s notes in 
the Oxford edition are the most sparse, covering a mere 5½ pages.

Suzanne Raitt has chosen an excellent selection of supporting materials 
for the Norton Critical edition, though.  In addition to “A Woman’s 
College from Outside,” Raitt reprints Woolf’s essay, “Modern Novels” 
(also published as “Modern Fiction”) and three of her early stories—
“Kew Gardens,” “A Mark on the Wall,” and “An Unwritten Novel”—

Perseus und Andromeda.
Sagen des Klassischen Altertums (1882)

http://www.fromoldbooks.org/
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that experiment with narrative form as she does in this novel.  Raitt also 
includes six diary entries and two of Woolf’s letters on Jacob’s Room; a 
wide selection of contemporary reviews, including one by Rebecca West 
and the well-known “Is the Novel Decaying” by Arnold Bennett; and 
personal responses from Lytton Strachey, E. M. Forster, and T. S. Eliot.  
Five critical essays covering nearly a quarter century of criticism are also 
included: two that are frequently cited in criticism on this novel (and that 
appear in the selected bibliographies of both the Oxford and Penguin 
editions), Judy Little’s “Jacob’s Room as Comedy” (1981) and Kate 
Flint’s “Revising Jacob’s Room” (1991), along with Alex Zwerdling’s 
“Woolf’s Satiric Elegy” (1981), Kathleen Wall’s “Significant Form in 
Jacob’s Room” (2002), and already mentioned here, Bishop’s “Mind the 
Gap,” in which he discusses the two other editions reviewed here.  A 
chronology and an extensive selected bibliography round out the critical 
edition.

The question is whether the supporting materials are worth the price.  At 
just over $18, the Norton is the most expensive of the three, and since 
at least three of the critical essays (Flint’s, Wall’s, and Zwerdling’s) are 
available on line, and “Modern Fiction” and the stories reprinted here 
are available in various anthologies, one would have to justify the cost 
by the convenience of having these materials in one volume, as well 
as by the facsimile of the holograph draft.  Personally, I prefer to teach 
slimmer, cheaper editions.  In choosing between the Oxford and Penguin 
classics, I would go with the Penguin for a number of reasons.

First, while both contain highly informative introductions, I much prefer 
Sue Roe’s longer introduction (nearly twice as long as the Oxford one), 
which provides an excellent discussion of modernism and of Woolf’s 
feminism.  Roe covers such topics as memory, perception, desire, post-
impressionism, significant form, and modernist mimesis, brilliantly 
figured by Roe in the pair of shoes Betty Flanders holds out to Bonamy 
in the closing scene, what Roe refers to as “Woolf’s final modernist 
gesture” (xxxvii).  In addition to contextualizing Woolf’s novel in 
relation to philosophical and aesthetic concerns of her day, Roe “walks” 
the reader through passages in the narrative, showing readers how 
Woolf’s modernist style works.  And she provides extensive notes (61 in 
all), with references to other modernist writers and artists. 

But most importantly, Roe highlights the sexuality and the feminism 
in the novel (in contrast to Flint, who says the novel is not “explicitly 
feminist” [xxvii]), bringing into strong relief those aspects of the 
novel that fade into the background when it is treated primarily as 
a bildungsroman or as a war novel.  In discussing the treatment of 
character in modernist fiction, for example, Roe notes especially the 
“implications of this for the modernist female subject” (xxv) and 
suggests that “woman might become a metaphor for modernism” (xxxii).  
What has long fascinated me about this novel is its narrative investment 
in women’s perspectives, from Mrs. Norman frightened by Jacob’s 
presence in her railway car, to Mrs. Papsworth overhearing Jacob and 
Bonamy fighting while she cleans up the dishes, to Fanny Elmer, who 
thinks of drowning herself as she passes the Foundling Hospital, to 
Betty Flanders’s letter lying on the hall table, as if a witness to Jacob 
and Florinda’s love-making in the next room.  Roe makes sense of this 
plethora of female perspectives, demonstrating how central sexuality 
and femininity are to the making of modernism.  Indeed, the very cover 
of the Penguin edition makes this point.  Like the Norton, the Penguin 
cover image is a room, from a painting by Vanessa Bell, whereas the 
Oxford edition uses a detail from a 1938 painting of men sitting around a 
table, foregrounding masculinity. 

This difference between the emphasis on women and feminism in the 
Penguin edition and the emphasis on masculinity in the Oxford is felt 
in two other ways.  The Penguin edition opens with a brief biographical 
preface by the late Julia Briggs, the general editor of the series, that also 
emphasizes Woolf’s concern with “women’s experience” and that begins 

by identifying Woolf as “a major twentieth-century author” and “key 
figure in literary history as a feminist and a modernist.”  In contrast, the 
Oxford edition contains a longer biographical preface by Frank Kermode 
that begins matter-of-factly with Woolf’s birth, rather than an assessment 
of her place in literary history, and that contains more qualifying 
statements about her achievements—e.g., “Virginia had long considered 
herself to be a writer”; “She was thirty, and had not yet published a 
book” (viii).  Whereas Briggs asserts that Woolf led “an energetic life,” 
Kermode notes that her thirty-year career as a writer was “distracted by 
intermittent serious illness” (x), and he ends with Eliot’s assessment of 
Woolf’s achievement, rather than Woolf’s own. 

And then there’s the chronology in the Oxford edition, provided by 
David Bradshaw.  One column contains events in Woolf’s life, the other 
“historical and cultural background.”  But for a novel in which the author 
mocks the traditional undergraduate essay, “Does History Consist of the 
Biographies of Great Men?” that, it seems, is precisely what history does 
consist of, according to this chronology.  Most noted in the right-hand 
column are the births, and deaths, of great men.

My preference for the Penguin edition over the Oxford and Norton (and 
I realize that Penguin is not the publisher many textual scholars would 
choose as the best) has more to do with the paratext than the text itself.  
From the cover to the introduction to the explanatory notes, Sue Roe’s 
edition is, for me, the most appealing.  My only disappointment with that 
edition is that the selected bibliography is very brief and dated. 

Pamela L. Caughie 
Loyola University Chicago

Title page and Frontispiece (Laws of the New Forest)
Source: Lewis, Percival Esq., F.A.S.:  

“Laws and History of the New Forest” (1811)
http://www.fromoldbooks.org/
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Letter V from “Alphabet after Serlio”
Letters & Lettering: A Treatise With 200 Examples (1921)
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Virginia Woolf Society of great Britain
Membership 

http://www.virginiawoolfsociety.co.uk/vw_membership.htm.

Membership of the Virginia Woolf Society of Great Britain 
entitles you to three free issues annually of the Virginia Woolf 

Bulletin, and the opportunity to attend member-only events 
such as:

Birthday Lecture*
AGM with guest speaker

Summer Study Day*
Reading Group meetings

(* There is a charge for events marked with an asterisk.)

Subscriptions for the year ending 31 December 2007 are 
£15.00 UK and £20.00 overseas (US$ 40.00).  Five-year 
memberships beginning in 2007 are £60.00 UK and £80 

overseas (US$ 160.00).

Subscriptions for the year ending 31 December 2008 are 
£16.00 UK and £21.00 overseas (US$ 43.00).  Five-year 

memberships beginning in 2008 are £64.00 UK and £84 over-
seas (US$ 168.00).

We are always delighted to welcome new members.  If you 
wish to join the VWSGB and pay in pounds sterling, please 
write to or email Stuart N. Clarke for a membership form:

Membership Secretary
Fairhaven

Charnleys Lane
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SOUTHPORT PR9 8HJ
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How to Join 
the International Virginia Woolf Society

http://www.utoronto.ca/IVWS

To join the International Virginia Woolf Society, or to 
update your membership, please use one of 

the following options:

To purchase or update a membership manually:
Download the Membership Form (.pdf file - Adobe 

Acrobat required), from the IVWS website, fill it out, and 
send it in to the address provided with your dues.

You may also purchase or update your membership or 
make a donation to the IVWS using PayPal online at the 

IVWS website

Regular membership: 
a 12-month membership ($20) 

 a 5-year membership ($95)              

Student or not full-time employed membership:
12-month membership ($10)         
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Members of the Society receive a free subscription to the 
Virginia Woolf Miscellany, the Woolf Society Newsletter, 

an annual Bibliography of Woolf Scholarship, and an annual 
updated list of members.  Those members who have e-mail 
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early notification of special events, electronic balloting, and 
electronic versions of the newsletters.  In addition, members 
receive early notification of the Annual Woolf Conferences, 

and information about other events
 and publications of interest to readers of Woolf.
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Once again, Woolfians have had a fabulous year.   Among many 
highlights, the gem was the 18th Annual Conference on Virginia 
Woolf, organized by Eleanor McNees and hosted and sponsored by 
the University of Denver.  The theme of the conference was “Woolf 
Editing/Editing Woolf.”  Conference participants were treated to 
four glorious days of discussion and inspiration on the University of 
Denver’s beautiful campus.  Keynote speakers included Brenda Silver, 
James Haule, Mark Hussey, and Jane Lilienfeld.  Special performances 
included poetry readings by Julie Carr and Andrew McNeillie, a piano 
performance of The Waves by Danae Killian-O’Callaghan, a theatre 
performance of A Writers Diary directed by Carol Samson, a dance 
performance by Kim Robards Dance Company, a gracious reception 
hosted by the Tattered Cover Bookstore, and a breakfast hosted by The 
Chambers Center for the Advancement of Women at the University 
of Denver Women’s College.  After the conference, several Woolfians 
extended their stay in the Southwest with a three-day garden tour of 
Santa Fe and Taos, complemented by the gardening expertise of guide 
Elisa Kay Sparks.  A tremendous “THANK YOU” to Eleanor McNees 
and her fabulous staff of volunteers for a wonderful conference 
experience.  

Next summer, Woolfians will descend on the Big Apple for the 19th 
Annual Conference on Virginia Woolf, hosted by Fordham University.  
Anne Fernald is organizing the extravaganza, with the theme of Woolf 
and the City.  Stay tuned to the VWOOLF list, the Virginia Woolf 
Miscellany and IVWS Newsletter for the call for papers. 

The summer business meeting of the IVWS was lively and productive.  
We continue to solicit entries for the IVWS logo contest.  Please submit 
(PDF electronic submissions preferred) to IVWS President Bonnie 
Kime Scott at bkscott@mail.sdsu.edu by November 1, 2008.  Design 
finalists will be published in the fall IVWS Newsletter for consideration 
by the entire society.  

Thaine Stearns, our Secretary/Treasurer, has been hard at work 
updating our membership list and working on obtaining nonprofit 
status for the Society.  Once this is official, we will be able to receive 
bequests and donations and set up an endowment fund to help 
ensure a solid financial future for the IVWS.  We also contemplated 
offering 5-year memberships, and eventually lifetime membership 
options.  While we will hold off on the lifetime membership option 
until we establish non-profit status, we will begin encouraging 5-year 
memberships now.  Thaine is also working on instituting online 
payment and renewal options.  

Bonnie Scott reported that the MLA is changing its bylaws for affiliated 
societies’ panels at the MLA conference.  In the future, one panel will 
be automatically allotted to each affiliated society.  Proposals for a 
second panel will enter a competitive pool of entries.  We will also 
have the option of proposing a third panel if it involves collaboration 
with another affiliated society.  

Historian/Bibliographer Celia Marshik reported that her ongoing 
bibliographic efforts are going well, but that several Woolf-related 
publications are not being catalogued on important databases, such as 
the MLA Bibliography.  We need to make sure that our work is reported 
to these databases.  Sending a complimentary copy of the publication to 
the MLA is the best strategy for ensuring inclusion.

At the business meeting we also discussed delivery defaults for the 
Newsletter, Bibliography and calls for papers.  The consensus of the 
group was that electronic delivery of these items was the most efficient, 
cost-effective, and environmentally-friendly option.  Currently, we 
are maintaining a special email list for members only, to be used only 
for official correspondence from the IVWS.  (This list will be quite 
different from the VWOOLF listserve, which is for conversation and 
information sharing about all things Woolf.)  To ensure electronic 
delivery of IVWS materials, include an up-to-date email address with 
your membership renewal.  Those wishing to opt out of electronic 
delivery will have that option, and should indicate this on their 
membership renewal.  The default for delivery, however, will be 
electronic unless otherwise indicated on your renewal form. 

Finally, the IVWS will be distributing ballots for a new slate of officers 
in the fall Newsletter.  Bonnie Kime Scott, our intrepid leader for the 
past 3 years, will be stepping down to take a long-deserved break from 
her presidential duties.  On behalf of the entire IVWS, I would like 
to thank Bonnie for her generous service to the Society, her skilled 
leadership, her impeccable tact, her gracious mentoring of Woolf 
scholars, and her brilliant sense of humor.  The IVWS is stronger 
and more vibrant because of Bonnie’s leadership, and the Society is 
honored to have had her serve as our President.  
 
Madelyn Detloff 
Vice President, IVWS
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