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TO THE READERS: 

This spring, with the campaign to preserve Charleston under 
way, the subject of houses claims our attention. For Virginia 
Woolf and Bloomsbury a house was more than a dry, some
times warm collection of rooms in which one lived. It was also a 
place to work, meet friends and so imaginatively decorate that 
over the years the house itself took on the imprint of the minds 
and talents of those passing through it. When the previous issue 
of VWM came out, the fates of Monk's House and the rapidly 
deteriorating Charleston were undecided and help was urgently 
needed to save both of them. Fortunately, since then the Na
tional Trust has taken over responsibility for Monk's House but 
the outlook for Charleston is still much less certain. Nigel 
Nicolson has sent VWM the following news about the two 
houses: 

Sissinghurst Castle, Kent 

Quentin Bell has asked me to send you some information 
about Monk's House and Charleston. 

The preservation of Monk's House is now assured. It is about 
to pass from the ownership of Sussex University to the National 
Trust, and sufficient funds have been raised to maintain it as a 
permanent memorial to Virginia and Leonard Woolf. A substan
tial part of these funds came from the United States. Later we 
will send you details about the Trust's proposals for restoring it 
and showing it to the public. 

Charleston poses a more difficult problem. The house is larger 
. and in worse repair, and much more money is needed to save it. 

A Committee has been formed, under Quentin Bell's Chairman
ship, to raise funds to preserve it as the "sister-house" to Monk's. 
The National Trust has agreed to accept Charleston provided 
that we are successful in our appeal, and we have until 
September 1980 to find the money.· 

If the total sum is not raised, we have alternative plans. The 
house (which never belonged to Vanessa Bell and Duncan Grant, 
but was rented by them from 1916 until his death in 1978) might 
be purchased by a special Charleston Trust, and a few of its 
rooms adapted for use by students. This wou ld require a smaller, 
but still substantial, sum than that required by the National Trust 
if it is to pass into their ownership. In the last resort, the house 
might be purchased by a sympathetic outsider who would care 
for it, and a few of its outstanding works-of-art removed from 
Charleston to Monk's House or the Brighton Museum. 

We are planning a major fund-raising campaign. There will be 
a Sotheby's auction of paintings, manuscripts etc. (including the 
'Charleston papers' which Quentin Bell is donating), exhibitions, 
lectures and personal appeals to a great number of individuals 
and institutions in Britain. 

The bulk of the money must obviously be raised in England. 
But we also appeal to our friends in the United States and 
Canada to help us. Quentin Bell will be visiting the United States 
in April 1980 in order'to stimulate publicity and support for our 
Appeal. • If individuals or Universities wish to contribute, they 
should send their donations to The Royal Oak Foundation Inc., 
41 East 72nd St., New York, N.Y. 10021, who are linked with Brit
ain's National Trust and have agreed to accept donations (tax
exempt) on behalf of the Charleston Fund. 

I scarcely need to explain to readers of the Virginia Woolf 
Miscellany the importance of saving Charleston. It was not only 
the house where Bloomsbury congregated even more often than 
at Monk's House, and was the frequent venue of the Memoir 
Club, but Vanessa and Duncan painted on its walls, doors, 
window-frames, cupboards and even loos a unique record of 
Omega and later British art which we would be ashamed to leave 
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to rot and ruin. We believe that many of our American and Cana
dian friends will agree with us. 

Nigel Nicolson 

Since he wrote, the campaign to preserve Charleston has in
tensified as the committee works to raise over $1,500,000 by its 
September deadline. As part of the effort, the Charleston Papers 
and several paintings will be auctioned by Sotheby's in London 
at the end of July. In the meantime, Anne Olivier Bell and 
Quentin Bell traveled across the United States during April to 
publicize the campaign. They remained cheerful and determin 
ed, I am told, despite a full schedule of visits to Yale, New York 
City, Madison, Wisconsin, and several California locations: So
noma State University, Stanford University and the University 
of California at Santa Cruz. 

Their stop in New York for "A Special Bloomsbury Evening," 
where they were accompanied by Angelica Bell Garnett, coin
cided with a retrospective exhibition of Vanessa Bell's paintings 
at the Davis and Long Company. During the evening benefit 
held at the galleries, we sat amongst one sister's pictures while 
listening to the words of both presented in a dramatic dialogue 
assembled primarily from Virgina Woolf's and Vanessa Bell's 
letters and memoirs. Although the immediacy of a real conver
sation was missing when the actresses delivered selections ar
ranged by France Burke and Mary Ann Shea, what was con
veyed was the sisters' intense concern, especially as young 
women, with time for their work as developing artist and writer . 
Their relationship as sisters grew against this background of 
work and the intricacies of family life in the days of their Vic 
torian upbringing and later when they set up their own house
holds . Vanessa's, with its assortment of children, paints, and 
friends, seemed to be a special place for both women. After the 
dramatic dialogue, Quentin Bell and Angelica Bell Garnett 
shared anecdotes about Charleston with the audience. When 
asked why Charleston should be saved, Quentin Bell emphasiz
ed that the house with its interior decorations is itself an art ob
ject and a unique remainder from a particular period of English 
I ife and art. 

A few days earlier at the preview of the Vanessa Bell retro
spective exhibition, Sir Nicholas Henderson, the British Ambas
sador to the United States and a sponsor of the Charleston cam
paign, amused us with his own memories of the house. He re
called that as a young boy he was rather more willing than most 
in the busy household to sit for Vanessa Bell. For him modelling 
brought a happy escape from Marjorie Strachey's reading les
sons. Although his portrait was not actually included in the 
show, the eighty-five items there amply demonstrated the range 
of Vanessa Bell's stylistic experimentation throughout her 
career. (A review of the exhibition appears on page 4 of this 
issue.) Since almost half of the paintings remain in private col
lections (the other half were for sale), the exhibition was a 
welcome occasion to see unfamiliar pictures and those known 
to VWM readers only in reproductions. I was especially 
delighted to see the original painting of the Memoir Club (on 
the cover of The Bloomsbury Group) and the two portraits of 
Virginia Woolf done in 1912. In one, though faceless, it is unmis
takeably Virginia Woolf who is folded into a deckchair (on the 
cover of the 1964 Penguin edition of Mrs. Dalloway); the other 
portrait of her from head to waist is the one on the cover of the 
1964 Penguin edition of The Waves. Copies of the exhibition 



catalogue (43pp .) may still be available from the Davis and 
Long Company, 746 Madison Avenue, New York, N.Y. 10021. 

Vanessa Bell used Charleston's interior and its gardens so 
often as the setting for her paintings that I could not keep my 
thoughts from returning to the decorations with which she and 
Duncan Grant covered the house. Charleston will be open to 
the public during the last three weekends in July. Angelica Bell 
Garnett, who is living there temporarily, will gladly show the 
house to visitors at other times if they write or call for an ap
pointment. Charleston is a place of historic and aesthetic value; 
now is our chance to help preserve it. 

The title Miscellany, is particularly appropriate for this issue. 
I am pleased that in addition to submissions from those with a 
literary bent, we have several contributions from readers whose 
primary interests are in political science, fine arts and art 
history. The discussion of Bloomsbury ' s painters, begun in the 
last VWM, continues with a review of Vanessa Bell's work and 
two articles about Roger Fry. Readers, many of whom are them
selves at work on various aspects of what is loosely called 
"Bloomsbury," will also appreciate hearing about the findings, 
problems and queries of others who recently completed pro
jects or have works-in-progress. 

Many thanks to the University of Toronto's School of Gradu
ate Studi es and Department of English for their generous dona
tion in partial support of this issue of VWM. We continue to de
pend, however , on reader's donations to meet the ever-rising 
costs of publication and mailing. Donations, new subscriptions, 
changes of address should be sent to VWM, Department of 
English, Sonoma State University, Rohnert Park, California 
94928. Brief articles (650-1000 words) for possible inclusion in 
the Fall 1980 VWM should be sent by October 1, directly to the 
next editor: Professor Ellen Hawkes, Department of English, 
Boston University, 236 Bay State Road, Boston, Mass. 02215. 

Barbara Bauer 
Univ~rsity of Toronto 

VIRGINIA WOOLF'S ACCOUNT OF ROGER FRY'S 
EARLY CAREER AS A WRITER 

For a long time in the midst of my work on the bibliography 
of Roger Fry I was troubled by what appeared to be a gap of 
almost six years in my findings. I had located not one contribu
tion to a journal or newspaper between the Cambridge Review 
article on George Moore in June 1893 and a note on J acopo 
Bellini in the Dome for February 1899. Anxiety over omissions, 
particularly obvious omissions, is, of course, an occupational 
worry among bibliographers, but in this case mine seemed to 
rest on sure foundation. 

Indeed, I was faced by a more or less established view that 
the 1890's had been rather an active period for Fry the writer. 
The chronology in the catalogue to the 1952 Arts Council exhi
bition of his work states that in 1892 Fry "began writing articles 
about art." 1 "Starts contributing articles and art reviews to 
magaz ines," 2 agrees the entry for 1892 in the catalogue for the 
1966 Arts Council and University of Nottingham exhibition. less 
explicit but with a date that I could more readily accept were 
the brief statements by S.P. Rosenbaum and Denys Sutton in 
their chronologies: "Roger Fry's first writings on art,'' 3 says the 
former in reference to 1893; "Starts writing about art,'' 4 says the 
latter about the same year . Clearly, I had missed something. 

Hours and hours of research turned up not one single item 
from the missing years. As I checked and rechecked my work, I 
came to realize that what I had missed was not some trove of 
undiscovered articles, undiscovered at least by me, but rather 
the source of the "established view"-the account of Fry's 
earlier career as a writer given by Virginia Woolf in Roger Fry, 
an account that is at points curiously misleading. 

Virginia Woolf's diary and letters make it clear that the 
writing of Roger Fry was a laborious grind for her. There was the 
strain of having midwives hovering over her: Helen Anrep, Pam
ela Diamand, above all, Margery Fry, whose "gentle but persis-
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tent pressure" 5 had already steered her brother's Vision and 
Design into the world. There was the immense difficulty of turn
ing "the masses of private papers, letters, etc." 6 into a coherent, 
living biography. For the most part, the work amounted to 
"sober drudgery. " 7 At few points can this have been more so 
than when she began to construct her account of the beginnings 
of Fry's work as a critic on the basis of the "litter of Athenaeum 
articles" 8 that had been provided for her, for here there was the 
additional pressure of writing out of her field, of writing about 
art and art criticism, areas in which she was ever conscious of 
her limitations . It was all a matter of "abstracting with blood 
and sweat from the old Articles." 9 

The controlling aim of Virginia Woolf's account is definitely 
not to establish any clear chronology or to make a systematic 
analysis of Fry's views; it is rather to convey the extraordinary 
range and energy of his knowledge and interests. Indeed, 
chronology in any detail is a minor concern, a matter readily 
sacrificed to higher ends. It is enough to say that Fry became 
the chief art critic of the Athenaeum "at about this date," 10 

leaving us to scan the surrounding pages for the exact date. We 
will find 1900 mentioned later on the same page, but the actual 
date was 1901. A paragraph about Cezanne based on an 
Athenaeum review from 1906 can follow a discussion of 
Sargent from the Pilot of 1900 without a nod to the six years and 
large number of periodical contributions between, almost 450 
by my count and a large number even on the evidence Virginia 
Woolf appears to have had available. 

One fruit from her approach is the view that Fry began his ac
tive writing career in 1892 or 1893. The passage responsible 
reads thus: 

He was finding his allowance insufficient, and to write notes 
upon current art for the various weeklies was the obvious way of 
adding to it. There are frequent references to articles in the let
ters from Beaufort Street. Indeed, according to Sir William Roth 
enstein, he was already "an admirable writer." His writing never 
satisfied him; there was nothing plastic about it; pen and ink, 
were meagre tools compared with brush and paint. But his mind 
was stored with ideas and arguments, and editors were ready to 
accept notes and half columns, reviews of books and reviews of 
picture shows , if not more serious contributions. Pages torn from 
the Athenaeum and the Pilot began to accumulate and to be 
thrown into table drawers . In October 1893 there is reference to 
a more ambitious article on Impressionism intended for the Fort
nightly. He tried to explain that "painting is not mere representa
tion of natural objects." But the Fortnightly refused it, and he 
turned to another method of making a living, and one that was 
more congenial to him. (RF, 88) 

It is, of course, only an inference that the pages torn from the 
Pilot and Anthenaeum accumulated in 1892 or 1893, but, given 
the sequence of thought in the paragraph, the inference is 
legitimate, perhaps even inescapable. The pages could not, 
however, have been thrown into table drawers before May 1900 
when Fry wrote his first article for the Pilot. His first article for 
the Athenaeum appeared in February 1901 . Before then his 
publishing record would hardly justify the picture that emerges 
from Virginia Woolf ' s narration. As an undergraduate in 1886, 
he published an article on Turner in a university magazine . In 
1891 he published a version of his Fellowship Dissertation in An
nals of Botany. In 1892 he published, to the best of my knowl
edge, nothing, and in 1893 the Moore article mentioned before. 

The concluding sentences of the passage quoted are quite ac
curate. Fry did indeed turn away from writing in 1893; he 
published nothing again until 1899. But just a few pages later 
Virginia Woolf's account again fosters the impression that Fry 
was busily writing. "Back in Chelsea," she writes, 

he filled up whatever crannies of time were left over after his ar
ticles were written, his lectures prepared and his pi ctures 
laboriously finished, with another activity. (RF,92) 

This sentence begins a paragraph following an undated descrip
tion of Fry's trip to France in the summer of 1895. I have found 
no evidence that Fry wrote any articles in that year, or in any of 
the three following . 

The point I hope to make here should not be seen as an at
tempt to discredit Virginia Woolf's version of Fry's early writing 



career - given her apparent aim it works admirably, I think - but 
it seems to me important to acknowledge its limitations and its 
potential to mislead those who turn to it for that which she was 
not much concerned with providing . 

Donald A. Laing 
University of Windsor, Ontario 

1. Roger Fry, Paintings and Drawings, (London: Arts Council, 1952), p. 
11. 

2. Vision and Design: The life, Work and Influence of Roger Fry, 
(London: Arts Counci l, 1966), p. 16. 

3. S.P. Rosenbaum, The Bloomsbury Group, (Toronto : University of 
Toronto Press, 1975), p. vii. 

4 . Denys Sutton, ed., Letters of Roger Fry, I (London: Chatto and 
Windus, 1972), p. 96 . 

5. See the dedication to Fry's Vision and Design. 
6. Nigel Nicolson and Joanne Trautmann, eds., The Letters of 

Virginia Woolf, V (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1979 ), 
p. 352 . 

7. Virg inia Woolf, A Writer's Diary, (London: Hogarth, 1965), p. 288 . 
Subsequently AWD. 

8. Virgin ia Woolf, Moments of Being, (London: Sussex University 
Press, 1976), p. 85. 

9. AWD, p. 300. 
10. Virginia Woolf, Roger Fry: A Biography, (London: Hogarth, 1940 ), 

p. 105. Subsequent references are incorporated into the text as RF. 

Editor's Note: 
Donald Laing has just publ ished an annotated bibliography of Roger 
Fry, and is at work on a companion volume of Cl ive Bell. 

ROG.ER FRY: A BIOGRAPHY IN RETROSPECT 

Diligence and luck are , I think, two important factors behind 
a biography written within living memory of its subject. Though 
I began my book on Roger Fry by drawing up a carefully 
planned programme of research (people and places to be vis
ited, manuscript material to be located and the compilation of 
a bibliography), the end result is, nevertheless, greatly indebted 
to the unexpected: chance meetings , informal conversations, 
gifts of unsought information and the generosity of others. I 
could never have predicted that in the San Francisco Stock Ex
change elevator an elderly Bostonian would let drop a remark 
that gave the clue to the importance of Fry's 1905 visit to 
Boston . When Maitland, in his life of Sir Leslie Stephen, surmis 
ed that the biographer serves a useful task "if he is fairly 
diligent, moderately intelligent, and scrupulously sincere ," he 
might have added to this list the capacity to listen. The biog 
rapher has to listen not only to what is being said in conversa 
tion, letter or book , but also to innuendo and what is being left 
unsaid. 

As many readers of this Miscellany will know, a great deal 
was left unsaid in Virginia Woolf's biography of Roger Fry. 
Bloomsbury never let intellectual honesty blind them to propri
ety, and Woolf felt unable to refer to her sister's adulterous re
lationship with Fry, though this was the great passion of his life. 
Nor did Woolf do more than make allusive reference to Roger 
Fry's first love affair with Mrs . Widdrington (whom she left un
named). These and other restrictions contributed to the discom 
fort she experienced while writing the book. We are often 
reminded that she found the task arduous; less frequently cited 
is the note of triumph she recorded in her diary when the 
biography was complete : "I .can't help thinking that I've caught 
a good deal of that iridescent man in my oh so laborious but
terfly net." 

This statement would surely cause even the most competent 
biographer to hesitate before attempting to rewrite Roger Fry's 
life . But the forty years that have passed since the appearance 
of Woolf's book place the biographer today in a very different 
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position; instead of first -hand knowledge of Fry's character, the 
advantage of historical hindsight is now available . This makes 
possible a more objective assessment of both his writings and 
his paintings . His career as a whole can now be seen and 
evaluated within its histor-ical context. New material invites 
discussion of aspects of Fry's life which Virginia Woolf, through 
either reticence or lack of information, was unable to discuss . 

Intent on consolidating all the information available on 
Roger Fry's work in America, I crossed the Atlantic for the first 
time in order to look into the archives of the Metropolitan 
Museum and to read unpublished letters in the Archives of 
American Art and in the Pierpont Morgan Library . If my choice 
of hotel was disasterous (dipsomaniacs lay around the hall -and 
lived permanently in the elevator), the visit as a whole was a 
great success. New York, after all , is an art historian's paradise . 
After looking at paintings Fry bought for the Metropolitan and 
for the Frick Collection, I enjoyed visits to MOMA, the Whitney 
and the Guggenheim before leaving for Philadelphia where the 
most important private collect ion of Roger Fry's own paintings 
in America can be found. I also visited the Philadelphia 
Museum of Art and, with the help of Joseph Rishel, unravelled 
the extent of Fry's influence on the famous Johnson Collection . 
The start of an exuberant Fauve exhibition at MOMA coincided 
with my return to New York and , with undiluted primary colours 
leaving after images in my_mind, I arrived back in England to 
find it (as Fry so often said) looking grey, shabby and slightly 
mean. 

In England I sought out as many of Fry's own paintings as I 
could find . A few hung in prestigious positions at the Tate and 
Courtauld Institute Galleries, but far too many were hidden 
away forgotten in corners and attics . At a university hostel in 
Birmingham the Bursar was nonplussed by my intense interest 
in a dark canvas that had hung unnoticed for years in a gloomy 
corridor . Yet this was one of Fry's first attempts at a Post
Impressionism of his own . On another occasion I visited a 
private house to see Fry's portrait of H.G. Wells's mistress, the 
Baroness Budberg . The painting was ingrained with dirt and the 
sitter's daughter ruefully admitted that for many years the fam
ily had used the portrait as a fire-screen. 

On a personal level I found that my research gradually under
mined my upbringing . My visits to elderly friends and relatives 
of Roger Fry were partly to blame . Their houses , hung with 
paintings and books and curtained and floored with faded 
kelims, expressed the history of their lives and made the ubi
quitous 'seventies style - Laura Ashley patterned fabrics and 
Habitat furniture - look shallow and trite. Having begun my 
research two weeks after marriage, I quickly lost any interest 
that I might have had in instant, fashionable interior decoration . 
Regrettably my housekeeping grew lax, and hygiene (on which 
my mother had laid such stress) lost its importance when I saw 
that others could live to ripe old age often in conditions of 
undeniable dirt. 

Meanwhile Fry's books , letters and unpublished lecture notes 
were a source of continuous enrichment. lnfectuously creative, 
ideas and thoughts sprang up in his mind like Japanese flowers 
dropped in water. His life sprawled over a variety of activities 
from painting, criticism, exhibition organising and picture 
restoration, to translating and a full social life . Contact with his 
mind and with those whom he had known broadened my knowl
edge and understanding. "It's dreadful to be a survivor," said 
the ninety -year -old Amber Blanco White, another erstwhile 
mistress of H.G. Wells and friend of Roger Fry. And looking into 
her sharp, clear eyes behind gold-rimmed spectacles, I momen
tarily shared her sense of isolation . By the time a biography is 
complete, the writer is irrevocably changed by the experience 
that went into its making. We might say, with Beckett: "Nothing 
was ever quite the same after that, nothing quite the same. But 
that was nothing new ." 

Frances Spalding 
Sheffield City Polytechnic 

Frances Spalding's biography of Roger Fry is published by Granada in 
England and by The University of California Press in the United States. 



THE LETTERS OF VIRGINIA WOOLF, VOLUME 
FIVE: 1932-1935, edited by Nigel Nicolson and 
Joanne Trautmann 
(New York: Harcourt Brace 
Jovanovich, 1979) 

In 1932, Woolf was fifty, a time, almost all the reviewers have 
told us, of sadness, retrenchment , death . Death there was: "I 
wish one's friends were immortal," she wrote to Vita . Anger 
there was, at Lytton's death, and at the sniping of the twits when 
he was gone. What she knew, however, was that at fifty, 
awakened to mortality, one is also set free . "The compensation 
of growing old ," she had written in Mrs. Dalloway, "was simply 
this; that the passions remain as strong as ever, but one has 
gained - at last - the power which adds the supreme flavor to 
existence, - the power of taking hold of experience, of turning it 
round slowly , in the I ight." Ignoring this, reviewers have talked 
of the "atrophy" of her talents. Yet surely she recognized that 
rarest of fiftieth birthday gifts: the sense that, having expended 
one's talents to their limit in one direction, one could now turn 
another way . 

What she recognized, her editor has misseen . In his introduc 
tion, Nicolson allows himself a profoundly regrettable disquisi
tion on the wrong-headedness of Woolf 's feminism. We may try 
to forgive the lack of imagination, but can scarcely excuse the 
want of tact. Why did he not recall Forster in a similar vein forty 
years ago: "In my judgement there is something old-fashioned 
about this extreme Feminism . It dates back to her suffragette 
youth of the 1910's, when men kissed girls to distract them from 
wanting the vote, and very properly provoked her wrath. By the 
1930's she had much less to complain of, and seems to keep on 
grumbling from habit.. .. However, I speak as a man here, and as 
an elderly one . The best judges of her Feminism are neither 
elderly men nor even elderly women , but young women . If they, 
if the students of Fernham, think that it expresses an existent 
grievance, they are right." Nicolson might have guessed, with 
Forster, that to tell the oppressed that they are not oppressed at 
all is, at the least, unbecoming. In his last sentence , Nicolson 
remarks that on wome~ -J.nd war, Woolf "was almost alone in 
imagining nothing had basically changed." What ironic truth 
that sentence holds . 

"She liked writing for fun," Forster also wrote ·of her, to which 
this volume attests. She responded to love with love . As her 
courage to speak out against woman's destiny slowly gathered 
within her, so did her free response to the love of women and 
the support that brings. "Oh Lord, how I hate afternoon con
certs," she writes to Ethel Smyth . "But as I say, if I can, from 
love of you, I'll come ." Aghast as she was at "the futility of 
life," beset as she was by the burdens of fame at fifty, she still 
turned life round , slowly , in the light. To Vita : "Well, I think, 
delightful as this letter is, I must go and put my pie in the oven; 
then we have ice cream to follow - you know we have a frigid
aire - with fresh raspberries . Then we turn on the loud speaker 
-Bach tonight - then I watch my baby owls learning to fly on 
the church tower-" 

By chance, I have also been reading the letters of Joyce when 
he was fifty: he and Woolf were, of course, exact contem
poraries. Both had been saddened by death; both had refused 
an impressive honor. Yet to go from his letters to hers is to go 
from one universe to another: only science fiction, perhaps, 
could fully render the difference . Trilling said of Joyce that he 
set against the world "an indomitable egoism that is itself an 
emptiness." In the same years, Woolf freely lavished her love 
and talents, preparing for the works of feminism and struggle 
and the new vision of her last novels. Reading this volume of 
letters, one can only ask if anyone else has ever expressed so 
well what it is to be fifty and beyond: "Oh such despairs, and 
wooden hearted long droughts when the heart of an oak in 
which a toad sits imprisoned has more sap and green than my 
heart: and then d'you know walking last evening, in a rage, 
through Regents Park alone, I became so flooded with ecstasy: 
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part no doubt caused by the blue and red mounds of flowers 
burning a red radiance through the green grey haze: and I 
assure you I made up pages of stories I shall never write." 

Carolyn C. Heilbrun 
Columbia University 

THE BLOOMSBURY PAINTER: VANESSA BELL 

The literary achievements and the private lives of the 
Bloomsbury group have been celebrated more and more in re
cent years while a comparable recognition of the artistic 
achievement of the Bloomsbury painters Roger Fry, Vanessa 
Bell, and Duncan Grant has languished. The current compre
hensive exhibition of Vanessa Bell's work at the Davis & Long 
Company in New York (April - May 1980) helps rectify this situa
tion . This impressive retrospe ctive show includes over 85 works 
and is accompanied by a catalogue . 

Vanessa Bell was at the very heart of the Bloomsbury experi 
ence as the beloved "Nessa." But beyond her important per
sonal relationships, one has been hard pressed to assess her in
dependent worth as a painter . This exhibition affords us that 
long awaited opportunity and happily her work lives up to in
tensive scrutiny . Vanessa Bel l is revealed as an exceptionally 
good if minor painter . 

In one of her earliest exhibited works , Iceland Poppies of 
1908, Vanessa Bell already appears as an accomplished artist in 
an "aesthetic" Whistlerian vein. In soft and subtle tones of grey 
and green she painted a very spare yet beautiful still life ; three 
pieces of brittle upright pottery complement three delicate pop
pies whose long fragile stems lie horizontally echoing the lower 
frame of the painting. The inclusion of one brilliant red poppy 
adds just the right pungent note to the otherwise somber com 
position . 

This early work reveals Bell's emerging formal skills and keen 
attachment to the world about her. Beloved objects , people, 
homes, rooms, landscapes, and gardens will become her peren
nial subject matter. Our seemingly voracious appetite for docu 
menting Bloomsbury personalities and settings makes her paint 
ings all the more welcome . Her homes, Gordon Square , Ashe
ham, and Charleston all appear here with their appealing clutter 
transformed into rich decorative patterns in pigment. Her fami
ly and friends are depicted with affection and objectivity in 
numerous portraits . 

Her sister, Virginia Woolf, is the subject of two very fine por 
traits of 1912 . Both disclose the tremendous impact the First 
Post- Impressionist Exhibition of 1910 had on Vanessa Bell's 
painting. Just as the Armory Show of 1913 opened the eyes of 
New York painters to the astounding developments in modern 
art in France, the First Post- Impressionist Exhibition in London, 
organized by Roger Fry, served as a revelation to young artists 
in England. Bell was ready to absorb these lessons. Her mar
velous painting of Virginia Woolf in a Deckchair, which depicts 
the writer without features but with her characteristic tilt of the 
head, sloping shoulders, and slouching posture all speaking of 
her personality, is a flat -patterned essay in the Nabi manner . 
The other portrait, which records the staring, haunted look that 
one associates with Virginia Woolf, is a study in Cezanne's 
methods . Her famous portrait of Lytton Strachey, done at about 
the same time, which shows the long, lean, red bearded writer 
against a flowing organic design with his thoughtful counten
ance serving as a pleasant foil for the roving pattern behind, 
seems to reflect both of these modern French strains . 

Her 1919 portrait of her young son, Quentin, is also especially 
prescient. In a warm palette of browns, deep red and forest 
green, she shows her son, pen and paper in hand, before a back
drop of books . This masterly display of color harmony suggests 
the very nature of the future man's devotion to scholarship and 
to thoughtful writing. 

The entire constellation of Bloomsbury is represented here in 
one portrait or another: Duncan Grant, Clive Bell, Roger Fry, 
J.M. Keynes, Lydia Lopokova, and E.M. Forster. Those who do 



not warrant an individual portrait are gathered together in her 
depiction of The Memoir Club of c. 1942 . But by 1942 the 
members were aging; several had died and were replaced by a 
younger generation (Quentin Bell is included here) . All in all the 
painting is a rather sad testimony to another era. 

Vanessa 's self-portra its chart the path of her stylistic career. 
Certainly the most exciting examples are those early self 
portraits done under the influence of Matis se. His luminous 
color -filled pa intings came to her attent ion in the Second Post
Impress ionist Exhib ition which included some of her own paint
ings and opened in London la te in 1912 . Her powerful self 
portrait of 1915 reflects this influence . Offbeat, often arbitrary 
colors applied with a light airy brushstroke predominate and 
create lively independent patterns wi t hout distracting from the 
emergence of her own strong character . Matisse 's example 
seems to have liberated the finest impulses in her artistic sensi
bility; his influence is perhaps even more appealing in her land
scapes and interiors with their transparent colors and flat pat
terns . One regrets the appearance of a heavier touch, of a more 
modelled, illusionistic style in her later works, beg inning in the 
1920's . This we ightier manner is visible in her moving, unsparing 
self -portrait of 1960 . But fortunately, she returned to the 
Matisse -like mode at least occasionally in her late works . 

One of the most interesting facets of Vanessa Bell's work is 
her ability as a designer of fabrics, carpets, tiles and, most im
portantly , of hand some original book jackets which were done 
primarily for the Hogarth Press. In fact, her design work done 
for Fry's Omega Workshop probably contributed to her brief 
but fruitful exploration of collage abstraction . Geometric pat 
terns in her fabric and carpet designs of 1913-14 reappear in her 
collage paintings of the same period where geometric forms 
float on a painterly ground . These beautiful , sensitive works in 
pure abstraction reveal yet another artist moving, if only tem 
porarily, to non-objective painting in the years immediately 
before the First World -War. But Bell never exhibited these ab
stractions, nor did she continue her work in this promising vein; 
the world of appearances was too enticing . Those of us inter
ested in the Bloomsbury world should be grateful. 

Kathryn Moore Heleniak 
Department of Fine Arts, New York University 

A NOTE ON THE FEMINIST POLITICS OF 
VIRGINIA WOOLF 

Leonard Woolf, the political member of the family, wrote 
that his wife Virginia was "the least political animal that has 
lived since Aristotle invented the description ." Her editors , 
biographers, and friends seem to have accepted this verdict. 
More recently, feminists have tended to dispute it with the 
limited argument that to be feminist is in itself a political act. 
But a far more persuasive refutation is possible; it will be 
sketched briefly here . 

Virginia Woolf seems to have been responsive even to the is
sues of convent ional politics; she was both a socialist and a pac
ifist. She certainly worked, like many other women, at the grass
roots level of both party and pressure group organizations. But, 
as we would expect, her main politics are to be found in her 
writing. Here she articulated powerfully the beliefs and policy 
preferences of a long established and continuing tradition of 
social - political - feminism . Above all, she was political in her 
understanding of the situation of women, for she saw it in terms 
of power and institutions, and she supported remedies that took 
account of both. 

A complete study of Virginia Woolf's political feminism 
would have to look at her letters, her diaries, and the whole 
body of her fiction and non-fiction writings. Here the main at
tention will be directed to what Leonard Woolf called her "po
litical pamphlets": A Room of One's Own and Three Guineas. 

The problem begins with Leonard Woolf's definition of poli
tics , a very old-fashioned if highly respectable one . Modern pol
itical science has now expanded that definition to include all 
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activities intended to influence government in its choice of per
sonnel or of policies . Women have not played much part in ac
tually running governments, or in the party system which mans 
them . But women have long been active in the lower levels of 
partisan politics , in the less prestigious local sectors of elected 
and appointed office, and above all in voluntary, informal pres
sure and social action groups. As Leonard Woolf, Quentin Bell , 
and Nigel Nicolson all note, Virginia Woolf participated at the 
"pedestrian" level of left -wing politics, taking part in the Rod
mell Labour Party which used to meet at Monk's House; at 
some stage she was even the group's secretary. She also worked 
at the same level for the women's suffrage movement, ad
dressing envelopes during the important year of 1910, as well as 
for the Women's Cooperative Gu ild . This group of 
workingmen's wives, initially a women's self -education aux
iliary in the British cooperative movement, had by the turn of 
the century become an independent and effective lobbying 
group; it moved through suffragism to a radicalism that made it 
in 1934 the first such group to support legalization of abortion. 
Virginia Woolf came to the women's movement through her 
association with the Women's Cooperative Guild, and for four 
years its Richmond group met monthly to hear speakers she 
organized in her home . 

The initial dismissal of Virginia Woolf as apolitical thus 
seems related to a more general dismissal of women because 
they are not much involved in the few activities which men are 
prepared to recognize as politics . It is true that her commitment 
to political activism was not as intense as that of her husband 
and many of her friends. But this fact can be explained by the 
competing claims of work , friends, and health; the evidence is 
against any temperamental incapacity, or lack of interest. 

However , the statement made by Leonard Woolf, and echoed 
by others, would seem to have other, more basic grounds. It 
tends to be justified by reference to the position Virginia Woolf 
argues in Three Guineas and supports elsewhere . No one ought 
to doubt any more her concern with social conditions, and par
ticularly with war; it is her responses that are dismissed , be
cause they are not the explanations and recommendations of 
conventional politics . In his biography, Quentin Bell tells of Vir
ginia Woolf's lack of response to his suggested economic ex
planations of the imminent world war . To these she preferred 
what he labels "intuitive" notions about culture and psychol
ogy . For his part, he was unable to take seriously her conviction 
that membership in the ruling elite is determined, not by rela
tionship to the means of production, but by sex. Such an 
analysis underlies her pacifism , which represents for her a rejec
tion of the disasters for which men are responsible . Nigel Nicol
son calls such a position "nonsense." For Virginia Woolf, such 
"nonsense" was the center of her feminism. 

For many commentators even today, feminism refers, not to 
the entire situation of women, but to the limited topic of 
"women's rights ." This misinterpretation would reduce 
women's group concerns to the formal exclusions of women 
from public affairs. It leads Nigel Nicolson to call Three 
Guineas anachronistic; it leads Quentin Bell to cons ider the 
feminism of the book only "tenuously" connected with the 
more urgent problems presented by fascism . The implic it accu
sation is of trying to substitute the peripheral or seconda ry for 
the recognized primary issues of political discourse - a substitu
tion that means a failure to understand what politics is about. 
Perhaps A Room of One's Own has been so well received 
because it seems unrelated to the problems of public life; when 
truly serious matters came to the forefront, the trivial problems 
of Shakespeare's imaginary sister would decorously wait their 
turn. In Three Guineas Virginia Woolf moved from the oblique
ly persuasive to the angrily polemical, stating explicitly that she 
felt the situation of women to be the single most important 
issue concerning human beings especially in relation to the 
question of war. And she provoked such macho rejections as 
Quentin Bell's uncharacteristic query, "Were we then to scuttle 
l ike frightened spinsters before the Fascist Thugs?" Just so do 
politica l men continue to reject as marginal the arguments of 



the feminist tradition in which Virginia Woolf wrote; we may 
compare the way U.S. President Jimmy Carter dismissed femin
ist Bella Abzug from office fo r her insistence that women's 
needs take priority in the Budget over military costs. 

Virginia Woolf's feminism is political within the context of a 
precise organizational history, and a specific pattern of general 
belief and desired social change. Both can be traced back to the 
origins of the British and American women's movement in the 
middle of the nineteenth century, and forward to important 
non-marxist segments of the international women's movement 
today . Such "social" feminists share the belief that men and 
women are importantly different, if only because of a long es
tab l ished bifurcation of experience and socialization . History 
has produced an artificial division between a private realm in
habited by women who are both disadvantaged and resentful, 
and a public realm of men lacking the virtues women have from 
necessity · developed outside it. Patriarchy means hierarchy , 
competition, aggression, violence, and finally war; facism 
begins in the family. The only hope for a tolerable future world 
l ies in the extension to the public realm of the female virtues 
and skills - nurturance, integri ty , selflessness, peace. We may 
note that even in the thir t ies there were attempts to relate the 
rise of Hitler to the existence of the authoritarian German fam 
ily. Virginia Woolf outraged some of her readers when in Three 
Guineas she took the argument the logical one step further, 
linking nazism to all the patr iarchal families -- and schools, 
universi t ies, and professions - in a male-dominated world. 

She also angered those readers by her suggestion of appropr i
ate measures for dealing with the menace of war. These did not 
include the reciprocal use of force; she refused to sign petitions 
approving the application of international sanctions. Instead, she 
presented the suggestions the social feminists had made since the 
1860 's, many of which they still need to support today in 
documents such as the 1975 U.S. National Women's Agenda. 
They can be listed briefly : equal educational opportunities for 
women, economic independence , the end of the double stan
dard, availability of effective female contraception, access to all 
professions on equal terms . All these appear in A Room of One's 
Own. Three Guineas completes the list: real equality in the 
workplace, especially in relation to the key senior professions 
from which women were still barred in the thirties and from 
which they are still largely excluded today (the church, the 
military, the judiciary, and the diplomatic service ); modification 
of the structures and curricula of higher education to permit 
equal access, advancement, and recognition for women, as well 
as the possibility of acquiring both knowledge about women and 
acquaintance with the peaceful, humane "female" values . In ad
dition, participation of women in parliament should be vastly ex
panded to permit the passage of particular measures assisting 
them; in the thirties these included the following, whose current 
counterparts are obvious : equal pay for equal work, measures to 
improve the cond itions of childbirth and reduce maternal mor 
tal ity, pensions for spinsters, and mothers' allowance . All these 
measures, taken together , would eliminate the separation of 
public and private life , ending male domination of both. Their ex
pected final result would be transformation of social structures 
and values, producing a peaceful, androgynous world . 

This is the program that Virginia Woolf's friends and critics 
found so jrrelevant as a response to Hitler and Mussolini . Its ir
relevance might seem less when regarded as a way to prevent 
the rise of future dictators . Whether it finally seems convincing 
will depend on whether one responds to the analysis that under
lies it. The social feminists who were suffragists had thought 
that by using the vote they could produce the necessary 
changes; today's feminists have other ideas about means, but 
not about ends . 

Virginia Woolf certainly did not expect to see society trans
formed in her time ; she would be saddened but not surprised to 
see how little has yet changed . But to want to end war is not to 
be apolitical. 

Naomi Black 
Department of Political Science, York University, Toronto 
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"Discovering, Pouncing, Thinking of Phrases" 
In December 1929, Virginia Woolf commented in her diary, 

"To begin reading with a pen in my hand , discovering , pounc 
ing, thinking of phrases, when the ground is new, remains one of 
my great excitements." 1 For those who have discovered the 
sixty-six or so volumes of reading notes now at the Berg Collec
tion and the University of Sussex Library , excitement barely ex
presses the response evoked by the wealth of unpublished 
material gathered haphazardly together in them . How much 
Woolf read, and, more to the point, noted! By now, the extent 
of Woolf's reading is no surprise. But what continues to excite 
are the number of unexpected books that surface in her pages 
(newly-published novels side by side with classics of almost 
every nation and period); the spontaneous play of her mind as 
she moves among disparate texts, recording at one moment de
tails within the work and the next her own responses to them ; 
and the sharp eye of the feminist pinpointing the details that 
shaped women 's daily lives as well as the connections between 
literary and social conventions. 

Because they are both a storehouse of the details that Woolf 
loved to arrange into "those makings up which seem so much 
truer done thus" (AWD, Aug . 9, 1928) and a workshop for 
"thinking of phrases," the reading notes extend our view of 
Woolf's intellectual landscape and creative process , and illum
inate certain corners. The sixty-three entries in a bound note 
book at Sussex, for example , each introduced by a date in 
1905-06 and the title of a journal or newspaper , alerted me to a 
substantial number of previously unidentified early reviews , as 
well as providing glimpses of the novice reviewer at work . A 
notebook labeled "Modern Novels (Joyce)" reveals Woolf's 
original notes on the first seven episodes of Ulysses published in 
The Little Review, along with other sources and an early sketch 
of her classic essay, "Modern Fiction ." An entry which consists 
of the closing line from Catullus ' lament for his dead brother, 
"Atque in perpetuum, frater , ave atque vale," followed by the 
name of Woolf's dead brother, "Julian Thoby Stephen 
(1881-1906]," suggests that she may have considered dedicating 
the just completed Jacob's Room to Thoby Stephen, using these 
lines as an epigraph . For me, t hough, the greatest excitement 
came with the discovery at Sussex of three "scrapbooks" of 
newspaper cuttings and extracts collected by Woolf from 1931 
to 1937 as a background for what began as The Pargiters and 
became The Years and Three Guineas . Not only do these scrap
books document in greater detail than the published footnotes 
the sources for Three Guineas, but the clearly thought-out ar
rangement of the entries highlights, through a collage effect , 
the ironies and hypocrisies so forcefully set out in the fin ished 
work . 

Having discovered the reading notes, I was soon hooked. As 
Woolf once said of a table laden with books, "I looked in and 
sniffed them all. I could not resist carrying . . . one [volume] off 
and broaching it" (AWD, Aug. 24, 1933) . Once broached, how
ever, the notebooks presented certain difficulties, not the least 
of which were Woolf's cryptic shorthand and the fact that many 
of the volumes were bound together long after the original 
notes were made . For this reason , several notebooks contain 
widely disparate material , and notes which Woolf's table of 
contents declares should be in a particular volume are occa
sionally found, if at all, in a completely different place . More
over, notes on a single work are often divided among two or 
more volumes which are likely today to be on opposite sides of 
the Atlantic . 

The result of my obsession is a bibliographic guide to Virginia 
Woo lf's Reading Notebooks, consisting of an introductory essay 
on Woolf as reader and separate chapters on sixty-six sets, or 



volumes, of reading notes which range from 1905 to 1941.2 Each 
chapter contains an introduction which dates the notes in the 
volume under consideration, refers the reader to other volumes 
from the same period, indicates which entries became the basis 
of a published article or review, and draws together Woolf's 
comments on her reading of the works included. The introduc 
tion is followed by Woolf's table of contents, if one exists. After 
this, I separate the often-jumbled and unlabeled notes in that 
volume into "entries ," each one identified either by Woolf's 
own heading or, in its absence, by the first line of her notes, 
reproduced exactly as it appears in the original text. In this way, 
readers ~ith access to the original documents can easily locate 
notes in the volumes where page numbers are not available, or 
where several entries appear on a single page. The remainder of 
the entry indicates the extent of her notes, provides cross
references to other entries on the same work, and identifies the 
source of the notes, including, wherever possible, the specific 
edition that Woolf was reading. Within this framework, I have 
emphasized the numerous places where Woolf steps back from 
the text to talk more generally about an author or devise a 
theory, transcribing the opening lines or representative excerpts 
from these passages in order to suggest their flavor. What these 
illustrate is how, almost invariably, a close attention to details 
of style elicits comments on the social conventions or the 
historical circumstances that influenced the voice of the writer 
in question. 

My intention has been to provide a guide for the scholar who 
needs to know what Woolf read and noted (and whether a trip 
to New York City or Sussex would be worthwhile) and, in the 
process, a sampler of previously unpublished marginalia and 
commentary. Meanwhile, before the book goes to press, if any
one knows the source of a phrase attributed to Henry James, 
"Pacific too beautiful to be beautiful when reproduced," please 
let me know. 

Brenda R. Silver 
Department of English, Dartmouth College 

NOTES: 
A Writer's Diary, ed. Leonard Woo lf (London: Hogarth Press, 1965), 
December 8, 1929; hereafter cited as AWD . 

2 Virginia Woolf's Reading Notebooks is forthcoming from Princeton Univer
sity Press. 1981. Half the notebooks are in Sussex; ha lf in New York. Two con
tain early notes on Greek and Latin l iterature; one, notes for Flush; eleven, 
notes for Three Guineas; eight, notes for Roger Fry; and two, notes for" Anon" 
and "The Reader." Others t race the development of single essays, of the Com
mon Reader, and of t he ideas incorporated into "Phases of Fiction." 

FROM THE READERS: 

Dear VWM, 
The Virginia Woolf Miscellany for Christmas 1979 indicates 

that there is a question whether or not Leonard Woolf consulted 
with Virginia's doctor, George Savage, prior to their marriage 
(Letter M.F. Hussey, p.6). 

Leonard's diary shows that he saw Savage on March 21, 1912, 
roughly five months before he and Virginia were married. 

George Spater 
Juggs Way, Kingston, Lewes, Sussex, England 

Dear VWM, 
Before the misleading story of Leonard and the Doctors be

comes, through repetition, accepted as true, may I introduce 
some relevant and recorded facts? (See VW's letters; Charleston 
Papers; Monks House Papers and LW's diaries in the University 
of Sussex Library; and letters in the possession of the Marquess 
of Bath.) 
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This story, as promulgated by the imaginative Doctor Roger 
Poole, who is not very interested in facts, is that Leonard Woolf, 
before marrying Virginia Stephen, 'was very busy consulting 
medical authorities on her ability to have children, and had 
secured a majority view against.' 

Leonard had lived in close proximity and friendship with Vir
ginia at 38 Brunswick Square since 4 December 1911; he fell in 
love with her and on 11 January 1912 asked her to marry him. 
She 'wished to go on as before,' and so they continued. Virginia 
was ill ('a touch of my usual disease, in the head you know') in 
January, and was seen by her usual doctor, Sir George Savage, 
whose treatment was to 'keep her quiet.' On 16 February, as she 
was not better, he sent her (as in 1910) to Miss Jean Thomas's 
nursing home at Twickenham for two weeks. Vanessa Bell who, 
with Sir George, took responsibility for her sister when she was 
ill, and who had already told Leonard that he 'was the only man 
I can imagine as her husband,' wrote to say it would be best if 
he stayed away, and he did not see Virginia again until 10 
March. On 6 March Vanessa had written to Roger Fry that Vir
ginia wanted her to go with Miss Thomas 'to interview her new 
Dr. Wright tomorrow.' On 21 March Leonard records: 'Called 
Savage and VB. Life class. Met VS & walked & dined with her.' 
On 27 April Sir George Savage wrote to Violet Dickinson: 'As to 
Virginia and matrimony I quoted an author almost unknown to 
her St Paul, and I felt that her present London life was not good 
for her.' On 29 May Virginia agreed to marry Leonard. 

Virginia was again unwell and in bed early in June and Leon
ard, after seeing Vanessa, 'Called Savage' on the 5th; on that 
day Sir George reported to Violet Dickinson: 'I think he is al
right, though he is a Hebrew without present occupation .... I 
have warned Mr W. of the delicate machine and I have done 
what I can.' 

So Leonard had two interviews with Sir George Savage on the 
subject of Virginia's health before they were married on 10 
August. 

Virginia was not well during the winter (and Leonard had 
malaria); however on 27 December Vanessa wrote to Clive Bell 
that 'the Woolfs were very happy but exercised in the minds by 
V's coldness ... (she) never had understood or sympathised with 
sexual passion in men.' 

In January 1913, five months after their marriage, Leonard did 
consult 'medical authorities' as to the advisability of Virginia 
having children; in his diary he summarised the results as 
follows: 

16 January Craig Gt risk (Craig was Vanessa's doctor). 
17 January Jean Thomas Gt risk 
22 January Wright In favor 
23 January Savage In favor 
23 January Hyslop Not for 1 ½ years 

On the basis of this conflicting advice, it seems probable that 
Leonard and Virginia decided at least to postpone a decision; 
and in the event this postponement proved lasting. 

I think (but this is opinion, not fact) that there can be no 
doubt both Virginia and Leonard wished and hoped to have 
children. In view however of her very odd state of health and 
mind during the previous twelve months it was surely both 
natural and responsible in Leonard to consult her doctors as to 
its advisability, and there is no evidence that I know of to sug
gest that the decision taken in January 1913 not to take the risk 
was not at that time a wise and, given their relationship, a mutu
ally agreed one. 

Leonard's own account of these proceedings in his autobiog
raphy, written some fifty years later, is in fact unspecific about 
dates, and has been misconstrued to portray him as a calculat
ing, unsympathetic, and imperceptive Svengali - a view of his 
character totally at variance with all ascertainable evidence 
and informed opinion. 

So I hope we shall hear no more of this particular story, based 
as it is on prejud'iced and inadequate research into available in
formation. 

Anne Olivier Bell 
Cobbe Place, Beddingham, Lewes, Sussex 



Dear VWM, 

We are preparing an anthology of criticism on Leonard 
Woolf. Any letters, articles or information would be appreci
ated . Material can be sent to: 

Selma Meyerowitz 
Department of English 
Stanford University 
Stanford , California 94305 

or 
Beverly Schlack -Randles 
50 West 77th Street, Apt. 58 
New York, New York 10024 

Selma Meyerowitz 

Mitchell A. Leaska, President of the Virginia Woolf Society, sent 
the following note about forthcoming books of interest to 
VWM readers: 

Louise DeSalvo's edition of Me lymbrosia (New York 
Public Library) w ill be available in late 1980. 
Louise DeSalvo's Virginia Woolf's First Voyage: A Novel 
in the Making (Totowa, New Jersey: Rowman and Little
field) was published in March 1980. 
Mitchell A. Leaska's critical edition of Pointz Hall: Ver
sions I & II of Between the Acts (New York : The John Jay 
Press) is now with the printer. Official publication date 
has not yet been announced. 

Sonoma State University 
Virginia Woolf Miscellany 
Departme nt of English 
Rohnert Park, California 94928 
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