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TO THE READERS: 

The response to our request for news of Edna O'Brien's play 
Virginia was promp t and, as the following critiques reveal , 
en lightening . From its inception, VWM has sought to encourage 
more of its readers into print and we urge each of you to submit 
your own short comments on any aspect of Woolf's life and 
work . 

We are pleased to introduce the contributions of three Stan
ford graduate students in this Miscellany, an issue which 
Stanford's Dean of Graduate Studies has appropria tely and gen
erously helped to finance . Some of you in the Bay area may have 
seen or read about Carol Lashof's new play, " The Story ," a 
feminist interpretation of the Adam and Eve myth produced this 
winter at San Francisco's Magic Theatre . 

Angelica Garnett 's visit to Stanford in January proved a com 
plete triumph. Her lecture on Virginia and Vanessa impressed a 
colleague of mine as " the best talk he had ever heard on Blooms
bury ." We all look forward to seeing it in prin t. 

Professor Katherine C. Hill will ed it the next issue of VWM, 
scheduled for Fall, 1981. She is eager to receive book reviews, 
critical pieces, comments, notes, etc. Please recall that all 
materi ·als submitted for consideration should be typed , double
spaced and no long er than 800 words . They should reach her by 
August 15th at the following address: 

Department of English 
C.W. Post Center 
Long Island Un iversity 
Greenva le, New York 11548 

Phone: 516-299-2391 (office) 
212-362-9257 (home) 

New readers wi shing to subscribe to future issues of VWM may 
do so by writing : Department of English, Sonoma State Univer 
sity , Rohnert Park, Cal ifornia 94928 . We encourage your contin 
ued f inanc ial contribu t ions without which there could be no con
tinued VWM issues .. . This issue was edited by Lucio Ruotolo, 
Stanford University . 

ON EDNA O'BRIEN'S VIRGINIA: 

Inevitably, a son makes a highly critical audience for a stage
portrayal of his mother. He is most unlikely to agree that it is true 
to life . But when Patricia Conolly finally made her appearance as 
Vita , it was so ludicrously unlike her that I laughed . Here was a 
woman dressed in multicoloured scarves, wearing a huge cart 
wheel hat tilted at a jaunty angle, dominant, seductive, brassy, 
smart, striding across the stage with an arrogance that would 
have alienated the least sensitive of women, let alone Virginia. 

This Vita is a cross between Eva Peron and Mae West. It is in
conceivable that their relationship could have survived a first 
meeting . But we are asked to believe that Virginia found this 
creature so fascinating that she was impelled to embark with her 
on the only true love-affair of her life . Vita was not like that. She 
was not a femme fatale . She was not a scheming buccaneer. By 
the time she first met Virginia, she had sown her wild oats, disas
trously, and she had become , and remained, reticent, even shy. 
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Her subsequent love-affairs, as she described them to my tather, 
were 'muddles.' She tumbled into love, or responded to other 
people's love for her. She never set out to seduce, as the Conolly 
version suggests. In Virginia's case, she was aghast at the salmon 
she had hooked. Virginia was so much cleverer , 10 years older , 
and Vita, knowing of her past insanity, feared to trigger a new 
attack by involving Virginia in so traumatic an experience . But 
Virginia teased her into making the attempt, and it became easier 
because Virginia took it so lightly, with no self-reproach and little 
apprehensiveness. It became for both of them a sort of lark , not 
too serious, not too prolonged, damaging to neither, fruitful for 
both . It was Virginia who began it, not Vita : Vita who broke it off , 
not Virginia . None of this is revealed in the O'Brien -Conolly 
reconstruction of the affair. Indeed, one scarcely knows from this 
play how it developed and ended. Vita simply disappears from 
the stage. One is left with the impression of an adventuress who 
found it amusing to toy for a year or two with a woman of genius , 
recklessly indifferent to the harm it might do to her. Edna O'Brien 
got Vita wrong . Patricia Conolly compounds the wrongness . This 
I find strange, because I talked to Edna O'Brien for hours about 
Vita while she was writing the play, and to Patricia Conolly after I 
had seen it. But one cannot alter a work of art during its gesta
tion. Vita will go down in the memories of countless audiences as 
a woman of insufferable audacity and insensitiveness, and this I 
mind. In contrast to the portrayal of Virginia and Leonard, and 
their relationship, which I found admirable and true. Their dia 
logues formed the most tender part of the play . Could there not 
have been equivalen t tenderness between Virginia and Vita, a 
fusion of personalities instead of a clash of swords? 

Nigel Nicolson 
Sissinghurst Castle, Kent 

* * * * 

I have read Edna O'Brien with enjoyment and watched Maggie 
Smith act hilariously in Noel Coward's Private Lives, but the com 
bination of author and actress in the recent play Virginia pro
duced an unrecognisable distortion of Virginia Woolf . 

All Maggie Smith's humour, intelligence and controlled expres
sion of movement could not disguise her basic lack of sympathy 
with the character she had to portray . Virginia was shown to be 
incoherent and breathless , her mind rasping, sharp and unpliant; 
not a contemplative thinker nor the author of those rhythmical 
sentences with their sustained natural phrasing . Leonard, to my 
surprise, was made to appear half -witted or else remained sub
merged in a catatonic fit. And Vita, far from having the aristo
cratic largesse that Virginia admired, looked like a discarded 
Vogue model, scheming and hard as nails . 

The view of Virginia that an unknowing audience would have 
taken away from this play had as much likeness to the original as 
the grotesque reflections that one sees in a hall of mirrors at a fun 
fair, where the vulgar and trivial can be pursued with more enjoy
ment and at less expense. 

Frances Spalding 
74 Ashland Road 
Sheffield, 7 England 
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The play reminded me of Ann Stephen's recollections of her 
Aunt Virginia. Before young Ann had met (or remembered meet
ing) her Aunt, she heard the servants gossiping about the mad 
Mrs. W, and this had made Ann visualize "a wild and distraught 
person . . . yelling or making some other sort of scene." But the 
Mrs. W she met wasn't at all like that: "This one was quietly 
dressed in dark clothes, wearing a hat, and talking to a compan
ion as she strolled round the gardens . What is more, she noticed 
me and spoke to me in a far more friendly and interested way 
than most grown-ups I met" (Recollections of Virginia Woolf, 
Penguin, 1975, pp. 21-22). 

Maggie Smith was magnificent; she performed a wonderful 
Maggie Smith-unfortunately, she made "Virginia" hysterical. 
The audience was rapturously in love with Maggie; with every 
dramatic moment of madness or despair, she caused spontane
ous applause . Afterwards, walking up the aisle, I heard a woman 
in front of me say, " What a crazy one she was!" and I thought 
how relieved I was that Edna O'Brien's Virginia was not my 
Virginia. 

Amy Rosen 
Department of English 
State University of N. Y. at Buffalo 

THE SENTENTIOUS MR. DALLOWAY 

Richard kisses Rachel. It is her first kiss. That night she dreams 
of being trapped in a narrow vault with a deformed man. The 
episode from The Voyage Out is readily interpreted as evidence 
of Rachel's, and very often her author's, neurotic fear of sexual
ity . Such readings trivialize the novel. Rachel's dream does ex
press fear, but not primarily fear of physical love, fear, rather, of 
action becoming merely habitual, of living becoming a chain of 
tea-time homilies. 

Rachel's first reaction to being kissed is the opposite of the hor
ror of deformity and enclosure that her dream exposes. She feels 
"a strange exultation. Life seemed to hold infinite possibilities 
she had never guessed at." (p. 76; all page references are to Har
court Brace edition) Her first encounter with physical love has 
seemed to widen her vision. This is as she had imagined . She has 
thought that "love" was "a word that seemed to unveil the skies" 
(p. 68). And she tells Helen the day after the event that she liked 
being kissed. Perhaps, then, we wrongly assume that the kiss 
itself provokes Rachel's nightmare and suddenly causes her to 
see her life as a "creeping hedged-in thing ." (p. 82) But what has 
turned exultation to horror and expansive vision to claustro
phobia? 

Only when she must sit down to dinner, a dinner where "for
mal platitudes were manufactured with effort," (p. 77) does 
Rachel cease to feel exalted . The conversation at the dinner 
table, like Mr. Dalloway's pre-osculatory pronouncements, is 
pompous and aphoristic. The "wonderful masculine stories" 
about politicians and governments make the individuals actually 
present "seem featureless and small" (p. 77). The familiarity of 
platitudes breeds no intimacy; it only washes out the features of 
living men and women by making them symbols and types. 

Meeting Richard across the table, he avoiding her eyes and 
talking as he always does, perhaps brings home to Rachel, 
although she would not be able to articulate it, that he has made 
her, too, featureless and typical. Finding her alone, he has 
unleashed upon her a torrid clamor of cliches: " 'What solitary 
icebergs we are Miss Vinrace! How little we can communicate! 
... that's what's the matter with modern life! Now tell me about 
yourself .... Good God! When I think of the age we live in, with 
its opportunities and possibilities ... ' " Rachel hints mildly that 
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for a woman the opportunities are not so great as he imagines, 
but Richard's perpetual iteration of worn -out phrases, which for 
him constitute Woman, prevents him from hearing much less 
experiencing the particular woman sitting across from him. He 
presses his suit ignoring her timid resistance : " 'A young and 
beautiful woman,' he continued sententiously, 'has the whole 
world at her feet. That's true, Miss Vinrace' "(p. 76). Then the ship 
lurches and he kisses her. 

Rachel has thought that love, when she met it, would unveil 
the skies. Her encounter with Richard brings love no closer, but 
destroys nonetheless its strange miraculous distance . She is horri
fied by the commonplace habit that reduces miracles to plati
tudes, a habit that deforms man and walls in the sky. 

Carol S. Lashof 
Modern Thought and Literature 
Stanford University 

REVIEW: "RACHEL READS THE BOOK OF THE 
WORLD," LOUISE DE SALVO'S VIRGINIA WOOLF'S 
FIRST VOYAGE: A NOVEL IN THE MAKING. 
(ROWMAN AND LITTLEFIELD, 1979). 

Intent on finding that psychological solution she presumes 
must underlie the mass of rejected manuscripts, Louise De Salvo 
tends to regard Virginia Woolf's revisions of The Voyage Out as 
essentially a move from candor to subterfuge: 

And what had become of Melymbrosia is signified at least 
in one sense, by the new title .. . . the writing of the novel 
itself was becoming a voyage out - a voyage away from 
the bluntness, the candor, the openness, and even the 
subtlety - with which Woolf had handled her material in 
this version. (p.66) 

This judgment is the result of an attempt to chart and ultimately 
to strain the connections between major events in Woolf's pri
vate life and the shape of the various drafts of the novel. Having 
studied the same manuscripts used for this book, I find myself 
coming to a rather different conclusion as to the significance of 
Woolf's revisions . Beginning with the novel's new title, an allu
sion to Whitman's "Passage to India," the manuscripts contain 
many signs that the later draft became a book about books, a 
book about education and the ways fiction shapes life. 

In The Voyage Out, people continually thrust volumes into 
Rachel Vinrace's hands, and we come to know her in part through 
her reading . What cannot be said directly, particularly about the 
history of relations between the sexes, is usually mediated by a 
book. From draft to draft Rachel is revised into a naive reader, 
one who wishes to "be.come" the hero in everything she reads. In 
the final version, doubly wounded by the loss of her mother and 
the ghostly fiction of Theresa evoked to justify her constricted 
life, Rachel, awakened by the sea voyage, presumes that "if one 
went back far enough, everything was intelligible ." 1 Reading 
Hirst's Gibbon, she believes she can journey safely down those 
narrative roads "back to the very beginning of the world," and 
find that "all knowledge would be hers, and the book of the 
world turned back to its first page." (p. 175) But reading, as Woolf 
knew , is dangerous, and the book of the world proves fatal for 
the uneducated woman reader. 

The new name for the boat that carries Rachel away from 
England also suggests the emerging themes of the published 
novel. In 1906, Woolf privately reviewed Thoby's Cambridge 
friends' collection of poetry, Euphrosyne. Describing the poetry 
as "beyond the decadence of Swinburne himself," Woolf scorned 
their affected rebellion against authority and premature "satiety" 
as dubious fruits of an exclusively male education. 2 She won
dered, ironically, if the benefits of her informal education were 
not to be freshly valued. The darker side of Woolf's musing on 
the effects of education upon the sexes is gradually refined from 
the earlier to the later drafts. In the published novel Helen Am
brose writes in a letter, "how should one .educate them?" (p. 96), 



referring to women like Rachel. But in an earlier draft Woolf had 
included in Helen's letter a reference to untutored women com
ing " home" from the world "tailless," and the narrator's note that 
Helen had drawn a picture of a manx cat on her blotting paper. · 3 

Woolf's famous metaphor for the woman with no tradition 
behind her (the lost tail as the silenced, or amputated, voice) is 
deleted . Instead, Woolf makes both Rachel and Helen less con
scious of and thus more vulnerable to the effects of their igno
rance . In addition to borrowing back the misappropriated femi 
nine Greek muse, Euphrosyne, to her own ironic purposes, Woolf 
uses another crucial but often misunderstood literary allusion to 
dramat ize the same point. 

Readers will remember that Terence reads aloud from the 
"Calamus" section of Leaves of Crass (the section celebrating 
male erotic love) as the river boat journies into the jungle . Mean
while, Hirst sits by, continuing his obscene poem about God 
begun while he was reading "Sappho .. . The one Swinburne did" 
(p. 230) in the chapel. Hirst's book has the Greek, or the real 
Sappho, on the left and the English, or Swinburne's translation, 
on the right. The poem is identified by its title in Sappho, "Ode to 
Aphrodite." 4 Swinburne, however, worked this and another 
famous lyric, "To Anaktoria," into his own long, sadomasochistic 
poem, "Anactoria ." If, like Woolf, we place these side by side, we 
see that the woman's voice celebrating feminine erotic love with 
wit and delicacy has been seized and silenced . The playful erotic 
chase of Sappho's "Ode" and the celebration of femininity over 
against the masculine world of the Tro jan war which victimizes 
Helen in "To Anactoria" are twisted into deadly violence: 

I would my love could kill thee; I am satiated 
With seeing thee live, and fain would have thee dead .5 

Lacking Greek, no woman in the novel can translate and reclaim 
Sappho and the trad ition of a feminine community to discover 
that it is not Sappho but Swinburne who, in the name of 
"Sappho" authorizes the myth that love and desire between 
women naturally lead to hatred and sadistic violence . 

Discussing how the "Sappho" allusion (which she does not ex
plicate in terms of Swinburne) works w ith Milton's Camus in the 
published version of Rachel's illness and death, De Salvo unwit
tingly duplicates the process Woolf unmasks in A Room of One's 
Own and Three Guineas: the power of patriarchal myths, includ
ing those we call history and literary criticism, to displace the 
authentic feminine voice. 

The meaning of Sappho's "Ode" becomes integrated into 
Rachel's delirium ... Rachel's leap into watery pools can be 
interpreted either as a self-inflicted phantasied punishment 
for the Sapphist life, as a way for Rachel to escape Helen's 
Sapphist tyranny, or as a parallel to Sappho's own suicide 
by drowning because she suddenly and inexplicably found 
herself in love with a man, in love with Phaon. (p. 134) 

What Rachel fears is sexual initiation, knowing that it will be 
painful. Terence's naivete in offering her Camus as beautiful but 
harmless should be taken as part of what rightfully alarms and 
confuses her; for each time he reads aloud to her, his voice and 
motives joined to those of the male authors he reads drives home 
to Rachel that historically the rhetoric of sexuality is violent and 
the rhetoric of marriage for women is submission or death by 
drowning (Meredith's in Diana , for example, and not Sappho's). 
Finally , as classical scholars know, there was no Phaon, the sup
posed late male love in Sappho's life, and the fiction of her 
suicide by drowning is one of the many historical attempts to 
discredit (literally to "kill") Sappho, who Woolf would have read 
in the original Greek. 

Toward the end of her analysis, De Salvo finds what she has 
sought throughout the revisions of the novel : 

In this draft, Comus po ints to the insight that kissing 
Richard Dalloway has been a substitute for Rachel's inad
missable erotic attachment to her father . (p. 140) 

Like her reading of "Sappho," this treatment of Comus as evi
dence of Oedipal desire makes Rachel the scapegoat of a prior 
mythology , thereby obscuring the intention of Woolf's allusion . 
For while Terence reads her the only "book that would withstand 
the power of the sun" (p. 326) Rachel discovers an historical 
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source of the brute in her earlier nightmare . The road back 
through history becomes the tunnel opening into a vault as 
Milton's version of Geoffrey of Monmouth's chronicle of Brute's 
founding of Britain satisfies Rachel's desire to return to the begin
ning of the book of the world in the bitterest way. Woolf prob
ably would have known that by a process of reinterpretation 
from Geoffrey through Spenser (Fairie Queene, 11.x) to Milton the 
burden of guilt for Sabrina's drowning was shifted from the guilty 
husband, Locrine, to rest solely on the betrayed queen, 
Guendolyn. But the uneducated Rachel cannot resist the fever 
initiated by the book. Then women - her Nurse and Helen
displace men as her tormentors in the nightmare tunnel , now 
located under the Thames in London, or Geoffrey's "New Troy." 

Woolf's angr iest note is struck with the novel's final literary 
allusion, Milton's "Nativity Ode ," added, as far as we can tell, as 
late as the printer's proofs. In the poem Leslie Stephen loved to 
recite to his children every Christmas, we find the source of op
pressive power Woolf locates in the real, external heat of the day 
to suggest the fiction's power to imply a fearful duplicity be
tween nature and culture. Milton's "Christ" is a blazing Sun/Son 
come to redeem "guilty," "naked ," and "sinful" earth (39,40,41), 
a prone feminine body cowering in shame . The logic of Comus 
suggests that the sexual crisis of the trapped virgin requires the in
tervention of a feminine savior, but ironically the advent of this 
"Christ" signals the dethronement of all other gods, including 
"mooned Ashtaroth/Heaven's queen and mother both" (200-201) 
and, by extension, of Sabrina herself , (whose deification was 
Milton's contribution to the legend) and Rachel dies. 

As it remains to be shown from the manuscripts of The Voyage 
Out, it was a long and costly struggle before Woolf reconceived 
Rachel's story as a fiction aimed at underm ining and dismantling 
those cultural myths that have for so long wounded and divided 
US. 

Esther Klindienst Joplin 
Modern Thought and Literature 
Stanford University 

1 The Voyage Out, (New York; Harcou rt, Brace, & World, Inc.), 1920, p. 67. Quotat ions are 
taken from t he Amer ican edit ion w hich reflects Woo lf's fi nal revisions on the 1915 Brit ish 
ed it ion. 

2 Quentin Bel l. Virginia Woolf, A Biography. (London : The Hogarth Press), 1972. Vo lume I. Ap· 
pendix C, pp. 205-6. 

3 Th is passage can be found in what is now labelled " Earlier Typesc ript, " Chapte r 11, page 
one, in the Berg Col lection at the New York Public Library. 

4 Greek. Lyric Poet ry, translated and ed ited by Willis Barnstone, (New York: Schocken Books). 
1975, pp. 66, 72. The "Ode" sometimes refer red to as "Hymn" is entitled "A Prayer to 
Aphrodite" in Barnstone, who notes that Sappho was part of a religious community engaged 
in wo rship of the goddess. 

5 Swinbu rne: Selected Poetry and Prose, edited by John D. Rosenberg, (New York: Random 
House, Inc.), 1968, pp. 113-120, lines 23-24. 

"SOLID OBJECTS" AS ALLEGORY 

If allegory, as Angus Fletcher has suggested, depicts reality not 
directly but in diagrammatic form, then "Solid Objects" 
diagrams both technical and personal aspects of Woolf's own 
fiction -making, its orders and disturbances. Fletcher, whose study 
stresses the macrocosmic-microcosmic character of the allegor
ical diagram, quotes a psychoanalyst's remarks to explain its 
function: 

The creation of this replica of the real world makes it possi
ble to calculate and act out in advance in this 'model 
world' before real action is taken .. .. Words and worded 
concepts are shadows of things, constructed for the pur-



pose of bringing order through trial action into the chaos of 
real things. The macrocosm of real things outside is re
flected in the microcosm of things-representatives inside. 
(Allegory, The Theory of a Symoblic Mode, Ithaca, 1964, p. 
295.) 

The first few paragraphs of "Solid Objects," in which an authorial 
agent, a kind of disembodied perceiver, carries the action, set up 
the macrocosmic model which the remaining action, the short 
story's microcosm, imitates. 

In the opening scene the perceiver-we might call her Woolf's 
"demiurge" -establishes a narrative frame, a "vast semicircle of 
beach" on which she observes a single object, "one small black 
spot." She then proceeds to anatomize the spot, finding in it first 
"four legs," then "two young men." The process of articulation 
unfolds gradually as the perceiver draws closer, observing ani
mated gestures and details of dress, and finally brings us close 
enough to overhear the two men arguing about politics, a subject 
which fails to hold the attention of the story's protagonist John. 
We follow the perceiver's descent from a vague general vision to 
a specific one . And yet, apart from their apparent disparity of in
terests, the two young men remain indistinguishable from one 
another: both are composed of "mouths, noses, chins, little 
moustaches, tweed caps, rough boots, shooting coats, and check 
stockings ." 

The first few paragraphs of the story, then, pose and answer a 
question of poetics, namely, how does one transform opaque 
appearances, the solid objects of the world, into a story? The 
answer: Beginning with a blank ground and a single generalized 
object, divide, articulate, and specify in a graded succession. Yet, 
at this stage the two men must remain generically comparable, so 
that their thematic differences will show more clearly. Their 
behaviors will serve, in lieu of distinct physical traits, to convey 
these differences: Charles' stick has been "slashing the beach for 
a mile or so;" when his companion expresses a complete lack of 
intere,st in their talk - "Politics be damned," - Charles begins 
"skimming flat pieces of stone over the water," throwing away 
the sort of thing John will soon collect; and he is obviously still 
engaged by the topic which has rendered John listless and "ready 
to take up something new." The story has set up an antithesis be
tween "politics" and some other theme, ilS yet unnamed; and it 
has done so in true allegorical fashion with characters who virtu
ally personify ideas. 

The first portion of the story offers three personae, the author
ial perceiver, whose story consists in the discovery and articula
tion of the two others, John, and Charles, at this stage the nearly 
blank materials of a narrative. By the end of paragraph these two, 
active in their own right, stand ready to take up the story as the 
authorial perceiver retires from the scene. This transfer of 
powers, and the beginning of the microcosmic parallelism, 
occurs as John, disengaged from the conversation, starts 
"burrowing down, down , into the sand." There, like the authorial 
perceiver discovering the "small black spot," he finds "a lump of 
glass, so thick as to be almost opaque." 

Henceforth, the collection of discarded objects comes gradu
ally to absorb all his attention. The collection parallels the per
ceiver's collection of John and Charles into her narrative frame 
for it provokes John to fantasize, to create his own fictiv~ 
cosmos. The lump of glass, for example, inspires John to specu
late on its origins and nature, and to imagine that "it was almost a 
precious stone. You had only to enclose it in a rim of gold, or 
pierce it with a wire, and it became a jewel; part of a necklace, or 
a dull, green light upon a finger." This lapidary speculation also 
speaks the language of fiction-making, which sets characters in a 
frame, or pierces its solid materials with a thematic thread. In ef
fect the glass like the spot, stirs the poetic impulse; and John's im
aginings, like the perceiver's, expand and grow more specific: 
"Perhaps after all it was really a gem; something worn by a dark 
Princess trailing her finger in the water as she sat in the stern of 
the boat and listened to the slaves singing as they rowed across 
the Bay. Or the oak sides of a sunk Elizabethan treasure-chest 
had split apart, and, rolled over and over, over and over, its 
emeralds had come at last to shore." 
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Later discoveries breed similar narratives, and as John's collec
tion increases the parallel between the outer and inner stories 
grows more precise. Thus we find a "Charles" and a "John" 
within the collection, in the antithesis of "the china so vivid and 
alert, and the glass so mute and contemplative" -and in this 
detail we also see the key to the thematic opposition of charac
ters : Charles personifies the active life, the public reality of the 
politician; John the contemplative life, the private reality of the 
esthete, the saint, or the writer. When John ponders the two ob
jects, wondering how they "came to exist in the same world, let 
alone to stand on the same narrow strip of marble in the same 
room," we recognize the parallel working not only between anti
thetical objects and characters, but also between the "narrow 
strip of marble," the setting of John's collection, and the "vast 
semicircle of beach," the original setting of the macrocosmic 
story. Moreover, like the author's fiction which lays out its 
creative instruments to view, John's study displays his collecting 
tools, a "long stick fitted with an adaptable hook" and an "old 
carpet bag"-items suggesting the author's probing imagination 
and consolidating memory . 

But despite all the parallels which seem to affirm the value of 
creative imagination, John's story disturbs us. He becomes 
strange and obsessive, gradually isolating himself: "People gave 
up visiting him. He never talked to anyone about his serious 
ambitions; their lack of understanding was apparent in their 
behavior ." If John's story involves an allegorical debate won by 
the contemplative over the active principle, by the esthetic over 
the political vision, it also hints at the disturbing consequence of 
such creative eccentricity . The sense of disharmony John's 
privacy entails surfaces through another item of the collection, 
namely: 

. . . a very remarkable piece of iron. It was almost identical 
with the glass in shape, massy and globular, but so cold 
and heavy, so black and metallic, that it was evidently 
alien to earth and had its origin in one of the dead stars or 
was itself a cinder of the moon. It weighed the pocket 
down; it weighed the mantelpiece down; it radiated cold. 
And yet the meteorite stood upon the same ledge with the 
lump of glass and the star-shaped china. 

His microcosmic collection and the author's macrocosmic narra
tive acquire their "anti-cosmos" in this too-solid object, the cold
ness of which, when we consider the end of Woolf's personal dia
logue with the world, radiates the more ominously. 

"Solid Objects," in short, diagrams not only a fictional tech
nique, but also the author's odd relations with the things of the 
world, the interpretive relations that produce stories, but, when, 
they become too rarified and obsessive, also enclose the author 
within a world of her own devising. 

In her own brief commentaries on the Faery Queen-a work 
central to Fletcher's study-Woolf, noting the modern distaste 
for allegory, explains the difference between Spenser's and 
modern fiction-making in conciliatory terms: "The novelist," she 
writes, "uses allegory; that is, when he wishes to expound his 
characters, he makes them think; Spenser impersonated his 
psychology." (C.E. IV, p. 16) She then goes on to suggest some
thing very like Fletcher's idea of a macrocosmic-microcosmic 
diagram: 

In the Faery Queen we half consciously have the sense of 
some pattern hanging in the sky, so that without referring 
any of the words to a special place, they have that meaning 
which comes from their being parts of a whole design, and 
not an isolated fragment of unrelated loveliness. (C.E. IV, 
p. 15) 

The relevance of this statement to "Solid Objects" seems clear. 
But the paradox and poignancy of the story may reside some
where between its diagrams and the scheme of the world; partly 
at least it involves our extra-literary knowledge that the author, 
despite efforts to find some place in the scheme of things, re
mained, like her character John, largely an outsider. 

Robert A. Watson 
Comparative Literature 
Stanford University 



FROM THE READERS: 

Dear V. W. M., 

Carolyn Heilbrun's review of Volume Five of Virginia Woolf's 
Letters and Naomi Black's article on her feminist politics raise 
important questions which should be debated further. 

I argued in my Introduction to that volume that V.W . was 
anachronistic in her promotion of the feminist case and inconsis
tent in her attitude to war. Carolyn Heilbrun castigates my Intro
duction as "profoundly regrettable," "unbecoming" and wanting 
in tact. That, from her, hurts. What does she mean by tact? Is she 
saying that an Introduction to a volume of V.W.'s letters should 
avoid criticism of V.W .'s views? Or does she mean that my Intro
duction is offensive to people who believe deeply in the argu
ment that V.W . advanced? I can accept neither accusation. The 
V.W. Miscellany is not the journal of a fan -club. It is a forum for 
the serious discussion of a woman of genius. V.W. will live only 
through the continuous re-evaluation of her works and opinions, 
and that must occasionally involve an assessment of her political 
views. 

It may be said (Professor Heilbrun certainly implies it by her 
quotation from Forster) that as I am a man in my sixties, I cannot 
be expected to understand the attitudes of young women . I deny 
this . I was not attacking the feminist movement. I was question 
ing the logic of V.W .'s particular method of advocating it. I was 
saying that she did not possess a politically trained mind, and if 
the answer is, Why should she?, my reply was that in Three 
Guineas she was laying claim to it. 

It was a political pamphlet on two subjects, the position of 
women, and war. Although in the 1930s women were still disad
vantaged, their opportunities and status had been greatly im
proved, as V.W.'s own life showed, but she chose to ignore the 
fundamental changes that had occurred since her childhood. 
This was pointed out at the time, not only by men critics, but by 
ardent feminists like Mrs. Leavis and my own mother Vita . She 
was also most uncertain about the degree of public responsibility 
she wished women to assume. I would have preferred to read a 
reply to these criticisms rather than a simple condemnation of 
them as improper. 

Naomi Black writes that V.W. was both a socialist and a paci
fist. I say that she was both by inclination, but ultimately neither 
in practice . Her socialism was not deeply felt, and her pacifism, 
while dominant in W .W .I, was extinguished by W.W.I1. The proof 
of this must.await the publication of Volume Six of the Letters 
and Volume Five of the Diaries. She wanted the Allies to win the 
Second War, and we could only win by fighting, and because we 
had prepared to fight. By her conduct and expressed views in 
1939-41, she recanted what she had written about war in Three 
Guineas. I did not call it nonsense that she should load on men 
the prime responsibility for war. I said it was nonsense that she 
should advise women to do nothing to contribute to their coun
try's defence because their country had done nothing for women 
in return. I might add that she was mistaken in her view that if 
women had more political authority, wars would cease. There 
have been women in positions of great power-from Joan of Arc 
to Mrs. Thatcher-and none of them have abrogated war as an 
ultimate instrument of policy. For these and other reasons I 
believe that V.W. arrived emotionally at conclusions which she 
then endeavoured to support by highly selective facts. 

I feel embarrassed by renewing this controversy when my atti
tude has already been so soundly condemned by Carolyn Heil
brun, and in terms which oblige us to reconsider V.W.'s views in 
the context of today's politics. However, I fear even more that 
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her political opinions may come to be regarded as sacrosanct, 
and any criticism of them as regrettable . I believe that V.W. her
self would have welcomed such discussion. This is accepted with
out question in Britain, where my Introduction aroused no hostile 
reaction . In America it has evoked cries of rage. This distresses 
me, because your scholars have recently contributed far more 
than ours to Woolf studies and an appreciation of her genius . 

Dear V.W.M., 

Nigel Nicolson 
Sissinghurst Castle, Kent 

As one of the reviewers of his book referred to by Roger Poole 
in his letter in VWM 15, may I say why I, in common with other 
reviewers 'hardly . .. referred to the phenomenological dimension' 
of his work? 

I did not mention it in my review in The Observer because it is 
a nonsense almost as great as Dr. Poole's cavalier disregard of 
checkable facts. Indeed Dr. Poole's perversion of Husserl is 
almost as serious as his impertinent speculations about the 
Woolfs' marriage and Mrs. Woolf's suicide. It was evident that 
Dr. Poole had not bothered, when writing his book, to consult the 
volumes of the diaries available at the Berg Collection. 

It was equally evident to me, as someone who has had some 
training in philosophy and who has actually read Husserl, that Dr . 
Poole's claims to be employing a phenomenological methodol
ogy were not worthy of comment. 

The worst aspect of Dr. Poole's book, and one which deserves 
the attention of both the producers and the consumers involved 
in the Virginia Woolf industry, is the fact that it was published at 
all. 

The book certainly does not meet the minimum standards of 
scholarship that one would hope to see maintained by a commer
cial publisher. That it was published by an academic publisher, 
the Cambridge University Press, is an outrage. 

I hope that your pages will not be sullied by further discussion 
of the contents of Dr . Poole's silly book, but that readers will feel 
obliged to deal with the question of why it should have been pub
lished at all. Enough is enough. As I said in my original review, 
Virginia Woolf's life is now public property, but that is no excuse 
for vandalism. 

Dear V. W. M., 

Paul Levy 
Millwood Farm House 
Long Hanborough 
Oxford, England 

I think I can throw light on Elizabeth Richardson's supposed 
'solving' of a 'longstanding uncertainty' over a painting by 
Vanessa Bell (VWM No . 15). Her "Interior with Mrs. Grant" was 
indeed reserved for the Contemporary Art Society as reported in 
Apollo (April 1934, p. 224). St. John Hutchinson was a buyer for 
the Society and it was he who "cut up crusty" when he found the 
picture already belonged to Duncan Grant. Elizabeth Richardson 
does not quote the rest of VW's sentence (VW Letters, Vol. V, p. 
281-2) which says: " ... and Jack crusty flushes like a boiling beet
root; it is terr ifying." So the Society had to change its proposed 
purchase; it bought instead Vanessa Bell's "Interior with Duncan 
Grant" which is now in the Williamson Art Gallery, Birkenhead (a 
gift of the CAS). 

The portrait of Mrs . Grant (full-face, sewing or embroidering, in 
her sitting-room at Twickenham) was not destroyed in the fire at 8 
Fitzroy Street; I have a distinct recollection of Duncan Grant 
showing it to me in c1969-70 in Vanessa Bell's studio at Charles
ton. Presumably it has since been sold or is still part of the artist's 
estate (though from the above evidence it should perhaps be in 
Duncan Grant's estate). 



In the early 1930s Vanessa Bell conceived the idea of doing a 
series of portraits in interiors. She completed those of Duncan 
Grant, Mrs. Grant, Leonard Woolf (National Portrait Gallery, 
London) and of VW in Tavistock Square. The whereabout of this 
last picture is unknown to me. The only photograph I have known 
of it was unfortunately lost by my publishers before it had a 
chance to appear in Bloomsbury Portraits. I was thus delighted to 
see it reproduced in Petersen and Wilson's Women Artists (1976). 
While VW sat to her sister, she read aloud extracts from Ottoline 
Morrell's reminiscences which doubtless considerably lightened 
the painter's task. I have no clue as to where this important work 
migbt be. It may well have gone up in flames in 1940. 

Dear V. W. M., 

Richard Shone 
153 Holbein Place 
London SW1 

Having read with interest Brenda Silver's notice, " 'Discover
ing, Pouncing, Thinking of Phrases,' " I look forward with eager
ness to both her 1981 book, Virginia Woolf's Notebooks, and the 
bibliographic guide to be issued later. I am also preparing a study 
of the essays-but from the side opposite to Ms. Silver's. Starting 
with the essays themselves, I trace their sources and allusions, 
making confirmatory mention of the reading notes where appro
priate. It looks, then, as if we shall meet in the middle of the 
bridge-"The Narrow Bridge of Woolf's Essays"? At least be
tween us, we may hope to have covered the subject. 

Like Ms. Silver also, I occasionally run across allusions I can
aot unlock, despite a diligent search. Does this one "ring a bell" 
with any of your readers? 

"Here is young Mr. Elman talking to Miss Biffen at 
Brighton. Elman ... reflects that he has known all the 
great men of his time. And so back and so forward, he 
paces eternally the fields of Sussex, until, grown to an ex
tre~e old age, there he sits in his Rectory thinking of Miss 

Sonoma State University 
Virginia Woolf Miscellany 
Department of English 
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Biffen .... " - "Taylors and Edgeworths" 

Elizabeth Steele 
Department of English 
University of Toledo 

VISITING MONKS HOUSE 
Last night I watched slides I took of your house 
the Lodge where you wrote 
the bronze cast of your face. 
Over the downs, the water rope of the Ouse 
where you went under. 

The tenant who let us in was nervous, shy. 
He said to hurry-guests were due for lunch. 
I walked right into the steep love of it all: 
beamed ceiling, white narrow stairs, 
Omega tables, the sofa where you read, Vanessa's portrait of you 
without a face. 

You might as well love me. Every stone 
has a voice. You might as well hear 
the litany of weeds. Music and air 
are all we hold 
in miracle 
against the dissolving hand. 

I stood in your room, the blue lighthouse struck 
in a tile medallion. 

The tenant moved us on. I saw how it was -
his lover's footfall just above our heads, 
a paperback of your letters still untouched, 
and Sunday brunch on the edge of the microwave . 

George Ella Lyon 
478 S. Ashland 
Lexington, KY 
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