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TO THE READERS 
Bloomsbury scholars gathered at the Metropolitan Museum of 

Art in New York on October 17 for a rich presentation of new 
Bloomsbury material. Nigel Nicolson chaired the Royal Oak 
Foundation's day long "The Bloomsbury Group and Charleston, 
Sussex," a symposium staged to raise money for the preservation 
of Charleston, Bloomsbu ry's country retreat. The program in
cluded Leon Edel speaking on "The Bloomsbury Lions at Charles
ton," Joanne Trautmann on "Virginia and Leonard Woolf," Rich
ard Morphet on "The Charleston Artists: Innovation and Tradi
tion," Sir John Pope-Hennessey on "Roger Fry and The Metropoli
tan Museum of Art," and Michael Holroyd on "Lytton Strachey, 
Bloomsbury Biographer." One of the many highlights of the day 
was Quentin Bell's "Reflections on Charleston," which con
cluded the program. Professor Bell told the story of staging his 
new play, "Charleston Revisited," after a Bloomsbury dinner in 
1938 or 1939. His audience included most members of the 
Bloomsbury group, as well as T. S. Eliot; his drama was set in the 
year 2000, in one of the studios at Charleston, which had been 
converted into a National Trust house. Professor Bell remembers 
having been short of props, and insisting that his audience as
sume the role of essential studio furniture: Leonard and Virginia 
Woolf became bookcases stuffed with thei r own first edit ions; 
Cl ive Bell was an elegant eighteenth century writing desk; Dun
can Grant was a still life; Maynard Keynes was a safe. As Profes
sor Bell tells it, his play was a grand success, especially with its 
opportunities for audience participation, but the man uscript was, 
regrettably, lost soon after. Transc ripts of the conference will be 
avai lable soon from Royal Oak. Further information about the 
drive to save Charleston can be obtained from M iss Arete B. 
Swartz, Director, Royal Oak Foundation , 41 E. 72 St., New York, 
New York, 10021 . 

Fall 1981 

ANNOUNCEMENTS 
Virginia Woolf Centennial Conference 

To celebrate the 100th Anniversary of the birth of Virginia 
Woolf, West Virginia University will sponsor a Centennial Confer
ence March 18 - 20, 1982. The Conference will feature scholarly 
papers, films, dramatic presentations and readings. Speakers in
clude Tillie Olsen and Joanne Trautmann. For information, write 
to Virg inia Woolf Centennial Conference, c/o Elaine Ginsberg, 
Department of English, West Virginia University, Morgantown, 
West Virginia, 26506. 

MLA Convention Notes 
Don't miss these events, sponsored by the Virginia Woolf Soci

ety and others: 
Virginia Woolf and the Structure of Society I: 29 December, 10:15 
- 11 :30 a.m., Madison, Hilton. Presiding: Carolyn Heilbrun. "The 
Niece of a Nun: Virginia Woolf and Caroline Emelia Stephen," 
Jane Marcus, University of Texas, Austin; "Virginia Woolf and the 
Patriarchy," Beverly Schlack -Randles, Marymount College. 
Virginia Woolf and the Structure of Society II: 29 December, 12:00 
noon - 1 :15 p.m., Madison, Hi lton. Presiding : Mitchell Leaska. 
"Virginia Woolf and the City," Susan Merrill Squier, State Univer
sity of New York, Stonybrook. (Ample time will be devoted during 
these two sessions to other work-in-progress and open discussion.) 
Chloe Liked Olivia: Women's Relations to Women in Literature 
and Professional Life/Writers as Lovers, Writers as Friends: 29 De
cember, 3:30 - 4:45 p.m., Clinton, Hilton. "Tinder and Flint: Vita 
Sackville -West and Virginia Woolf," Louise DeSalvo, Fairleigh 
Dickinson University. 
Gleanings from Women's Arch ival Material : 29 December, 7:15 
-8:30 p.m., Room 551, Hilton. Presiding: Brenda Silver. "Editing 
the Journa ls of Virgin ia Stephen," Louise DeSalvo, Fairleigh Dick
inson Univeristy . 
Virginia Woo l f Society Party and Cash Bar: 29 Dec,•;nber, 9 - 11 
p.m., Bryant, Hilton. 
Virginia Woolf Society Business Meet ing: Time and place wi l l be 
announced at Virginia Woo l f and the Structure of Society I. 

New Edit ions 
Mitchell Leaska and Louise DeSalvo are presently editing The 

Journals of Virginia Stephen, 1897 - 1909: The Early Writings of Vir
ginia Woolf, to be published in the winter of 1982. Professors De
Salvo and Leaska are also editing The Letters of Vita Sackville
West to Virginia Woolf; publication date has not yet been set. 

This issue of the Miscellany was financed in part by the English 
department, C. W. Post Center. Our thanks to them. The next is
sue of VWM will be edited by J. J. Wilson, Department of English, 
Sonoma State University, Rohnert Park, California 94928. Profes
sor Wilson would like material by March 15, 1982. Please remem
ber that all pieces submitted for consideration should be typed, 
double-spaced and no longer than 800 words. New readers wish
ing to be put on our mailing list may do so by writing to J. J. Wil
son at the above address. We encourage your continued financial 
contributions , which make continued VWM issues possible. This 
issue was edited by Katherine C. Hill, C. W. Post Center, Long ls
land University. 



PROUST AND BLOOMSBURY 
"Every one is reading Proust. ... It seems to be a tremendous experience." 

(l etter from V. Woolf to Forster, 21 Jan. 1922) 

"Every one" in Bloomsbury was reading Proust in the 1920's, 
with various degrees of difficulty, curiosity, dedication, attrac
t ion, and repulsion. A la Recherche du Temps Perdu was still in 
progress (Proust died in Nov. 1922), and was not to be available in 
its entirety until 1927. Nevertheless, as one volume after another 
became available, Bloomsbury read and responded . 

Woolf and her friends were introduced to Proust via Clive 
Bell's and Roger Fry's visits to France, and Bell's Proust is 
Bloomsbury's most sustained statement on the subject. Although 
Woolf and Forster share Bell's general op inions about Proust (his 
uniqueness, the strain of reading him, and his irreconcilability 
with D. H. Lawrence), their comments (in diaries, letters, essays) 
offer a more subtle view of Proust, and, indirectly, cast light on 
their own writings.' 

Forster's claim that Proust's book is "Our Second Greatest 
Novel"' is made in spite of the threat Proust's thought poses for 
his own values: "He gave me as much of the modern way as I 
could take."' Specifically, Proust challenges Forster's delicately 
optimistic views of human love: "Proust's theory of love . is a 
gloomy theory and I do not agree with it;"• " it is the theory of a 
complete pessimist."' What Forster cannot help admiring, how
ever, is Proust's "artistic achievement" which "raised the rather 
tiresom e work 'art' to an importan ce and a sublimity which we 
cannot neglect "• and which exists with such authority that "No 
violence can destroy it, no sneering can belittle it." 7 

Although Forster's criti ca l treatments of Proust reflect close 
reading,' his further claim (in his diary) that Passage to India was 
"influenced by Proust"' is problematic. Certainly there are no ob
vious stylistic or thematic influences; at most Passage seems su
prisingly to share Proust's pessimism about human relationships . 

Virginia Woolf's relation to Proust is more complex and intense 
than Forster's, and the results more fruitful. She first becomes 
aware of him through Fry in 1919, 10 begins reading Swann's Way 
in the spring of 1922, buys him (and Joyce ) in the summer of 1922 
(presumably she is reading borrowed copies until then), and con
tinues to read and to write about him intermittently for at least 
the next sixteen years. Her read ing is slow and full of lapses, but 
she persists. By April 1934 she is reading Sodome et Comorrhe, 
but seems never to have finished all seven books. 

Yet from first contact, Proust seems to have had her in a 
strange grip , and she refers to him in her letters and diaries fre 
quently, and with more respect than she shows any other living 
writer. A sampler: 

" .. I'm shivering on the brink (of reading Proust] and waiting to be submerged 
with a horrid sort of not ion that I shall go down and down and down and per
haps never come up again." 

Letter to Forster, 21 Jan. 1922 
"Oh if I could write like that! I cry." letter to Fry, 6 May 1922 
"My great adventure is reall y Proust. . . I am in a state of amazement; as if a 
miracle were being done before my eyes. . . One has to put the book down 
and gasp." 

letter to Fry, 3 Oct. 1922 
"I wonder if this next lap (of writing Mrs. Dalloway] will be influenced by 
Proust? . . his command of every resource is so extravagant that one can 
hardly fail to profit, & must not flinch, through cowardice. " 

Diary, 1 O Feb. 1923 
. . Proust . . . that great writer whom I cannot read when I'm correcting, so 

persuasive is he." 
Diary , 19 Nov. 1924 

" I wonder if (in Mrs. Dalloway ] I have achieved something? We//, nothing 
anyhow compared with Proust, in whom I am embedded now . ... he will I 
suppose both influence me & make me out of temper with every sentence of 
my own." 

Diary, 8 April 1925 
he is far the greatest modern novelist. 

letter to V. Bell, 21 April 1927 
"(Proust] is of course so magnificent that I cant write myself within its arc; 
that 's true; for years I've put off finishing it. . " 

letter to E. Smyth, 21 May 1934 
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It is impossible not to detect a two-fold reaction in these state
ments: an almost unfounded admiration coupled with a fear of 
being overwhelmed . The second reaction is the more interesting, 
for it accounts both for her hesitation about reading Proust, and 
for her increasing need to come to terms with him. "Fe ar" she 
calls it, "cowardice ." She seems unable to control the anxiety of 
his influenc e; she cannot resist his "pe rsuasiv e" control wh ile she 
is correcting proofs, nor work within his "arc." She compares her 
work with his, not with envy or spite (her more typical reaction 
towards writers w hose work threatens her), but with a recognition 
that he and she are engaged in the common task of capturing 
consciousness in language and of imposing new form on the no
vel, and that he is in the lead . 

Two brief examples must serve to suggest the extent to which 
Woolf turns the th reat of Proust's persuasiveness to her own ad
vantage. Her debt takes not so much the form of echoing his style 
(though both are densely metaphoric) nor of borrowing charac 
ters or situations (though both are attracted to "parties" as situa
tions in which character manifests itself), as of applying to her 
own fiction aesthetic principles and techniques which her read
ing of Proust leads her to discover. 

In her diary for 8 April 1925 she writes: 
The thing about Proust is his comb inat ion of the utmost sensib ility with the 
utmost tenacity. He searches out these butterfly shades to the last grain. He 
is as tough as catgut & as evanescent as a butterfly's bloom. 

This prescription of an art both tough and evanescent reappears 
as Lily Briscoe's intention for her painting in To the Lighthouse, 
and, by extension, describes the structure of the who le novel : 

Beautiful and bright it should be on the surface, feathery and evanescent, one 
colour melting into another lik e the colour s on a butterfly 's wings; but be
neath the fabric must be clamped together with bolts of iron. It was to be a 
thing you could ruffle with your breath; and a thing you could not dislodge 
with a team of horses. " 

In "Phases of Fiction, "" pub lished in 1929 while she was at 
work on The Waves, Woolf analyzes Proust's "power of illuminat 
ing consciousness" in a way that clearly reflects her working con 
cerns with her own novel: 

Narrative technique: 
"P roust is so porous, so pliable, so perfectly receptive that we real ize him 
only as an envelope, thin, but e lastic, which stretches wider and wider and 
serves not to enforce a view but to enclose a world"(83) . 

Characterization: 
(He) reveals a whole series of thoughts, sensations, idea s, memories which 
were apparently sleeping on the walls of the m ind" (83). 

Style: 
" .. as if the mind , having carried its powers as fa r as possib le in analys is, 
sudden ly rose in the air and from a station high up gave us a different view 
of the same object in terms of metaphor " (85). 

The three passages seem respectively to describe the nearly invis 
ible narrator, the activity within the six characters' minds, and the 
characteristic use of imagery in The Waves. 

Thus Woolf answers her own dread first reaction (in 1922) to A 
la Recherche du Temps Perdu - "What remains to be written af
ter that?"" - by turning her fear of Proust's stifling influence in
to something positive. Instead of cowering or competing, she un
dertakes to learn from him, befriend him, shape his practices to 
her own purpose. 

Thomas Heacox 
The College of William and Mary 

1Strachey, francophi le though he was, cared little for Proust. See Michael Holroyd, Lytton 
Strachey, 11 (New York : Ho lt, Rineha rt and Winston, 1968), pp. 680-681. 
2Forster's essay by this titl e (1943) appears in Two Cheers for Democra cy (New York : Harcourt 
Brace and Co., 1951 ), pp. 223-227. 
1Writers at Work: The Paris Review Interviews, ed. Malcolm Cowley {New York: V iking, 1959), p. 
34. 
4"Our Second Greatest Novel?," p. 227. 
5E. M. Forster, "Proust" in Abinger Harvest {London: Arnold, 1936), p. 97 . 
6"Our Second Greatest Novel?," p. 224. 
7"Our Second Greatest Novel?," p. 227. 
' In addition to the two essays referred to above, see the comments on Proust in the "R hythm" 
chapter of Aspects of the Novel. 
9Quoted by P. N. Furbank in E. M. Forster: A Life, II (Oxford: Oxford Univers ity Press, 1979) p. 
107. Furbank goes on to suggest vaguely that the final passages of Passage were "assisted 
by" Proust, among others (p. 119) 
10"To Roger Fry," 2 Nov. 1919, Letter 1089, The Letters of Virginia Woolf, ed. Nigel N icolson and 
Joanne Trautmann, 6 vols. (New York: Harcourt, 1975 - 80), II , p. 396. See also Woolf, The Diary 
of Virginia Woolf, ed. Anne Olivier Bell, II (New York: Harcourt), p. 151. All subsequent quota
tions are taken from these ed itions. 
11 To the Lighthouse (New York: Har court, 1927), p. 255. 
1ico/lected Essays, II (New York: Harcourt, Brace and Wo rld, 1966), pp. 56-102. 
""To Roger Fry," 3 Oct. 1922, Letter 1295, Let ters, 11, pp . 565-566. 



KOT, LAWRENCE, AND BUNIN'S DOG 
Leonard Woolf never forgot the fierce personality of Russian 

exile S. S. Kotel iansky, friend of J. Middleton Murry, Katherine 
Mansfield, and D. H. Lawrence, who brought seven Russian trans
lations to the Woolfs' Hogarth Press between 1920 and 1923. 
"W hen he shook hands with you," Woolf wrote, "you felt that all 
the smaller bones in your hand must certainly have been perma
nently crushed to a fine powder."' The Woolfs collaborated with 
Kot on the translations he brought them - Leonard on four, Vir
ginia on three. Kot would write out a rough translation in his own 
remarkable English, said Woolf, leaving space for his collabor
ator. They would then argue over it word by word: 

His English was indeed strange , but also so vivid and individual that I was of 
ten tempted to leave it untouched . For instanc e, he wrote: 'She came into 
the room ca rrying in her arms a peeled-off little dog . .. .' You only learn ed to 
the full Kot's intensity and integrity by collaborating with him in a Russian 
translation . 2 

To prepare for such strenuous exercises both Leonard and 
Virginia studied Russian with Kot. 

Kot first brought the Woolfs the highly successful 
Reminiscences of Tolstoi (1920) by Gorky. The third translation 
was Ivan Bunin's The Gentleman from San Francisco and Other 
Stories (1922). The famous title story depicts a doomed American 
millionaire's search for culture in Italy, his sudden death by 
stroke at Capri, and the hasty, callous treatment of his corpse, 
shipped home in a soda-water crate in the bottom of the opulent 
Atlantis, th e very ship which had carried him expensively and 
alive to Europe. 

When Kot brought the volume of four stori es to Leonard Woolf 
in 1922, Bunin was a 52-year old Russian emigre virtually un
known to Western readers. Bunin later won the Nobel Prize in 
1933, thanks in part to the Press publications of Gentleman and 
The Well of Days (1933). Woolf collaborated with Kot on three of 
the t ransl ated stories which introduced Bunin to English readers, 
but D. H. Lawrence had already worked with Kot on the title 
story. It was first published in the Dial, and thereby hangs a "tail." 

Kot sent Lawrence the "Gentleman" in mid-June, 1921, when 
he was in Baden-Baden on his restless travels with Frieda. "Have 
read the Cent," wrote Lawrence,"& in spite of its lugubriousness, 
grin with joy." 3 He thought it "screamingly good" about Naples, 
and "comi ca lly like the reality." He added, "I will soon get it writ
ten over ... I love a 'little carved peeled-off dog ' - it is too good 
to alter." It seems to be the same dog which Woolf remembered 
years later. But Lawrence altered Kot 's text after all for the Dial. 
The Gentleman was described as he waited to disembark at 
Capri: 

The Gentl eman from San Francisco kept eyeing th e famous beauty who 
stood near him, a tall, wonderful figure , blonde, with her eyes paint ed ac
cord ing to th e latest Parisian fashio n, holding on a silver chain a tiny , cring
ing, peeled-of f little dog, to wh ich she was addressing herself all the time .• 
(italics mine) 

Lawrence had changed "little carved" to "tiny, cringing," but left 
the dog otherwise peeled, a la Kot. 

The Hogarth Press version of "Gentleman" offered another 
wording. The bounteous blonde holds "on a silver chain a tiny, 
cring ing, hairless little dog." So with a sad metamorphosis, but no 
doubt in the interest of accuracy, Bunin's dog has changed from 
carving to hairless wonder. It seems reasonable to assume that 
Leonard Woolf was the silent perpetrator of the change, editor's 
blue pencil in hand. It is interesting to think of him as so, silently 
correcting Lawrence's version of Kot's King's English. The result, . 
if less colorful than the orig inal , is one of the best translations of 
Bunin, but the dog presented difficulties to other translators of 
the "Gentleman." Yarmolinsky had published the first English 
translation of the story in 1916 where the "stately" blonde and 
her famous companion, sans silver chain, appeared as "a tiny, 
bent, peeled-off pet-dog."' Edward Wasiolek criticized it for co n
taining almost a hundred errors .' Another translation, probably 
Guerney's, depicted the blonde " of striking figure ," with her 
silver-chained pet, "a diminuitive, hunched-up, mangy lap-dog." 7 

Most critics of Bunin's famous story have seen "Gentleman" as 
a chillingly bitter, elegant, and ironic masterpiece. Perhaps Law
rence's first grinning and giddy response to the "Gentleman" 
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meant he misunderstood the story, or perhaps he was merely re
acting to Bunin's unforgettable dog, as filter ed through Kot's 
English . 

]. H. Willis, Jr. 
The College of William and Mary 

1l eonard Woolf, "Kot, " New Statesman, 5 Feb. 1955, p. 170 . This tribut e appea red slightl y modi
fied in Woolf's Beginning Again (New York: Harcou rt, Brace & Wo rld, 1963), pp. 249 - 53 
'Woo lf, p. 172. 
JD. H. Law rence to Kot, June 16, 1921 in The Quest for Rananin, ed. George J. Zytaruk (Mon 
treal: M cGill-Queen' s Univ . Press, 1970), p. 224 . Zyta ruk notes the textual changes 
• Ivan Bunin, "The Gentleman from San Francisco," Dial, Jan. 1922, p. 52. 
5Bunin, "T he Gentlem an," trans. A. Yarmolinsk y, reprinted in An Approach to Literature, ed. 
Cleanth Brooks, John Purser, and Robert Penn Warren (New York: Appleton-Century Croft s, 
1939), p. 81. The story was first publi shed in the Russian Review, Dec. 1916, pp. 284-304 . 
~Edward Wasiolek, "A Classic Maimed: A Translat ion of Bunin's 'The Ge ntlema n from San 
Francisco' Examined, " College English, Oct . 1958, pp. 25 - 28 
1A Book of Modern Short Stories, ed. Dorothy Brewster, {New York : M acmill an, 1928), p. 121 . No 
tran slato r is listed, but reprint permission was given by Alfred Knopf, which published B. G. 
Guerney's translation of Gentleman in 1927 . 

ON DR. GEORGE SAVAGE 
Since the pages of Virginia Woolf Miscellany have been full of 

a debate between Roger Poole(The Unknown Virginia Woolf) and 
Woolf's literary estate over the nature of Woolf's madness and 
Leonard Woolf's responsibility for her treatment, it seems to me 
that we might clear a little smoke from the battlefield by examin
ing exactly what her doctor thought about mental illness and by 
trying to imagine what ideas she herself formed in her youth of 
her body, her mind and their illnesses. Nothing dates faster than 
medical knowledge and it would be unfair to blame Savage for 
the sins of his age. But one can get a sense of the appalling cruel
ty and ignorance of the treatment of the insane in late Victorian 
England by comparing Savage's Insanity and Allied Neuroses 
(1884) with the wise and compassionate work of Woolf's sister-in
law, Karin Stephen in Psychoanalysis and Medicine (1935). What 
intervened and changed the theory and practice of the treatment 
of the mentally ill was the work of Freud, published in England by 
the Woolf's Hogarth Press. Why, many people have asked, didn't 
the Woolfs consult a Freudian analyst? The answer, I think, lies in 
the family's preception of the nature of Virginia's illness and the 
doctor's. They had strong evidence to support a belief in 
hereditary Stephen insanity, and, believing in genetic or physical 
causes, they also believed in a physical treatment: food, rest and 
no mental work. They did not believe that an effort of will or im
agination could cure what appeared to be a neurologi cal disposi
tion to madness. There was probably also an unspoken assump
tion that this disposition was a natural accompaniment of her 
genius. And if rest and food had "cured" her before, why 
shouldn't it work again? 

Savage's Insanity and Allied Neuroses: Practical and Clinical 
was first published in 1884. It was the standard medical text on 
the treatment of the mentally ill in Victorian Britain. It was re
printed in 1886, revised in 1890, reprinted in 1893, 1896, 1898, 
1901 ancl 1905, and a new and enlarged edition appeared in 1907. 
Sir George Savage was one of the leading men in his field, an 
M.D. and M.R.C.P., superintendent of Bethlem Royal Hospital, a 
consultant at Guy's and joint editor of The Journal of Mental Sci
ence. In his preface to Ten Post-Graduate Lectures, which Savage 
delivered at the Royal College of Medicine, Sir Clifford Allbutt 



calls him "one of the happiest, wittiest, kindest, and, in his o~n 
subject, most experienced members of our profession." He had 
already, like his colleague, Sir William Gull, served the Stephen 
family well in treatment of the difficult case of J. K. Stephen. He 
was well -versed in all the legal and social aspects of insanity and 
recommended private rest homes for his well-to-do patients . 

"Among special pred isposing causes," Savage explains, "he
redity stands first in importance. . . The torch of civilization is 
handed from father to son, and as with idiosyncrasies of mind, so 
the very body itself exhibits well -defined marks of its parentage." 
He gives many examples to support his opinion that "insanity by 
inheritance" is the "most dangerous" kind of mental illness; 
"perhaps," he ventures, "the suicidal tendency is one which ap
pears to be most directly and distinctly transmitted ... the same 
family tendency to self -destruction, the same inability to bear re
verses philosophically, the same unrestrained motor impulse to 
end thei 'r troubles has manifested itself." Leslie Stephen does not 
describe his nephew J. K. Stephen as a suicide and one cannot be 
sure that Virginia Woolf knew of the manner of his death in a rest 
home, but her family knew, and must have been made anxious by 
her symptoms. He makes very clear that a doctor ought to be 
consulted on the advisability of marriage and child -bearing in 
cases of heredity insanity . Instead of blaming Leonard Woolf for 
too little originality and self-confidence in his care of Virginia, let 
us try to imagine the young husband in an interview with the fa
mous neurologist, hearing, perhaps in shocking detail, the de
scription of the case of his wife's first cousin. If the sexual disap
pointment of the honeymoon caused a second suicide attempt, 
with what fortitude and fear did Leonard Woolf face a future as a 
monk and a nurse? 

Virginia's first attempt to kill herself came after a long sojourn 
as nurse at her father's deathbed. Dr. Savage claims that Bethlem 
was full of women whose grief at the deaths of loved ones they 
had nursed turned into guilt at having been unable to prevent 
them from dying: "Good examples of what is meant by the effect 
of grief in producing insanity are frequently seen in the wards of 
Bethlem .... " Seldom can one see more clearly the changing po
sition of women in society than in the pages of Savage's text. His 
wards, he says, are full of grief-stricken women, hundreds of He
cates worn out from watching at the gates of death. And then 
there are the governesses, confused and collapsed, in a state he 
clearly defines as both over-work and the debilitating effects of 
consciousness of class discrimination . 

But most female insanity he describes as hysteria and all men
tal illness in women is ascribed to their sexuality. At one point, 
doctor or no doctor, he reveals a rather unscientific belief in wit
ches: 

All the manifold tales one hears of miracles. all the tales of ghosts, many of 
the instances of the thought-reader and spiritualist. are, in my opinion, the 
result of cases of hysterical insanity . The old ide a that wherever any trouble 
was present there was sure to be a woman, is confirmed, in my opinion, by 
the fact that whenever strange manifestations take place which are beyond 
the sphere of observation by our senses, there will be found a girl with hys
terical history or otherwise distinctly neurotic. 

He recommends force-feeding the woman who refused to eat, 
and for "neurasthenic" women he orders two hours of massage a 
day, milk every hour and electrical stimulation. (This is the origin 
of the milk-cure which so upset Virginia .) In the course of his 
work in asylums, Savage "noticed a marked increase in the num
ber of female general paralytics seen in the middle classes." But, 
he remarked, "women seem to be more readily cured, and are 
more liable to recurrences of insanity." "That there is an excess 
of female lunatics," he declared categorically, "might be ex
pected from the greater nervous instability of women living at 
any one time in England, to the greater tendency of insanity to re
cur in women, and to the greater tendency of mothers to transmit 
insanity to their female children." 

With such a spirit of scientific objectivity to guide him, Savage 
also made social observations and pronouncements which ought 
to have appealed to the author of Jude the Obscure: 

I have constant examples in Bethlem ot young men, who, having lett the 
plough for the desk, have found, after years of struggle, that their path was 
barred by social or other hindrances, and disappointment, worry and the so
litude of a great city have produced insan ity of an incurable type. 
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In fact, one of the major concerns of his book is to speak against 
both the education of working men and the education of women. 
In her teens, Virginia Stephen had found an extremely effective 
weapon against depression and anxiety : reading and study. And 
these were precisely the things forbidden her by the doctors. 
Books were the cure, not the cause, of her anxiety. Not only did 
Savage hunt witches, he put the whole weight of his medical au
thority down on the side of those who opposed the education of 
women. Indeed, what sensible parent, reading the expert, would 
have the heart to expose a daughter to such danger? 

A strong, healthy girl of a nervous family is encouraged to read for examina
tions, and having distinguished herself, is, perhaps, sent to some fash ionable 
forcing house, where useless book learning is crammed into her. She is ex
posed, like the Strasbourg geese, to stuffing of mental food in over-heated 
rooms, and disorder of her functions results. Or if a similarly promising girl is 
allowed to educate herself at home , the danger of solitary work and want of 
social friction may be seen in conceit developing into insanity. It is in this 
manner that the results of defective education become often apparent in 
the case of the weaker sex nowadays. 

Savage's warning was based on an abundance of lily -l ivered 
young ladies having hysterics in the asylums. (When Virginia fel I 
ill in 1897, the doctor's advice was to replace her pen with a 
spade. Books were forbidden, and she was ordered to make a gar
den.) Some of Savage's geese obviously gave him a good deal of 
amusement. His remarks on the "imagination as the most attrac
tive side of mania," his pleasure in the patients' punning, rapid 
verbal associations and verse-making show another side to his 
character. And he tells the story of a patient who could be a cou
sin to Rhoda in The Waves, or her inventor. There was, Savage 
says 

a patient who associated all her ideas of moral qualities with colour and 
was brilliantly imaginative. Everything that was good and pure was white 
and upright or straight, perfection to her mind being a square of perfect 
whiteness. Unfortunately she looked on me as a black round 

It is difficult for the modern reader not to take the side of this 
prototypical Rhoda and the stuffed geese, and to dismiss Dr. Sav
age's opinions as circling around in the dark. But he was ahead of 
his time in insisting, on the basis of his observations and against 
the opinions of his colleagues, that there was such a thing as 
male menopause, because he had observed it often among pro
fessional men. He was a pioneer in studying the relations of syph
ilis to insanity In 1907 he wrote: "The feeling undoubtedly exists 
that insanity is one of the most transmissable of all diseases, and 
this has weighed, and still weighs, heavily on the lay mind." Gen
ius, he said, was associated with danger, and he claimed that au
ditory hallucinations in particular were inherited (Virginia heard 
the birds speaking Greek and King Edward shouting obscenities 
in the bushes). Patients who came from "neurotic stock" were 
more likely to "go out of their senses" periodically, but not ne
cessarily "out of their minds." He associated much mental illness 
and depression with the aftermath of influenza and here we may 
note the particular care which Virginia required during and after 
bouts of the 'flu. He felt that an inflammation of the nerves oc 
curred during influenza and that it was a dangerous time for 
those with a hereditary disposition to insanity. I think that this ex
plains much about Virginia Woolf's perceptions of her illness, as 
well as those of her family, husband and friends. 

Between 1919 and 1920, George Savage gave a series of post
graduate lectures at the Royal Society of Medicine . Among the 
cases he discussed was that of a soldier returned from the front, 
who, like Septimus Smith, felt pursued and shunned by everyone. 
"He told me after," Savage writes, "he heard them coming and 
threw himself from the window, and though he lived for a few 
hours, he died." One often thinks of Holmes and Bradshaw in 
Mrs. Da/loway as drawn from Savage and his colleague, Sir Wil
liam Gull. Woolf's savage attack on psychiatrists as the social po
lice of society would have had a likely source in Savage's own 
pronouncements on the over-education of men of the artisan 
class. And she may well have imagined them in ruthless pursuit of 
her cousin, J. K. Stephen. 

Jane Marcus 
Department of English, University of Texas, Austin 

(This article is an extract from "Virginia Woolf and her Violin." The full paper will ap
pear in Mothering the Mind, ed Ruth Perry, Georgia University Press, 1981 .) 



REVIEW: THE LETTERS OF VIRGINIA WOOLF , 
VOL. VI: 1936 - 1941 
ED. NIGEL NICOLSON AND JOANNE TRAUTMANN 
(HARCOURT BRACE JOVANOV ICH, 1980) 

It was in prose , "in letters especially ," that Virginia Woolf liked 
"to trace the character of the writer , the peculiar humours and 
idiosyncracy of his mind ." By virtue of their being last letters, the 
final volume of Woolf's correspondence,covering the crisis
ridden years 1936 - 1941, inevitably transforms her idiosyncracies 
into portentous tokens of finality , tokens that inform our judg 
ment of her suicide and of her "character" as a writer and as a 
woman . Written in "jerks and spasms" and having the force and 
charm of oral record , these letters d isplay the peculiar humours 
of two Virginia Woolfs, the one who wrote and one who talked . 

Both Woolfs are represen ted in her accounts of her reading -
a record of tastes . She writes to Ethel Smyth: "I know a good 
book when I see one, but I have to see it over and over again be
fore I see it; in fact that's how I know a good book - that I have 
to see it four times at least." In contrast to the "crabbings and di 
minishings" that characterize some of her publ ic responses to 
much contemporary work, these letters offer quick, but revealing 
glimpses at those books she liked to see over and ove r again : how 
the Odyssey is her favorite poem and how Jacob 's Room remains 
her "own favorite, the only one I can sometimes read a page of 
without disgust." A series of compacts not to comment on the re
cent work of friends - T. S. Eliot, Ethel Smyth, Vita Sackville 
West, Elizabeth Bowen - preserves friendships wh ile keeping 
the opinions she does express clear of compromise . 

Friendship is, in fact, primarily what these letters are about. 
She recalls with pride a remark praising her as the "most faithful 
of fr iends" and keeps faith throughout the grimmest of personal 
and national tragedies . Her letters appease, console, entertain, re
count, thus mediating between her "serious" urge to represent 
(often reprove) the world and her "trivial" love of gossip and 
gossip 0mongering. Her letters resemble, as Vanessa noted, gossip 
as inner history. It is this inner history that accommodates but is 
never overwhelmed by the cataclysmic events of those years : the 
ou t break of the Spanish Civil War , the death in that conflict of 
her favorite nephew , Julian Bell, and the outbreak of the Second 
World Wa r. Indeed, the abdication crisis of Edward VI II, history's 
" comic" inter lude to the unreal playacting of the pre-war and 
war years ("a dreary game of hide and seek played by 
grown -ups," she said of the London bombings ) occasion more 
comment than the war in Spain , or the Munich crisis , but then the 
conventions of letter -writing never seemed to have struck her as 
suitable for historical commen tary and publ ic protestations . 

As a result , her inner history is conveyed in a style that is socia 
ble without being particularly intimate . She terms her letters "dri
vels of affection," "scribbles redeemed by pure love," which ex
plains their essentially comic, affectionate tone . The real delights 
in t his volume are the letters to and about Ethel Smyth, then in 
her 70's, stone -deaf, but still an indefatigable talker . Despite the 
constant threats of Et hel's "visits," it is clear Woolf was amused 
by her oddball literary enthusiasms and , next to Flush, relished 
the series of "Pans" that lived and died in the course of these 
years. "Ethel's new dog is dead ," she writes to Vita; "The truth is 
no dog can stand the strain of living with Ethel. I went down one 
day and found it on the verge of nervous collapse, simply from 
listening to her conversation ." Woolf's moments of kindness, 
however, more than balance Ethel's moments of comic being: her 
attentions to the dying Janet Case, her tactful reply to Phillip 
Morrell's ill -advised and unwelcome confession of love, and her 
flirtatious (still) letters to Vita . 

Of her literary work, these letters say very little. The diaries 
should provide the counter-history to this outward life of visiting, 
travel, gossip. All Woolf confesses is that she found The Years a 
"long dreary book" and that the biography of Roger Fry seemed 
an unmanageable project. Between the Acts is barely mentioned, 
except in two final letters to John Lehmann in which she asks to 
withdraw the manuscript from the Hogarth Press, so convinced is 
she that the novel is a mistake. Three Guineas emerges as the ef-
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fortless , natural product of her mind in these last years : "I wrote 
it partly to clear my own mind, and partly because I could not 
write anything else ." It is also the one work she defends with arti
culate (and uncharacteristic) confidence against critics and de
tractors . 

What does cast new light on her later years is the way these let 
ters are permeated by her adopted stance, both formal and infor
mal, of the outsider, the stance contemplated and recommended 
in Three Guineas. It is from the outsider's perspective that her po
litics - indeed her vision of action - derives power. Of Hitler 
she remarks : "Well, the situation this morning makes everything 
completely visionary - I can't feel that there's as much as a 
mouse involved; yet all the guns may be pulled by that insignifi
cant insect." The outsider can perceive the world's madness -
both in its insignificant actors and its gigantic horrors . Woolf's 
tendency in the letters is to dismiss the war's reality (not, howev 
er, its actuality, an important distinction she makes throughout) 
while envisioning a life "of sharing after the war" in which sex 
characteristics can be transformed and saner, communal, cultur
al values instituted: 

So it looks as if the sexes can adapt the m selves; and here (t hat's ou r work) 
we can, or the young women can, bring im mense influence to bear. So many 
of the you ng men, could they get prest ige and adm irat ion, wou ld give up 
glory and develop whats now so stunted - I mea n the l ife of natu ral happ i
ness . 

The pathos of Woolf's suicide, carefully reconstructed in this 
edition, takes on an added poignancy given her ability to cr iticize 
and then re-imagine the war-torn world through the very scribble 
of affection . Virginia Woolf in her last days does not appear to 
have been an aging, dissatisfied, nor disassociated woman . She 
liked her friends, she liked her life and she liked, importantly, the 
young . Despite endless catastrophes and private torments, plea 
sure also radiates throughout these letters, in which we can trace 
a mind conversant with the sources of natural happiness in the 
most unnatural of times . 

Maria DiBattista 
Princeton Univers ity 

REVIEW: VIRGINIA WOOLF'S ~ 
QUARREL WITH GRIEVING 
MARK SPILKA 
(UNIVERSITY OF NEBRASKA PRESS, 1980) 

Anyone interested in the meaning of V irginia Woolf's life, in 
the meaning of what she created, or in the subtle and often impe 
netrable relationships between an artist's psyche and its artistic 
expression will want to savor this book . For Mark Spilka has pene
trated to the heart of one of the mysteries of Woolf's life and 
thereby produced a significant key to a good deal of her fict ion. 

Spilka is the first scholar to call emphatic attention to the mys
tery I speak of - Woolf's puzzling behavior at her mother's 
deathbed . Woolf's three accounts of this puzzling behav ior (in 
1924 and 1934 in her diaries, and in 1939 in "A Sketch of the 
Past") constitute the kernel of Spilka's biographical speculations. 
All three accounts are marked by the thirteen year old girl's 
strange impulse to laugh, the second and third express her expli 
cit fear that she "was not feeling enough," and the last adds an 
astonishing element: here, late in life, Woolf recalls hallucinating 
at her mother's deathbed ("I seemed to see a man sitting bent on 
the edge of the bed") Spilka boldly hypothesizes that "the hallu
cinated man" was Julia Stephen's deceased first husband, Her
bert Duckworth . Exploring the family "legend" of Herbert Duck 
worth, Spilka speculates that Virginia had built up, over the years 
before her mother's death, a fantasy (perhaps one should say "la
tent fantasy") in which Julia did not love Leslie Stephen in the 
same romantic and passionate way she had loved Herbert Duck
worth, in which Julia seemed frequently melancholy because of 
her presumed longing for Herbert, and in which he had been wait
ing for Julia for twenty-five years. Thus the hallucination is 
prompted by, confirms, and completes the fantasy: at the mo-



ment of Julia Duckworth Stephen's death, Herbert Duckworth 
comes to re-possess her, and their reunion robs Virginia, at puber
ty, of the most nourishing love she had ever known. Thus the thir
teen year old Virginia Stephen feels, but stifles, profound anger. 
Thus her grief becomes impacted, that impaction produces all 
sorts of subsequent blockage and inhibition, and these deeply 
color the rest of her life and much of her art. Thus Virginia Woolf 
came to have, as Spilka convincingly argues, a life-long quarrel 
with grieving. 

From his central hypothesis, Spilka draws several "speculative 
conclusions" about Woolf's life. One is that Julia Stephen's 
"ghostly repossession" became "the model" for Virginia's "repos
sessions by paternal ghosts" for over thirty years. Another is that 
"the passionate love which her undemonstrative mother withheld 
from Leslie Stephen, and which she reserved in Virginia's fantasy 
for her patient ghostly lover, became the model for the passion 
Virginia too withheld from all living men, gave only fleetingly to 
living women, and similarly reserved for her own beloved 
ghosts." I find Spilka's central hypothesis and most of his other 
speculations both plausible and suggestive. In fact, my only re
servation about the biographical dimension of this book derives 
from its compression and reticence. Spilka does not offer de
tailed discussions of the specific ways Woolf's impacted grief 
may have affected her depressions, her breakdowns or her sui
cide attempts. Thus the dust-jacket's claim that he has found a 
"likely key" to her "bouts with madness" is not substantiated in 
any sustained way . But the extrapolations are there to be made, 
and now there can be little doubt that Woolf's quarrel with griev
ing is a major clue to the meaning of her life. 

Arguing that this quarrel is also a major clue to the meaning of 

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

Woolf's work, Spilka uses these biographical speculations to elu
cidate her fiction, mainly Mrs. Dalloway and To the Lighthouse. 
In treating Mrs. Dal/away, for example, Spilka emphasizes the ti
tle character's "absent grief" (similarly he emphasizes Lily Bris
coe's "borrowed grief" in To the Lighthouse) He seizes upon 
Woolf's invention of Septimus Warren Smith fairly late in the pro
cess of creating Mrs. Dal/away and argues that the subsequent 
shift of her burdens of mourning and suicide onto her "double" 
Smith represents an "evas ion," a "defensive strategy" on Woolf's 
part to shield her from her own long impacted grief. So for Spilka, 
there is "a missing dimension" in Mrs. Dalloway's portrait, and 
the ending of the novel does not generate the excitement it might 
have. The treatment of Mrs. Dalloway illustrates one of this 
book's virtues Spilka is especially skillful at dissecting the pro
cess by which life gets transmuted into art, at analyzing the 
whole process of composition. As Spilka moves back and forth 
between Woolf's life and her texts, between the germ of a text 
and its evolving avatars, he helps us to "trace" the very "process" 
of her mind. Thus he is consistently able to show how "the lives 
behind" the texts have infiltrated and permeated the texts 
themselves. 

Adumbrated behind Woolf's life and texts, Spilka suggests al
so, are many other modern lives and texts, indeed the whole mo
dern "taboo" on grief and other "tender emotions"; "Her quarrel 
with grieving is very much our quarrel." So this book, a psycholi
terary investigation that really succeeds, and succeeds in more 
than academic ways, has much to teach us. I like it, but more im
portant, I think Virginia Woolf would have liked it. 

Clifford Earl Ramsey 
University of Arkansas at Little Rock 
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