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Centennial Contemplations on Early Work
by Virginia Woolf and Leonard Woolf
To observe the centennial of Virginia Woolf’s early
works, The Voyage Out and Night and Day, and also
Leonard Woolf’s The Village in the Jungle, I invited
readers to adopt Nobel Laureate Daniel Kahneman’s
approach to problem-solving and decisionmaking. In Thinking Fast and Slow, Kahneman
distinguishes between fast thinking—typically
intuitive, impressionistic and reliant on associative
memory—and the more deliberate, precise, detailed,
and logical process he calls slow thinking.
At stake was a concern that Virginia Woolf’s early
novels have often been read as prelude to the more
celebrated works or practice in narrative art. The
indices of numerous substantial contributions to
Woolf studies bear this out, often marking merely
a hurried treatment or a passing reference to the
early work. And so I asked Woolf scholars to
consider new approaches, contexts, or dialogue and
respond to the question, “What have we missed?”
The essays published here respond with vibrant
new readings that invite us all to reach onto the
bookshelf and revisit these novels once again.
Mary Wilson led a centenary panel on Night and
Day at the 2019 MLA Convention. She shares a
version of her essay on the artistic legacy of the
novel, from perspectives of its production and
its “place” in the completed Woolf oeuvre. She
has further challenged us to consider the value of
adding these early works to a course syllabus.
So much attention has been given to Virginia
Woolf’s major novels on the subject of architecture,
space, interiors, and houses. Here, Sayaka Okumura
examines transitional spaces in the Hilbery house
in Night and Day, specifically the telephone space
and the archive room of the dining room. Okumura
contributes to recent discussions that position Night
and Day between nineteenth-century realism and “a
critical response towards contemporary issues and
radical social changes at the turn of the century”
(13). She offers a strong analysis of the public/
private merging of these spaces and their connection
to the emerging relationships among the younger
generation.
Candice Kent examines nonhuman referents in
Night and Day, focusing on the character and
relationships of Ralph Denham. She locates a key
narrative shift in perception of these referents from
conventional figuration to one more evocative of
Bergsonian intuition. As Kent writes, Bergson
“prizes intuition over intellect, which serves action”
(16), while Rosie Reynolds examines the numerous
references to aunts in The Voyage Out and examines
the narrative function of Rachel’s aunt, Helen
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Ambrose, focusing on Helen’s perspective as well as
the identity and self-revelation associated with the
emerging relationship between Rachel and fellow
tourist Terence.
In her essay, Mine Özyurt Kılıç responds directly
to the call with a “slow” reading of the production
process that characterizes the work of Hogarth Press,
particularly in contrast to the mechanized systems
from which it was distinguished. She draws upon
“A Mark on the Wall,” Kew Gardens, and “Modern
Fiction” to develop the notion and explore the
metaphor of slow, conscious contemplation.
Allison Castle Combs’ detailed bibliography of
scholarship on The Voyage Out picks up where Mark
Hussey’s entry on the novel in Virginia Woolf A-Z
left off in 1995 (see Hussey 328-45). Combs offers
a commentary on the various approaches that have
been applied to Woolf’s first novel during the last 25
years.1
Readers who want to access more material on these
early works will find useful such resources as The
Voyage Out: Centenary Perspectives, published by
the Virginia Woolf Society of Great Britain in 2015
and edited by Sarah M. Hall, Mary Ellen Foley,
Lindsay Martin, and Claire Nicholson, as well as the
2019 Cambridge edition of Night and Day, edited
by Michael H. Whitworth. These volumes inform
further inquiry on this evolving topic.
The editorial board of the Virginia Woolf Miscellany
suggested that Leonard Woolf’s novels also be
included in the call. Wayne K. Chapman graciously
accepted an invitation and produced a lyrical piece
that offers a useful introduction to those unfamiliar
with The Village in the Jungle. Chapman also
references An Annotated Guide to the Writings and
Papers of Leonard Woolf, co-authored with Janet M.
Manson and published by Clemson in 2018, which
maps Leonard’s literary and journalistic output in a
comprehensive manner.
Throughout my career of teaching and scholarship
I have by necessity wandered away from Woolf
studies into contemporary and postcolonial
texts, but I have often thought of Night and Day,
which presented itself like a problem child in my
dissertation research on Woolf and historicity. The
fact that at the end of her writing career Woolf
returned to issues of family legacy and historical
scale in The Years and again in Between the Acts,
points to the threads that, although loosely woven
early on, tugged at her with continued urgency,
even when the call of lyrical modernism offered
1

A supplemental bibliography is also provided so that
readers can review additional scholarly approaches to The
Voyage Out.

somewhat of a respite. The essays in this issue confirm the possibility of
new connections and invite further slow readings of the early work.
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Many thanks to the International Virginia Woolf
Society for its generous and continuing support
of the Virginia Woolf Miscellany.
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Call for Submissions for
the International Virginia Woolf Society Annual
Angelica Garnett Undergraduate Essay Prize
The International Virginia Woolf Society is pleased to host the
Annual Undergraduate Essay Competition in honor of Virginia
Woolf and in memory of Angelica Garnett, writer, artist, and
daughter of Woolf’s sister, Vanessa Bell.

BOOK REVIEW EDITOR
Karen Levenback
kllevenback@att.net

For this competition, undergraduate essays can be on any topic
pertaining to the writings of Virginia Woolf. Essays should be
between 2000 and 2500 words in length, including notes and works
cited, with an original title of the entrant’s choosing. Essays will be
judged by the officers of the International Virginia Woolf Society:
Benjamin Hagen, President; Amanda Golden, Vice-President; Susan
Wegener, Secretary-Treasurer; and Catherine Hollis, HistorianBibliographer. The winner will receive $200 and have the essay
published in a subsequent issue of
the Virginia Woolf Miscellany.
Please send essays in the latest version of Word.
All entries must be received by 30 June 2021.
To receive an entry form, please contact Benjamin D. Hagen at
Benjamin.Hagen@usd.edu
ddd

WWW. HONEYANDWAXBOOKS .COM

Be sure to follow Paula Maggio’s
Blogging Woolf for up-to-date information
about all things Woolfian,
including information about upcoming Woolf conferences.
bloggingwoolf.wordpress.com
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International Virginia Woolf Society Panel
Louisville Conference on Literature and Culture Since 1900
20-22 February 2020

MLA 2020

Seattle, WA
January 9-12, 2020
Guaranteed IVWS Panel
“Grossly Material Things”: Woolf and the New Materialism
z
Chair: Kristin Czarnecki, Georgetown College
Organizer: Jane Garrity, University of Colorado at Boulder
Matthew Gannon, Boston College:
“Political Ecology and Post-Individualist Subjectivity in Virginia
Woolf’s To the Lighthouse”
Kathryn Van Wert, University of Minnesota, Duluth:
“Virginia Woolf contra Deleuze: New Materialism and the Challenge
of Ontological Incompleteness”
Jane Garrity, University of Colorado at Boulder:
“Objects of Emotion”
z

G-5 International Virginia Woolf Society
Saturday 10:15 AM-11:45 AM Room: Humanities 117
Chair: Suzette Henke, University of Louisville
Samantha Doggett, Wright State University, “To the Lighthouse: The
Mythology of Mourning”
Sarah Beth Gilbert, Villanova University, “Virginia Woolf’s Fantastical
Feminist Sci-Fi: Orlando, Gender Subversions, and the Critique of Identity”
Laura Tscherry, Indiana University Bloomington, “‘Isn't it odd how much
more one sees in a photograph?’—Words, Images, and Action in
Virginia Woolf’s Three Guineas”
Yan Tang, University of Nebraska Omaha, “The Choran Imagery of Water in
Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse”

f

Louisville Conference on
Literature and Culture Since 1900
17-19 February 2022

MLA 2021

“Due to the high levels of fiscal and health-related uncertainty
created both locally and nationally by the coronavirus pandemic, the
Louisville Conference on Literature and Culture Since 1900 will not
convene in February 2021. We expect to resume operations in AY
2021-2022, and look forward to seeing you for the 2022 conference.”

#MLA
Virtual Convention
January 7-10, 2021
Session: Archival Woolf
https://mla.confex.com/mla/2021/meetingapp.cgi/Session/9579
Allied Organization: International Virginia Woolf Society
Program: Allied Organizations
Thursday, 7 January 2021
10:15 AM - 11:30 AM
n
Presider: Mary Wilson, U of Massachusetts, Dartmouth
Respondent: Mary Wilson, U of Massachusetts, Dartmouth
Pamela L. Caughie, Loyola U, Chicago
“Teaching with Woolf Online”
Zoë Henry, Indiana U, Bloomington
“Queer Persistence: Chance Encounters and Revision in Virginia
Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway Page Proofs”
Michelle Taylor, Harvard U
“Coterie Production as an (Anti-)Archival Practice”
n
Session: Whiteness and Modernity
Allied Organization: Modernist Studies Association
Program: Allied Organizations
Thursday, 7 January 2021
12:20 PM - 12:40 PM
Jennifer Poulos Nesbitt, Penn State U, York
“Woolf, Women’s Writing, and Whiteness: Why Start Here?”
https://mla.confex.com/mla/2021/meetingapp.cgi/Paper/13773
Session: Being Present to the Arts
Forum: TC Cognitive and Affect Studies
Program: Forum Sessions
Saturday, 9 January 2021
3:30 PM - 3:50 PM
Dora Zhang, U of California, Berkeley
“Shared Feelings: Affect Attunement in Stern and Woolf”
https://mla.confex.com/mla/2021/meetingapp.cgi/Paper/13547
n

Speakers for the 2022 Conference:
https://www.thelouisvilleconference.com/speakers
cccc

Call for Proposals: Annotated Woolf
Clemson University Press
Molly Hoff’s annotated guide to Mrs. Dalloway (Clemson, 2009)
offers multiple entry points for students first approaching Woolf’s
celebrated and often misunderstood novel. Hoff’s masterful
annotations provide a guide for in-class student readings as well as
points of departure for new scholarship.
Clemson University Press seeks proposals for complementary
annotated guides to Jacob’s Room, To the Lighthouse, Orlando,
The Waves, A Room of One’s Own, and other works commonly
taught at the undergraduate level.
For additional details or to propose an annotated guide, please
contact John Morgenstern (jmorgen@clemson.edu), director of
Clemson University Press.
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s Profession and Performance s
The 30th Annual International Conference on Virginia Woolf
University of
South Dakota
Vermillion, SD
June 10-13, 2021
h

Organizer: Benjamin D. Hagen (Benjamin.Hagen@usd.edu)
Website: https://sites.google.com/usd.edu/vwoolf2021/home

The University of South Dakota will host the 30th Annual International Conference on Virginia Woolf. Originally
scheduled to run in June 2020, the three-day event will now take place June 10th to June 13th, 2021. Given the current
uncertainties pertaining to safe travel and funding opportunities, the organizers will plan the conference under a hybrid
model. Please keep checking the conference website above as more information becomes available.
The theme of the conference, “Profession and Performance,” brings together two significant terms. The first term
(profession) mattered deeply to Woolf, calling to mind not only her sense of herself as a writer but also the set of
specialized occupations she addresses in A Room of One’s Own (1929) and Three Guineas (1938)—areas of study and
livelihood traditionally reserved for the sons of educated men. The second term (performance) invokes the commitment
of the Annual Conference on Virginia Woolf over the past three decades to the arts, to theater, to music, to the spoken
word, and to their resonances with the performance and performativity of Woolf’s life and writing.
The 30th Annual International Conference on Virginia Woolf will automatically accept proposals that were accepted in
early 2020; the organizers also invite new proposals that address “Profession and Performance”—especially in light of
new research interests that speak to the present.
These proposals might study a range of topics, including (but not limited to):
• contemporary adaptations of Woolf, her circles, or her work on stage/screen (e.g., Vita and Virginia, Life in
Squares, etc.)
• the dynamic links between Woolf’s social critique (what she professed) and her art (its performance)
• the rich archive of scholarship that brings together studies of the avant-garde, modernism, and the
middlebrow
• intersections of modernist studies and performance studies
• modernism’s role in the professionalization of literature and criticism
• the livelihoods and lifestyles of Woolf and the Bloomsbury Group
• investigations of identity and community
• Woolfian meditations on professions (i.e., on occupations, commitments, allegiances, and declarations)
• interpretations of Woolf-inspired performance art (e.g., music, dance, theater)
• profession as (public) performance
• questions of affect and attachment
• strong and weak performances/professions/modernisms
• reflections on the selves and the worlds we profess/perform in daily life, in politics, in ethics, in institutions,
and in ongoing efforts to teach and learn
• the performative life of professionalization (or the subversion of professionalization)
• life-writing as performance of self, professionalization of self
• gendered performances/performances of gender (on stage/page, in life)
• professions for women (history of, literary treatments of, performances of)
• Woolf and developments in medical sciences and psychology
• teaching Woolf/Woolf as Teacher
• performing Bloomsbury/performative Bloomsberries
• the life of the feminist academic; the professionalization and/or institutionalization of feminism outside of
academia

More information about the 30th Annual International Conference on Virginia Woolf will be made available
in the coming months! See the official website for proposal submissions page.
Proposals due February 15, 2021.
l
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How to Join
The International Virginia Woolf Society
http://sites.utoronto.ca/IVWS/
To join, update membership or donate to the
International Virginia Woolf Society, you can use the PayPal feature
available online at the IVWS website at
http://sites.utoronto.ca/IVWS/how-to-joindonate.html
(you can also download the membership form from the IVWS website and
mail to the surface address provided).
Regular 12-month membership:
$35
Student or part-time employed 12-month membership:
$15
Regular five year membership:
$130
Retiree five year membership:
$60

e
The Virginia Woolf Miscellany Online
All issues of the Virginia Woolf Miscellany are available at:
virginiawoolfmiscellany.wordpress.com.
All issues are fully searchable in PDF format.
The current editorial guide to formatting for the Miscellany as well as the
mostt recent issue are available directly on the website. All previous issues
can be accessed through the links to the archives.

Members of the Society receive a free subscription to the Virginia Woolf
Miscellany and updates from the IVWS Newsletter. Members also have
access online to an annual Bibliography of Woolf Scholarship. The
electronic IVWS distribution list provides early notification of special
events, including information about the Annual Conferences on Woolf and
MLA calls for papers, as well as access to electronic balloting
and electronic versions of newsletters.

If you have questions or wish to acquire a print version of an issue,
please contact Vara Neverow at
neverowv1@southernct.edu
All issues to the present as well as those from Fall 1973 to Fall 2002 may
also available in digital format through EBSCOhost’s
Humanities International Complete
and EBSCOhost’s Literary Reference Center.
More recent issues are also available through through
ProQuest Literature Online (LION) and Gale Group/Cengage.

The IVWS is now registered as a U.S. non-profit organization.
U.S. members’ dues and donations are tax-deductible.

vcvcv

Please do not republish, replicate, copy, or post any of the essays,
poems, illustrations or images from the Miscellany without explicit
permission from the editors and/or the author.

o
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Virginia Woolf Society of Great Britain
http://www.virginiawoolfsociety.org.uk/

THE IVWS & VWS ARCHIVE INFORMATION

http://library.vicu.utoronto.ca/special/F51ivwoolfsocietyfonds.htm
http://library.vicu.utoronto.ca/collections/special_collections/f51_intl_v_
woolf_society/

VWSGB Membership Information:
http://www.virginiawoolfsociety.org.uk/membership

The archive of the IVWS and the VWS has a secure and permanent home at
E. J. Pratt Library, Victoria University, University of Toronto.

Membership of the Virginia Woolf Society of Great Britain entitles you to
three free issues annually of the Virginia Woolf Bulletin, and the opportunity
to attend events such as:

Below is the finding aid for the IVWS archival materials:
http://library.vicu.utoronto.ca/special/F51ivwoolfsocietyfilelist.htm

Birthday Lecture*—AGM (free) with Conference*—Study Days and
Weekends*
Reading Group meetings
(*There is a charge for events marked with an asterisk.)

[As a lexical point of interest, professional archivists use the term “archival” to
describe records that have been appraised as having enduring value or the storage
facility where they are preserved. For example, when we call a record “archival,”
we generally refer to where it is housed; depending on context, the term may be
used to refer to the valuation (“enduring value”) of such a record.]

Subscriptions for the year ending 31 December 2021 are
£10 for UK-based students (includes all benefits above)
£20 UK, £26 Europe and £30 outside of Europe;
five-year memberships (five years for the price of four)
are £80 UK, £104 Europe and £120 outside Europe.

With regard to such items as correspondence, memorabilia, and photographs,
contact the Archival Liaison,
Karen Levenback,
either at kllevenback@att.net
or by surface mail:
Karen Levenback, Archival Liaison/IVWS Archive,
304 Philadelphia Avenue, Takoma Park, MD 20912.

The Society is always delighted to welcome new members.
If you wish to join the VWSGB, please email
Stuart N. Clarke at stuart.n.clarke@btinternet.com for a membership form
and information about how to pay, or write to:

7

Stuart N. Clarke
Membership Secretary
Fairhaven, Charnleys Lane
Banks
SOUTHPORT PR9 8HJ
UK

A
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Société d’Études Woolfiennes
The Société d’Études Woolfiennes (SEW) is a French society which
promotes the study of Virginia Woolf, the Bloomsbury Group and Modernism.
It was founded in 1996 to develop Woolf studies in France and to create further
links between French specialists and their counterparts abroad. It welcomes
academics and students in the field of English and Comparative Literature who
share a strong interest in the different aspects of Virginia Woolf’s work (the
canonical as well as the lesser known works).

Virginia Woolf Miscellany
GUIDELINES FOR SUBMISSIONS
AND EDITORIAL POLICIES
The Miscellany gladly considers very short contributions including
scholarly articles, essays, poems, fiction, notes and queries as well as line
drawings and photographs.

Over the years, the SEW has aimed to create a rich working atmosphere that is
both warm and generous to all involved, intellectually vibrant and challenging.
We are keen to maintain this complementary association of academic poise
and spontaneous enthusiasm, so that members, potential members and passing
guests all feel welcome and valued.

The Miscellany considers work that has been previously published
elsewhere; however, the editor(s) and guest editor(s) must be notified at the
time of submission that a similar or closely related work was published
originally elsewhere. The prior publication must also be explicitly cited
in the newly published submission. Any permissions to republish must be
provided by the author.

The dedication of its founding members and more recent participants has
enabled the SEW to make its mark in French academic circles, convening high
quality international conferences every two years and publishing a selection of
the proceedings in peer-reviewed journals, as well as organising more informal
annual gatherings and workshops.

CFPs
If you are responding to a call for papers for a themed issue, the submission
should be sent directly to the Guest Editor.

Since the foundation of the SEW in 1996, international conferences have
focused on:
• “Métamorphose et récit dans l’œuvre de Woolf” (1997)
“Metamorphosis and narrative in Woolf’s works”
• “Things in Woolf’s works” (1999)
• “Le pur et l’impur” (2001)
“The pure and the impure”
• “Conversation in Woolf’s works” (2003)
• “Woolf lectrice / Woolf critique” (2006 / 2008)
“Woolf as a reader / Woolf as a critic”
• “Contemporary Woolf” (2010)
• “Woolf among the Philosophers” (2012)
• “Outlanding Woolf” (2013)
• “Translating Woolf” (2015)
• “Quel roman! Photography and Modernism’s Novel Genealogies,
Virginia Woolf to Roland Barthes” (2016)
• Virginia Woolf, Still Life and Transformation (2018)
• Virginia Woolf and the Writing of History (2018)

Miscellaneous Submissions
Even when individual issues are themed, the Miscellany accepts submissions
unrelated to the theme. Such submissions should be sent to the Managing
Editor, Vara Neverow (rather than to the Guest Editor) at:
neverowv1@southernct.edu.

Information concerning past and forthcoming conferences and publications is
available on our website: http://etudes-woolfiennes.org.

Permissions
Contributors are responsible for obtaining permissions related to copyrights
and reproductions of materials. Contributors must provide the Editors with
original written documentation authorizing the publication of the materials.

Guidelines for Submissions
Submissions should be no longer than 2500 words at maximum and shorter
articles are strongly preferred. Articles should be submitted electronically,
in .doc or .docx MS Word format in the style of the 7th edition of the MLA
Handbook published in 2009 (not the 8th edition published in 2016). For
a copy of the current Miscellany style guide, go to the Virginia Woolf
Miscellany website at https://virginiawoolfmiscellany.wordpress.com/thevirginia-woolf-miscellany-editorial-guide-to-style-spring-and-fall-2019/.
Editorial note: While previously published work may be submitted for
consideration, the original publication must be acknowledged at the time of
submission (see above).
Editing Policies
The Editors reserve the right to edit all submissions for length and to correct
errors. If time permits, contributors will be consulted about changes.

We would be very pleased to welcome new members. If you wish to join the
SEW, please fill in the membership form available on our website (“adhérer”)
or send an email to claire.davison@univ-paris3.fr and marie.laniel@gmail.
com, indicating your profession, address and research interests.

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

The annual subscription is 25€ (15€ for students).
Cheques made out to SEW should be sent to:
Nicolas Boileau
12 Traverse du Ricm
13100 Aix-en-Provence
FRANCE

Publication Policies
Submissions accepted for publication may be published in both print format
and electronic format.

If you wish to join the SEW’s mailing list, please send an email to
marie.laniel@gmail.com.

NOTE: The Editors and the Editorial Board take no responsibility for the
views expressed in the contributions selected for publication.

r
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Rights of Publication
The Miscellany retains all rights for future uses of work published herein.
The contributor may, with the express permission of the Editorial Board of
the Miscellany, use the work in other contexts. The contributor may not,
however, sell the subsidiary rights of any work she or he has published in
the Miscellany. If the contributor is granted permission and does use the
material elsewhere, the contributor must acknowledge prior publication in
the Miscellany.

_ __ _
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A Brief Overview of Resources for Woolfians
The Virginia Woolf Miscellany is an independent publication, which has been
sponsored by Southern Connecticut State University since 2003. Founded in
1973 by J. J. Wilson, the publication was hosted by Sonoma State University
for 30 years. The publication has always received financial support from the
International Virginia Woolf Society. Issues are available online in PDF format
at https://virginiawoolfmiscellany.wordpress.com. If you have questions or
need a print copy of an issue, please contact Vara Neverow at
neverowv1@southernct.edu.

d

The IVWS was founded in 1973 as the Virginia Woolf Society. The society
has a direct relationship with the Modern Language Association and has for
many years had the privilege of organizing two sessions at the annual MLA
Convention. As of 2010, MLA has transitioned to a new format in which the
IVWS will continue to have one guaranteed session.

Woolfian Resources Online
Virginia Woolf Miscellany:
Issues of the Virginia Woolf Miscellany are available in PDF format at
https://virginiawoolfmiscellany.wordpress.com/. The editorial guide to
formatting and the current issue are listed separately, while archived issues
are listed in separate sections. Please contact Vara Neverow at neverowv1@
southernct.edu if you want to acquire a print copy of an issue.

The IVWS website http://sites.utoronto.ca/IVWS/ is currently hosted by
the University of Toronto. The website was founded by Melba Cuddy-Keane,
Past President of the International Virginia Woolf Society, who continues to
oversee the site.

The Three Guineas Reading Notebooks Online:
http://woolf-center.southernct.edu
Contact Vara Neverow neverowv1@southernct.edu
for more information about the site.

The VWoolf Listserv is hosted by the English Department at Ohio State
University.. The current list administrator is Elisa Kay Sparks. Anne Fernald
oversaw the list for many years. The founder of the list is Morris Beja. To
join the list, you need to send a message to the following address: listproc@
lists.acs.ohio-state.edu. In the body of the email, you must write: subscribe
VWOOLF Your first name Your last name. You will receive a welcome
message with further information about the list. To unsubscribe, please send
a message *from the exact account that you originally subscribed with* to
the same address: listproc@lists.acs.ohio-state.edu. In the body of the email,
write: unsubscribe VWOOLF.

Facebook:
The International Virginia Woolf Society is on Facebook! You can become a
fan and friend other Woolfians at https://www.facebook.com/InternationalVirginia-Woolf-Society-224151705144/.
The Virginia Woolf Society of Great Britain also now has a Facebook page:
https://www.facebook.com/VWSGB/.

Materials from most sources mentioned above are included in
the IVWS/VWS archive at the E. J. Pratt Library, Victoria University,
University of Toronto even though they are entities separate from the Society
itself. Individuals who have materials that may be of archival significance
should consult Karen Levenback at kllevenback@att.net.

And Virginia Woolf has other multiple Facebook pages that are not related to
specific societies.
Blogs:
Visit Paula Maggio’s “Blogging Woolf” at bloggingwoolf.wordpress.com/
for a broad range of valuable information such as key Woolfian resources,
current and upcoming events, and an archive of Woolfian doings now past.

The Annual Conference on Virginia Woolf (sometimes titled the Annual
International Conference on Virginia Woolf) is an independent entity. It was
envisioned by Mark Hussey and launched in 1991 at Pace University. The
conference is overseen by a Steering Committee consisting of all previous
conference organizers. Permission to host a Woolf conference is authorized
by Mark Hussey, who chairs the Steering Committee. Those interested in
hosting the conference should contact Mark Hussey at mhussey@pace.edu.
Each annual conference is organized by one or more individuals associated
with the host institution. The host institution finances the event and uses the
registration fees of attendees to offset the costs of the event. The Annual
Conference has no formal association with the International Virginia Woolf
Society or the Virginia Woolf Society of Great Britain or any other Woolf
society.

Anne Fernald says she is “writing from a kitchen table of my own on the
Jersey side of the Hudson.” Contact information: fernham [at] gmail [dot]
com. The blog is located at https://anne-fernald.squarespace.com/home/.
Scholarly Resources:
Woolf Online http://www.woolfonline.com/ is a beautifully crafted website
that offers a digital archive of Woolf’s To the Lighthouse. Access to the site
is free. The material is excellent for scholars but is also highly teachable.
One hopes this type of website will inspire other digital Woolfian texts
online. The project began with the digital archive of “Time Passes.” As the
website notes, “The initial idea and overall organization of this project was
the work of Julia Briggs (1943-2007), in whose memory the project has been
completed” (http://www.woolfonline.com/timepasses/?q=about).

The Selected Papers from the Annual Conference on Virginia Woolf
2001-2013 (excluding 2004) were published by Clemson University Press
(formerly Clemson University Digital Press) under the auspices of Wayne
Chapman. Clemson University Press, now overseen by John Morgenstern
(jmorgen@clemson.edu), is affiliated with Liverpool University Press.
The editors of the volumes drawn from the conferences vary from year to
year. The electronic version of the Selected Works from the 13th Annual
Conference (Virginia Woolf and the Art of Exploration) and the 15th Annual
Conference (Woolf in the Real World), published by Clemson, are available
str downloadable PDF format online at http://tigerprints.clemson.edu/
cudp_woolf/.

E-books:
Many of Woolf’s works have now come out of copyright in various countries
and can be accessed online.
Woolfian Google Alerts:
Have you signed up for Google Alerts? Did you know you could be totally
up-to-date on the latest developments in the Woolfian and Bloomsburian
world with just a few keys? Check it out! It’s simple, fast and very
rewarding.
VWListserv:
The VWListserv is open to one and all. To join the VWListserv, please go
to the IVWS home page at http://sites.utoronto.ca/IVWS/ and click on the
VWListserv link in the left column. Then, follow the instructions.

The Selected Works from the 12th and 14th Woolf conferences are available
to view or download at the Woolf Center at Southern Connecticut State
University: http://woolf-center.southernct.edu.

c

The Selected Papers from the Annual Conference on Virginia Woolf 19912000, launched by Mark Hussey in conjunction with the annual conference,
were published by Pace University Press under his auspices. While early
volumes of the papers are out of print, a number of the more recent ones are
still available from the press at http://www.pace.edu/press and in PDF format
on JSTOR (access depends on the the institutional subscriptions).
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In Memoriam
Molly Jane Hoff (1931-2019)
When I had learned of the passing of author Molly Hoff, I had not seen
her for at least the dozen years since I published her book, Virginia
Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway: Invisible Presences at Clemson University
Digital Press (now Clemson University Press), in 2009. In the history of
the Press, the book’s significance is that, since 2000 and with the volumes
of the Virginia Woolf Selected Papers, it helped us define our niche as
an academic publisher of scholarly monographs on subjects related to
modernist literature. Molly’s book, moreover, raised the prospect of
developing a bibliographic series kindred to the online volumes we had
already published (though now converted to print format) on Leonard
Woolf and W. B. Yeats. An inspired work, Molly’s book culminates three
lines of humanistic inquiry that motivated her late studies: the Classical
literature of ancient Greece and Rome (particularly erotic Latin love
elegies), Virginia Woolf studies, and Mrs. Dalloway. As Anne Fernald
noticed, Molly might have done for Mrs. Dalloway the kind of service
that Don Gifford’s book of annotations does for Joyce’s Ulysses (see
Woolf Studies Annual 17 [2011] 235-39). While not a critical success,
Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway: Invisible Presences was ambitious in
presenting various figures, concepts, and texts before the audience in its
preliminary and subsidiary pages (especially in the Appendix, Glossary,
and extensive Works Cited). Its production was both a challenge and
pleasure to supervise. For instance, to collaborate with the author
involved an element of invention in presenting a Table of Contents to
align the twelve sections of the novel (tentatively dubbed “The Hours” in
manuscript) with the hours of the clock—a memorable exercise in itself.
Molly was an uncommon reader, ever alert to “borrowed plumes” or
“invisible presences” in Woolf to which the key to perception was close
reading attuned to a body of hidden resources that Woolf might have
encountered as she read the Classics. This procedure is most recently
displayed in Hoff’s essay “A Novel Marriage,” (VWM 95 [Spring/
Summer 2019] 49-51), a comparative discussion of “shared language
and imagery” in Mrs. Dalloway and Leonard Woolf’s The Wise
Virgins. The editors note parenthetically that the essay was “(Published
posthumously).” Hoff finds male sexual infirmity and female inadequacy
in the two works to be insufficiently qualified when held against the
“Mysteries of Classical tradition” (51). In life, Molly was a veteran of the
Korean War (and possibly the Vietnam War, too), an intrepid Independent
Scholar after graduating from the University of Texas–San Antonio,
as well as the author of a brave book and several essays in VWM over
the years. She was also an advocate for the handicapped and a regular
member of a Catholic-faith LGBTQ group in her beloved San Antonio.
In personality, she was spirited and, when able to travel the distance, a
habituée of the annual Virginia Woolf conferences. May she have the
peace now that she richly deserves.

W

Wayne K. Chapman
Emeritus, Clemson University
1
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Sally Jacobsen: A Remembrance
1939-2020
If I remember rightly…Sally Jacobsen was already a member of the
Virginia Woolf Society (as it was known for many years1) when I was
elected Secretary-Treasurer in 1988. As fulfilling as Sally’s teaching was
(twenty-six years on the faculty of Northern Kentucky University), her
commitment to Virginia Woolf, feminist values, and basic decency spoke
directly to her graduate and undergraduate students and her colleagues.

Karen Levenback and Sally Jacobsen (on right) at the 12th Annual Conference
on Virginia Woolf hosted by J. J. Wilson at Sonoma State University in 2002

Sally generously hosted Michael and me for the last day of the 2010
Balloon Festival in Albuquerque (where she lived after retiring from
teaching in 2006). And fifteen months later, in 2012, when there was an
annular eclipse visible in Albuquerque, she again opened her home to us,
and, after each visit, joined us on trips to Taos and Santa Fe.

Sally’s obituaries miss much of what distinguished her in the Woolf
community, though one, at least, mentioned her work on Margaret
Atwood.2 There is no mention of Sally as a willing reviewer for both
Woolf Studies Annual3 and the Virginia Woolf Miscellany4 not to mention
her widely regarded pedagogical writing, some about reading and
writing poetry.5

Sally may have been reflecting on memories of these occasions—or,
perhaps, on Virginia Woolf herself, in the second photo—which I took
during the banquet at the 23rd Woolf Conference in Vancouver (2013).

The various Selected Papers from Woolf conferences help us to trace
Sally’s scholarly arc. To begin at the beginning, Sally’s contribution
to “Hungry to Talk: A Roundtable Discussion of Teaching To the
Lighthouse” at the first Woolf Conference at Pace University (1991),
eventually was developed to become her important “Four Stages in
Woolf’s Idea of Comedy: A Sense of Joviality and Magnanimity” in Beth
Rosenberg and Jeanne Dubino’s Virginia Woolf and the Essay (1997).
And her paper “Was Virginia an ‘Apostle’ of G. E. Moore? Woolf’s Idea
of Friendship in her 1918-1919 Diary” at the second conference (1992)
includes a bit on Ottoline Morrell and seems to have led to the more
fully developed “Between the Acts: Ottoline Morrell and Mrs. Manresa,
D. H. Lawrence and Giles Oliver” from the fifteenth conference on
Woolf and the Art of Exploration (2005), an essay which is cited in a
2018 Modern Language Review article.6
A willing reviewer even after her teaching career ended (as I well know),
Sally was also a good and generous friend and colleague. See the photo
of Sally and me taken by Pat Laurence during the wine country field trip
after the 12th Annual Woolf Conference at Sonoma State University in
2002, for example. As the photo suggests, we did like wine—almost as
much as margaritas—which we imbibed in ritualistic observance and
sometimes giddy abandon whenever we met at conferences, sometimes
with my husband, Michael Neufeld.

AnneMarie Bantzinger and Sally Jacobsen (on right) at the 23rd Annual Conference
on Virginia Woolf hosted by Helen Wussow at Simon Fraser University in 2013

We may well remember Sally Jacobsen, who died on 16 October 2020,
for her amiable demeanor, for her ardent feminism and leadership of
her students, and for her intellectual rigor—evidenced in papers at
conferences and her reviews in the Miscellany and Woolf Studies Annual.
Certainly, if memory serves, we will think of Sally, her collegiality, her
good works, and her convictions. She was my friend, and, as long as
memory serves, I will retain a picture of her in my mind’s eye.

1

The Virginia Woolf Society became the International Virginia Woolf Society in
1996 during Melba Cuddy-Keane’s term as president.
2

The full obituary is the one published by French Funerals and Cremations:
https://www.frenchfunerals.com/obituary/Sally-Jacobsen. The other is excerpted
from the obituary: https://www.legacy.com/obituaries/name/sally-ann-jacobsenobituary?pid=196996757. Sally’s work on Atwood includes “Themes of Identity
in Atwood’s Poems and ‘Rape Fantasies’: Using the Norton Anthology of
Literature by Women” in Approaches to Teaching Atwood’s “The Handmaid’s
Tale” and Other Works (1996). Sally also served as president of the Margaret
Atwood Society and as both membership chair and programs chair.

Karen Levenback
Franciscan Monastery

3

For example, she reviewed Roxanne J. Fand’s The Dialogic Self: Reconstructing
Subjectivity in Woolf, Lessing, and Atwood and Yuan-Jung Cheng’s Heralds of the
Postmodern: Madness and Fiction in Conrad, Woolf, and Lessing in 2001. The
review can be accessed online at: https://www.jstor.org/stable/24906458.
4

Among her contributions was her review of R. S. Koppen’s Virginia Woolf,
Fashion and Literary Modernity and Catherine Gregg’s Virginia Woolf and ‘Dress
Mania’: the Eternal and Insoluble Question of Clothes.
5

For example, Poet’s Perspectives: Reading, Writing, and Teaching Poetry,
edited with C. R. Duke.
6

See Vytniorgu’s essay, “Ottoline Morrell: Personalist Thinker.”

9
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A Random Nibble of News
A Factoid Regarding Virginia Woolf in Popular Culture:
Discovering the 1960s Virginia Woolfs Rock Band
Lee Smith, author of multiple works including the novel Fair and Tender
Ladies (1988), the memoir Dimestore: A Writer’s Life (2016), and the
novella Blue Marlin (2020), earned her bachelor’s degree at Hollins
College. As her official biography states,
After spending her last two years of high school at St. Catherine’s in
Richmond, Virginia, Smith enrolled at Hollins College in Roanoke.
Perhaps because life in Grundy [the town in Virginia where she
grew up] had been so geographically and socially circumscribed,
Smith says when she entered Hollins she “had this kind of breakout
period—I just went wild.”

eee

She and fellow student Annie Dillard (the well-known essayist
and novelist) became go-go dancers for an all-girl rock band, the
Virginia Woolfs. It was 1966, during her senior year at Hollins, that
Smith’s literary career began to take off.
During Smith’s college years—the 1960s!—Virginia Woolf was already
a nascent and intriguing presence in US culture even though, as J. J.
Wilson notes in “From Solitude to Society Through Reading Virginia
Woolf,” “Woolf’s books were nearly all out of print” in that decade (14).
J. J. Wilson (with Vara Neverow)
Works Cited
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com/bios/bio.php. 2016. 22 December 2020.
Wilson, J. J. “From Solitude to Society Through Reading Virginia
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eee
Replica of the Bronze Bust of Virginia Woolf by Stephen Tomlin (1931)
in Tavistock Square Gardens
(This memorial was erected by the Virginia Woolf
Society of Great Britain on 26 June 2004.)
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Special Topic
Issue 96

have to concern themselves first with establishing the grounds for
assessing Night and Day at all, making a claim for its value that is
beside the point when we come to Woolf’s “mature” works, and dealing,
consciously or unconsciously, with an assessment of the novel like
that in John Middleton Murry’s gossip-tinged response to Mansfield’s
review: “I hear a lot of talk about it, but they’re all very uneasy; in their
hearts they know—I can tell—that it’s not good; but they don’t know
why it’s not good” (212). We first have to establish that Night and Day
is good, or at least good enough, to justify critical attention, and do
so while negotiating the baggage that this novel carries through the
inevitable comparisons to the more experimental texts that follow and
surpass it. Thus, that question of value is itself a major element in this
novel’s own legacy.

1

Centennial
Contemplations
on Early Work
by Virginia Woolf
and Leonard Woolf
1

The novel of Woolf’s whose legacy seems most scant and most
questionable is centrally concerned with the problem of artistic legacy
itself. And this is particularly important to examine now, in this
centenary year,1 as Woolf herself and the modernism which her work
has helped to define move inexorably back into our literary past and
away from our own modern moment. In her 1977 reading of the novel
in The Novels of Virginia Woolf, Hermione Lee links “Katharine’s
emancipation as a woman and Virginia Woolf’s development as a
writer,” an assessment that is echoed in many critics’ later readings of
Night and Day as an apprentice work, a precursor that lays a foundation
thematically if not structurally for later pieces, as John discussed. As
Jane de Gay argues, Night and Day foregrounds “the necessity of dealing
with literary, personal and familial pasts” and “shows that the weight of
the past can be oppressive and the writing of […] biography stifling and
frustrating,” both for Mrs. Hilbery and for Katharine and, by extension,
for us too. Furthermore, “Mrs. Hilbery’s attempts to write…[show]
how illustrious forebears can inhibit the writing of those who come
afterwards, particularly women” (46). We certainly can see it as Woolf’s
first attempt in a novel to wrestle with some of the questions and themes
that animate her work down the years. Katharine Hilbery and Mary
Datchet are forerunners for Clarissa Dalloway; for Lily Briscoe; for
Mary Seton, Mary Beton, Mary Carmichael; for Bernard in The Waves;
for Orlando; for Miss La Trobe. It makes a great deal of sense to connect
Katharine’s and Mary’s emotional, psychological, and professional
narrative arcs to Woolf’s own progression towards her mature narrative
art. This interpretation of Night and Day and its characters, though,
depends on our foreknowledge of the complete trajectory of Woolf’s
career. The fact is that now, almost 80 years after her death, Woolf is
to us less one of the young lovers finding her way in the world and
more the great writer whose significance is assured. While the Woolf
who composed Night and Day may have been analogous to Katharine,
to Mary, the Woolf we read now is much closer to the position of
Katharine’s poet-grandfather, Richard Alardyce.

Edited by
Rebecca Duncan

The Place of Night and Day
This essay is based on a paper I delivered as part of the International
Virginia Woolf Society’s panel on “Night and Day at 100” for the
2019 MLA Convention. I proposed the panel as a means to explore the
question of the legacy of an apparently little-loved work that seemed to
some critics to be out of time when it was published, asking if we might
be able to define the twenty-first-century place of Woolf’s so-called
nineteenth-century novel. How do or should we understand where this
novel fits and what it does? Night and Day has long been in the position
of needing to be critically rescued, its place in Woolf’s corpus needing to
be justified. Indeed, confronting its apparently odd position has become
a commonplace of studies of the novel: it’s difficult to talk about Night
and Day without talking about the difficulty of Night and Day. Hilary
Newman argues that it is “modernism in disguise,” finding its value in
the way it “extend[s] the boundaries of the novel form” (38) through a
more psychologically focused mode of characterization than is typical
for the nineteenth-century conventions that the novel otherwise follows.
Jane de Gay reads Night and Day’s conventionality as a “parody,” an
attempt “to reform the traditional novel from within” (45). Steve Ellis,
refuting Mansfield’s famously dismissive review, in which she claimed,
“We thought that this world was vanished forever, that it was impossible
to find on the great ocean of literature a ship that was unaware of what
has been happening […][;] we had never thought to look upon its like
again!” (qtd. in Ellis 14), sees Night and Day as a key entry in Woolf’s
assessment (and not simply rejection) of Victorianism. For Elizabeth
Outka, Night and Day exemplifies what she calls the “Vicmod mode,
an approach marked by, and designed to capture, the mingling of the
Victorian and the modern” (56). In different ways, all of these critics

The novel anticipates a connection across the generations midway
through the text, as Katharine—still trying to sort out the tangle of her
romantic relationships to William Rodney and to Ralph Denham—
shows Alardyce’s “things”—his pen, his uncorrected manuscripts, his
slippers—to a visiting American enthusiast (whom the narrator clearly
mocks). The American visitor looks at a portrait of Alardyce and tells
Katharine that she is “‘wonderfully like’” her grandfather, “‘especially
about the eyes’” (333). Later, Katharine looks at the same portrait with
new eyes:
The artist who had painted it was now out of fashion […][.] The
young man who was her grandfather looked vaguely over her
head. The sensual lips were slightly parted, and gave the face an
expression of beholding something lovely or miraculous vanishing
or just rising upon the rim of the distance. The expression repeated
itself curiously upon Katharine’s face as she gazed up into his.
1
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Editorial note: This essay was written in 2019 and was originally scheduled for
publication that year, as were all the essays in this section dedicated to the special
topic.

They were the same age, or very nearly so. […] For perhaps the
first time in her life she thought of him as a man, young, unhappy,
tempestuous, full of desires and faults; for the first time she realized
him for herself, and not from her mother’s memory. He might have
been her brother, she thought. It seemed to her that they were akin,
with the mysterious kinship of blood which makes it seem possible
to interpret the sights which the eyes of the dead behold so intently,
or even to believe that they look with us upon our present joys
and sorrows. He would have understood, she thought, suddenly;
and instead of laying her withered flowers upon his shrine, she
brought him her own perplexities—perhaps a gift of greater value,
should the dead be conscious of gifts, than flowers and incense and
adoration. Doubts, questionings, and despondencies she felt, as
she looked up, would be more welcome to him than homage, and
he would hold them but a very small burden if she gave him, also,
some share in what she suffered and achieved. (335-36)

our role as readers is not to let that tradition solidify. Instead, we need to
continue to interrogate the texts that make up that tradition, and to think
about their roles, in this moment. Even as that moment of Katharine
looking at the portrait of Alardyce seems to collapse the distances—
temporal, generational, gendered—between them, reading Night and
Day now should productively remind us of the difference between 1919
and 2019, between the Woolf who wrote and published this novel and
the Woolf we read now. That difference is the place of Night and Day.
Mary Wilson
University of Massachusetts Dartmouth
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In this moment, Woolf suggests the possibility of a cross-gender,
cross-generational model of “kinship” that links Katharine’s youthful
confusion and doubt with that of a similarly young Alardyce—one whose
reputation has not yet solidified into the legacy Katharine is unwillingly
saddled with preserving and performing. The novel explores Katharine’s
confrontation with her own desires as a woman—intellectually,
emotionally, sexually—in relation to a familial and cultural past
symbolized, but no longer embodied, by Richard Alardyce. This early
work is certainly full of its own “perplexities,” its “doubts, questionings,
and despondencies.” When we reread Night and Day at 100—whether
fast or slow—we need to reimagine the implicit connection here between
Woolf and Alardyce to accommodate the literary tradition which Woolf,
if not Katharine, has reshaped in that intervening century, linking not
the young woman and the young poet but the two mature writers, with
their successes and their failures, their works completed—again, but
differently, “the same age, or very nearly so.”

x

Night and Day cannot give present-day readers much direct guidance
on how to deal with this extension and expansion of the literary past,
because it does not seem to give much value to a female literary tradition
and it struggles to imagine a genuine social valuation of women’s work,
even in the presentation of Mary Datchet. Mary Jean Corbett discusses
how Woolf writes Night and Day not in the absence of a female
novelistic tradition but in contradistinction from it, examining how
Woolf separates her own work from that of

Who Is Behind the Curtain?: Privacy, Publicity, and Social Reform
in Night and Day1
Despite its initial reputation as a common love story unfolding in a
traditional society modelled on the pre-WWI England, Night and Day2
has recently been regarded as a critical response towards contemporary
issues and radical social changes at the turn of the century.3 This paper
aligns itself with recent attempts to disclose the radicalism of the novel,
yet it proposes that Night and Day has a reformative scheme throughout,
not only in terms of its presentation of social activists, struggles over
contemporary ethics, and technological objects, as often discussed,
but also in the minutest textile components, such as the rooms and
furnishings in the Hilbery residence.

those late-century women writers who had also grappled with the
representation and the regulation of sexuality […] and in so doing
[…] helped to secure a version of literary history as generational
family history that long denied her literary aunts and mothers a
place in the portrait gallery of the recent past. (49)
Part of the effect of that particular articulation of literary history in this
novel, along with the call to establish a female tradition that can also
be sharply critical of the failings of precursors like Austen and Brontë,
has been to set up Woolf herself as, like Alardyce, a writer eminent
among the writers of England to the extent that she can crowd out other
contemporaries and followers. I write this as someone who (obviously)
participates actively in and contributes to the Woolf industry, and who,
when given the opportunity a few years ago at the Woolf conference in
Sussex to visit Monks House, gazed at Woolf’s writing desk with eyes
like Alardyce’s American fan taking in the poet’s pen and slippers.
This awareness of the unexpected changes in the shape and scope of
literary tradition, then, may be Night and Day’s most important legacy.
In looking at an early, not-so-great novel by someone who would
become a great novelist, we’re invited to take stock of the ways in which
Woolf—through our readings of her work—has come to shape and
perhaps to limit (even as she expands it through her presence) the literary
tradition which Katharine Hilbery, who says she “‘shouldn’t try to write
poetry’” (12), specifically declines to enter. Woolf remakes that tradition;

As exemplified in the famous Freudian imagery of the habitation as a
symbol of a woman’s body, the house is a motif closely associated with
the human psyche, memories, and the unconscious. Perhaps Woolf is
one of those who were acutely aware of susceptibility to the atmosphere
of one’s dwellings—of houses’ almost anthropomorphic power to affect
1

An earlier version of this essay was presented at the Twenty-Ninth Annual
International Conference on Virginia Woolf in Cincinnati, Ohio on 8 June 2019.
2
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See Majumdar and McLaurin 74-75, 79-82, and 84.

Julia Briggs, for instance, observes that “[t]hough Night and Day makes no
mention of the war, it is none the less shaped by it and by the sense of crisis
it induced. [. . .] [T]he novel as a whole calls in question the values on which
the rationale for fighting [. . .] had been based: ‘civilisation’ and the existing
structures of society, especially love, marriage and the family” (43). See also Park
127-31; Priest 66-68 and 74-80; Okumura 27-31.

and transform one’s individual life and mental habits. As a child, Woolf
was a “victim” of a living environment. Her parents’ Victorian household
is characterized by its exercise of patriarchal authority: it faithfully
reflected the dominant ideology at that time, which honored the large
family system and the strictest discipline. Virginia was not Woolf when
she was trained to be an upper-middle-class lady in the house imbued
with the oppressiveness and self-restraint of the former generation.
Woolf’s own experience seems to present itself in Night and Day,
through the meditation of Katharine Hilbery, another upper-middle-class
lady, on her family house. In the house famous for having once been the
residence of the great poet Richard Alardyce, Katharine is deeply and
unconsciously affected by its atmosphere, which was established by the
habits of the past poet:
Rooms […] accumulate their suggestions, and any room in which
one has been used to carry on any particular occupation gives off
memories of moods, of ideas, of postures that have been seen in
it; so that to attempt any different kind of work there is almost
impossible. (114)
Thus overwhelmed by the influence of the past, Katharine cannot act
as she likes, dragged instead into her usual habit of helping her mother
with writing a biography of Alardyce. Indeed, the Hilbery house is
characterized by its static atmosphere—the stagnancy of human activity.
There, the same activities are reiterated throughout the year, with no new
ones added. Mrs. Hilbery continues writing a biography of her famous
father. Tea and formal dinners are held almost every day.
Along with its stagnancy, the house assumes a curious sense of
exclusivity. Having produced a number of eminent figures in government
service and the groves of academe, the Hilberys are “a thoroughly
representative family of intellectual aristocrats” (Zwerdling 93). Alex
Zwerdling describes their world as “a secure fortress designed to protect
them from ‘the vast mass of humanity [. . .]’ (ND, 387)” (93). As if
reflecting the exclusivity and snobbery of the upper-middle-class family,
their residence is also depicted as closely shut against the outer world.
Ralph Denham, who is an outsider and visits their house for the first time
at the beginning of the novel, sees it as a place secured by many doors:
when the entrance door closes, it seems to him “as if a thousand softly
padded doors had closed between him and the street outside” (4). Their
old-fashioned drawing room appears to be “very remote and still” (4),
immune from any change of the world.
The closed nature applies to the inner structure of the house itself: each
room bears a name indicating a particular function or purpose—the
drawing room, the anteroom, the dining room, the study and so forth—
thus distinguishing itself from the other rooms. The separation of the
communal and the private seems to be the most severe, as is made
explicit by the separate rooms allocated to individual family members,
apart from the communal rooms.
But there exist two spaces which can be classified into both the private
and the communal. One is the little room next to the drawing room.
While the drawing room is the place in which tea is taken almost
every day, the little room (the anteroom) is the place in which to store
mementos of the family ancestors, including Alardyce; if the drawing
room is designed to entertain guests with tea and conversation, the little
room is aimed at amusing them with an ample display of mementos
of distinguished family members. In this respect, the little room, like
the drawing room, is a communal space. But at the same time, the
room with the family possessions can also be seen as a private space.
Indeed, even at the beginning of the novel, its function as a communal
space is called into question. In the opening chapter, in the middle of
tea, Katharine takes Ralph to the little room in order to show him the
family belongings. But Ralph is difficult to entertain. With his family
sinking low, he is one of those who are critical of the privileged status
of the upper-middle class. They clash and start discussing the ideal way
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of living, and this turns out to be their first private conversation. Thus,
the little room functions as both a communal space and a private space,
bearing a rather ambiguous status in the house.
Similarly, the alcove on the stairs, in which the telephone is set,
oscillates between the private and the communal. As with the little
room, the alcove is another private space full of family possessions.
This is a place where private conversations are likely to take place
via the telephone, and in this sense, it is also dedicated to individual
privacy. However, the space is described as open towards the public.
Katharine imagines the alcove as the place where the outer world enters
and mingles with the domestic sphere via the telephone (which might
be a party line): “The thread of sound, issuing from the telephone, was
always colored by the surroundings which received it, so it seemed to
Katharine” (325). When talking to Ralph by telephone to promise to
meet him alone, she gets worried that their private conversation may
have been spread to, and criticised by, the whole society. Thus, hovering
between the private and the public, the alcove assumes an undefined
space in the house; its undefined status is suggested by “a curtain of
purple velvet” hung between itself and the staircase (324). This curtain
implies that the private space within the alcove is separated only
tentatively from the communal space.
There also exists a curtain between the drawing room and the little
room. If the little room can become, according to the situations in which
it is used, either a communal space or a private sphere, it is possible
that the drawing room can also lose its stable function as a communal
space according to the opening and closing of the curtain. Indeed, from
Chapter 24 onwards, the curtain set between the two rooms is repeatedly
shut and opened, with the result that the distinction in function between
the drawing room and the little room seems to be obliterated.
In Chapter 24, Katharine is alone in the little room when William
Rodney enters. William confesses to her that he is developing an intimate
relationship with her cousin Cassandra, which, he thinks, may not be
forgiven by Katharine, his fiancée. They then discuss this matter in the
room with the curtain shut, thereby protecting their privacy from the
public sphere of the drawing room. Since Katharine has already noticed
their intimacy, she has intended to allow them to meet freely, yet, in a fit
of jealousy, she hesitates to tell him her decision on this matter. It is at
this moment when the curtain is drawn apart, and Mrs. Hilbery appears
in the doorway with one of her guests. Mistaking their serious discussion
about breaking up in the closed space for a sign of the intimacy between
the betrothed couple, Mrs. Hilbery introduces them to her guest. This
marks the moment when the privacy of the little room is broken down
and the next room (the drawing room) becomes an extension of the little
room. This also indicates the moment when awareness of the public
penetrates Katharine’s mind, which is filled with a private desire to get
back at William: aroused by a sense of fairness, Katharine agrees, when
the curtain is shut again, to break off their engagement.
In Chapter 29, Mrs. Milvain (one of Katharine’s aunts) visits the house,
and on entering the drawing room, she brings about a rumor as to the
illicit love affair between William and Cassandra. She intends to talk
only to Katharine, who seems to be alone in the room, but in fact the
little room hides Cassandra behind its curtain. Here the drawing room
appears to be a quasi-private space for Katharine and Mrs. Milvain,
with another listener in the next room. Its quasi-private status lasts for
some time after William enters the drawing room to meet Katharine
alone, which makes Mrs. Milvain leave the room. William at first tries
to control “the overmastering strength of his feeling for Cassandra”
(435) and to propose rebuilding their relationship, but, encouraged by
Katharine to confide his mind, he gives in. He admits that he loves
Cassandra, without knowing that she herself is listening to him in
the next room, just behind the curtain. Then the curtain “parted, and
Cassandra herself stepped forth” (435). Throughout this scene, the two
adjacent rooms are almost inseparable: the closed curtain between them
is practically open, with the attentive listener in one room joining in

the conversation (though silently) in the other room. Here, again, the
drawing room oscillates between a communal space and a private sphere.

this newly opened space, then, Katharine decides to open her heart to her
mother: she confides her love for Ralph.

Chapter 32 reveals the two rooms serving an equal function: with the
curtain drawn between them, the drawing room and the little room offer
the two couples—William and Cassandra, Ralph and Katharine—places
in which to discuss their private matters. Then after a while, William
hits upon the idea of four of them joining together to “do something
amusing” (479) and opens the curtain to talk to Ralph and Katharine.
Here the two separate private rooms are combined, and the whole space
becomes a private space for the young people.

One of the important themes of Night and Day is Katharine’s struggle
over the discrepancy between her desire for personal freedom and
her society’s conventional demand for her to get married. The novel
depicts the process of negotiation between her public and private selves.
Katharine achieves negotiation by choosing Ralph for her husband, as he
is closer to her in mind and therefore offers the possibility of respect for
her need of personal freedom. This major plot, then, intertwines with the
sub-plot, which presents the conflict between the past and the present,
or, to put it more precisely, the friction between the older and younger
generations. The former are Victorians, including Mr. (and Mrs.) Hilbery,
and two aunts of Katharine’s, while the latter, Katharine, Ralph, William,
and Cassandra, are modelled on Woolf’s contemporaries. The older
generation try to encourage Katharine to marry the poet William out of
their conventional desire to preserve the reputation of their family. The
younger generation challenge them, and in the end become engaged as
couples: Katharine to Ralph, and William to Cassandra.

Victoria Rosner regards the Hilbery drawing room as part of the
“claustrophobic, backward-looking” “domestic interior” (155) and
contrasts it with the drawing room of Mary Datchet, a social reformer.
Every two weeks, Mary strips her room of furniture and opens it to her
young friends and acquaintances so that they can get together and freely
discuss a variety of hot topics. Mary thus “change[s] the drawing room
from a foggy tomb to a flexible space for political and cultural activity”
(Rosner 157). Rosner implies that the Hilbery drawing room remains
old-fashioned throughout the novel, but the room, in fact, changes its
nature as the novel proceeds. As seen above, the drawing room with a
rigid purpose gets transformed into a multipurpose space as the story
unfolds, with the result that it resembles Mary’s modern, flexible room.

Significantly, the functional transformations of the Hilbery rooms and
furnishings—from the rigid to the flexible—occur from Chapter 24
onwards, that is, from the chapter which first sees a remarkable progress
in the relationship between Katharine and Ralph.5 This means that their
functional changes are intimately related to the social reformative plot
of the novel, suggesting the importance of transforming the rigid and
stagnant system of the existing society to one that is more fluid and
flexible.

Similarly, other rooms in the Hilbery residence undergo
“transformations”: each room comes to assume a function different
from the one that is originally attached to it, growing more versatile.
The dining room is another communal space in the Hilbery house which
shows the conventionality of the family. There, formal dinner is served
almost every evening to the family and their guests. However, in Chapter
30, the room turns to a space that serves a private purpose. William, who
happens to find Ralph standing outside the house, brings Katharine to the
dining room and goes “straight to the window and parted the curtains”
in order to show her that Ralph has come for her (439). Katharine cannot
decide what to do at once and “dr[a]w[s] the curtain abruptly” (439), yet,
persuaded by William, she ultimately makes up her mind to let Ralph
in. With the consent of Katharine, William “drew [apart] the curtain
instantly” (440). When Ralph gets inside, “William promptly […]
drew the curtains” so that the three of them can ensure privacy against
the curious eyes of their society (441). Thus, with its curtain(s) being
repeatedly opened and shut to include or exclude one person, the dining
room functions as a private space of a rather flexible kind.

The structure of the novel itself seems to strive for the fluid: indeed, the
second half of the book contains more action and unfolds more quickly
than the first half. In the first half of the book, each chapter reports an
individual character’s daily habit or an incident in a single day. But the
second half, especially from Chapter 24 onwards, depicts many actions
and incidents in every chapter, taking place in one day or successive
days. Characters visit each other more than ever, going out and coming
home; they also go out together, walking around different places. Even
in a house, they move from one room to another and seem not to stay
in any specific spot. The book itself seems to purge the stagnant and the
solid, aiming for a more fluid and spontaneous structure.
Thus, changing from the stagnant to the fluid, from the rigid to the
flexible, the Hilbery house, and consequently, the fictional world in its
entirety, is re-created from an old-fashioned space to a modern, liberating
space. Its radical shift in function and nature serves as an allegory of the
world full of possibilities for more fluidity and freedom, and signaling
the thorough reformative intention of the author.

Katharine’s room, located on the top floor, is the most secretive space
in the residence: “alone in her room, she rose early in the morning or
sat up late at night to …work at mathematics. [...] Her actions when
thus engaged were furtive and secretive, like those of some nocturnal
animal” (42). There she feels as if “she had somehow risen to be mistress
in her own kingdom; assuming her sovereignty unconsciously” (504).
However, her private fort is to be assaulted by Mrs. Hilbery, her mother,
in Chapter 33. The process of the assault is depicted in a Shakespearean
manner: indeed, the scene evokes the final scene of Macbeth, in which its
protagonist is attacked by Malcolm and his forces.4 As Macbeth does not
notice the approach of the enemy to his castle, Katharine, at first, does
not realize the entrance of her mother into the room. Just as Malcolm
and his men proceed, camouflaging themselves with tree branches,
Mrs. Hilbery comes in with an armful of “leaves and flowers,” enough
to hide herself; Katharine “attached no meaning to the moving mass
of green which seemed to enter the room independently of any human
agency” (504). It is only when the flickering of “the yellow flowers and
soft velvet of the palm buds” reveals “the parts of her mother’s face and
person” that Katharine recognises her mother (504). Thus, Mrs. Hilbery
“opens the last curtain”: she succeeds in making her daughter surrender
her “fort”—the last enclosed, secretive space in the Hilbery house. In
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As she proceeds to a committee meeting, Mary evokes Ralph
metonymically by “the fluttering wings of innumerable sparrows”
causing her to wonder if he was
still enticing the bald-headed cock-sparrow to sit upon his hand?
Had he succeeded? Would he ever succeed? She had meant to ask
him why it is that the sparrows in Lincoln’s Inn Fields are tamer
than the sparrows in Hyde Park—perhaps it is that the passers-by
are rarer, and they come to recognise their benefactors. (138)
The intrusion of this reflection upon the tameness and mental capacities
of sparrows into a suffragette meeting begins the ludicrous incongruity—
hinted at already at the end to the prior chapter by the presence of Miss
Markham’s dog—which accelerates to the point at which “her pencil
drew a little round figure on the blotting-paper, which she could not
deny, was really a bald-headed cock-sparrow. She looked again at Mr
Clacton; yes, he was bald, and so are cock-sparrows” (138).

Ralph Denham and Nonhuman Referents in Night and Day
As Patricia Moran has pointed out, Virginia Woolf makes use of the
natural world as a source of non-human reference frames for her
characters. In Night and Day, the characterization of Ralph Denham,
particularly as evidenced in his relationships with Mary Datchett and
Katharine Hilbery, is mediated by nonhuman referents. In pivotal scenes,
interactions with natural flora and wild fauna filter through a Bergsonian
consciousness to evoke self-revelations as well as mutual revelations
more aligned with modernism than with the comedic formality often
associated with the novel.

For the reader, the sparrow invokes Ralph’s continued presence in
Mary’s consciousness and perhaps—through a parodic commentary
on power—a temporary suspension of the two characters’ differences.
Ultimately Ralph and Mary will act as foils for each other, with Mary’s
philanthropy and preoccupation with social questions contrasting with
Ralph’s concern for the welfare of animals and concomitant dismissal of
Mary’s work.

Our initial exposure to Ralph, at tea in the Hilbery home and in
his private eyrie in the company of his pet rook, presents him at a
disadvantage from which he must recover in the course of the novel.
The internal narrative that accompanies his passage home from his first
visit to the Hilbery residence reveals him to be egotistical, proud, hard
on himself and others, and imperious in his fantasy of Katharine. It is
from this preface, which gives us an uncompromising and determined
character, that the ensuing narrative must redeem him. Woolf uses
concern for animals to convey Ralph’s caring nature, and this tactic
allows her to simultaneously develop his misanthropic inclinations as
well; indeed, the two—sympathy for beasts and misanthropy—are often
interdependent.

This dynamic resurfaces when Ralph and Mary are walking in the
countryside near her home and “Ralph [tears] up a poacher’s wire.”
Mary responds: “It’s quite right that they should poach […] How
can one expect them not to, when they only make fifteen shillings
a week?” (155). This seems inconsequential, merely an artifice to
introduce another subject more pressing to the pair: the “cottage” and
the possibility of an individual of a certain character being able to
live comfortably on fifteen shillings a week. And without the earlier
dramatization over the sparrows it would be; however, the memory
of that prior scene in the reader’s consciousness makes this succinct
rendering of their contrasting responses significant on its own, as a
recurrence of a fundamental divergence between these characters.

This dual discourse drives much of the dialogue between Ralph and
Mary Datchet, revealing both characters and the relationship between
them. When the two meet unexpectedly at lunch in Lincoln’s Inn Fields,
the sparrows, whose tameness Mary comments on merely to make small
talk, become central when Ralph offers to get one to settle on his arm:

The subject of human relations to animals is repeatedly alluded to, yet
these allusions are always brief or cut short, ultimately subordinated to
the elements of narration and characterization which it is their primary
function to fulfil. For example, Ralph’s response to Christopher’s
invitation to join the brothers shooting is diverted from any statement
on hunting (although Ralph’s characterization suggests he may be
antipathetic to the sport) to facilitate, instead, his acceptance by Mary’s
family:

Mary felt that she could have forgone this display of animal good
temper, but seeing that Ralph, for some curious reason, took a pride
in the sparrows, she bet him sixpence that he would not succeed.
“Done!” he said; and his eye, which had been gloomy, showed
a spark of light. His conversation was now addressed entirely to a
bald cock-sparrow, who seemed bolder than the rest. (133)1
This levity displaces the perspective which favorably values Ralph’s
empathy for nonhuman creatures, allowing another perspective,
grounded in Mary’s practicality and concern with social issues, to
emerge. The ironic gap between the two perspectives widens further with
Ralph’s reaction to the disturbance of the sparrows by a child (a “brute of
a boy” according to Ralph), and Mary’s reaction. When he expresses the
opinion that the children’s playing be restricted, she responds: “I believe
I could sit and watch people all day long. I like my fellow-creatures…”
(133). And his impatient sigh leads her to continue: “Yes I think so,
when you come to know them” (134) to which he replies, “[t]hat’s just

“Will you come out shooting with us tomorrow?” said
Christopher, who had, on the whole, formed a favourable
impression of his sister’s friend.
“I won’t shoot, but I’ll come with you,” said Ralph.
“Don’t you care about shooting?” asked Edward, whose
suspicions were not yet laid to rest.
“I’ve never shot in my life,” said Ralph, turning and looking
him in the face, because he was not sure how this confession would
be received.
“You wouldn’t have much chance in London, I suppose,” said
Christopher. “But won’t you find it rather dull – just watching us?”
“I shall watch birds,” Ralph replied with a smile.

1

Ian Blyth points out that Ralph’s “outsider status” is reinforced by his “interest
in,” and “affinity with, London’s sparrows,” and further proposes that Woolf may
have made an amendment to her original draft of Night and Day after reading an
article in the Times, about a woman who was fined for feeding sparrows when any
food was reserved for humans as part of the war effort (281-82).

when I don’t like them” (134). Through a seemingly trite exchange, the
incongruence of these characters’ perspectives is established.

In spite of the subordination of content (a discussion on hunting) to
form (the necessary integration of Ralph’s character) the possibility
presented of watching birds, as an alternative to shooting them, is an
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undeniable, if fleeting, presence and a movement toward redemption
from misanthropy.2

lets herself think of nature without humanity at the center. In this respect
the botanical world that Ralph explores with Katharine at Kew Gardens
is strategic. To Ralph, the flowers

At this point the narrative turns from both Mary and a conventional
use of the figurative toward perceptions resonant of Bergsonian
consciousness. Henri Bergson, in Creative Evolution, contemplates
“the relation of man to the animal kingdom” (69). For the purposes
of knowing, Bergson prizes intuition over intellect, which serves
action. By intuition he means instinct that has become “disinterested,
self-conscious, capable of reflecting upon its object and of enlarging
it indefinitely” (114). “Instinct is sympathy” and intuition therefore
establishes “sympathetic communication […] between us and the rest of
the living” (114).

were, in the first instance, bulbs or seeds, and later, living things
endowed with sex, and pores, and susceptibilities which adapted
themselves by all manner of ingenious devices to live and beget
life, and could be fashioned squat or tapering, flame-coloured or
pale, pure or spotted, by processes which might reveal the secrets of
human existence. (350)
Katharine “wished he would go on for ever talking of plants and
showing her how science felt not quite blindly for the law that ruled
their endless variations” (350). Ralph’s exposition invites, even allows,
Katharine to contemplate “that other part of life where thought constructs
a destiny which is independent of human beings….The very trees and
the green merging into the blue distance became symbols of the vast
external world which recks so little of the happiness, of the marriages or
deaths of individuals” (350). The discourse with Ralph facilitates a fresh
perspective for Katharine, one in which the human is decentered and
assumptions which privilege the human are overturned. Carrie Rohman,
reflecting on literary relations to animals, points out that “[m]odernist
texts variously reentrench, unsettle and even invert a humanist relation to
this non-human other” (12). This inversion is evident in Night and Day
through Ralph’s engagement with the botanical world and to an even
greater degree by Katharine’s responses to this engagement.3

Ralph first experiences such an intuition while walking by night to
Katharine’s house and suffering from “physical fatigue”; he rests on
the embankment and is approached by an elderly drunk. The man’s
rendering of his story in “disconnected syllables” and the “unhappy
voice” stimulates “an odd image”
of a lighthouse besieged by the flying bodies of lost birds, who were
dashed senseless, by the gale, against the glass. He had a strange
sensation that he was both lighthouse and bird; he was steadfast and
brilliant; and at the same time he was whirled, with all other things,
senseless against the glass. […] The image of the lighthouse and
the storm full of birds persisted taking the place of more definite
thoughts. (334)

Ralph begins to ‘know,’ or discover, Katharine, in a Bergsonian sense,
through watching her in silence in another non-human frame at the zoo:

Ralph’s idiom is characterized by frequent references to animals. The
metaphor of the lost birds reinforces the sense of human insignificance
that Katharine experiences through looking at the stars. When he reaches
her house, Ralph’s metaphorical associations in the image adjust so
that Katharine is “the light itself” and he “like one of those lost birds
fascinated by the lighthouse and held to the glass by the splendour of the
blaze” (335). The image resurfaces when William Rodney remonstrates
to Ralph about Katharine, “[i]n comparison with Rodney, Denham felt
himself very secure; he saw Rodney as one of the lost birds dashed
senseless against the glass; one of the flying bodies of which the air was
full” (337). For Ralph, and his creator, and much of her society, animals
represent vulnerability. Identifying a character with animals is a surefire shorthand way of securing the sympathy of the audience for him or
her. We are able to achieve more easily that perspective of distance by
contemplating another species.

He saw her against a background of pale grottos and sleek hides;
camels slanted their heavy-lidded eyes at her, giraffes fastidiously
observed her from their melancholy eminence, and the pink-lined
trunks of elephants cautiously abstracted buns from her outstretched
hands. Then there were the hothouses. He saw her bending over
pythons coiled upon the sand, or considering the brown rock
breaking the stagnant water of the alligator’s pool, or searching
some minute section of tropical forest for the golden eye of a lizard
or the indrawn movement of the frog’s flanks. In particular, he saw
her outlined against the deep green waters, in which squadrons
of silvery fish wheeled incessantly, or ogled her for a moment,
pressing their distorted mouths against the glass, quivering their
tails straight out behind them. Again there was the insect house,
where she lifted the blinds of the little cages, and marvelled at the
purple circles marked upon the rich tussore wings of some lately
emerged and semiconscious butterfly, or at the caterpillars immobile
like the knobbed twigs of a pale-skinned tree, or at slim green
snakes stabbing the glass wall again and again with their flickering
cleft tongues. (391)4

Towards the conclusion of the novel, in the poignant scene in which
Katharine exposes her love of mathematics to Ralph, which is arguably
the novel’s dénouement, she has the “appearance of someone disarmed
of all defences” and Ralph likens her “to a wild bird just settling within
reach of his hand” (419). Ralph’s characterization thus retains its
coherency through the use of such recurrent and persistent metaphors
involving birds, which convey vulnerability and stimulate compassion.
Here the metaphorical relation creates a comparison with animals that
is beneficial to humans; this is common in Woolf’s usage of animals
as vehicles. The analogy which aligns the navigation of birds through
a storm with the journey of humans through life (and love) would not
generally work to elide the species gap; it would function exclusively in
the direction of illuminating the human situation, ignoring the reverse
interpretation and its corollary that we understand the experience of
another species in terms of our own. However, this image is narrated by
Ralph (whose character has by this stage been established as unusually
sympathetic to birds, intensifing the image) and suggests that undertones
of the converse might prevail in his consciousness at least.

Bergson asserts “that each species behaves as if the general movement
of life stopped at it instead of passing through it. It thinks only of itself,
it lives only for itself” (163). At the zoo Ralph’s perspective of humanity
as merely one species among many is emphasied. The human spectators
“fall silent” as they sense other ways of knowing, ways apart from
language, apart from the compilation of facts, logic, arguments, reason.
This scene is a silent one. It consists of thoughts, perhaps, but mostly
of sensations and feelings. The contemplation of animals leads them to
the Bergsonian insight—expressed in terms of paralysis and internal
strife—that “the most living thought becomes frigid in the formula that
3

If there is a specific moment in the narrative at which Ralph and
Katharine cross the divide between them, it may occur when Katharine

Alt contextualises Woolf’s writing in relation to late Victorian and modern
trends, tracing her movement away from the collecting and classifying associated
with taxonomy towards observation, ethology, and protection, and she observes
that Ralph’s botanical discourse covers a “range of approaches to nature” (110).

2

4

Christina Alt points out that for “social reasons” Woolf, “while supporting many
of the principles of animal protection, expressed reservations regarding protection
as a movement” (131).
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Richard Espley argues that in the zoo scene the fundamentally animal nature of
human sexuality is represented as in need of liberation from social strictures (see
86-92).

Woolf could have given Rachel a mother or sent her on her voyage with
a friend, teacher or guardian without any family relationship. Instead, she
chose Rachel’s primary relationship outside of her romance with Terence
to be materteral. I suggest that a careful (or slow) reading of aunthood
reveals several deliberate narrative functions aligned with individual and
communal identity and self-revelation.

expresses it. The word turns against the idea. The letter kills the spirit”
(83).
Thus, by “knowing how to stroke [animals],” Ralph is redeemed
from misanthropy, isolation, and despair, through the passage of his
consciousness from a fixation on the word (which evades him at every
turn) toward an intuitive connection with nonhuman referents and
ultimately with Katharine (see 391).
Candice Kent
Workers Education Association, UK
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i
“Have you any aunts?”:
The Multifarious and Overlooked Aunts of The Voyage Out
Published in 1915 and written between 1908 and 1912, Woolf’s debut
novel is the initiation story of a sheltered young woman, Rachel Vinrace,
who travels with her aunt and uncle, Helen and Ridley Ambrose, to the
fictional South American port of Santa Marina. There she stays in a villa
with her aunt and uncle, encounters a group of fellow English travelers
staying nearby at a hotel, and falls in love with a young gentleman,
Terence Hewet. Interactions among the travelers encompass adventure,
romantic love, and a typical (communal) imposition of Englishness upon
an exotic environment.

As an indicator of communal British identity, aunts connect a number
of characters. In particular the characters are in written correspondence
with their aunts, who are presumably back in England—their aunts
anchor them to the colonial motherland. Mr. Pepper writes to his aunt
who is, according to Hewet, “a very remarkable old lady, eighty-five he
tells me, and he takes her for walking tours in the New Forest” (175).
When St. John Hirst writes a poem about God, he does so “on the back
of the envelope of my aunt’s last letter,” which he has been storing
“between the pages of Sappho” (276). Hewet’s aunt, we hear, died of
cancer (229). Susan Warrington, a young guest also traveling with her
aunt, Mrs. Paley, says that “I like to be a great deal with my Aunts”
(304). Mrs Thornbury had an aunt who “suffered dreadfully, so it isn’t
fair to call her horrid,” who used to give her ginger as a child (369). “We
never had the courage to tell her we didn’t like it. We just had to put it
out in the shrubbery,” she recalls (369). What is clear from the plethora
of aunts is that while Helen Ambrose is a rich and complex character,
aunts can also function for Woolf as shorthand for old Englishness, or
a banal, unexamined life. This is clear in Woolf’s diaries, letters, and
published works, where aunthood has multiple (and often contradictory)
associated characteristics. For example, Woolf nicknamed her dear
friend Violet Dickinson “aunt” (Letters 1 54), but also wrote Violet a
story called “Friendships Gallery” in which the aunt is cruel, controlling,
fanatically religious, and deeply old-fashioned.
Likewise, Rachel’s reflection on her aunts marks a narrative shift
that resonates in her passage from sheltered innocence to a broader
awareness. She is reading Cowper’s Letters when the mention of
“the smell of broom in his garden” transports her back to the house
in Richmond where she lives with her aunts, and “she saw her Aunt
Lucy arranging flowers in the drawing room” (33). This daydream of
Rachel’s marks a narrative shift from third person omniscient narration,
“her mother having died when she was eleven, two aunts, the sisters
of her father, brought her up,” to something more fluid, often slipping
into free indirect discourse: “Why did they do the things they did, and
what did they feel, and what was it all about? […] How odd! How
unspeakably odd!” (32, 34). It is her aunt who appears to unlock her
mind and expression from the confines of realist narrative reporting.
Not only does the narration change but thinking of her aunts quickly
changes the content of her thoughts from fixed, certain facts to expansive
philosophical questions: “what was it all about?” (33).
In Rachel and Terence’s crucial first intimate conversation, which takes
place just after they witness Susan Warrington and Arthur Venning in
a romantic embrace, we see Woolf make use of the aunt to address the
limitations both of the traditional novelistic form and of language itself.
When Terence asks Rachel her Christian name, he immediately repeats
it back to her (the first example of unconscious mimicking and repetition
which increases as the couple spend more time together):

A distinguishing feature of the novel is the proliferation of aunts. In
addition to Helen, the very word “aunt” is like an echo around Santa
Marina: in anecdotes, letters and reminiscences, the word is a thread that
runs through the novel’s conversations. It appears by my calculation at
least seventy-five times, a great number in contrast to the appearance
of “uncle” (16 times) or even “mother’ (forty-six) or “father” (seventyone). Yet critical attention to the novel not only ignores role of the
aunt, but various scholars have instead repurposed Helen’s role and
obscured her family connection for very different critical aims. Elizabeth
Bishop calls her “Rachel’s companion, the older and more worldly
Helen Ambrose,” erasing the familial relationship (344). Beverley Ann
Schack also obscures the family connection, calling Helen Rachel’s
“educator-guardian” (16). Patricia Julia Smith describes her as “matron
and mentor” (32). Louise De Salvo calls her “the mother-surrogate”
(3). Gönül Bakay goes further with her reading of Helen as a maternal
surrogate, saying that “[i]t is significant that Rachel feels a deep
attachment to her mother and later to Helen whom she identifies as her
mother” (142).

“Rachel,” he repeated. “I have an aunt called Rachel, who put the
life of Father Damien into verse. She is a religious fanatic—the
result of the way she was brought up, down in Northamptonshire,
never seeing a soul. Have you any aunts?” (157)
Rachel replies “I live with them,” a strange response that excludes
Helen, the very companion with whom she is traveling and who Terence
has already met, though perhaps the type of aunt (a reclusive religious
fanatic) described so clearly by Terence has steered her mind away from
Helen, who is not like that (157). Rachel struggles then to describe her
aunts: “They are small, rather pale women,” she says, “very clean,”
“always going to church,” and “tidy their drawers a good deal” (158).
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But she is “overcome by the difficulty of describing people” (158).
Rachel’s difficulty in describing her aunts using mundane details about
the facts of their lives is an expression of Woolf’s own frustration with
the limitation of the realist novel with regards to describing character—
something she explores in “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown” and “Character
in Fiction,” saying that “[the Edwardians] have laid an enormous stress
upon the fabric of things” (49). What Rachel and Terence discover here,
together, is that character cannot be pinned down by physical description
and that the language they have is not sufficient for them to communicate
meaning to each other—so begins their stunted relationship and
joint quest for a mode through which they can truly understand each
other and the world. Aunts are such a polite, safe, mundane topic of
conversation—and such a common one for the guests at Santa Marina,
as demonstrated above, that they provide cover for Hewet and Rachel
to say something rather more profound about how one communicates
subjective experience of life. Bishop notes that “[t]he semantic content
may be minimal, but such exchanges create a tone, a mood, and in fact
for Terence and Rachel the ‘random unnecessary things’ prove far more
effective than the formal biographical sketches that Hirst had demanded
during an earlier meeting” (352). As well as the shift in narrative, they
seem to trigger in Rachel a self-awareness that allows her to comprehend
the un-reality of the world around her—the limitations of the tools which
she has to navigate the world with—and in this they allow her to enter
an unconventional realm of discourse. She exclaims that “it’s impossible
to believe that it’s all going on still!” (158), addressing both complex
notions of memory, separation, transition, but also very fundamental
concerns about the human experience: how real is anything except the
present moment? The question “have you any aunts?” is, for Rachel, one
that allows her to communicate things that might, for various reasons,
otherwise be unsayable.

in the group, declares “she is very beautiful” (171). In a scene Mitchell
Leaska calls the strangest passage “of any in Virginia Woolf’s fiction”
(30) “Helen was upon [Rachel]. Rolling this way and that” until Rachel
“was speechless and almost without sense,” and “all the grasses [were]
shaken round her and before her by her panting,” until Rachel “realised
Helen’s soft body, the strong and hospitable arms, and the happiness
swelling and breaking in one vast wave” (330-31). The reader’s
understanding of aunthood greatly shapes any reading of this scene and
its undeniable lesbian undertones, as does the aunt’s position on the cusp
of the family.1 Helen’s position as an aunt denies the homoerotic moment
as she reveals it. She is family, close enough to be considered responsible
for Rachel’s development. However, she is not a consanguineal relation.
Were Helen Rachel’s mother, any amount of physical closeness might
be excused as maternal. Were Helen Rachel’s friend, or an acquaintance
such as fellow guests Evelyn Murgatroyd or Susan Warrington, the
complex blend of violence and sex might be diluted into a more obvious
love scene.
As with the narrative perspective, Helen’s position between family
and outsider gives her a privileged position from which to observe the
heroine: particularly powerful in a novel which offers so little instruction
on how it is to be read regarding who is good, bad, or trustworthy.
Helen has the most access to Rachel of any of the characters—and yet
she has not spent much time with her niece before, giving her cause
to observe, sit back, and evaluate in a way that would not make sense
were she a closer relation. The distance of aunthood, located as it is on
the cusp of familiarity, gives the reader some sense of Helen’s opinion
being an impartial one. As an affine aunt rather than consanguineal,
Helen is only as invested in Rachel’s success (either by conventional or
unconventional standards) as she wants to be—which is sometimes not
very. She has not been responsible for her niece, nor does her niece share
her genes. She is not distracted by her children on the voyage; otherwise
she would have been confined to a motherly allegiance and focus. The
position of Helen’s gaze, on the outside of the action (the marriage
plot involving Rachel and Terence that can be said to be the crux of the
novel’s diegesis), but with a clear view of and direct access to the key
players, is perhaps an ideal one for a character through which to present
the novel’s actions. It is a gaze quite unique to the aunt.

The seemingly shared yet unspoken code surrounding aunthood contrasts
with the presence of Helen, who serves a crucial narrative function in
a community marked by uncertainty in the ways of life and love. The
main characters in The Voyage Out, Rachel, Helen, Hirst, and Terence,
are so unsure themselves of how to read the world and so lacking the
tools to communicate their experiences that the reader is left searching
for a hook on which to hang the story. Of all the characters it is Helen
who appears to have the most authority, for it is she who, like a narrator
might, appears knowledgeable of both the outer world and the inner,
psychological world.

There is much more to say about aunthood and narrative innovation
in the text—as indeed there is in Woolf’s oeuvre—than can fit into an
article. The aunts do not disappear after The Voyage Out: Woolf’s next
novel Night and Day (1919) features many, and her final two novels,
The Years (1937) and Between the Acts (1941), both feature aunts
prominently (Eleanor Pargiter and Lucy Swithin). In order to understand
why the figure of the aunt was so important for Woolf, and to understand
it in the cultural context of the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth
centuries, we need to recognise aunthood as a distinct kinship position
away from motherhood. Only by carefully reading aunts as aunts can
we begin to appreciate why and how the role is so useful, for Woolf and
many others before and after.

Helen’s character does not conform with any aunt type found either
in this novel or otherwise. Unlike many of Woolf’s aunts, Helen does
not promote or uphold Christian values, and in a prophetic moment
tells Rachel, “[y]ou’re not a Christian. You’ve never thought what you
are” (161). Later in the novel Rachel goes to church and finds that,
“[w]hatever the reason might be, for the first time in her life, instead
of slipping at once into some curious pleasant cloud of emotion, too
familiar, to be considered, Rachel listened critically to what was being
said” (264).

Rosie Reynolds
University of Westminster

By the time Rachel leaves the service, she is full of “disgust and horror,”
finding it “the most loathsome exhibition I’d ever seen” (270). While
Rachel’s Richmond aunts are firmly associated with the domestic and
uphold patriarchal values (for instance, writing to Rachel to say that they
are afraid that Rachel will spoil her arms if she keeps playing piano)
Helen’s relationship to marriage and domesticity is more ambiguous
(15). Helen travels the world with her husband, leaving her children
behind, and it is Helen who invites Rachel to Santa Marina, Helen who
goes out walking with her and who allows her to observe Terence, Helen
who wants her niece to develop herself—whereas her uncle Ridley
Ambrose barely seems to leave the villa. Helen’s physical presence,
even in a novel where people are frequently flushing, is striking and
attracts both women and men. While dancing, “Her beauty, now that she
was flushed and animated, was more expansive than usual, and both the
ladies felt the same desire to touch her” (178) and Hirst, a young man
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means; as amateur bookmakers, they initially used wallpapers and
curtains available at home for their book covers and bound loose papers,
literally sewing them with a needle and thread. As the early Hogarth
books demonstrate, the strands of blue thread left behind in the early
handmade copies were, in a way, the blueprints for a firm move away
not just from mechanical publishing methods but also from the rapid
and standardizing forms of modern existence. Like the snail I mentioned
above, with its home on its back, the Hogarth married private and public
life with a letterpress machine on a dining table, not just to create an
alternative publishing house; it suggested a new pace in the way of life,
of thinking, looking, writing and reading parallel to the change Woolf
put in her essay “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown”: “On or about December
1910 human character changed.” She observed that all human relations
shifted and wrote that “when human relations change there is at the same
time a change in religion, conduct, politics, and literature” (n. pag.).3 The
impetus behind the experimental works of the early Hogarth was to grasp
and record the minutiae of this change, which required an absorbed
interest.
The snail that makes its appearance on the first publication of the
Hogarth Press, “The Mark on the Wall,” can be regarded as the very
emblem of the Woolfs’ mission. Like E. F. Schumacher’s claim for the
economy “Small is Beautiful,” the Woolfs seemed to suggest that in
“express[ing] the rapidity of life, the perpetual waste and repair”: Slow
is beautiful! This first Woolf story they published can also be read as a
fictional manifestation of Woolf’s ars poetica. The narrator in the story
first situates herself in the world she describes, understanding one truth
about it, “what an airless, shallow, bald, prominent world it becomes! A
world not to be lived in,” and then discerns her calling in it:
I want to think quietly, calmly, spaciously, never to be interrupted,
never to have to rise from my chair, to slip easily from one thing to
another, without any sense of hostility, or obstacle. I want to sink
deeper and deeper, away from the surface, with its hard separate
facts.

A Snail Around the Flowerbed of Literature:
The Hogarth Press’s Call to Slowness
Five days after 2019’s Dalloway day, Japanese international news
agencies reported that a snail in the south of the country “personally
caused dozens of trains to fail and some 12,000 passengers to be
delayed.”1 The snail caused a short circuit at an electricity box, resulting
in chaos and shock among the Japanese, who live to the standards of a
transport system known to be accurate to the second. With good reason,
this is soon interpreted among the readers as a warning call from barren
nature against the dangers of a high-speed modern life; as we impose
our standards on it, alternative life forms strive to survive and make
themselves visible. With a butterfly effect, what this little snail managed
in Japan made me—a scholar thinking in Turkey—contemplate that only
when we are attentive to the needs of all such forms can we experience
satisfyingly rich Woolfian moments of being. In that context, this
particular snail recalls Dora Carrington’s woodcut snail image, printed
on the final page of the first hand-published Virginia Woolf story “The
Mark on the Wall” (1917) and serving as a seal of the Hogarth Press, a
signature of its focus on nature and the natural against a shockingly rapid
industrialized life.2 The early Hogarth Press both explicated and stood
against the threats of that speed.
To put it in Woolfian terms, on or about March 1917, something changed
when Virginia and Leonard Woolf who had bought a long-desired hand
printing press placed it on their kitchen table and began an alternative
history of publishing in Britain. Hogarth, the boutique publishing
“house,” saw not only the priceless handmade copies of Woolf’s works
adorned with her sister Vanessa Bell’s beautifully designed covers and
illustrations but also some of the seminal texts of English modernism
and avant-garde by T. S. Eliot, Hope Mirrlees, and Nancy Cunard. The
professionalism and scope of their enterprise were far beyond their
1

This quiet, calm, spacious, and uninterrupted mode of deep thinking is
the very engine behind Woolf’s modernist texts, which require a special
mode of reading, deliberately slow and effortful like the movements of a
crawling snail fictionalized in “The Mark on the Wall,” published in Two
Stories (1917). A central motif in the story, visually reproduced in Dora
Carrington’s woodcut print to accompany the text, the snail is one of the
many lives that the narrator feels committed to describe in detail:
[…] there are a million patient, watchful lives still for a tree, all
over the world, in bedrooms, in ships, on the pavement, lining
rooms, where men and women sit after tea, smoking cigarettes. It is
full of peaceful thoughts, happy thoughts, this tree. I should like to
take each one separately.
While the narrator attempts to describe and visualize each thought
without haste, the text invites its reader to a rhythm that would allow her
to attend to these images with a similarly slow pace. The story features
the consciousness of a narrator who wants to focus, this time, on one
idea in the stream of her consciousness, Shakespeare. As she delves
deeper and deeper into the flow of thoughts about Shakespeare, she
becomes able to see the “shower of ideas” falling upon his stream;
To steady myself, let me catch hold of the first idea that passes....
Shakespeare....Well, he will do as well as another. A man who sat
himself solidly in an arm-chair, and looked into the fire, so—A
shower of ideas fell perpetually from some very high Heaven down
through his mind. He leant his forehead on his hand, and people,
looking in through the open door,—for this scene is supposed to
take place on a summer’s evening—…. (my emphasis)

“Snail on track causes a delay for twelve thousand Japanese travelers.”

2

This idea was originally published on Paula Maggio’s “Blogging Woolf” as a
brief note I composed for the event co-organized with Dr. Nana Ariel, “A Press
of One’s Own: Celebrating 100 Years of Virginia and Leonard Woolf’s Hogarth
Press” held on 26 April 2017 at Harvard University, Houghton Library.
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Sources retrieved from Project Gutenberg do not have page numbers.

This passage, with its keen interest in the contemplative inquiry, is
like the first draft of the 1919 essay “Modern Fiction,” in which Woolf
suggests a new way of writing, a new perspective that should grasp the
train of thoughts that fall upon our minds and convey the spiritual rather
than the material world surrounding it:

conceiving, drafting, writing, rewriting, editing, typesetting and printing
a story, then covering the volumes and making them available to the
reader, Woolf almost follows the pace of the snail she fictionalizes in
the story, literally turning it into a textual representation.6 The medium
and the message act in unison to convey the absorbed interest, the very
source and the product of the text.

Examine for a moment an ordinary mind on an ordinary day. The
mind receives a myriad impressions—trivial, fantastic, evanescent,
or engraved with the sharpness of steel. From all sides they come,
an incessant shower of innumerable atoms; and as they fall, as they
shape themselves into the life of Monday or Tuesday, the accent
falls differently from of old. (my emphasis)

In Kew Gardens, Woolf makes a snail one of the central consciousnesses
in the story. In Woolf’s careful design, the narrative slowly follows the
snail that revolves around the flowerbed in Kew Gardens on a hot and
humid day in July. A single figure among those visitors coming from
different walks of life, the snail “consider[s] every possible method of
reaching his goal.” As achieved with the image of Shakespeare in reverie
in “The Mark on the Wall,” a contemplative state is invoked through the
recurrent scenes of the snail’s endeavors to move. Trying to “[decide]
whether to circumvent the arched tent of a dead leaf or to breast it,”
the snail is represented as an emblem of slow thinking. While drawing
attention to the snail’s mind at work, Woolf attunes the reader to the
necessary slowness to capture the flow of intersecting consciousnesses in
the story. As E. D. Kort notes, through this attention, the reader becomes
a “part of the general rhythms of a vibrant world—a world that invites
our notice, respectful consideration, and integrity of living” (19). Thus,
I argue that Woolf’s snail marks a special state of consciousness fit
to attend to the illuminated moments often solidified in her use of the
stream of consciousness technique.

For her, to describe this ordinary mind, the novelist should follow the
rhythm of it, often working against the chronology of the clock time.
Interestingly, the Shakespeare of “The Mark on the Wall” is visualized in
contemplation like the flame that thinker Gaston Bachelard describes in
his The Psychoanalysis of Fire. He suggests that when a person descends
into a deep “reverie,” she departs from the boundaries of the present
time and space through a creative mental process whereby she produces
thoughts and emotions in a state of daydreaming and musing: “What
better proof is there that the contemplation of fire brings us back to the
very origins of philosophical thought?” (18). Woolf’s Shakespeare here
stands as an emblem of this mental state, which has a pace of its own,
independent from the bounds of clock time. Mimicking Shakespeare, the
narrator focuses her creative energy on the snail, the very mark on the
wall; and Woolf portrays the narrator’s mind at work trying to identify
the mark in tune with the pace of the snail. This mimetic technique
wonderfully reflects Woolf’s production in typesetting, a method which
consists of identifying small lead letters and symbols (the type or sorts4),
arranging these various sorts in a composing stick to form them into the
correct syllables, words, sentences, and paragraphs with correct spaces
and punctuation marks, and placing them on the tray know as a galley.

Studying fictive patterns and form as compensation for life in Woolf’s
novels, Holmesland observes that many of Woolf’s scenes aim to evoke
“reintegrative natural rhythms” (2). I argue that the fictive pattern
in Kew Gardens follows the natural design of a snail’s shell which
grows in line with the growth of the snail. Woolf describes the sense of
interconnectedness among time, space and the consciousnesses in the
final scene of the story,

In his interview “This Incredible Need to Create,” the print master
Ted Ollier describes the labor and care required in the process of letter
printing:

like a vast nest of Chinese boxes all of wrought steel turning
ceaselessly one within another the city murmured; on the top of
which the voices cried aloud and the petals of myriad of flowers
flashed their colours into the air.

So, anyone looking to print a book would typeset the text in chunks,
print them in sets, and slowly work their way through the book,
reusing letters from previous pages as they proceeded. It becomes
even more complicated when you realize that printed text that is
intended for binding into a book is not laid out in page order—1, 2,
3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8. The pages have to be divided up and imposed into
signatures that make it easier to print and bind—8, 1, 2, 7, 6, 3, 4, 5.
You may wish to decide your page breaks and page flow before you
even start laying lead into a composing stick.

This Chinese box image can be read as the reiteration of the circles on
a snail’s shell created as it moves; the shell includes the trace of each
movement that the snail makes. In “Are Snails Born With Shells?,”
Kaitlyn Boettcher reports that the snail produces new shell material,
like the soft material of its protoconch, that first expands its shell and
hardens. Thus, the part of the shell it was born with ends up in the center
of the spiral when the snail and its shell become fully-grown. As if to
keep a record of all the moves it makes, “as a snail matures, the number
of whorls or spirals which its shell has increases, as do the rings that
grow inside the shell.” Describing the conglomeration of seemingly
disparate experiences and states of being, the finale of Kew Gardens
similarly accentuates the interconnection between what is outside and
what is inside. Obviously, the Hogarth Press, which became Woolf’s
shell—her haven where she could freely7 publish the products of her
intellectual experiments—encompasses each and every trace Woolf made
through a rich intellectual journey. Soon the scope of the house expanded
to include Vita Sackville-West’s best-selling novel Edwardians, Sigmund
Freud’s works, travel writing by Freda Utley, and poetry criticism by
Edith Sitwell, as well as translations from the literature of Russia. In
other words, Hogarth’s shell grew as the creative energy in it ceaselessly
moved on.

While Ollier’s first-hand experience in printing with a machine similar
to the one the Woolfs used at the Hogarth Press definitely sounds
challenging, in her letters, Woolf describes the work as “tremendous fun”
(Woolf, Letters 2 169). She joyfully repeats the terms “absorbing” and
“absorbed” to describe the full concentration that printing requires. John
Lehmann, who worked with Woolf and served as the general manager
and a partner at the Hogarth Press between 1938 and 1946, also observes
that for Woolf, manual labor at the Hogarth Press was “particularly
soothing and restoring” after the heavy mental work on her novels (126).
He suggests that “Packing up parcels and setting the type for poems were
like a quiet walk along the sea-shore after all the heaving and tossing”
(126; my emphasis). Lehmann’s nature metaphor particularly stresses the
redeeming results of the unity between the textual and creative energies.
It is very interesting to note that for an item like Kew Gardens (1919),5
a story of around 2700 words with illustrations for an edition of 500,
the Woolfs needed about “three working weeks, most of which would
probably have been spent printing and binding” (Ollier). Obviously, for
4

Each individual letter or symbol is termed a “sort.”

5

Kew Gardens was reprinted as a short story in Monday or Tuesday in 1921.

While the two stories can be read in any form as verbal endorsements
of the natural rhythm the mental and bodily figures enjoy in them,
6

Elisa Kay Sparks’ inspiring suggestion to “[read] Woolf’s snails as producing
creative works of art” (23) contributes to this interpretation.
7
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In his autobiography Leonard Woolf states that their idea[l] was “to print and
publish in the same way poems or other short works which the commercial
publishers would not look at.”

the early Hogarth editions with the beautiful woodcut prints of Dora
Carrington (“The Mark on the Wall”) and Vanessa Bell (Kew Gardens)
offer a rhythmic reading experience that follows the movement of the
emblematic snail: stopping to relate the visual to the verbal images in the
text, and revising her mental images upon such pauses, the reader, like
the snail of Kew Gardens climbing a leaf, makes the effort to experience
the text and turn it into a mark on her shell. Presenting books as aesthetic
objects with beautifully decorated covers and hand-made figures inspires
a tempo that cultivates a deeper look into the cotton wool of everyday
life. The visual and verbal images of the Hogarth snail draw attention
to an eccentric, marginal and extraordinary vision that necessitates a
reading slow enough to savor millions of surrounding lives. Just as
the snail in Japan could do in June 2019, such a vision has all the rich
potential to stop all the other trains of thought and focus on the moments
of being.
Mine Özyurt Kılıç
Social Sciences University of Ankara, Turkey
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(1995).1 It is from here where this bibliographic essay begins; however,
it behooves me to lend credence to those whose venerable work has
become invaluable to the study of Woolf’s milieu, specifically the late
Louise DeSalvo (1942-2018), whose examination of Woolf’s childhood
ministers the difficult work of documenting the many evolutions of
Woolf’s inaugural novel, and Elizabeth Heine, whose research on the
considerably altered Melymbrosia and the final iteration of The Voyage
Out.2 More recently, Mary Ellen Foley has scoured diary entries, letters,
and biographies, reconfiguring a personal account of Woolf’s writing
process and publication of her first novel.
Virginia Woolf regarded her female literary forebears—especially those
who relied on sentimental or romantic drama as a pathway to fiction
publication—as writers who strained at the fetters of “feminine” genre
and style. Though there are notable exceptions, to be considered a
“serious” novelist at the turn of the twentieth century, one should first
have been male and better, a Westerner. Inscribed by its percipience of
cultural politics, the failed Bildungsroman and eroded marriage plot
in The Voyage Out toppled literary conventions. Christine Froula has
noted that female initiation into British culture was once referred to as
a “chrysalis pattern,” a purported rite of passage intended to redirect
women towards the domestic sphere. Further, Rachel Sarsfield asserts
that Woolf’s use of butterfly imagery signifies Woolf’s emergence as an
author. Mark Wollaeger too maintains that Rachel Vinrace’s voyage out
is allegorical of Woolf’s exodus into serious writing. Woolf’s modernist
impulses, Kathryn Simpson argues, “unravel” the tight marriage plots
of Austen and other Edwardian writers to explore instead the more
complicated nuances of gender, sexuality, and relationships which
previous generations could not or would not write. Yet, Rachel Vinrace,
Woolf’s protagonist, is a musician whose chosen method of selfexpression is rendered silent. Rachel’s “scarcely formed” identity and
inconsequential death is, as Suzanne Raitt claims, a testament to Woolf’s
concern with being heard as a serious writer (37).
Woolf has (on several occasions) recognized Jane Austen’s enormous
talent as a writer, though Woolf also suggests that Austen’s popular
readership is indicative of the romance plot’s marketability.3 Thinking
of Joseph Conrad’s 1915 novel Chance alongside The Voyage Out
(1915) as working synonymously (and competing) within the “girlnovel” genre, E. H. Wright compares Conrad’s candid overtures to a
female readership with the subtlety of Woolf’s psychological realism.
While Conrad observes women by way of the male perception, often
relying on stereotypes, Wright argues that Woolf resists overt feminist
aesthetics to explore instead interiority. Merry Pawlowski considers The
Voyage Out to be an inversion of Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. Unlike
Conrad’s veiled feminine wilderness that resists the penetrative male
gaze, Pawlowski argues that Woolf remaps nature and culture through an
increasingly fragmented female perspective as women continued to be
denied a voyage out from the traditional marriage plot.
Though Woolf’s first novel evades conspicuously feminist rhetoric,
The Voyage Out effectively kills off accepted literary conventions by
writing beyond cultural scripts. Molly Hite asserts that The Voyage Out
is radical in its engagement with feminist issues concerning marriage,
prostitution, and women’s access to the public sphere. As Hite argues,
1

Mark Hussey, Virginia Woolf A to Z: A Comprehensive Reference for Students,
Teachers, and Common Readers to Her Life, Work, and Critical Reception (New
York: Facts on File, 1995).
2

See Louise DeSalvo, Virginia Woolf: The Impact of Childhood Sexual Abuse
on Her Life and Work (London: Women’s Press, 1991); Virginia Woolf’s First
Voyage: A Novel in the Making (Totowa: Rowman and Littlefield, 1980);
Melymbrosia (San Francisco: Cleis, 2004); and Elizabeth Heine, “The Earlier
Voyage Out: Virginia Woolf’s First Novel,” Bulletin of Research in the
Humanities 82 (1979): 294-316; “New Light on Melymbrosia,” Virginia Woolf
Miscellanies: Proceedings of the First Annual Conference on Virginia Woolf,
edited Mark Hussey and Vara Neverow-Turk (New York: Pace UP, 1992), 227-29.

A Bibliography of New Approaches to Virginia Woolf’s
The Voyage Out (1915)
Readers have made nuanced and remarkable analyses of Virginia
Woolf’s The Voyage Out since the publication of Mark Hussey’s
Virginia Woolf A-Z: The Essential Reference to Her Life and Writings

3
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Virginia Woolf, “A Jane of One’s Own,” TLS, May 8, 1913. https://www.the-tls.
co.uk/articles/public/jane-austen-woolf-archives/.

Rachel’s entrance into the public realm corresponds with her failed
Bildungsroman as her coming “out” encloses her within the sexual
marketplace; her physical death is thus an escape from her figurative
death as a dependent wife. Similarly, Anne Cunningham argues that The
Voyage Out enacts a negative feminism wherein Rachel’s failed Bildung
and her “outsider quality” in Woolf’s evasive modernist aesthetic are
a subversion of patriarchal conventions; the novel’s refusal to adhere
to form and its conclusion in death are a rejection of a patriarchallydefined futurity. Terri Beth Miller too ascribes Rachel’s death as a retreat
from patriarchal language. This socio-cultural dispossession of women
and women artists is echoed by Terence Hewet’s reading of Milton’s
seventeenth century Comus while Rachel falls ill. As Lisa Low argues,
the untimely death of the chaste female protagonists in both Comus and
The Voyage Out are parallel, and Woolf thus crafts “a confused heroine
vaguely formulating a feminism that does not yet exist” (264).

as a “blank slate of possibility” (“Writing Against Empire” 23). Much
like the formlessness of Santa Marina, Rachel personifies the colonial
outpost in that both are objects of imperial desire. On the surface, Santa
Marina projects an image that promises self-determination, one that is
broken by the native women’s gaze, revealing a “vast and impersonal
system, in which sex, gender, labor, and power are socially organized”
(Esty 16). Thus, Rachel’s dissolution and eventual death dismantle the
coming-of-age narrative as its hollow logic is revealed to be allegorical
of patriarchal and colonial stasis.
As such, Rachel’s anti-Bildungsroman reveals a larger network of
economic imperialism as she is positioned as colonial object destined
for sexual conquest. Darin Graber resumes Anna Snaith’s assertion that
both Rachel and the Euphrosyne are commodified vessels, wherein the
ship serves as intermediary for colonial trade. Linking the ship’s sails
with a bridal veil, Rachel is the article of commerce as “virgin brideto-be” (Graber 169; Snaith “Race, Empire, and Ireland” 207). Further,
Rachel’s association with the materiality of things—“a ship, a river, a
butterfly, a piano string, a breeze,” places her in proximity to objects of
trade and enjoyment (Esty 11). This objectification and commodification
of Rachel are further interrogated by Mark Wollaeger, who examines the
cultural politics of picture postcards from the early twentieth century that
featured images of indigenous people and exotic landscapes influenced
by London’s ethnographic exhibitions (“Woolf, Postcards” 44). The
cross-cultural commercialization of these native bodies, Wollaeger
argues, entangles with Rachel’s commodification within the marriage
market, paraded as colonial trade symbolic of England’s global power.

The social and cultural authority of literature and its patriarchal and
imperialist implications are central to Woolf scholarship. The various
inferences to canonical British literature in The Voyage Out are, as
Benjamin Mangrum asserts, used as a medium to incur violence in
modern society and emphasizes Great Britain’s ongoing colonial project
in South America. Further, Jane de Gay associates the surveillance
of literature in the novel with Woolf’s recollections of her father,
Leslie Stephen, who presided over the family library. Like Stephen’s
gatekeeping of Woolf’s access to literature, de Gay recognizes that
Rachel must negotiate Ridley Ambrose’s sentry over the hotel’s reading
materials. This “paternal custodianship of literature” is endorsed by
Rachel’s dislike of Gibbons, whose work, de Gay notes, is associated
with androcentric cultural capital (21). Men are the tastemakers,
producers, and conservators of intellectual material at the exclusion of
female readership and experience. Christine Froula argues that solitary
pursuits, like Rachel’s reading and music, are deliberately encumbered
by those whose tutelage destines her for marriage and female
subordination, supporting de Gay’s assertion that the novel’s concern
with silence reflects the “silencing of female experience” (de Gay 33).

As an object of public consumption whose pages interrogate sexual
trade, the historicity of The Voyage Out participates in a singular cultural
nexus of women and commerce. Celia Marshik observes that the figure
of the prostitute in The Voyage Out plays on early twentieth century
anxiety of white sexual slavery. Moreover, the very act of publishing for
women was a bold entrance into a public sphere that formerly marked
women as sexually available. The figure of the prostitute reinforces
the notion that middle-class British women must remain in the private
sphere in order to maintain their sexual purity, in turn linking the figure
of the prostitute to authorial self-censorship. David Bradshaw agrees that
The Voyage Out is indeed a “risqué” (57) narrative that resists genteel
decorum in view of the novel’s concern with sexuality and prostitution.
Similarly, Mary Jean Corbett regards the figure of the prostitute as a
means to analyze the way in which women writers—Virginia Woolf
and Sarah Grand in particular—deal with women’s issues and feminist
aesthetics from the standpoint of different generations.

Gendered writing, readership, and the performance arts in The Voyage
Out interrogate women’s autonomy in modernity as these forms of
cultural capital are inscribed with illusions of self-determination.
Nonetheless, the gendered consumption and creation of art in The
Voyage Out are wielded as tools intended to preserve patriarchal order
among the most powerful and opportunistic classes. While Froula and
Susan Stanford Friedman both speculate that Clarissa’s gift of Austen’s
Persuasion is to enculturate Rachel into the folds of the heterosexual,
female-centered literary tradition, Rachel’s lack of appreciation for and
failure to finish the multivolume Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire
is, as both Froula and Andrea Lewis claim, a rejection of empire, class,
and hegemonic gender roles. Conversely, Emily Wittman theorizes
that this rejection renders Rachel willfully blind to her class position
and possibilities for resistance, prefiguring her emotional and physical
demise. Relatedly, Emma Sutton argues that Rachel’s changing musical
tastes in The Voyage Out follow a shift from contemporary and operatic
to more austere classical examples; her piano playing of the more
conventional pieces (and eventual silence) thus relegates her to the
domestic sphere.

Taking an alternative approach to The Voyage Out’s entanglement of
women, sex, and imperial consumption, scholars relate Rachel Vinrace’s
physical and psychological deterioration to the anorexic figure. The
allocation of food and its consumption is, as Allie Glenny observes,
indicative of the cultural demands associated with Rachel’s entry into
conventional womanhood; where sweets, Lisa Angelella suggests, are
symbolic of overindulgent emotions characteristic of traditional feminine
performances. Anorexia is therefore symptomatic of an environment
that exerts control over an individual’s body. Accordingly, Glenny
argues that Rachel’s death is allegorical of her failure to repossess her
corporeal sovereignty. Further, Ros Peers links food consumption and its
preparation in The Voyage Out with Rachel’s sexual vulnerability. The
interlacing of sex and food in the novel threatens to contaminate Rachel,
and both Marshik’s and Graber’s approaches identify imperial trade and
colonialism as contaminants to the porousness of women who continue
to be objects of control and exploitation in modern English civilization.

Great Britain’s imperialist ideologies haunt transnational spaces,
closing off the possibility for self-determination beyond traditional
sociocultural constraints. Despite all implications of movement, travel,
or promises of freedom, Suzana Zink proposes that Woolf’s divergence
from the traditional marriage plot is indicative of Rachel’s enduring
patriarchal confinement. Recalling Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own,
Paulina Pająk argues that routine intrusions of Rachel’s privacy destroy
opportunities for self-development. Analogous to the colonized Santa
Marina settlement, Jed Esty considers Rachel’s gender and her symbolic
status as orphan as “a kind of ‘semantic void’” (9). Rachel’s likeness to
colonial space is also emphasized by Anna Snaith as both are positioned
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The modernist interest in the ethnographic “object” is notably
problematic in its frequent appropriation, exploitation, or fetishization of
the disenfranchised and colonized body. Observing the recurrent phrase
“buying cheap and selling dear,” Snaith recognizes Woolf’s awareness
of Britain’s unethical trade relations in colonial contact zones. Andrea
Lewis too asserts that The Voyage Out critiques imperialist rhetoric and

its visual markers, a point that Patricia Novillo-Corvalán argues further
in consideration of the colonial meat and rubber trade in Latin America.
Nonetheless, Snaith considers The Voyage Out to be a project that both
fears and commodifies the “primitive” as it resists a substantive account
of the South American landscape and its inhabitants (“Writing Against
Empire” 31).

sonics of the metropole, Sutton continues, are transported to South
America by way of music and literature. Yet the “exotic soundscape”
defamiliarizes and mutes imperialism, provoking silence among the
travelers in “absence of geopolitical power” (“Silence and Cries” 45).
Nick Montgomery too concurs that the natural acoustics of the South
American jungle disrupt and interrogate patriarchal semiotics and its
colonial enterprise. Last, Wagnerian allusions in The Voyage Out, Sutton
contends, prefigure British military aggression and Victorian politics.
Returning to earlier scholarship on Woolf’s interest in Wagner’s operas
and Darwinian experiments on animals and music by Gillian Beer,
Louise DeSalvo, and Elizabeth Lambert, Claire Davison argues that
the three-act narration in The Voyage Out follows operatic conventions,
where the natural soundscape resonates with Darwinian models of
sound.

Woolf’s positionality with regard to the otherness of colonial space is
also rethought ethnographically. Carey Snyder reconsiders The Voyage
Out within England’s newfound interest in modern anthropology. By
turning the ethnographic lens on imperial identity, Snyder argues,
ordinary British culture is rendered strange, thus self-nativizing
Englishness into an ethnographic object that decenters modernity.
Further, Snyder asserts that Woolf’s resistance to writing from the
prospective of the “other” in The Voyage Out renders the then-dominant
ethnographic practice of appropriating the native prospective unreliable.
The unfamiliar South American landscape, Eleonora Rao contends,
provokes an estrangement of the self. Rao agrees that the novel resists an
ethnographic gaze—the marked silence at moments of contact with the
native landscape and its people defies translation, an incomprehensibility
that echoes Rachel’s incomplete self-development, as Snyder argues in
her study.

Allison Castle Combs
Ph.D., The University of Mississippi

The modernist experiment in fragmented perception both resists
and searches for new ways to articulate modern subjectivity. While
The Voyage Out utilizes the travel narrative but breaks with other
traditional forms and genres, Gillian Beer argues that the novel
employs a Darwinian (re)discovery or “prehistory” of British identity
and imperialism. Julia Kuehn suggests the novel utilizes an “external
description of otherness” that foments an epistemological understanding
of the self, wherein external colonial representations reveal internalized
exoticism. Similarly, Alan Chih-chien Hsieh observes transformation as
an “estranged intimacy” brought on by the external environment. This
ethnographic gaze is reversed in Derek Ryan’s reading of granite in the
opening pages of The Voyage Out. As Helen Ambrose stands before
Cleopatra’s Needle, a 1460 BCE Egyptian granite obelisk that was
relocated to London, she observes a vast array of social classes—the
idle rich, bustling wage earners, and the poor and destitute—a scene that
evokes the impermanency of empire. Granite’s symbolic associations
with war, patriarchy, and empire entangle with the “everyday,” thus
queering modernity, rendering it transient and ordinary (Ryan 21).
While British monuments, territorialities, and public exhibitions have
symbolic associations with power and empire, Woolf queers these
materialities using images of water, rivers, and the sea, signifying
movement, possibility, and escape, though often at personal cost.
When working on The Voyage Out, Woolf disclosed her fear of the
novel’s failure in a letter to Violet Dickinson, avowing to “dive into the
Serpentine” if Dickinson does not like the novel (Woolf, qtd. in Neverow
19). This Hyde Park lake is referenced with frequency through a broad
range of Woolf’s writings, and as Vara Neverow discerns, is a recurrent
reference to suicide and same-sex desire (19). Neverow connects the
reference to the Serpentine in The Voyage Out with homoerotic desire;
used as an adjective, “serpentine” has Sapphic resonances, but when
referenced as a body of water, the Serpentine becomes “a site of danger
where women drown themselves and men pursue transgressive sexual
encounters” (Neverow 23). The symbolic associations of the sea with
same-sex desire materializes in the figure of the mermaid, or “queer
fish,” wherein Kathryn Simpson locates this “hybrid and bordercrossing” identity as a censored allusion to lesbian erotics. Sea imagery
then becomes a site for identity construction beyond the heteronormative
gaze.
Trends in musicology and sound studies concerning Virginia Woolf’s
musical life and writing style have expanded since the early aughts.
Musical affects, silences, and environmental sounds in Woolf’s
unconventional literary rhythm, Emma Sutton observes, unsettle the
ordered monotony of masculine prose. The mechanized and modern
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desde Montevideo. Ed. Eleonora Basso, Lindsey Cordery, Emilio
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Leonard Woolf’s The Village in the Jungle in Retrospect
In theory, there must be a fast and slow way of reading Leonard
Woolf’s novels The Village in the Jungle (1913) and The Wise Virgins
(1914). However, as they are his only novels, they hurry along to no
more celebrated work unless viewed, on the one hand as precursors to
Forster and Orwell on India and Burma or to the self-reflective fiction of
Virginia Woolf after The Voyage Out (1915) and Night and Day (1921)
on the other, the conventional works published after Leonard had given
up, for her sake, writing novels. Another problem, of course, is that The
Village in the Jungle was successful from the beginning and has become
celebrated as a classic over time, but more recently has been interpreted
as an unflattering treatment of imperialism from the point of view of a
subject people. The novel’s celebrity points to Leonard’s later career as
a political journalist, public servant, social and literary critic, editor, and
publicist for peace and international reform. Generally speaking, the
book’s success is reflected in the fact that seldom has it been unavailable
to readers for the collective duration of numerous editions produced by
four different publishing houses and their affiliates, ranging from Edward
Arnold (1913, 1925, 1926, 1975), The Hogarth Press (1931, 1951,
1972), Edwin Mellen (2004), and Eland (2005), including scholarly
and popular editions, respectively, annotated by Yasmine Gooneratne
or bearing commentary by Christopher Ondaatje, as well as the latter’s
documentary tribute, Woolf in Ceylon (2005). Such reading is consistent
with the political science of Peter Wilson (84-85), the biographies of
Duncan Wilson (38-45) and Victoria Glendinning (164-68), and as Woolf
himself suggested in the autobiographies Growing (224) and Beginning
Again (47-48). Moreover, the through-line of fast reading is suggested
in the short Preface that Woolf affixed in 1963 to his Diaries in Ceylon,
1908-1911 . . . and Stories from the East (lxxvi).
But to read The Village in the Jungle slowly, or to re-read the novel
after many years (as I have done on this occasion), one may profitably
compound Leonard Woolf’s awakening to the problems he witnessed as
a colonial administrator in Ceylon (later Sri Lanka) by recognizing that
a related awakening had also occurred by the end of that service, prior
to the feminist activities in which he engaged after returning to England
and almost immediately began to write the novel. This awakening
involved the plight of women as a state of the human condition—in
the novel women are vividly depicted as the most vulnerable in village
life—its daughters, nieces, sisters, and wives. The sympathy of seven
years’ experience weighed most on them as Woolf contemplated the

book’s hapless male protagonists, malevolent antagonists, and the
harsh realities of survival at the edge of the jungle. The tragedies of
the supposedly mad hunter, Silindu, and his good-natured son-in-law,
Babun, are underscored by the longer sufferings of the women of
Beddagama, the focal points of which are Silindu’s widowed sister,
Karlinahami, who keeps house for him after the loss of his wife in
childbirth, and his semi-feral twin daughters, Punchi Menika and
Hinnihami. The book begins with the formation of this family unit on the
perimeter of the village, where, as jungle people, they maintain a tenuous
viability as members of a society in which the greed of a contrary
headman and the lust of opportunistic conspirators set in motion a series
of events that climax when the hunter, assuming the stealth-strategy of
a wounded buffalo, ambushes his persecutors by committing a double
homicide. However, the novel doesn’t end with the passive demise of
Silindu, or with Babun’s broken spirit and death, also in prison and
mainly off-stage. Instead, the novel ends by returning the focus to the
destitute but self-reliant women, old Karlinahami and her niece Punchi
Menika, the last members of the family to expire as the jungle gradually
takes back Beddagama in ruin. Silindu’s daughter becomes “the last
person left in the world . . . one of the beasts of the jungle. . . . She had
returned to the jungle; it had taken her back” (179-80).1 Death takes her
in the form of the black shadow of Appochchi, the “great boar” or “devil
from the bush” (180). So, for this reader, at least, she would seem to be
the female principle of life, just as her forlorn sister seems to have been,
after the death of her daughter, Punchi Nona, and the immolation of her
“son,” the yearling Punchi Appu, by the superstitious villagers, when we
recall how “Hinnihami [had] suckled the child and the fawn together”
(84). The blend of mainly Sinhalese elements in the depiction of a
mother’s grief seems true to the observation of real lives lived by actual
people. That truth is universal.

(151) is to distinguish between his first novel’s emphasis on female
body and mind in the narrative frame and the exceptional subjects of his
second novel, wherein Virginia Woolf herself had served as one of his
models. Even so, the minds of most women differed from those of most
men in that the former “seem to me to be gentler, more sensitive, more
civilized” (151-52). These differences in gender and intellect were also
explored in Leonard’s Stories from the East (1921), particularly in the
Conradian framed-narrative “A Tale Told by Moonlight.”2
One exceptional woman uniquely positioned to counsel Leonard was his
brilliant eldest sister, Bella, who lived with him, for a time, in Ceylon
and who married there, twice, officers of the Ceylon Civil Service.
As a writer, Bella Sidney Woolf (Mrs. W. T. Southorn) published
popular books such as The Twins in Ceylon (1909), Eastern Star-Dust
(1922), How to See Ceylon (1922, 1929), and From Groves of Palm
(1925).3 As a personal sounding-board for him, she was much closer
to hand than was Lytton Strachey, to whom Leonard wrote anguished
letters from Hambantota, in loneliness, on the subject of marriage.
Bella couldn’t think of a woman “to suit” him in Ceylon (there was
“Rachel,” a planter’s daughter that he cites in Growing as a prospect),
and “women with brains” were advised against it though “you must
live with your head as much as with your heart or you are lost” (Letters
148). Providently, Lytton quipped: “Your destiny is clearly marked out
for you, but will you allow it to work? You must marry Virginia” (148).
So that’s what happened: Leonard departed for England in May 1911,
and, in October, began writing The Village in the Jungle (Growing
247) and knew he was falling in love with Virginia Stephen.4 The novel
“itself and the diaries show how the idea of the book came out of [his]
experiences as the Assistant Government Agent” (Diaries lxxviii); the
idea had sprung from his fascination with the lives of the villagers and
the “perpetual menace of nature, the beautiful and...savage life of the
jungle”; and the rest of it coalesced in a relatively short period, for the
novel was published in February 1913 (dedicated to Virginia):

The trove of facts recorded in Woolf’s Diaries in Ceylon confirms the
derivation of certain characters and elements of plot—for instance, there
was the case of the Julampitiya murder that he doubted because of a
possibly fabricated story about the man’s supposed insanity “prior to
the murder” (113, 125-26) as well as a double homicide in Magam Pattu
(210-11) resembling the killing of the village headman and the master of
the chena in the novel (also noticed by Newman 26). The violent death
of the beloved deer, however, is based on an earlier episode in Jaffna
involving a pet that Woolf remembered for its “passion for cigarettes
and tobacco” and for the affection they had for each other though local
people became wary of the animal until, reluctantly, this “beautiful and
charming beast” had to be put down after goring in the leg a “latrine
coolie” who recovered (Growing 99-100). On Woolf’s love of animals,
the following quotation is key:

I do not think that when I left Hambantota the idea of the book was
consciously in my mind, but it must have been at the back of my
mind, and by the time I had resigned I knew exactly what I wanted
to write. (lxxviii)
Leonard and Virginia were married on August 10, 1912. So it follows
that their courtship was conducted while he wrote much of this first
novel and met the “whole mountain of MSS.” that, in 1915, became
The Voyage Out (see LW, Beginning 184, also 87-91; cf. Glendinning
164-68 and Newman 44). They would have discussed their writing,
which in his case also involved unsigned journalism in The Nation and
The New Statesman on behalf of the Women’s Co-operative Guild,5 the
organization he joined at the behest of Margaret Llewelyn Davies in the
summer of 1912, essentially completing the political shift from British
imperialist to European socialist. He wrote:

I do not know why I am so fond of animals. They give me the
greatest pleasure both emotionally and intellectually […][.] If you
really understand an animal so that he gets to trust you completely
and, within his limits, understands you, there grows up between you
affection of a purity and simplicity which seems to me peculiarly
satisfactory. There is also a cosmic strangeness about animals
which always fascinates me and gives to my affection for them a
mysterious depth or background. (100)

A few days after I returned from Denmark [on the journey home
from Colombo] I began to write The Village in the Jungle. The
jungle and the people who lived in the Sinhalese jungle villages
fascinated, almost obsessed me in Ceylon. They continued to obsess
me in London, in Putney or Bloomsbury, and in Cambridge. The
Village in the Jungle was a novel in which I tried somehow or other
to live their lives. It was also, in some curious way, the symbol of
the anti-imperialism which had been growing upon me more and
more in my last days in Ceylon. […] [So t]he more I wrote The
Village in the Jungle, the more distasteful became the prospect of
[my returning to] success in Colombo. (Beginning 47-48)

Without sentimentalizing or romanticizing the people of Jaffna and
Hambantota, Woolf attests to being similarly drawn to them as subjects:
“They live so close to the jungle […] that they retain something of the
litheness and beauty of jungle animals. The Sinhalese especially tend
to have subtle and supple minds” and “a profound melancholy and
fatalism which I find beautiful and sympathetic […] like the scenery
and characters of a Hardy novel” (54). Rather than “primitive man,”
the “undiluted” mind of the “ordinary woman” (151) fascinated him
as he listened to them attentively to catch “a glimpse or rather a breath
of this pure, curiously female quality of mind” (152). His attraction to
“the undiluted female mind” versus his stronger interest in “exceptional
women with exceptional minds, like Cleopatra […] or Virginia Woolf”
1

I quote here and elsewhere from the Eland edition of 2005.
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On books by Joseph Conrad variously annotated by Leonard Woolf, see Manson
and Chapman 181, as well as King and Miletic-Vejzovic 50-51.
3

See Manson and Chapman 172, 181, 183; and King and Miletic-Vejzovic 246.
Newman gives comparative summaries of Bella’s and Leonard’s fiction and nonfiction, suggesting that credit is due Bella as a significant influence.
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See Newman’s Appendix, on “Bella Woolf and Virginia Woolf,” 42-50.

5

See Manson and Chapman 72, 102-03 and 104.

Truly Miscellaneous

Considering the opposed perspectives of fast and slow reading, this
superbly executed novel of 1913 was both an end and a beginning in
Leonard Woolf’s prolific history as a writer of feminist, anti-imperialist
texts.
Wayne K. Chapman
Emeritus, Clemson University
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Your House and My Fire:
Escaping the Window in Virginia Woolf’s Three Guineas
Gently the yellow curtain with all the birds of Paradise blew
out and it seemed as if there were a flight of wings into the
room, right out, then sucked back.
—Virginia Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway
A burning glass is the soul who in her cave joins with the
source of light to set everything ablaze that approaches her
hearth. Leaving only ashes there, only a hole: fathomless in
her incendiary blaze.
––Luce Irigaray, Speculum of the Other Woman
In Three Guineas, windows function as the threshold between the public
and the private sphere; they grant women vision of the exterior world
but deny their participation in it. Woolf proposes four means through
which women may cross the threshold, yet all are unsatisfactory: joining
men’s procession and burning the college to the ground make women
semblances of their brothers and complicit with patriarchal violence;
setting the window ablaze is a brilliant but short-lived moment; and
defenestration results in death or further institutionalization.1 The
impossibility or injurious nature of the crossings demonstrates male
denial of female selfhood: women who are not subjugated by or in
accordance with patriarchy—who refuse to be men’s shadows but kindle
their own flames––are relegated to madhouses or graves.
The window represents the immobility of women, whose action and
vision have been censored by the equally unchanging patriarchal social
mores. Architectural expressions of closure—porta clausa and hortus
conclusus—are metaphors for virginity (Levy 58). In the act of opening
the window to see the world, women become sinners who threaten the
contamination of men. Thus, women can only glance “sidelong from an
upper window” at the procession of men because as much distance must
be enforced between the two as possible lest another Juliet tempts another
Romeo (Woolf, Three Guineas [TG] 74). The indirectness of the gaze
illustrates male fear of the female gaze, which, men believe like that of
Medusa, will harden them into stone. Men blame their surrender to their
libido on the women who they sexualize. They subjugate women yet
reverse women’s roles from passive sexual objects to active arousers of
their desire. Women are instructed to hide themselves behind curtained
windows and bolted doors in high towers. The world outside the domestic
is alien to them.
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See Brenda Silver’s “The Authority of Anger: Three Guineas as Case Study” and
Rebecca Traister’s Good and Mad: The Revolutionary Power of Women’s Anger
for discussions of anger associated with burning down the house.

The masculine world is inaccessible to women, yet men can cross the
threshold to the interior as they wish. As Woolf writes in her footnotes,
if a female author intends to describe a Feast at Trinity, Cambridge—a
college with a “mediaeval” surrounding and bars her sex, she has to
“listen through the peephole” (Haldane 235) in the room of the Master’s
wife. The anachronistic atmosphere reflects the antiquated but lasting
patriarchal traditions that have limited women’s sight and knowledge
since the Middle Ages. Although “peep” suggests looking quickly and
furtively through a narrow aperture, even that confined vision is denied.
The brief glance is downgraded to listening to elusive conversations
through a crevice. In contrast, the “gentlemen in authority, history
assures us,” are allowed to survey women from “their study windows”
(TG 106). While women’s observation of men from windows is
considered dangerous and lascivious, men’s surveillance of women is
considered studious. Men wield the power to delimit the window as
a space of education for themselves, but a glass cage or a bell jar for
women. ‘His-tory,’ written by these ‘gentlemen,’ has ascribed them with
the authority to define civilization and restrict female action. The selfpropagating cycle of patriarchal dominance neglects female narratives.
Women are portrayed as “a shower of dead cats, rotten eggs and broken
gates,” while men—the civility to female barbarity—smoke cigars and
sip claret that women paid “a huge bill annually for” (Woolf, Three
Guineas 106, 69). Men enslave female bodies and exploit female labor
in the same way that they colonize foreign lands. In order for women
to rise from their servile status and to enjoy the same comforts as men,
must they, too, smoke cigars that have been rolled out of institutionalized
violence?

that heap dead leaves upon the flames, “Out, damned spot!” (TG 18;
Macbeth, V.1.39).
Furthermore, the burning “scare[s] the nightingales,” a type of bird that
recalls Woolf’s recurrent allusion to the myth of Procne and her sister
Philomela (TG 45). Procne is married to Tereus, who rapes Philomela
and cuts off her tongue. However, Philomela weaves a robe that unravels
her sorrows to Procne. Procne avenges her sister by killing Tereus’s son
Itys and serving his body for supper to Tereus (Ovid 143-52). The myth’s
earlier appearance in Three Guineas was in a man’s response to a woman
asking for money to rebuild her college. The man asks the woman if she
is so “secluded among the nightingales and the willows” that she can
only think of “bazaars and ices, strawberries and cream” (TG 40-41)
during the time of war. The man reduces the gravity of rape and the need
for female collectivity to the lightness of sweets and trivialities. His
preoccupation with armaments reveals the cause of Philomela’s rape:
men’s need to control and dominate. The tyrant’s wish to colonize more
land is the same pitiless and rapacious folly that victimizes women. To
scare the nightingales is to forget Philomela’s brutally severed tongue
and to echo our brothers and fathers from a mouth that is not our own.
Contrary to the daughters of educated men who wish to burn the
college to the ground, their mothers want to set the windows ablaze—a
crossing of the threshold with brilliance but also ephemerality. There
is a great distinction between the verb “to burn” and “to blaze.” The
first denotates nihilistic destruction, while the latter, incandescence.
In taking the guinea and using it, “not to burn the house down, but to
make its windows blaze” is to dissociate from patriarchal violence while
inciting a fire of creativity that will overpass the limits of the domestic
sphere (TG 100). However, this seemingly perfect way of traversing
the threshold is fleeting. Although a blaze emits brilliant light and a
vibrant glow of color, it cannot last. Its fluorescence is extinguished by
patriarchal interruption and stifling of female creativity. It is like the
“torch in [a] vast chamber where nobody has yet been” and the “candle”
in serpentine caves (Woolf, A Room of One’s Own [AROO] 83). Even
though the candle and the torch allowed Radclyffe Hall to write The
Well of Loneliness and Mary Carmichael to discover that “Chloe likes
Olivia,” the fire is smothered by accusations of obscenity (AROO 82).
The spark of light only leads to the persecution and suffocation of the
female imagination.

The first apparent way to cross the threshold is to join men’s processions;
however, participation in a masculine society comes at the price of
female self-erasure. According to the second letter in Three Guineas, if
women are going to make the same incomes from the same professions
as men and to escape the upper windows, women will have to accept the
same conditions that men accept. However, conditions such as wearing
uniforms and professing loyalties are dehumanizing and violenceinciting. The image of homogenous people marching with raised
fists and shouting identical syllables in unison is the face of Fascism
and Nazism. Self-identifications by political factions or countries are
equivalent to names and addresses on a “dog-collar, around [the] neck”
(TG 85). Not only do women have to conventionalize themselves until
their individualities are effaced, but they also have to comply with the
patriarchal violence that has been their oppressor. Women are confronted
with self-antagonism in addition to self-abnegation. They empty
themselves of themselves, then become their own enemies. For women
to rise in a system that is hostile to them, to be more than an ellipsis in
history, and to join the “fresco scrawled upon the walls of time,” they
must join the patriarchal marches and become the causes of the photos
of dead children and ruined houses (TG 74). However, as Audre Lorde
writes in Sister Outsider, “the master’s tools will never dismantle the
master’s house. They may allow us temporarily to beat him at his own
game, but they will never enable us to bring about genuine change”
(102).

The candle is not only a tool for adventure and innovation, but also
serves the curative function of paying homage to the uneducated
mothers’ sacrifices. The “penny candle in the window of [the] new
society” is offered in remembrance and celebration of the mothers who
“suffered obloquy and contempt” so their daughters may “have done
with tyranny” (TG 100). The uneducated mothers are the antithesis to
the educated fathers who have offered no assistance to the advancement
of their daughters’ education and social position. The memory of the
uneducated mothers sutures the wounds of the daughters who feel
isolated in their fight against the patriarchal society that they inhabit.
As the daughters set the windows ablaze, the bodies of the mothers
are resurrected. However, the erected bodies remain cheering in the
burning “upper windows” or the “graves” (TG 45, 100). Even though the
uneducated mothers are revived, they are still caged to the threshold, and
the only crossing available to them is into the grave.

The photos of ruined houses are made manifest in women’s burning of
colleges, which is the second method of crossing the threshold; however,
the second is equally as problematic as the first. Women mirror the “old
hypocrisies” that they set fire to if they are complicit with the destruction
that they condemn (TG 45). This act of revenge against institutionalized
violence is just as ruinous as the dictators’ burning of books. The
women’s wish to “incarnadine” the willows is reminiscent of bloodshed
in traditional masculine literature (TG 45). For instance, in Act II, Scene
2 of Shakespeare’s Macbeth, Macbeth exclaims, “this my hand will
rather the multitudinous seas incarnadine, making the green one, red”
(Macbeth 2.1.726-27) after he murders Duncan. His murder perpetuates
further killing and generates a cycle of violence as endless as the sea.
The “daughters of educated men” who paint the willows red with fire
are comparable to Macbeth or Lady Macbeth; they may say of the hands
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The window will never cease to exist. Despite women’s repeated burning
of colleges and houses, a small boy still “struts and trumpets outside the
window” (TG 129) just as the men’s discussions of war will continue.
The action of the boy parallels that of the poor player who struts and
frets his hour upon the stage in Macbeth’s final monologue. However,
instead of being heard no more, he refrains the song of the Mulberry
Tree and pursues the interminable cycle of violence like “a gramophone
whose needle has stuck” (TG 72). Peace and gender equality appear
to be unreachable destinations due to the repetition of resistance and
counter-resistance, movement and backlash, kindling and extinguishing
of the flame. The end is the beginning is the end.

The only escape from the imprisonment of the female body and the
final way of crossing the threshold is defenestration. Woolf attempted
defenestration in July 1910 and was institutionalized at the Burley
House. She wrote to her sister Vanessa Bell that soon she shall have to
jump out of a window again due to the ugliness of the nursing house.
She finds the rule about “being shut up in the dark” (Piepenbring)—a
metaphoric cutting off of the tongue—unbearable. Woolf is frustrated by
the institutionalized confinement of women as well as the conditioning
of women to remain silent “in peace” (TG 129) while men lead the
world to war and doom. Defenestration appears to be a depressive and
nihilistic response to patriarchal subjugation of women, yet it is not at
all defeatist; it is an act of protest. It is a lasting escape from the window,
a permanent dismantling of the master’s house, and an incorruptible
transcendence from thresholds demarcated by men, without collusion
with the patriarchy.

Susurrations
I shall buy the flowers myself, says Clarissa
If it’s fine tomorrow, says Mrs. Ramsay
What about these shoes? asks Betty Flanders
as Orlando wanders the halls at night
with his candles and her dogs
Life is a luminous halo, she says
a many-petalled flower
a lark, a plunge, the thing
itself, dark wedge illumined
by the lighthouse beam

Ekalan Hou
Stanford University
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despite the walking stick
found on the bank
pocket full of stones
cold roiling river
books continue each other
fling themselves against death
with a sudden intensity
I have had my vision
there she is
Kristin Czarnecki
Georgetown College
Note: These words, phrases, and images are taken from or inspired
by Virginia Woolf ’s work.

z
“my long toil at the women’s lectures”:
Re-Considering Audience & Virginia Woolf’s Room of One’s Own
A.

A Reader in The Founder’s Library

With the goal of getting my hands on a quintessential manuscript by an
iconic author, I find myself in the Founder’s Library at the Fitzwilliam
Museum. The library is still and warm (and getting warmer) this late
June morning in Cambridge. Browns and beiges in various rectilinear
textures fill the open shelving to the very high ceiling. A prominently
displayed conservation dictum (MSSPB 2011) states: “Never force a
book to open. Seek assistance.” So I ponder: isn’t that—forcing a book
open—what I am about to attempt here? Or am I working toward a
different objective, more akin to sneaking the text out into the wider
world to see how it might hold up in this day and age?
As I loiter at my carrel with #2 pencil in hand—pens are strictly
forbidden, as are writing and recording devices of more recent
vintage—a folder is laid before me. The manila folder includes this
bibliographic note from 1996: “MS consisting of 134 loose leaves
with holes punched in inner margin. Custom made box to house MS”
(Winther). And the manuscript in question? The initial draft of “Women
& Fiction,” which Virginia Woolf will eventually see into print as A
Room of One’s Own. The manuscript itself enjoyed a complicated
journey from Woolf’s desk to the Founder’s Library. Woolf left it
behind at the time of her passing. Her husband turned over these papers
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to Cambridge University after Woolf’s death. For half a century, the
manuscript was untouched until a scholar discovered and published it in
1992.1

an eye toward helping them to conceive of their own opportunities (and
impediments) in the field of literary endeavor.
Judging from her diary entrees, the prospects of both delivering the
lectures and revising them into publishable form caused Woolf more than
a modicum of anxiety. As the Virginia Woolf Blog notes, the miracle is
that Woolf’s ideas ever made it to the page (handwritten or typed) in the
first place (Brooks). Her diary entry from 27 October 1928 indicates her
lack of inspiration about the initial speaking series:

My own journey to this moment has also been rather circuitous. After
training in textual and bibliographic studies at the Harry Ransom
Humanities Research Center,2 I have earned a living for two decades
as a secondary school teacher. In spring 2019, I received a professional
development grant to support my work in the academic and athletic
fields, so the past week has seen me careening through the English
countryside en route to various literary sites and squash clinics. An
application to the gracious Dr. Suzanne Reynolds, Assistant Keeper
in the Founder’s Library of Cambridge’s Fitzwilliam Museum, has
rendered me the extraordinary opportunity to sit down with Woolf’s
words.3

Thank God, my long toil at the women’s lectures is this moment
ended. I am back from speaking at [Cambridge], in floods of
rain. Starved but valiant young women—that’s my impression.
Intelligent, eager, poor, & destined to become schoolmistresses in
shoals. (Diary [D] 3 200)
Was Woolf, at the heights of her own literary success, enthused about the
prospects of setting these aspirants on a path to their own achievement?
“I blandly told them to drink wine & have a room of their own” she
recalled. “I felt elderly & mature. And nobody respected me. They were
very eager, egotistical, or rather not much impressed by age & repute.
Very little reverence or that sort of thing about” (D3 200-01). In short,
Woolf doubted both the relevance of her own guidance and the young
women’s interest in receiving it.

Turning Woolf’s pages carefully, I wonder what might be gleaned from
her forceful scrawl. Are there moments or moves visible in this early
version that never made it into the printed, and much-analyzed, version
that so many readers have encountered? To what extent are the ideas that
Woolf first sketched in her distinctive hand still applicable to creative
labors, and laborers, a century on?
As luck would have it, I happen to be in Cambridge on graduation day. If
the timing works out, I can grab a quick lunch after my archival session
and make it to one of the women’s colleges Woolf addressed to glimpse
the graduates of the present day. Would she recognize the young women
proceeding through the graduation rituals today? Will they recognize
the challenge (and challenges) that she set their predecessors nearly a
century ago?

By early November, however, Woolf’s reflections about the content of
her lectures and the experience of delivering them had moved in a new
direction: “And still this mood hangs about me. I want to write a history,
say of Newnham or the womans [sic] movement, in the same vein. That
vein is deep in me—at least sparkling, urgent” (7 November 1928, D3
203). Neither the audience nor the author of those initial lectures can
have anticipated what would eventually come into being, nor the impact
of that argument on successive generations of women, authors, and
women authors. Woolf is also clear about her own increasing enthusiasm
for the project: “It has considerable conviction,” she admits diaristically.
This simple statement reflects the extent to which Woolf came to
believe more strongly in the project the further she got from the original
appearances in Cambridge (and the more extensively she transformed the
argument that she had only begun to sketch out in those live lectures).5

B. From Lectures to Manuscript to the Hogarth Press
The backstory for A Room of One’s Own is fairly well known. The
novelist, who had been enjoying growing critical and popular acclaim in
the mid-1920s, was invited to deliver lectures on the topic of “Women
and Fiction” to the (female) students at Cambridge University’s
Newnham and Girton Colleges.4 Notes from Woolf’s original lectures
have not survived. We know that she met with the women’s colleges in
October 1928 and that her autumnal appearances there prompted her to
return to the subject in spring 1929. Woolf retains that basic premise as
a framing device in printed form: that she has been invited to lecture the
young women of the colleges on “Women and Fiction,” presumably with
1

As we know from the published version of A Room of One’s Own,
Woolf completed neither a history of Newnham nor an overview of the
women’s movement. The “sparkling, urgent” vein led her instead to a
project far more ambitious in scope: a comprehensive (albeit subjective)
exploration of the history of English women’s efforts to write and the
prospects for their present and future achievement as novelists. Most of
the central claims from the published version can be found within the
manuscript and, presumably, informed her lectures at Newnham and
Girton. Woolf uses narrative to reveal the paltry fare served to the young
women, as opposed to the heartier dishes and drink enjoyed by male
students, and to depict the various gender-based institutional limitations
in place at “Oxbridge” and the British Library at that time, two bastions
of traditional (male) privilege. The main premise of Woolf’s original
lectures, as well as the manuscript and print versions, was that any
aspiring female author needed “money and a room of one’s own if she is
to write fiction.”6

See S. P. Rosenbaum’s Introduction for additional details.

2

Theresa Kelley’s course on bibliographic methods was required for incoming
English Ph.D. students at UT-Austin at that time.
3

Excerpts of A Room of One’s Own, as well as the novel Orlando, are mainstays
of the AP English Literature course I teach at Berkshire School.
4

Woolf fictionalized Newnham and Girton as a single “Fernham” in Room. but
there were (and are) key differences between the two colleges. Newnham was
founded in 1871 “as a house in which young women could reside while attending
lectures in Cambridge, long before they were allowed to become full members of
the university” (Sutherland). Girton College had been founded two years earlier
with a similar mission—to support women’s introduction to higher education—
but the founders’ approaches differed in a significant manner. As Gill Sutherland
notes,
In tailoring the early curriculum to its students Newnham found
itself at odds with [Girton][…][.] Emily Davies, Girton’s founder,
believed passionately that equality could only be expressed by
women doing the same courses as the men, on the same timetable. This meant that Girton attracted a much smaller population
in its early years and some of them found the strain on their health
too great. But the members of the Newnham Council stood their
ground, in general preferring a pragmatic, gradualist approach,
leaving open the question of whether an equality of difference
could be achieved.
Girton admitted male students in the late twentieth century while Newnham has
remained single-sex. For the sake of clarity and consistency, I will confine my
analysis to Newnham circa 1928 and 2019.

5

In a letter to a friend, Woolf revealed another basis for seeing the project
through: “to encourage the young women—they seem to get fearfully depressed”
(6 November 1929, Letters 4 106) Whether A Room of One’s Own has ever served
anyone as a bulwark against or panacea for depression would be difficult to
ascertain.
6
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By “fiction,” Woolf is really referring to literary fiction of the sort she herself
practiced, for which the artistry of execution outweighed the popular appeal of its
pages. The “money and a room” were meant to insulate would-be writers from
the vagaries of the marketplace and the exigencies of income. I will return to this
notion—the difference between pursuing fiction as a profession and writing to
earn one’s living—in the final section of the essay.

In that same diary entry, Woolf reveals a practical consideration for
getting Room into published form: maintaining the members of her
household. She predicts that her people “will be feeding off Women &
Fiction next year for which I predict some sale” (D3 221). 1929 was
in fact an excellent year for Woolf with regard to her (and Leonard’s)
income,7 which had enabled her to complete key renovations to Monks
House, their country cottage and writing refuge in Rodmell (East
Sussex). A key feature of this project was the construction of a new
bedroom in which Virginia could read, write and recover from the labors
which routinely exhausted her.8

The final line differs in an important way from autograph to print format.
In the manuscript, Woolf closes her essay in this fashion: “But to be
condemned to be But But I maintain that this this effort what is needed
even [?] a giant one, is worth while.” The manuscript version focuses on
effort, rather than agency, and a kind of existential tradeoff rather than
a maternal bequeathing. But the latter gets there via a different route:
“But I maintain that she would come if we worked for her, and that so
to work, even in poverty and obscurity, is worth while” (112). Whereas
the original (autograph) draft stresses “effort,” though it be “giant,” the
revised print text ends with “work,” albeit that performed in “poverty
and obscurity,” on behalf of women writers to come. The foundational
“effort,” in her final words, is “worth while” if it takes the eventual form
of “work.”

According to one recent curator of Woolf’s work, “She worked so fast
that when she came to prepare a typescript for the publisher, she found
it hard to decipher what she had written” (“Women & Fiction”). Woolf
revealed as much in her diary entry on April 13. “It made itself up &
forced itself upon me…as I lay in bed after Berlin” (D3 221-22). This
rapid-fire approach was consistent with Woolf’s process more generally:
I used to make it up at such a rate that when I got pen & paper I was
like a water bottle turned upside down. The writing was as quick as
my hand could write, too quick, for I am now toiling to revise; but
this way gives one freedom & lets one leap from back to back of
one’s thoughts. (D3 222)
The “freedom” to “leap from back to back of one’s thoughts,” in short,
rendered the extensive revision work that it entailed a worthwhile
tradeoff.

Of course, Woolf was looking into the theoretical future, and preparing
therein the groundwork for any number of Judith Shakespeares, from
the perspective of the late 1920s. Radical change in the intervening
years, from women’s participation in political and economic life to their
equal enrollment in university study to their unparalleled success in the
literary marketplace, have certainly changed the prospects for students at
Newnham College. How might the class of 2019 view Woolf’s “work”
nearly a century removed from the context of her composition?
C. The Graduates Process at Newnham
My own archival work completed, I take advantage of the glorious
weather for a stroll to Newnham. A blend of old and new architecture10
sits among 17 acres of resplendent gardens, which allow (free) public
access—in distinct contrast to many of the older (male) colleges at
this ancient university, who either restrict access or charge a fee for
the privilege of entering their gates. Unlike the founding era, in which
residents could attend university lectures but not actually receive a
diploma, the women of Newnham enjoy full access to all university
programming.

The text itself—Woolf’s autograph manuscript from spring 1929—came
to me in a manila folder housing five separate installments from March 6
to April 2. What we can deduce from the manuscript is a drive to get her
ideas out, in the first place. The hastily-formed letters and frequent cross
outs of the manuscript reveal the rapidity of composition. An exhibition
catalog notes that,“The autograph manuscript shows Virginia Woolf
starting and restarting sentences, crossing out, adding revisions and
new ideas between the lines, in the margins, and on the blank pages.”9
Woolf’s approach on this project was consistent with her general
methodology.

As I wandered through the beautifully manicured grounds of the college,
in the presence of the graduates and their families, I wondered whether
Newnham College lays claim to its heritage regarding Woolf’s landmark
treatise. What might Woolf make of these proud, prepossessed young
women? Conversely, would they recognize any of the challenges that
their forebear set forth or acknowledge any debt to Woolf’s transgressive
encomium?

Also evident in the manuscript version is a clear commitment to reordering and refining her prose so as to strengthen her argument.
Woolf’s pencil annotations—almost certainly added at the very end of
her autograph revisions as she was preparing to move to a typescript—
include suggestive words and phrases. These emendations are intriguing
in their own right as they suggest a sharpening of her argumentation
once she had laid out the major premises of her discussion. On page 44,
Woolf has added “Anger […] To her some are inferior.” Woolf’s pencil
was especially busy on page 99 (“forged […] & came to a meeting”) and
100 (“Give her another year to look about; & she will be a [?]”).
The print version of Room ends this way:
Shakespeare’s sister will put on the body which she has so often laid
down. Drawing her life from the lives of the unknown who were
her forerunners […]. As for her coming without that preparation,
without that effort on our part, without that determination that when
she is born again she shall find it possible to live and write her
poetry […] that would be impossible. (114)
7

According to John Mepham’s research, Woolf earned more than £2,900 on
her own that year, bringing her combined income with Leonard (including their
jointly-owned Hogarth Press) at just under £4,000 for the year (131).
8

The Woolfs would later add a writing lodge beyond the gardens: “Commuting
to the writing lodge each day with the ‘regularity of a stockbroker’ Virginia would
spend hours writing and even sleep here on fine summer evenings” (“The Writing
Lodge”).
9

This passage can be viewed at “Exhibition Items: Women and Fiction:
Autograph Manuscript of A Room of One’s Own,” https://cudl.lib.cam.ac.uk/
view/MS-FITZWILLIAM-00001-01942. See also Paula Maggio’s “Up Close with
the First Draft Manuscript for A Room of One’s Own.”
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Regarding institutional legacy, the answer is crystal clear. As the college
notes in relation to their annual “Newnham Essay Prizes,” contemporary
Newnham “is very proud of its place in the history of women’s
education.” The college’s Woolf Essay Prize features “questions
inspired by Virginia Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own,” which text “raises
a number of questions surrounding the place of women in society and
culture” (“Newnham Essay Prizes”). The Prize’s materials state that it
was “designed to give students the opportunity to think and write about
women in literature, history, society and culture, while developing their
independent study and writing skills.”
In a telling update, however, the committee expanded the disciplines
covered to Biological & Physical Sciences, Engineering, History,
Modern & Medieval Languages, Music and Philosophy. Most recently,
the college has further expanded the contest to include Computer
Science and Psychological & Behavioural Sciences. This broadening
of disciplines belies a secondary purpose of the contest. In addition to
honoring Woolf’s legacy, the college offers a rationale for their ongoing
recruitment efforts:

10

Woolf would almost certainly be stunned by the spacious, well-lit, and
electronically enabled library, beneficiary of a recent renovation. Benefactors to
Newnham College Library included A. S. Byatt, Margaret Drabble, Old Possum’s
Practical Trust, and a variety of “Friends of,” both British and American.

Through exposure to the type of work they might be expected to do
at Cambridge, we hope highflying students will be encouraged to
consider applying to the University—and hopefully to Newnham,
where women’s history and educational excellence are, of course,
central.

Even if they have that (substantial) level of support in place, one
wonders, how many of these talented, ambitious young women might
aspire to the profession that Woolf imagines on their behalf? How
many would even queue up to try their fortunes in the field of literary
endeavor? The landscape itself is not particularly welcoming, and
one can certainly make a case that in this regard, things have gotten
worse since Woolf’s treatise. “In both the United States and the United
Kingdom, novelists find it harder to earn a living,” observes Ross
Douthat, revealing that “sales of adult fiction have slumped by 16
percent just since 2013.” This is not to say that aspiring authors face
insurmountable odds, given that “pop franchises and young-adult sales
increasingly keep the [publishing] industry afloat” (Douthat).

It would thus appear that Newnham is using the legacy of Woolf’s
lecture, and the radical text that emerged from it, in order to augment
their ongoing admissions efforts. It’s hard to know what Woolf herself
might make of this promotional sleight of hand. What might she think of
the actual women emerging from Newnham’s courtyards and corridors
several generations removed from those she lectured?
Among those students who matriculated to Newnham in 1928, twentyfive of ninety-eight students “were born places other than the UK
[including] commonwealth countries such as New Zealand, South Africa
and India” (Newnham College Register). While the college did not keep
ethnic or racial statistics at that time, three of the ninety-eight appear
to have been of South Asian descent.11 In other words, Newnham was
overwhelmingly white (albeit one quarter drawn from beyond the United
Kingdom) at that time. The limited ethnic and racial diversity that Woolf
encountered would have made it all that much easier to elide the issue
within her original speech and the iterations that followed.12 In marked
contrast, the 2017 entering class at Cambridge represents a high degree
of racial and ethnic diversity with 22% of British citizens and 29% of
the commonwealth citizens of the 2017 entering class at Cambridge
self-identified as Black, Asian or Minority Ethnic (“Undergraduate
Admissions Statistics”).

Nicholas Montemarano, an American novelist and teacher of writers,
observes that students today enter the university with as much or more
writing experience than previous generations but that the nature of this
writing has changed over time. So too the focus of their reading—from
the literary fiction that dominated undergraduate and graduate writing
programs of the twentieth century to memoir and genre fiction in the
twenty-first. And their aspirations have shifted as well. Rather than
plugging away toward something inchoate like critical approval or
specific like a Pulitzer, Booker or Nobel Prize, today’s young writers
have their sights set on success—financial, that is—and popularity—
titles and/or series sold. Their role model is more likely to be J. K.
Rowling rather than Arundhati Roy or Zadie Smith or Hilary Mantel.
We cannot know how Woolf actually concluded her lectures to the young
women of Newnham and Girton; all we have are the written records, ink
on paper long after the fact. Nor can we know what these prepossessed
and privileged young women would make of their feminist forerunner
should they encounter her amidst the exquisite gardens of the college
amidst the pomp and circumstance of their graduation. Those of us
considering the case at one remove, however, cannot help but feel that
Woolf would be heartened by the opportunities they can pursue, even
as they lean in to countless other pursuits than the next great novel. But
one comes to suspect that Shakespeare’s fictitious sister, having taken
her degree from Newnham, is more likely to be churning out scripts for
streamable series than laboring over literary fiction. Perhaps, in a circle
of supreme irony, the impulse to join the ranks of Woolf-inspired (or
imagined) novelists and the impediments against doing so have faded
away at the same time. To put it another way, access to the room of theirs
has been cleared; what the new occupants might choose to do in that
space is another question entirely.

Socioeconomic figures for Newnham College circa 1928 are not
available, but one assumes a certain degree of family wealth among the
women that Woolf spoke to. In fact, most of the students she spoke to
came from socio-economic backgrounds similar to her own. Had she
been born a few decades later, Woolf herself would likely have attended
Cambridge just like so many of her male relatives.13 While socioeconomic statistics are not kept for individual colleges at Cambridge,
looking at university applications on the whole, we find that just over
20% of applicants, and 15% of those who eventually enrolled, came
from residential neighborhoods flagged as “relative disadvantage” on the
OAC index (“2017-18 Equality and Diversity Information Report”).
On this particular day, of course, Newnham scholars and their families
are resplendent in their graduation attire. Scenes about the grounds look
a great deal like those at elite American universities which have become
increasingly the provenance of the wealthy (Zinshteyn). What might the
famous “five hundred pounds”14 mean to the current Newnham graduates
and their families? Monetary comparisons are challenging, of course.
Hermione Lee in her 1996 biography of Woolf equated that figure to “an
average middle-class salary, about £25,000” (549). Perhaps we should
double that figure to arrive at an equitable income for Newnham’s most
recent graduates.15 Playing fast and loose with the figures, we might
guess that a million in the bank (with a 5% annual draw) would do the
trick.
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“the eternal conspiracy of hush”: Physical and Conceptual
Negative Space as a Representation of Resistance through
Female Silence in Virginia Woolf’s Novels and Essays
Although Virginia Woolf’s works are thematically rich and narratively
dense, there is perhaps as much content contained in the spaces
between the chapters, between the paragraphs, and between the words
as there is in the text itself. That which is not said is made present
through a subversive use of negative space in both the content and
the form of Woolf’s fiction and essays. Woolf’s female characters
often remain silent but reveal their thoughts through interior narration,
contributing to a larger tradition of interiority in the development of
the modern novel. Woolf, however, takes this tradition of silent female
characters a step further by creating silence even in the voices of the
narrators, thus adding silence to the very framework of her novels. The
use of negative space in both content and form coalesce in Woolf’s use
of white space in the form of blocks of blank space between blocks
of text as well as ellipses and em dashes. Woolf’s use of white space
not only represents an intersection of the form and the content, but
also of the material and the conceptual, the somatic and the cognitive,
and, as Bill Brown’s work in Other Things suggests, the object and the
thing. In order to understand the significance of these white spaces,
one must read both the text and the spaces between it, thus engaging
with the book both conventionally and in a way that defamiliarizes
the act of reading. Through the act of absenting introduced in Three
Guineas, this defamiliarized engagement with negative space in the
intersection of form and content, material and conceptual, object
and thing, becomes an act of resistance. In leaving blocks of white
space Woolf subversively withdraws from both the narrative of the
story and the visual layout of the page. However, she does so in a
way that is conspicuously rather than inconspicuously absent. This
withdrawing through conspicuous absence shapes Jacob’s Room,
but is also present in Woolf’s other works such as To the Lighthouse,
Between the Acts, and Three Guineas. In a material and conceptual act
of absenting Woolf creates negative space through the silence of her
female characters, her excluded narrators, photographic narrative, and
ultimately the white space itself in order to represent women’s silence
as a conspicuous rather than inconspicuous absence, which must be
read as its own text.
For the purposes of this essay, conspicuous and inconspicuous absences
will be differentiated as follows: inconspicuous absence is that which
has no bearing on what is present, whereas conspicuous absence acts
upon what is present. Inconspicuous absence is absent without being
noticed or contended with. Conspicuous absence is noticed, making
absence a presence in and of itself. To clarify further, the distinction
could be imagined as a quilt with no red squares. The color red as
inconspicuously absent would simply look like a quilt that has squares
of any color except for red. The absence of red is not readily noticed
and has no bearing on the rest of the quilt. However, the color red as
conspicuously absent would look like a quilt that had red squares, but
they have all been cut out, leaving a quilt with holes in it. The absence
of red affects the rest of the quilt and must be contended with by the
viewer. To continue the textile imagery, critic Patricia Laurence claims
that,
silences woven into the fabric of a woman’s text can be an
absence or a presence. If reality is perceived according to
established patriarchal values, then women’s silence, viewed
from the outside, is a mark of absence and powerlessness […][.]
If, however, the same silence is viewed from the inside […] then
women’s silence can be viewed as a presence. (157-58)
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To develop the concept of reading this conspicuous absence, Brown’s
model of the dynamic between object and thing as well as Woolf’s
concept of absenting oneself can be of use as the two theories inform
one another in a politicized reading of Woolf’s silences. Brown
defines the thing as “some unorganized material field or some
unorganized amalgam or mass: a field of sensations before they are
organized into discrete objects” (22) and claims that they can be
discovered through “an irregular if not unreasonable reobjectification
of the object that dislodges it from the circuits through which it is
what it typically is. Thingness is precipitated as a kind of misuse
value” (51). Woolf engages with this “misuse value” when she absents
herself or her characters from the text through white space, and it is
through “misuse value” that this white space can be read. In Three
Guineas, Woolf introduces the concept of absenting as deliberately
removing oneself from spaces and activities as an act of resistance.
Woolf undertakes this act of resistance by making absence an integral
part of her novels and essays.

the dinner party. Lily uses silence to absent herself from her domestic
role as embodied by her expected conversation with Charles Tansley.
Although “There is a code of behaviour, [Lily] knew, whose seventh
article (it may be) says that on occasions of this sort it behoves the
woman, whatever her own occupation may be, to go to the help of
the young man opposite” (137), Lily instead remains silent and “[sits]
there smiling” (137). Lily uses her silence as an act of resistance,
rejecting her role as comforter and nurturer and saying silently what
she could not say with words.
Since the narrator of Jacob’s Room is ostensibly a woman, she has
limited access to Jacob’s life, meaning that the novel is riddled with
narrative gaps denoting the narrator’s silence. These gaps force the
reader to read the negative spaces where the narrator is absent as
well as the positive spaces where she is present. Laurence claims that
“Women sometimes become the ultimate narrators of certain novels
from which they are seemingly absent because they embody the unsaid
of the narrative” (164) and this is certainly true for Jacob’s Room,
with the narrator herself representing the unsaid. Because of her lack
of access to Jacob’s life, the narrator depicts Jacob largely through the
perspectives of women who have a part (however small) in Jacob’s
life. However, these myriad female perspectives have a similar lack of
access as the narrator and must also absent themselves from the spaces
they cannot enter. For example, women lack access to many spaces at
Cambridge University where Jacob is a student. Because of this lack
of access, the narration often does not venture into the educational
spaces of Jacob’s life and the campus itself is largely absent from the
narrative. In the scene where Jacob studies in the British Museum
Reading Room, he is mostly peripheral, with the focus placed instead
upon the women in the library. For example, the narrator filters her
perspective of Jacob through Julia Hedge when she says “[Jacob and a
pudding-faced man] went off together (Julia Hedge watched them), and
laughed aloud (she thought) directly they were in the hall” (106). The
narrator lacks access to this space that Jacob has full access to, so her
perspective (the perspective of women) is contained in parentheses.

When one reads Woolf’s negative spaces rather than only her positive
ones not as the spaces between content but as content themselves,
one acts upon the text outside of its standard use as text. The reader
defamiliarizes the text as object and reveals the text as thing.
Through an act of formal and narrative absenting, Woolf destabilizes
the object/thing dynamic by making what is absent or invisible—the
text as thing—present and to be contended with for an intentional
and prolonged reading rather than for a brief, uncomfortable instant.
In Jacob’s Room, Woolf’s female characters often remain silent
either because of an external silencing factor or because of a
deliberate act of absenting, representing the feminine interiority
implicit in Woolf’s use of silence as a conspicuous absence. Betty
Flanders is frequently silenced by a lack of access, particularly to
the life of her son and titular character of the novel, Jacob. In one of
many passages describing communication through letter-writing, the
narrator describes mothers in Scarborough who “can never, never,
say, whatever it may be—probably this—Don’t go with bad women,
do be a good boy; wear your thick shirts; and come back, come
back, come back to me” (89). Although this honest and raw plight of
motherhood is present in narration, in her letter, Betty Flanders “said
nothing of the kind” (89). Betty Flanders’s true thoughts, which are
expressed in narration, are absent from the letter. In other moments
of silence in the text, however, the content of female silence is
not expressed by the narrator and must be read and understood
through other means. For example, in the passage that describes
Fanny being drawn by Bramham, Fanny does not speak. Instead,
echoing Laurence’s claim that in the modern novel, “the observing
[…] female subject” replaces “the speaking subject” (156), Fanny
looks. She “looked at his drawing,” she “looked at him,” and her
“eyes seemed to question, to commiserate, to be, for a second, love
itself” (115). Here, Fanny’s body, rather than her voice, expresses her
interiority. The somatic expresses the cognitive just as the form of a
text expresses its content.

Because of the limited perspective of the narrator of Jacob’s Room,
there are constant gaps in the narrative, which create a format that
Jessie Alperin refers to as photographic (16), forcing the reader to
examine that which lies outside the short vignettes that construct the
novel. In her article about photographic representation in Jacob’s
Room, Alperin writes that, “The silence takes on a photographic
quality, which creates and isolates moments from one another” (16).
Through both their narrative and visual formats, these short sections
act as candid photographs of Jacob’s life in which Jacob is often blurry
or out of frame. When these textual snapshots are conceptualized as
photographs, the reader is left to wonder what lies outside the frame.
Many of these short sections begin part-way through a phrase or an
event, lacking the context that a holistic rather than partial telling
would contain. For example, there is a very short section near the
beginning of the novel that begins and ends without context: “‘You
won’t go far this afternoon, Jacob.’ said his mother, popping her head
in at the door, ‘for the Captain’s coming to say good-bye.’ It was the
last day of the Easter holidays” (22). The reader must infer the events
that surround this snapshot, reading the negative space around the
photograph rather than the photograph itself. This framing device
functions as another form of absenting, inviting the reader to look at
that which is not in the photograph. Alperin claims that this technique
is a way to “[expose] the futility of language through the negation of
it” (16), but to take this a step further, the technique perhaps shows
specifically the failure of male-dominated language (particularly in the
context of the novel), which privileges speech over silence as a form
of communication and artistic expression while also enforcing silence
upon female voices. The photographic format of this novel uses the
visual to create narrative gaps wherein female perspective can be read
and privileged as a part of the narrative of the novel.

The silence of female characters as a deliberate absenting or a lack of
access also appears in Woolf’s other works, such as To the Lighthouse,
suggesting a pattern throughout Woolf’s novels of female characters
using silence both as an act of resistance and as a representation of
that which cannot be said. The dinner party scene in To the Lighthouse
demonstrates female silences occurring for the same reasons that they
occur in Jacob’s Room, with Mrs. Ramsay’s silence representing a
lack of access and Lily’s silence representing a deliberate absenting.
Mrs. Ramsay orchestrates the dinner party, performing her expected
domestic role, and “meanwhile she waited, passively, for someone
to answer her, for something to happen. But this is not a thing, she
thought, ladling out soup, that one says” (126). Although she is
engaged in polite dinner conversation, Mrs. Ramsay’s interior thoughts
are externally absent and act as a negative space in the narrative of
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Although structurally different, a similarly photographic framing
device is employed in the forms and narratives of Three Guineas
and Between the Acts, shifting the reader’s focus to that which lies
outside of the frame provided. In Three Guineas, Woolf’s speaker uses
descriptions of photographs as a place of common ground between
the disparate perspectives of her and her correspondent. However,
like the photographic vignettes in Jacob’s Room, the photographs
in Three Guineas are ultimately defined by the context they lack,
offering a fleeting rather than a holistic image of war. The descriptions
of these photographs are another way of demonstrating the failure
of certain language by making the reader read what lies outside
of language. There is a similar moment of somatic and cognitive
photographic framing in Between the Acts when the actors in Miss
La Trobe’s pageant turn mirrors upon the audience, forcing them to
witness themselves in a candid moment of reflection. The images
of the audience captured by the mirrors are perhaps also defined by
what lies outside the frame of the mirror, or by the context they lack.
The megaphonic voice (aided by the speaker) says that the mirror
reflections show the physical but omit the mental. They describe the
reflected audience members as “Some bony. Some fat. (The glasses
confirmed this.) Liars most of us. Thieves too. (The glasses made no
comment on that.)” (218), suggesting that the mirror reflections omit
interiority. Furthermore, the mirrors show the audience in their seats
but they do not show the entire experience of the performance or the
socio-political context that surrounds it. They do not show the field of
cows, the planes that fly overhead (denoting war), or Miss La Trobe—
the woman who wrote the play and orchestrated this moment of forced
reflection—similar to “the omniscient narrator or the silent woman
herself” analyzed by Elisa Oh (48). Both the audience of the play and
the reader must read the negative space that lies outside the frame of
the mirror in order to understand the moment’s significance.

ellipses to make visually conspicuous the conceptual gaps in her
speaker’s ability to communicate across disparate perspectives and
to create change within restrictive ideology. In a letter crafted to a
hypothetical correspondent, Woolf’s speaker has the letter trail off in
ellipses, saying “‘And the old poisoned vanities and parades which
breed competition and jealousy’” (35) and, rather than completing the
thought, she goes on to say “The letter broke off there. It was not from
lack of things to say” (35). The white space created by the ellipses
visually contains the speaker’s hesitation and concern, interrupting the
one-sided dialogue to visually represent its failing.
In Between the Acts, these sentence-level white spaces make
conspicuously absent that which cannot be communicated and
therefore isolates the characters. When she is preparing the barn
for the pageant, Mrs. Swithin “replaced the hammer, which she had
taken without asking leave, together—she unclosed her fist—with a
handful of nails” (27-28). Like the blocks of white space surrounding
the photographic vignettes in Jacob’s Room, these small instances
of white space also do the work of visually isolating certain sections
of the text. They interrupt the structure of the sentence and shift the
focus. Within these visual interruptions, one may read what cannot
be said by or about Mrs. Swithin, such as the way she is contained by
the acts of domesticity she must continually repeat. The white spaces
must be read as a contributive part of the sentence, defamiliarizing its
structure in order to complicate its meaning.
In considering the bodily elements of the text, these white spaces
may be considered a somatic absenting, allowing access to the text as
thing rather than just the text as object. Through large blocks of white
space that interrupt the overall structure of the page as well as ellipses
and em dashes that interrupt the inner workings of the sentence, the
physical body of the text withdraws to create a physically conspicuous
absence. Like the silent women in many of Woolf’s novels, the text
functions as a body communicating observation rather than speech.
The white spaces represent the information expressed by the female
body rather than the female voice, forcing the reader to read the silent
physical communication of the female body as a text-thing rather than
a text-object. The text-object is purely conceptual, the physical book
(or body) existing only to relay the information recorded in written
words. However, in reading the text as thing, one acknowledges the
physical book (or body) itself in its ability to relay physical and visual
information that contributes to the conceptual information. The act
of reading is defamiliarized by using the book not only as a vehicle
to relay textual information, but by reading the physical layout of the
book itself as content. In this way, the conspicuously absent white
spaces themselves may be read, allowing the silence of women to be
treated as content.

These moments of narrative and formal negative space throughout
Jacob’s Room and Woolf’s other works are contained in the white
space that interrupts the blocks of text, forcing the reader to
defamiliarize the act of reading in order to read what is not said.
These spaces are where the material and the conceptual as well as
the somatic and the cognitive coalesce. Alperin characterizes this
dynamic as “the visual interrupt[ing] the verbal” (1), meaning that
language is once again insufficient to express a perspective that
withdraws as a form of resistance. In the section featuring Mrs.
Pascoe in which she does not speak, there is a block of white space
after the lines “The wise old woman, having fixed her eyes on the
sea, once more withdrew. The tourists decided that it was time to
move on to the Gurnard’s Head” (53). Mrs. Pascoe’s withdrawn
silence is represented by and contained within this white space. The
block of white space after these final lines makes Mrs. Pascoe’s
silence visually conspicuous in the body of the text. Similarly, the
passage in which Fanny is painted by Bramham is surrounded by
white space, with a larger block at the end of the passage than at the
beginning, representing a visual absenting of her voice. The places
where women, including the female narrator, absent themselves from
the narrative are represented visually in these blocks of white space.
Mrs. Pascoe’s withdrawn silence is represented by and contained
within this white space.

Laurence suggests that we can enter into “a cultural dialogue with
a silent woman” (159) in much the same way that Brown suggests
we can enter into dialogue with the thing behind the object (32),
speculating that, by reading the negative spaces of Woolf’s works, one
enters into a dialogue with them. In his discussion of interaction with
the thing, Brown posits that this interaction is necessarily accidental
and brief (32). However, in reading the negative spaces of Woolf’s
works, the interaction with the thing (or the silent woman withdrawn
from the text) must be intentional and prolonged. By defamiliarizing
the act of reading, one recognizes the conspicuous absence created
by female silence and interacts with it. To return to the analogy of
the quilt, the viewer must contend with the conspicuous absences
left by the squares cut out of the quilt by entering into conversation
with the color red. Because the quilt functions differently with the red
squares missing, their absence must be addressed. The conspicuous
absences in Woolf’s texts are an act of feminine resistance through
absenting, and by entering into dialogue with these absences, a
dynamic is created between the text and the reader of resistance
through conversation. Rather than a one-sided dynamic of information

The short passage that describes Betty Flanders harkening to the
explosions across the Channel is surrounded by blocks of white space
which physically represent that which cannot be said. They represent
war, which the female narrator does not have access to, and they
represent this lack of access itself. Jacob himself may have died in the
blasts his mother hears. And the narrator absents herself from Jacob’s
death and represents this absence visually through white space.
A similar form of physical absenting takes place in Three Guineas
and Between the Acts, but on the sentence level rather than the page
level, through ellipses and em dashes. In Three Guineas, Woolf uses
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transfer, a two-sided dynamic is created of information exchange.
By treating the negative space as content and reciprocally interacting
with it, the reader allows the conversation to extend beyond the text.
By making the absent present, Woolf creates interactive resistance by
allowing the reader to enter into conversation with the silent woman.

The walls of this now rather famous ancient room are decorated with
frescoes of figures on a brilliant Pompeiian red background; they
appear among other photographic reproductions in the essay by P. B.
Mudie Cooke (Old Moody the cook?), “who was permitted to take the
earliest photos of the figures and publish them, probably made during
the first weeks of excavation” (Cooke 156-74; Bergmann 246). Several
modern color illustrations and comprehensive commentaries on these
illustrations, which miraculously survived the eruption of Mount
Vesuvius in 79 BCE, are supplied to readers by Professor Theodore H.
Feder of Columbia University (Great Treasures 110-16). It is believed
that the figures in the frescoes depict examples of Roman religious
rituals. While walking in London, Peter Walsh will later recall a similarly
suggestive scene of “young people slowly circling…as if in the presence
of some sacred ceremony to interrupt which would have been impious,”
such as that found in this Pompeiian room (MD 248). It was mysterious.
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The room in question depicts the formal dining room in an ancient
Roman house that, in the world of archaeology, had not yet received the
attention in England that it currently merits. At this time the chamber
was without a roof and was surrounded with falling plaster like Bourton,
“rambling all to bits and pieces” (MD 12). According to scholar Bettina
Bergmann “the frieze depicts a female ritual, perhaps a preparation for
a wedding…Dionysian in theme and portraying scenes of a presumptive
initiation” (Bergmann 235). The sequential stages on the walls illustrate
scenes of women’s rituals, possibly several brides, in prenuptial stages
of initiation. According to Gazda, “Virtually from the moment of the
mural’s excavation, it was agreed that the god Dionysos, also known as
Bacchus, was the central figure of the drama enacted on the four walls”
(207). “One long established reading holds that the mural represents the
initiation of a young woman into the cult of Dionysos in preparation
for marriage” (Gazda 207). Two fictional narratives depicting Pompeii
are familiar and have been seen in Bulwer-Lytton’s The Last Days of
Pompeii and Jensen’s Gradiva. Mrs. Dalloway may now be added to this
repertory.

s

Among the reproductions of the frescoes surviving the ages and the
eruption of Mount Vesuvius are photographs and line drawings with
parallel illustrations that illustrate the ongoing ritual activity that include
other examples of ancient painting as well. A ritual of this type is also
suggested in The Bacchantes of Euripides; “The chorus whose odes
are at once the most beautiful and most essential to the play is that of
the devotees of Dionysus” (xv). For Euripides, Pentheus has come to
spy on the women’s “frolics,” masquerading in women’s attire. He is
apprehended by his mother during this expressly forbidden activity,
and he is killed. A less serious but equally troubling problem for men,
impotence, is endured in the Satyricon when the hero, having profaned
such a women’s ritual, is informed, “No man on earth may look on
forbidden things and escape punishment” (Petronius, The Satyricon 31).
Repeated warnings also appear in Ovid’s Metamorphoses 2,556: No
prying into mysteries. The battered woman singing to Peter in Regent’s
Park is clearly not to be trusted: “If someone should see, what matter
they?” (MD 124).

The Cook’s Tale in Mrs. Dalloway
“Bourton was a nice place, a very nice place” (Mrs. Dalloway [MD]
83). Peter Walsh’s discussion of Clarissa Dalloway’s childhood home
inserts a translation of a literary term, the locus amoenus, conventional
in Latin poetics (Horace, Satires 2. 6). Peter is reminiscing about the
past with Clarissa, mentioning various amenities associated with her
home, particularly the personnel such as grooms and stable boys—
Clarissa loved riding. He remembers a particular nurse, “old Moody,
old Goody…whom one was taken to visit in a little room with lots of
photographs” (MD 91). She appears in a vignette limited to a room of
her own that seems to endow her with a curiously unmerited importance.
This may be a room that Peter has visited before.

Making an association between the Villa of the Mysteries of P. B.
Mudie Cooke, including Old Moody the cook, and Mrs. Dalloway
may be difficult except for a few contemporaries who might discern
the rhyme between the two women’s names. During her lifetime, Miss
Olive Mudie-Cooke had already earned a degree of fame as a VAD
ambulance driver in France and through her most famous painting, In an
Ambulance: A VAD Lighting a Cigarette for a Patient. Otherwise, some
slight interrelations between the two narratives provide some further
assurances such as Dr. Holmes who claims to play golf with his wife;
in the Cooke essay there is a figure, “almost exactly that of a golfer”
(MD 137; Cooke 161). There is a figure of flagellation in Cooke’s
commentary; Septimus Smith asks where will the whip descend? (Cooke
162; MD 20). It is now generally agreed that the custom of scourging
depicted in the fresco is not for punishment or a test of endurance

The unknown tenant, an old woman, is twice designated as a cook by
Helen Wussow who provides manuscript versions of Mrs. Dalloway,
known at first as “The Hours” (Wussow 33, 52). This curious paragraph,
seemingly relative to nothing, with its odd fragments of nomenclature
(“Old Moody,” “old Goody”) and the unspecified photographs, also
shelters an interesting personage of similar name in another room in
what was then known as the Villa Item at Pompeii, named for Aurelio
Item who owned the property. The importance of this famous room
introduces illustrations for the frame that becomes characteristic of Peter
and his troubles of the flesh.
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but rather for purification and the inculcation of good influences. It is
especially appropriate at initiation ceremonies (Cooke 165). Again, Peter
Walsh refers to the inside of his brain where, as if “by another hand
strings were pulled”; Cooke refers to a victim who is merely a puppet
(MD 78; Cooke 164). Even more pertinently, Sally Seton is admonished
for running along the passage naked, risking being seen by one of the
gentlemen; in the Cooke essay there is a woman dancing nude (MD
50; Cooke 159, plate xiii). The image of a woman at her toilette before
a mirror is suggestive of Clarissa at her dressing table looking into
the glass (MD 54; Cooke 159 not pictured). The strongest association
between the two is given in Cooke as the unveiling of the Bacchic sacra,
“the unveiling of a gigantic phallos by a kneeling woman”; in Mrs.
Dalloway a comparably solemn event occurs when Sally kisses Clarissa
who feels as if she were uncovering a present, something “wrapped up,”
and it seemed as if Sally had given her “something infinitely precious,
wrapped up” with a “religious feeling,” and “a radiance burnt through”
(Cooke 163; MD 53).
When Peter Walsh accidentally blunders into this scenario that so clearly
suggests a women’s religious ritual along the lines of that described by
Garda and Bergmann, the world for him was turned upside down as
if by an earthquake or the eruption of a volcano, not only for Clarissa
but for him as well. According to folk belief and literary custom he
has been afflicted with impotence, or according to his euphemisms,
he is unable “to come up to the scratch,” realizing that “Clarissa had
sapped something in him permanently” (MD 240, 241). His condition
is reinforced through a similar narrative resembling him pursuing a
beautiful woman in Trafalgar Square; this alludes to a famous comedy
by the Roman Terence, “The Eunuch” (195-60 BCE).
The narrative relates the story of an “Athenian” named Chaerea, a
returning soldier, who substitutes himself for the eunuch previously
required by the narrative. He sees a beautiful woman and tries to follow
her. Deliberately stalking her, they are both obstructed by people
blocking the way; he loses sight of her when she turns up a street toward
her house of ill repute (Act II, sc. 3). Of course, this suggests the pursuit
by Peter Walsh, and the title of Terence’s comedy serves as a clue for
those who have not observed the fact that he seems to have become
impotent when he encountered the traditional women’s mysteries being
practiced between Clarissa and Sally, so long ago (MD 79-81). Like the
ancient artist, he “does not seem to have fully understood the scene”
(Cooke 164).
This essay published by Miss Mudie-Cooke features a display of
paintings from the Villa of the Mysteries of Pompeii; she comments that
this monument has been created by an artist “who shows great originality
of conception.” She adds that, in style, it represents an “important
advance in the realm of ancient decorative art” (Cooke 174). This essay
also supplies a significantly detailed background for comprehending the
mysterious events and the narrative occurring in Virginia Woolf’s novel,
Mrs. Dalloway.
Molly Hoff
Independent Scholar
(Posthumously published)

Virginia Woolf and the Armenian Woman:
Balancing Tradition with Contemporary Challenges1

Works Cited
Bergmann, Bettina. “Seeing Women in the Villa of the Mysteries: A
Modern Excavation of the Dionysiac Murals.” Gardner Coates and
Seydle 231-70.
Bulwer-Lytton, Edward. The Last Days of Pompeii. New York: Wallace
and Newell, 1834.
Cooke, P. B Mudie. “The Paintings of the Villa Item at Pompeii.”
Journal for Roman Studies 3 (1913): 156-74.
Euripides. “The Bacchants.” Euripides: Ten Plays. Ed. Moses Hadas
and John McLean. New York: Dial Press, 1936.
Feder, Theodore H. Great Treasures of Pompeii and Herculaneum. New
York: Abbeville. 1978.

It was a couple of months ago, at a friend’s house in Sherman Oaks,
California. After our barbecue, the men, as usual, withdrew to their
playing cards and the women were left to while away the time chatting.
Among other things, the hostess commented on her son’s girl-friend’s
complete lack of interest in cooking. “That is a major defect,” one of
1
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the women was quick to assert. “If she works outside of the house,
why should she have to cook?” retorted another. A spirited argument
followed, with roughly half the women in the room claiming the home as
a woman’s rightful territory, and the other half advocating that a woman
move beyond the confinements of domesticity.

Mrs. Ramsay “stop[s] herself” because she knows that, for her
philosopher husband, the ordinary things of daily life are only trivialities
which have no place in his world of abstractions about, in his son
Andrew’s words, “subject and object and the nature of reality.”
Mrs. Ramsay’s life is a constant effort to balance two contradictory
worlds, neither of which she can give up. A good illustration of this
division is a dinner scene in the first part of the book. Throughout the
scene we see Mrs. Ramsay carrying out her usual duties of “ladling out
soup,” seating her guests “by me,” “there,” “over there,” and making
perfect use of her “social manner” and “its insincerity” to “impose order,
some uniformity” among the guests and the family members assembled
at the dinner table. Despite his utter boredom with the triviality of Mrs.
Ramsay’s orders to the servants and her concerns about the children’s
whereabouts, Charles Tansley, a colleague and friend of Mr. Ramsay’s,
manages to bend “his head courteously in her direction.” The surface
is perfect: “her children laughed; her husband laughed”; “the Boeuf
en Daube was a perfect triumph.” Yet the “discrepancy” between what
Mrs. Ramsay is “doing” and what she is “thinking” torments her. Her
deeper feelings tell us that “it’s all come to an end” and that “there
[is] no beauty anywhere.” “Nothing seemed to have merged. They all
sat separate.” Underneath the blissful facade, “it was all in scraps and
fragments.” Chaos persists.

Despite my familiarity with such scenes and comments, it was sad to
realize that my otherwise intelligent and liberated friends’ utterances
were fixed in models and oppositions that ultimately deny a woman the
chance to engage in intelligent decision-making. In fact, many of us—
many more than we would like to admit—are trapped in this dichotomy
which, whether it maintains or reverses the existing formula, keeps
us locked in a system that has historically created the very inequities
that we purport to want to correct. If the goal is—as it must be—to
change the world, we need to focus on interpreting and analyzing the
particularities in the existence of individual women. What we need is a
constant reassessment, a reevaluation of our specific social and historical
realities.2
I shall be looking at celebrated English novelist Virginia Woolf’s
reevaluation of socially prescribed roles for women. In her novel To
The Lighthouse,3 the contrast between two female characters who
assert themselves in different ways can be enabling to women who
feel pressured into subscribing to predetermined roles. Reading good
literature and analyzing the characters’ experiences can go a long
way toward empowering women to analyze their own experiences
and to identify and deal with issues that concern them in a more
focused manner. Woolf’s To The Lighthouse challenges the traditional
stereotypical images which have complicated the process of selfdefinition for women (and men).

My discussion will focus on Mrs. Ramsay rather than Lily to show how,
besides expanding the existing paradigm to successfully include other
options, Woolf takes the existing model—Mrs. Ramsay as the wifemother—and redefines it by moving the wife/mother archetype from
a position of powerlessness to one of authority and affirmation. While
Mr. Ramsay would appear to have the power with his “splendid mind”
and dominance in the outside world, Mrs. Ramsay is the one with the
“heavenly gift” to “ease the perplexity of life” and subdue “the reign
of chaos.” Her husband’s reputation as “the greatest metaphysician of
the time” does not give him the assurance Mrs. Ramsay derives from
flashing her knitting needles and laughing to herself. Mrs. Ramsay’s
“untrained mind” and the “extraordinary irrationality [with which] she
flew in the face of facts” are superior to her husband’s “accuracy of
judgment,” which generated only hatred “in her children’s breasts.”
While Mrs. Ramsay comforts and reassures, Mr. Ramsay upsets and
angers. Even Lily cannot paint with Mr. Ramsay watching over her:
“Every time he approached […] ruin approached, chaos approached. She
could not paint.”

To The Lighthouse celebrates two women who alternately have been
offered as the central characters of Woolf’s novel and, by implication, as
models for women to follow. While Mrs. Ramsay, housewife and mother
of eight, remains a dynamic part of a conventional family unit, her artist
friend Lily Briscoe offers women something other than domesticity. Lily
rebels against the existing paradigm and often, through her meditations,
sheds light on the element of oppression the older woman’s lifestyle
entails. Even Mrs. Ramsay, notwithstanding her marital ambitions for
Lily, recognizes the younger woman’s independence and admires her
for it.
The two women’s lives are, however, much more complex than their
external appearances would suggest. Each is cognizant that, by choosing
to play her respective role, she is closing off possibilities available to
the other. While Mrs. Ramsay enjoys her role as wife and is probably
“happiest carrying [a baby] in her arms,” she deeply resents having “the
whole of the effort of merging and flowing and creating rest on her.”
Underneath the perfect harmony of her family life is Mrs. Ramsay’s
consciousness of a flawed relationship. Even at a moment when she
delights in her husband’s physical closeness and his strength, she is
secretly horrified by the harshness and lack of communication in their
relationship. The following passage describes her thoughts during one of
their walks in the garden when,

In fact, the Ramsays’ happiest moments are blurred by Mrs. Ramsay’s
and the children’s consciousness of their father’s fits of anger and
violence, their memory of “how white [Prue] had gone when Mr.
Ramsay threw his plate through the window” because he found an
earwig in the milk. “Had there been an axe handy, or a poker, any
weapon that would have gashed a hole in his father’s breast and killed
him, there and then, James would have seized it.” Woolf makes sure we
see why, when Mrs. Ramsay watches her husband “sitting down, all in
a heap, frowning” for no knowable reason, she cannot understand “how
she had ever felt any emotion for him.”
Mrs. Ramsay’s energy and unusual shielding power, her openness and
unassertiveness, make life go on. Her daughter Prue knows that there is
“only one person like that in the world.” Her youngest child James also
knows his mother is “ten thousand times better in every way than” his
father. Mrs. Ramsay, notwithstanding her reverence for her husband,
knows that what she gives the world is infinitely more valuable than
his books. One can reasonably claim that, by easing the perplexity
of her children’s lives, Mrs. Ramsay subverts her husband’s negative
authoritarian world and creates a world of her own. Lily too knows that,
when Mrs. Ramsay was present (Mrs. Ramsay dies dies early on in Part
II of the novel), “in the midst of chaos there was shape.” Part II of the
book corroborates this view by showing the decay and chaos that follow
Mrs. Ramsay’s death. The house is deserted; the garden a pitiful sight.

looking up, she saw above the thin trees the first pulse of the fullthrobbing star, and wanted to make her husband look at it; for the
sight gave her such keen pleasure. But she stopped herself. He
never looked at things. If he did, all he would say would be, Poor
little world, with one of his sighs.
2

In other words, even as we allow a certain commonality—which is necessary
if women want to voice a common concern or fight for a cause such as the
right to vote—and value our solidarity with women of various colors, classes
and ethnicities, we need to recognize the multiplicity and the uniqueness of the
individual woman’s experiences.
3

In the first section, the novel depicts the life of an English middle-class family
vacationing in a seaside resort during the late Victorian era; the World War I era
transpires in the second section; the final section is set in the early post-war era.
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Mrs. McNab, the old servant in charge of restoring the place to order,
knows “things were better then than now.”

themselves have internalized many of the “unwritten laws” of dominance
and subordination.6 Therefore we need to search the deeper levels of
consciousness—what Woolf called “the dark places of psychology”—to
discover the hidden truths that will ultimately help us rethink the way
men and women live together.

It can of course be argued that Mrs. Ramsay’s loyalty to her family,
or her almost obsessive matchmaking, is a surrender to convention.
Alex Zwerdling, for example, sees in Mrs. Ramsay’s successful family
life suggestions of a longing for and a celebration of “the old order.”4
I would like to argue, however, that survival in a chaotic world does
not call for celebration. Mrs. Ramsay is too conflicted and too busy
questioning to be celebrating. A woman who suspects that life is so
fashioned that “no happiness lasted,” or wonders, “How could any Lord
have made this world?” cannot be said to be celebrating any order. I see
Mrs. Ramsay’s characteristic sadness more as an expression of an inner
knowledge of how flawed everything is. Her husband’s dominance and
tyranny, her unending effort to get him out of his “shudders and gloom,”
leave Mrs. Ramsay tired and sad. Ironically, however, her sadness is
what redeems her, for to celebrate “the old order” would mean to wish to
perpetuate Mr. Ramsay’s dominance and tyranny.

As Armenian women we have an even greater challenge. We have the
difficult job of positioning ourselves vis-à-vis the West and our past.
While it is understandable, and in a way inevitable, for the Armenian
woman, especially in Europe, the United States, and Canada, to
imitate her Western counterparts, it is also important to realize that,
despite certain broad commonalities with women around the world, we
nonetheless differ along many dimensions. There are profound variations
in people’s lives across geographical, racial, national, and cultural lines.
Even as Armenian women, our lives and our struggles are diverse and
these differences must be honored. The needs and the problems of the
Armenian woman in the homeland or in the “near diaspora” of the
former Soviet Union, for example, are very different from those of a
third-generation Armenian American born into the mores and lifestyles
of the United States—not to mention the differences we have as unique
individuals in our own specific conditions. Mimicking the Western
woman (itself not a single category) or rejecting what she perceives
to be the path to her liberation and emancipation represent forms of
dependency and deprive her of the indispensable tool of exploring and
interpreting her own experiences.

While much remains to be done, a change of consciousness appears to
be possible in Woolf’s fictional world. As they reach the lighthouse in
Part III,5 Mr. Ramsay praises his son for having “steered them like a
born sailor.” His jubilant “well done!” is very different from his earlier
negative “It won’t be fine” and “No going to the lighthouse, James.”
“Her father’s anger about the points of the compass, James’s obstinacy
about the compact, and her own anguish, all had slipped, all had passed,
all had streamed away,” thought Cam, the teenage daughter of the
Ramsays, and “there spurted [in her] a fountain of joy at the change”
(italics mine). Lily too completes her painting despite the constant
reminder of their “odious little friend” Tansley that “women can’t paint,
women can’t write.” Thus, just as it mourns what has been lost, Woolf’s
novel opens up the world for renewal.

More importantly, seeing an awareness of a woman’s (unjust) position
in society as a Western-inspired belief or a product of modernization
is erroneous. In many countries outside the West, women have been
involved in struggles of their own and have successfully challenged
gender-based oppression in such institutions as marriage and polygamy.
In addition, these women have played, and still play, an active and
essential role in their countries’ struggles for national liberation and
human rights. In the newly formed nation states in third-world countries,
for example, women have done much to protest colonial policies that
have destroyed their local cultures and economy, often by going to precolonial contexts to find symbols of power and by building solidarity
among the rural poor. In her 1987 autobiography, Jihan Sadat, widow
of Egyptian president Anwar el-Sadat, writes of the valuable lesson she
learned about village life when she was introduced to her husband’s
village culture. Whereas middle-class women in smaller cities lived
“in social isolation, sharing nothing of their husbands’ lives and having
no lives of their own outside the home,” writes Sadat, the women in
the village had their own businesses, made many of the decisions for
the family, participated in outside activities, and generally shared in
everything. “I was wrong,” confesses Sadat at the conclusion of her visit,
to think “how miserable the women must be.”7

Furthermore, by allowing Mrs. Ramsay and Lily to construct themselves
differently, To The Lighthouse offers the possibility of a world that can
affirm and include differences. In fact, what Woolf seeks is a radical
transformation of the existing power structure which, rather than
give up the old in anger and oppose it to the new—that is, maintain
the politics of exclusion—would redefine the old to create a world in
which individual modes of behavior are freely chosen. Lily’s refusal
to be immersed in the wife/mother paradigm is not an indication of
the inherent inadequacy of that paradigm. In fact, Lily has her vision
and completes her painting while engaged in recalling and celebrating
Mrs. Ramsay’s “triumph” over life, a life immersed in the hard facts of
everyday ordinary living. Mrs. Ramsay, on the other hand, much like
Lily, is an artist “making of the moment something permanent” (as in
another sphere Lily herself tried to make of the moment something
permanent). When the “creative” and the “procreative” dissolve into
each other, the notion of exclusion becomes irrelevant. By removing
“mother” from its traditional rigid definition, Woolf revitalizes a
woman’s consciousness. Motherhood becomes a conscious choice, no
more just the “opposite” of going out into the workplace. Woolf’s is a
radical political act because it undermines the very structures that have
maintained those oppositions.
We should therefore be careful not to equate women’s movements and
associations, as we often do, with campaigns for women’s entry into the
public sphere. Indeed, on a visible level, and in many parts of the world,
women have already attained many of the legal and political rights that
were denied them historically. At the psychological level, however, much
remains to be done. Psychological forces are difficult to change and
do not necessarily reflect external reforms. Even today, the perception
that a woman’s true place is in the home continues to prevail. Women

6

In “Professions for Women,” Woolf describes her experience of writing to
please a male audience. She writes of her difficulty in overcoming “the Angel
in the House,” the imaginary creature that appears before her as she begins to
write and tells her to be sympathetic to a man’s writing. Woolf’s inability to kill
this phantom means that a woman has internalized what she has been taught for
ages—to lie, to charm, and to conciliate.
7
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Alex Zwerdling, Virginia Woolf and The Real World (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1986).
5

The trip to the lighthouse, a passion for six-year old James Ramsay, was
adamantly opposed by his father at the beginning of the novel.

In fact, in some fundamental way Armenian women are ahead of
the game. Our unique position of being located between East and
West, between the old and the new, gives us the advantage of having
a marginal—which is, by definition, a critical—perspective. As
outsiders, we have the advantage of a more detached, a more objective
perception of realities. And with the modern world’s inevitable move
toward globalization (and academia’s celebration of multiplicity and
diversity), our historically complex, hybrid and multicultural vantage
point becomes a most valuable asset in enabling us to play the game
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Jihan Sadat, A Woman of Egypt (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2002). Only
now are women in the West waking up to the community as a vital source of
emotional strength and spiritual energy. Even proponents of Darwinism are
revising its theory of the survival of the species by confirming the better chances
for survival of community-oriented as opposed to fiercely individual species.

according to its rules, which are never universal, never absolute. The
numerous successful Armenian women in the professions, public service,
and higher education are evidence of our ability to adapt to our modern/
Western contexts.

material reality is essential. Ultimately, the goal is to create a world that
includes all human beings. Once again, Der-Hovanessian expresses the
notion beautifully in her poem “Kochari.” She writes:
Once reserved for males
this country dance
of slide-step and stamping
is joined by women now,
not so much in defiance
as savoring what rebounds.

Naturally, access to education and economic opportunities creates new
conditions of visibility for the Armenian woman. What it also does,
unfortunately, is encourage a perception that liberation and independence
entail the unquestioning rejection of tradition. Retaining our traditional
community and family values is perceived as martyrdom.8 I strongly
believe, however, that it is possible for us to evolve even as we keep
connected with our past. For one thing, we can begin where our mothers
left off.9 The community experience of Armenian women in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries in Constantinople in much
more difficult and primitive contexts is well documented. These women
confronted a world in continuous transition.

Inclusion, not exclusion, is also what contemporary Arab American poet
Naomi Shihab Nye has in mind when she recalls her father’s hospitality
in a poem entitled “Arabic Coffee.” Shihab writes: “And the place where
men and women / break off from one another / was not present in the
room.”

Also, we could derive much energy from recreating our traditions, our
songs and our cooking rituals—not forgetting that the food was cooked
by our grandmothers. There are myriads of symbols of our power and of
our strength in our mythology. As poet Diana Der-Hovanessian puts it in
“Teaching A Child To Dance,” “let Anahit and Naneh / guide our feet”
as we dance. In other words, and again in Der-Hovanessian’s words, let
us go beyond the “shy Christian bride” stereotype to our “pagan mothers
/ parading with shields” behind them.10 In short, let us seek the strong
and positive images in our culture and explore the affirmative and the
liberating qualities of our past.

It is important for Armenian women to have a forum where ideas can be
exchanged. Social programs and activities that support and promote the
economic, legal, and human rights of Armenian women are essential.
However, as the destinies of people throughout the world are more
closely connected today than ever before, creative and intellectual
interaction with the global community is crucial to survival. Entering
into productive dialogue both with Armenian and non-Armenian women
worldwide encourages a diversity of perspectives. This, in turn, enhances
our ability to define the issues and to initiate strategies to approach them
in our increasingly complex moral and political realities, so that we can
enter the twenty-first century a little stronger and a trifle ahead of our
mothers along the difficult road to self-discovery and affirmation.

Maintaining a balance between our Armenian past and contemporary
challenges both in the homeland and the diaspora is ultimately the key to
our survival. In an ever-changing society either extreme of rejecting our
past or taking refuge in that past oblivious of current historical contexts
is dangerous. The first would deny us the powerful resource of our rich
ancestral heritage. The second takes us out of history and destroys our
capability to construct ourselves as true historical beings with our own
lived experiences.

Ultimately, we want to bring about real transformation both in the
home and the workplace. More simply put, rather than brand domestic
skills as unrewarding and oppressive activities, we could use them
to enhance women’s self-esteem, just as raising their status in the
academic disciplines and the professions has done. I can only feel sorry
for the female professor who so proudly, not to say most insensitively,
proclaimed, “I do not cook,” as I spread on a platter the hummos I had
so joyfully prepared for her party. To go back to Woolf’s novel, what
oppresses Mrs. Ramsay is her husband’s tyranny, not her domestic skills.

Going back to Woolf’s two women to illustrate, while it is important to
see that Lily ”need never marry anybody,” that she has new options and
inhabits new worlds, it is equally, if not more, important to see Woolf
re-signify mother and make motherhood the site of a new authority.
Significantly, To The Lighthouse places great value on the traditional
“feminine” skills of its heroine. By validating Mrs. Ramsay’s ability
to connect and her attempts to deal with angry children and a despotic
husband “without hostility,” To The Lighthouse enacts the promise of a
woman’s difference.11 For in as much as Woolf resented the confinement
of women to the domestic sphere, she also feared the possibility of
women being contaminated by the patriarchal system of values once
they entered the public world. Woolf’s hope is that by entering the public
world, women will alter the values of aggression and competitiveness
and bring about a positive psychological change in human nature.

The obvious difficulty with such an agenda is that it offers no clear-cut
formula to follow. What it requires instead is the constant reassessment
and reevaluation of our traditions and values. It also requires us to take
responsibility for the complex ways in which we are integrated in the
existing power structures. Reducing ourselves exclusively to a position
of victimization would only further that victimization.
Arpi Sarafian
Independent Scholar

As Armenian women, it is important to assess our roles and to define our
priorities as mother/housewife/professional, reminding ourselves that
our goal is to protect our families and communities, not to undermine
them. Especially in our fragmented lives in the diaspora, the Armenian
understanding of the family (as repository of our culture) is a muchneeded source of collective support. Returning a woman to a specific
8

These values include unquestioning respect for the older members of the family,
commitment to the family as a unit, and concern for family solidarity as opposed
to “This is my life.”
9

Significantly, the grandmother is a prominent character in Armenian American
literature.
10

Diana Der-Hovanessian, The Circle Dancers (New York: Sheep Meadow Press,
1996).
11

In her more directly polemical non-fictional essay, Three Guineas (New York:
Harcourt, Brace, Jovanovich, 1966), Woolf hints at a vision of a society based on
what she thought of as “women’s values.”
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boysenberry, currant, gooseberry, grape, kumquat, mint, peach, pear,
pineapple, plum, quince, raspberry, rose hip, and strawberry, with
caviar and lobster aspic for the gourmets. And here the sun was directly
overhead, it was noon already! She hoped they would make the hundred
yards to shore by nightfall.

k

The sun directly overhead was good, thought Lily, sitting in the boat
sketching Mr. Sheepish’s dripping nose. It cut down on shadows.
Experimentally she tried drawing him with two noses. “Women can’t
draw, women can’t paint,” she remembered that young jerk Tansley
saying. Well, women didn’t have anything that interested him, but
that was his character, not theirs. Her boyfriend Pablo liked her work,
and often imitated it, two noses and all. Men, she decided, were like
an animated publicity department. You sometimes had to tell them
something ten times before it registered. But once they finally got it,
they’d go around trumpeting it, as proud and cantankerous as a bull
moose, as though they’d invented it themselves. And so a girl got her
ideas displayed in all the museums, while she herself could peacefully
roll up her painting, stuff it under the bed, and get to work on her next
idea. Experimentally she tried giving Mr. Sheepish a third nose.

To the Lightwaves: A Parody
The cries of the distant birds, now here, now there, mingled with the
lapping of the waves against the rocky shingled shore, then mingled with
a last quiver of nighttime chill, as the morning sun finally raised her
glorious lamp above the waters. The snail, who lived in the shady moist
pile of ropes and tackle at the bottom of the rowboat, had much to do
this day, and a slow-moving phlegmatic character that never quite left
him enough time to do it all. Arching his supple dusky neck, he extended
his eyestalks to their fullest to survey the scene. Where best to begin? To
have a house to carry around on his back, and but one foot to walk on,
when he had easily enough work for four of them! His meditations were
interrupted by a sudden shower of mucus even slimier than his own, and,
quivering with shock and indignation, he darted off at a pace (nearly
three inches per minute) that made him see spots before his eyes and his
ears ring.

Peter would be there at her party tonight, come from India, thought Mrs.
Sheepish. She doubted even he knew the truth about Percival. Only by
the purest accident had she herself found out, coming in to see Louis
at the moment he was standing there, white with shock and terror, with
the telegram in his hand. “I’m dead,” it had read, “send my insurance
money!” Percival’s magnetism was so strong that they’d filched so many
little sums for him he could ruin them all in an instant if he wanted, and
he mocked and despised them so much he wouldn’t have given a second
thought to do it. So, when he finally faked his death in a riding accident,
there was nothing they could do but send him the £100,000 insurance.
Poor Louis had to spend the rest of his life scrimping and living in an
attic, struggling to repay the money before the bank officials found out,
while Percival enjoyed his days in comfort, a rich man among the topless
South Seas maidens.

The source of the shower was Mr. Sheepish, who was sitting in the
rowboat above the snail, so deeply immersed in reading Plotinus
that he hadn’t a second to spare to blow his nose, which was running
freely. He’d finished Plato last week; coming up ahead was the fat
volume of Ptolemy. When would he ever find the clue? He’d made
it to P: Parmenides, Pascal, Pater, the Philippics, the Pickwick
Papers, Speeches of Pitt, Plutarch, Poe, Masterpieces of Poetry,
Postimpressionism, Pound, Masterpieces of Prose, Proust, the Punic
Wars, Pushkin, even scores of Paganini, Pagliacci, Pelléas et Mélisande,
Pergolesi, and Puccini. His library shelves groaned with the load. But
what came after P? He was stretched on the horns of an agonizing
dilemma. For the greatest thoughts ever thought were written in Greek-but the Greek alphabet has no letter Q! There must be an answer! He
must find it! Grimly determined, he soldiered on.

As the setting sun, a great glowing orange ball, rested now on the
horizon, it seemed to the snail that only a few hours had passed since
daybreak, and he pulled in his chin and set about doing his evening
chores. Securely grounded in the natural world, he was far too busy for
silly pursuits like boat rides, parties, and books that fill the days of the
frivolous neurotic human creatures.

“The poor dear!” thought Mrs. Sheepish, sitting in the boat facing him,
and pulled out her hanky. “But No!” her countervailing thought came
like lightning. For her to blow his nose would demean him. Struggling to
hold back her hand, when every fiber of her being longed to rush to his
aid; gasping, choking, quivering with love and admiration, she gazed at
her spouse, the Genius.

Robert Haas

“How I hate him!” thought their son Jimmy, sitting in the stern rowing.
It was quite a chore, because he had only one oar, making the boat
go mostly in circles. (The choice the previous month had come down
to buying a second oar or buying more books, and Mr. Sheepish had
opted to start a shelf of natural science: Paraffin Oil, The Paramecium,
Parsnips, Penguins, Petunias, Polar bears, Pterodactyls....) “A red hot
poker! I’d drive it up into that blasted dripping nose of his till it sizzled!”
thought Jimmy. He was thirty-five years old, but still traumatized by the
day in his childhood when his father had absent-mindedly used his teddy
bear’s ear to blow his nose.
“My little Jimboree baby,” crooned his mother, leaning back to ruffle
her son’s hair affectionately. She was deep into planning her party that
evening. So much work! Only a supremely skilled hostess like her
could pull it off. It was true that she had a cook, three maids, a butler,
four servants, a seamstress, the governess, and the gardener with his
three grandsons to help. But the jam she would buy herself! She was
planning to have twenty flavors: apple, apricot, blackberry, blueberry,

x
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work of pioneering film makers such as Derek Jarman and others are a
reminder of the power of creative work to contest received certainties
and create alternative realities. Short essays by Michael Cunningham,
Isaac Julien, Marina Warner, Lynne Tillman, B. Ruby Rich, Sally
Potter reflect on Woolf’s prophetic words and the imperative to create
transformational narratives across a range of media.

n
A Review:
Photographing Orlando in Manhattan: Spirit of the Age Exhibition,
Aperture Foundation, New York (23 May-10 July 2019).1

My 2014 edition of Orlando is illustrated with eight captioned
photographs; four photographs of paintings—Orlando as a boy, The
Archduchess Harriet, Orlando as Ambassador and Marmaduke Bonthorp
Shelmerdine, Esquire.3 Sources and photographer are unidentified.
Writing of their provenance, Christine Fouirnaies (2016) identified three
portraits from Knole of Sackville-West ancestors (a mother and her two
sons). Reputedly, the portrait of Shelmardine (by an unknown artist
of an unknown man) was purchased by Vita as it bore some similarity
to Harold Nicholson, her husband (24). The inclusion of this image
endorses the long existence of male aristocratic forbears for Orlando but
is also an ironic commentary by Woolf on the circle of privilege to which
Vita and the Sackville-West lineage are accustomed. The remaining
photographs are of Angelica Garnett posing as “The Russian Princess
as a Child” and three of Vita as Orlando—Orlando on her return to
England, Orlando about the year 1840 and Orlando at the present time. It
is clear that Virginia engaged her own family as well as Sackville-West’s
to create these photo compositions of the time-traveling, gender-shifting
Orlando.

A luminous multi-faceted cut jewel, set in swirls of gold, glows like
warm sun in a glass case at the entrance of the Orlando (1928) inspired,
photography exhibition at the Aperture Foundation in Manhattan. A
special edition of the fine art publication Aperture accompanies the Spirit
of the Age exhibition. Guest edited by Tilda Swinton, Aperture is replete
with essays, interviews, reflections and sumptuously produced images to
convey the contemporary impact of Woolf’s biography, written in honor
of Vita Sackville-West. Swinton, the eponymous hero/heroine of Sally
Potter’s film adaptation Orlando (1992), invited artists to exhibit work
inspired by Woolf’s novel and to explore the concept of “limitlessness.”
The selected artists responded with deeply personal, auto/biographical
photomontage, collage, worked images and film footage in collaboration
with subjects whose lives and creative work seek freedom from
prescription or fear.2 A signed first edition of Woolf’s experimental novel
and Potter’s photobook for the film, accompany the citrine ring in the
glass case. Composed of images of a lavishly robed Swinton posing at
Knole and accompanied by a film synopsis, the photobook designed for
prospective funders, presented the film as if it was already produced
(1988).

In contemplating the authorship and biographical significance of the
eight half-tone plates for Woolf’s narrative, Kate Faber Oostereich
(2016) surveys eighteen editions of Orlando published between 1928
and 1995. She concludes that nine editions include the plates in full
or part but that since 1970, even the Hogarth Press reprints omit the
illustrations. A general on-line image search for the nine ‘original’
photographs produces a piecemeal result, apart from the welcome
update on sources by Sheila M. Wilkinson and Stuart N. Clarke (2018).4
From this source, images of Orlando as a woman are attributed to
the Lenare studio, Vanessa Bell, Duncan Grant and Leonard Woolf.5
I begin to revalue my (almost fully) illustrated, discounted edition.
The text is dedicated to “V. Sackville-West” and contains a two-page
preface with acknowledgements, Woolf’s amusing diversion of the
reader.6 As with the illustrations and index, this is part of the artifice of
Orlando as biography, Woolf’s creative play in which fact and fiction
are ambiguously blended. Given this context, it was with some curiosity
that I considered Carmen Winant’s work at Aperture, based on three of
Woolf’s published photographs, captioned with a line from Orlando;
“A melon, a pineapple, an olive tree, an emerald, a fox in the snow”
(Woolf 29-30). There is nothing playful or humorous about Winant’s
images, particularly those of her nail-scored, torn breasts. These form

Image 1:
Preproduction image made by director Sally Potter to help secure funding
for the film Orlando, Spring 1988. Credit Courtesy of the artist.
This image can also be viewed at:
https://www.dropbox.com/s/klcezbpfwpe0q8a/235MAG071_Potter-HR_web.jpg?dl=0

For Swinton, Orlando is first a book about writing, then about reading
and latterly about revolution; a book that “detonates” class, colonialism,
xenophobia and is an appeal for “responsive,” civilized selves to emerge
in the face of ideological threats to the future (27). Woolf’s Orlando is
thus visionary: “I embrace its visionary perspective as an invaluable
parable about true freedom—from the imperatives of nationality, of
history, and of class as well as gender” (29). Aperture editors situate the
exhibition and special edition of the journal as “a call to arms” (the title
of an essay by Isaac Julien) in the context of world political systems
based on fear. Referencing Orlando as a “playful experiment,” the

3

In the 2014 Roads Classics of Orlando, the cover image, Four Directions by
artist Alice Maher, “celebrates the snail: self-sufficient, hermaphrodite, visceral, a
creature of the undergrowth” (back matter). The original dust jacket photograph,
a painting of Thomas Sackville (1536-1608) sword raised and shield defended, is
not reproduced.
4

Wilkinson and Clarke, 2001, 2018. See http://www.virginiawoolfsociety.org.uk/
resources/illustrations-in-the-first-editions-of-orlando-a-biography/
5

A rich and erudite body of scholarship on the provenance, meaning and
manipulation of the illustrations in Orlando as well as a wider recognition of
Woolf’s interest in photography continues to attract a diversity of scholars. See for
example Gillespie and Hankins; Humm; Reviron-Piégay; Schaffer; Villa.

1

Curated By Tilda Swinton in partnership with the Aperture Foundation, the
Spirit of the Age exhibition opened in New York (23 May-10 July 2019), toured
to the Literaturhaus in Munich (7 November 2019-12 January 2020) and on to
the McEvoy Foundation of the Arts in San Francisco (7 February-5 September
2020). The exhibition and publication were accompanied by a showing of Potter’s
1992 film Orlando and a New York Public Library Live talk by Swinton in
conversation with B. Ruby Rich, recorded at the Celeste Bartos Forum on 29 May
2019. The conversation is available at https://vimeo.com/339162327.

6

2

The exhibition comprises work by artists Zakary Drucker, Lynn Hershman
Leeson, Elle Pérez, Walter Pfeiffer, Vivienne Sassen, Collier Schorr, Paul Mpagi
Sepuya, Jamal Nxedlana, Mickalene Thomas and Carmen Winant.
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The preface begins “Many friends have helped in writing this book” (9) and
concludes with a specious invitation to a gentleman in America whose name
Woolf cannot recall but who has “generously and gratuitously corrected the
punctuation, the botany, the entomology, the geography, and the chronology of
previous works of mine, and will, I hope, not spare his services on the present
occasion” (10). It must have taken some effort to compose this preface of
acknowledgements to dead writers, family, friends, acquaintances, officials
of the British Museum and Record Office, a list which Woolf cuts short as “it
will inevitably wake expectations in the reader which the book itself can only
disappoint” (10).

the base onto which three Orlando photographs are taped. The artist’s
biographical journey becomes part of the narrative, as is Winant’s
manipulation of Vanessa Bell’s image of a disgruntled looking Angelica
posing in costume. The Russian Princess as child is swathed in scarves,
ear rings and pearls.7 Contemplating the deliberate placement of the
Orlando photographs onto Winant’s images of her marked breasts, I
consider the relationship of one to the other. There is an ambiguity in
Winant’s work, as the spectator is confronted with layers of past lives.
Woolf’s biographer-narrator asks “For what more terrifying revelation
can there be than it is the present moment? That we survive the shock
at all is only possible because the past shelters us on one side and the
future on another” (220). Winant includes two other images—a bigger
than human-sized androgynous bust with a woman sculptor and another
of a hand, pressed against a lump of clay—both set against the same
torn flesh background. In these images, creative work is projected as
a perpetual process that demands a shedding of skin and the courage
to change. I feel the troubled anxiety in the photomontages; the
juxtaposition of Winant’s photograph of her scratched torso with Woolf’s
full body images of the mature, wealthy, comfortable-in-her-own-skin
Orlando, focuses my attention on the apparent ease with which Woolf
treats the physical change of sex in the novel. Here Winant demands us
to take her gender or identity anxiety more seriously. In recomposing
relationships between the layers of self-made and found images, Winant
forces an acknowledgement, if not recognition of the time and pain
involved in moving from one identity to another. For Orlando, that space
was found in unconscious sleep. Orlando concludes optimistically in
1928, the year of women’s suffrage in Britain. Winant’s vision of a future
in which one can freely choose who to be in 2020 is more tentative.

An oddity of the curator’s choices in this exhibition is the inclusion of
American photographer Paul Strand’s (1890-1976) archival images
of South Uist. A connection with the character of Orlando, Woolf and
Swinton can be stretched to Scotland and the Aperture Foundation
has an interest in Strand’s work and archive.8 The 17 gelatin-silver
images are displayed in a corner of the gallery at some remove from
the contemporary fine art photographs. A modernist photographer and
film maker with socialist values, Strand’s ethnographic camera work
is evident; he meets his subjects at eye level. In addition to images
of windswept shore and landscape, these documentary style, still-life
portraits are of the people of the island. Reputedly, Strand’s “straight
photography” method was devoid of any prior or post photographic
manipulation and he apparently allowed his subjects all the time they
required to compose themselves before he made the images with his
large format camera. Each image is captioned and the sitter is identified
by name. A quote from Strand indicates his modus operandi; “I like
to photograph people who have strength and dignity in their faces;
whatever life has done to them, it hasn’t destroyed them. I gravitate
towards people like that” (Strand and Tomkins 32). The people of South
Uist are transported to Manhattan; a pipe player, a lobster man, the piermaster, a child, Mrs. Archie MacDonald, her bright silver hair parted to
one side and contained by a neat hair-net. Wearing a pressed polka-dot
dress with peter-pan collar, her face, lit by natural light, is framed against
a darkened background. I look at the Lenare photograph of Vita against
a similar background (featured in the exhibition volume of Aperture).
I imagine the instructions of the photographer as Vita is directed to
lean forward, extend her long neck, to slightly lift her chin, her eyes
hooded, right shoulder bare, one string of pearls on skin, her hand
clasping the slippery satiny shawl. A Lenare studio image was usually
a rite of privilege and class; Swinton and Woolf too were photographed
by Lenare. The juxtaposition of Strand’s portraits of people surviving
history and landscape with the Lenare portrait of Vita provokes further
examination. Hermione Lee writes that Woolf was a gleeful and active
participant in arranging Sackville-West’s posture and clothing for this
sitting and that Vita was miserable (505-06).

Image 3:
Jamal Nxedlana, FAKA Portraits, Johannesburg, 2019, for Aperture.
Credit: Courtesy of the artist.
This image can also be viewed at:

Image 2:
Carmen Winant, “A melon, a pineapple, an olive tree, an emerald, a fox in the snow,”
2019, for Aperture. Credit: Courtesy of the artist.
This image can also be viewed at:
https://www.dropbox.com/s/behn1ttdbine00b/235MAG200_Winant-HR_web.jpg?dl=0

https://aperture.org/editorial/jamal-nxedlana-faka/

Just as in Potter’s optimistic photobook, the fine art photography in this
exhibition posits possible futures, as if they have already happened.
The artists and subjects project new possibilities onto the prints. The
Spirit of the Age reveals diverse modes of surviving the present, none
more explicitly than in Jamal Nxedlana’s portraits of “borderless

7

Bell’s image is also photomontage and has been cut. With arms crossed in front
of her chest, head tilted to the left, the ‘Princess’ leans on a ledge, which appears
to be painted onto the photographic plate. See Humm (120) for versions of this
image, one of which is a fuller body portrait of Angelica, sitting on a stone wall
in strong sunshine, behind which is a darkened recess (taken by Bell in Cassis,
1928). The two other photographs used in the photomontage are “Orlando About
the Year 1840” and “Orlando at the Present Time.”

8
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Aperture organised a solo exhibition of Strand’s photographs of the Outer
Hebrides, Tir a m’Hurain (14 December 2001-10 February 2002). See also Paul
Strand, Hazel Strand at https://aperture.org/exhibition/paul-strand-hazel-strand/.

worlds” (Bongela 108). Nxedlana’s photographs of FAKA performers,
Fela Gucci and Desire Marae are eye level to the lens—collaborators
in the compositions. Bongela’s essay points to the curated aspects of
clothing, makeup and hairstyles that transcend gender, race and class.
Similar to Orlando “they escape the confines of linearity as figures from
the ongoing past, becoming somehow all genders, all ages, all times
at once” (108). Orlando’s relationship to power was fundamentally
altered when he effortlessly changed sex; as a woman, her property and
inheritance were lost to her and she would struggle to gain recognition as
a literary author. FAKA sidestep a history of loss through performance.
As interdisciplinary artists they “are a protest, an intervention, and a
performance by virtue of being. In a taxi, a mall or onstage. A perpetual
traveling installation of sweet, sweet liberation” (Bongela 108). I like
to think of Woolf’s Orlando in the same way; a book where no limit is
placed on the reader or on the imagination. Arising from love, Woolf’s
words give birth to alternative lives and exhilarating futures as expressed
in these objects, photographs, films and above all in the felt sense of
deep empathy that permeated this exhibition.9

Politiche dell’Università degli studi di Milano 19 (2005-2006): 18998.
Wilkinson, Sheila M. and Stuart Clarke. “Illustrations in the
First Editions of Orlando: A Biography.” Web. http://www.
virginiawoolfsociety.org.uk/resources/illustrations-in-the-firsteditions-of-orlando-a-biography/. 29 June 2020.
Woolf, Virginia. Orlando. 1928. The Hogarth Press. Dublin: Roads
Classics, 2014.
—. The Diary of Virginia Woolf, Vol. 4: 1931-1935. Ed. Anne Olivier
Bell, assisted by Andrew McNellie. New York: Harcourt Brace
Jovanovich, 1982.

g
Book Reviews

Anne Byrne
National University of Ireland, Galway
Works Cited
Bongela, Milisuthando. “FAKA by Jamal Nxedlana.” Aperture 235
(2019): 108.
Faber Oestreich, Kate. “Orlando About the Year 1840: Woolf’s Rebellion
against Victorian Sexual Repression through Image and Text.”
Nineteenth Century Studies 12.1 (Spring 2016). 501-25. Web.
https://www.ncgsjournal.com/issue121/oestreich.htm. 29 June 2020.
Fouirnaies, Christine. “Was Virginia Woolf a Snob? The Case of
Aristocratic Portraits in Orlando.” Woolf Studies Annual 22 (2016):
21-40.
Gillespie, Diane and Leslie Hankins, eds. Virginia Woolf and the Arts:
Selected Papers from the Sixth Annual Conference on Virginia
Woolf. New York: Pace UP, 1997.
Humm, Maggie. “Virginia Woolf and Photography” / “Virginia Woolf et
la photographie.” Études britanniques contemporaines 53 (2017):
n. pag. Web. https://journals.openedition.org/ebc/3957. 1 July 2020.
—. Snapshots of Bloomsbury: The Private Lives of Virginia Woolf and
Vanessa Bell. New Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 2006.
—. Modernist Women and Visual Cultures: Virginia Woolf, Vanessa Bell,
Photography and Cinema, New Brunswick: Rutgers UP, 2003.
—. “Virginia Woolf’s Photography.” Virginia Woolf Bulletin 1 (January
1999): 19-21.
Lee, Hermione. Virginia Woolf. New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1997.
Reviron-Piégay, Floriane. “Virginia Woolf’s ‘raids across boundaries’:
Biography vs Photography.“ Études britanniques contemporaines
53 (2017): n. pag. Web. https://journals.openedition.org/ebc/3973. 1
July 2020.
Schaffer, Talia. “Posing Orlando.” Sexual Artifice: Persons, Images,
Politics. Genders Series: 19. Eds. Ann Kibbey, Kayann Short and
Abouali Farmanfarmaian. New York: New York UP, 1994. 26-63.
Strand, Paul and Tomkins, Calvin. Paul Strand: Sixty Years of
Photographs. New York: Aperture, 1976.
Villa, Sara. “The Photograph, the Portrait and Orlando‘s Double Nature.”
CULTURE. Annali dell’Istituto di Lingue della facoltà di Scienze

FROM THE BOOK REVIEW EDITOR
All publishers, authors and scholars should direct inquiries
regarding books to Karen Levenback, the Book Review Editor,
as should anyone interested in
reviewing books for the Miscellany.
Please direct any queries to Karen Levenback at
kllevenback@att.net

REVIEW
A COMPANION TO VIRGINIA WOOLF
edited by Jessica Berman. Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 2016.
Blackwell Companions to Literature and Culture. 501 pages.
$202.75 cloth; $59.95 paper; $47.99 eBook.
“Companion” gives off a warm, cozy feeling, as if you’d curl up with
one of its volumes on a cold winter’s day, with a cup of tea at your elbow
and a cat or two on your lap. Although Jessica Berman’s contribution
to this burgeoning academic genre isn’t quite that, its varied and
engaging essays would certainly keep a scholar in very good company
for afternoons on end. Whether or not it would be as much of a friend to
common readers or advanced undergraduates is a question that I mean to
pursue in conclusion.
As Berman notes in her Introduction, “we do not have”—or do not yet
have—“the kinds of resources surrounding [Woolf’s] work that exist” for
other writers of her stature (1). A quick check of her fellow companions
in the Blackwell series reveals that the company Woolf keeps among
women writers is both exclusive and predictable: just Austen, Eliot,
and the Brontës. (If canonical status is prerequisite for becoming a
companion, then Woolf perhaps paved her own way to it by implicitly
designating these as her chief predecessors.) But the company Woolf
keeps within the companion itself, rather than within the broader series,
is decidedly more heterogeneous, which is a great credit to Berman’s
astute choice of 33 contributors who bring their particular interests

9

The list of Woolf’s novels (and life) that have been ‘pictured’ for on-screen
adaptations, continues to inspire writers, directors and producers; To the
Lighthouse (Colin Gregg 1983), A Room of One’s Own (Patrick Garland 1991),
Orlando (Sally Potter 1992), Mrs. Dalloway (Marlene Gorris 1997), The Hours
(Michael Cunningham 1998), Vita and Virginia (Chanya Button 2018) and
Kew Gardens (Nick Cohen 2018) (see for example https://www.imdb.com/
filmosearch/?role=nm0941173). Woolf was not adverse to the idea of novel into
film but mused on the improbability of such a venture. In a 1933 diary entry,
she writes “It’s possible that Flush is to be pictured. Brace yesterday talked of a
substantial sum. It will fall through I suppose” (Friday 20 October 1933, Diary 4
186).
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to bear on Woolf’s works. A book such as this one, comparable to the
edited Cambridge volume Virginia Woolf in Context (2012) of a few
years further back, surely goes a long way towards remedying the lack
Berman perceives.
Part I, “Textual Encounters,” includes an essay focused on each of the
novels by scholars including Elizbeth Outka on Night and Day (1919),
Vincent Sherry on Jacob’s Room (1922), Paul Saint-Amour on Mrs.
Dalloway (1925), and Anna Snaith on The Years (1937); an excellent
reading of the short fiction by Laura Marcus; a consideration of the
essays, diaries, and letters by Anne Fernald that mainly focuses on
The Common Reader (1925); as well as essays on A Room of One’s
Own (1929) and Three Guineas (1938), by Susan Stanford Friedman
and Berman herself, respectively. (Everything but Roger Fry [1940]
and Moments of Being [2d ed. 1985], that is, has a seat at the table,
though references to the memoirs collected in the latter are scattered
throughout.) Each of these essays locates its central text within or in
relation to one or more rich scholarly, theoretical, and historical contexts.
Emma Sutton’s contribution, which opens by characterizing The
Voyage Out (1915) as “a novel of sonic extremes, of silence and cries”
(41), considers the soundscapes of both London and Santa Marina as
reflecting and exposing “contemporary economic and geopolitical power
structures” (45). Woolf’s interest in sound, speech, and silence persists
all the way from her first book to her last, as illustrated by Marina
MacKay’s essay on Between the Acts (1941)—“a book about noises
of all kinds” (141)—yet that interest, she argues, shifted its bearings
over time under the influence of Woolf’s increasing exposure to and
interest in mass media, participating in late modernism’s turn to “a more
exteriorizing, speech-oriented mode” (157). In another strand, Derek
Ryan’s essay on Orlando (1928) brings theoretical insights to bear on
Woolf’s “queer animals” while Jane Goldman’s meditation on reading
and writing in Flush (1933) is interwoven with the challenges Agamben,
Derrida, and Haraway pose to any easy supposition that literacy is what
separates human from nonhuman animals.
Essays in Part I can profitably be read in conjunction with those in
Part II, “Approaching Woolf,” and Part III, “Woolf in the World,” that
take a topical or thematic approach. Friedman’s essay, for example,
takes up the contemporary uses of A Room by the multimedia artist
Kabe Wilson and the Jamaican-born poet Pamela Mordecai, then turns
back in time to the rivalry between Woolf’s older contemporaries,
the Bengali siblings Rabindranath Tagore and Swarnakumari Devi,
to rethink Woolf’s use of “the sibling trope” (196) in the invention of
Shakespeare’s sister. It concludes by considering Jyotirmoyee Devi’s
repeated turns to and “swerves away from” (197) A Room in her lifelong
critique of Bengali patriarchy, which both pre- and post-date Woolf’s
own most trenchant feminist polemics. For a fuller account of global
modernism, you can read it alongside Supriya Chaudhuri’s essay in Part
III, “Reading Woolf in India,” which not only points to the “troubling,
uncomfortable presence” of India in A Room, describing it as “a space
left behind or traveled to” in Mrs. Dalloway and The Waves (1931), but
also deftly traces the meeting of Woolf’s modernism with “the social and
political commitments” of the Indian Progressives in the 1930s and 40s
before closing with a look at Anita Desai’s Clear Light of Day (1980).
Additional essays by Jane Garrity on The Waves (1931) in Part I and
Nels Pearson on postcolonial critique in Part III would amplify anyone’s
understanding of the salience of the imperial to Woolf’s thinking.
The Ryan and Goldman essays read differently when juxtaposed with
Bonnie Kime Scott’s “Ecocritical Woolf” or Christina Alt’s “Woolf
and the Natural Sciences”: both appear in Part II and do a fine job of
reviewing the relevant scholarship, setting Woolf’s knowledge of their
subjects in appropriate historical and biographical contexts while also
ranging more lightly and widely across Woolf’s oeuvre than do the more
specialized essays on Orlando and Flush. Finally, Jesse Wolfe’s piece
on “Woolf, Bloomsbury, and Intimacy” and Andrew Thacker’s “Woolf
and Geography,” both in Part III, pair well with Alison Booth’s opening
essay to the whole volume, on houses and biography. Wolfe takes us

inside the queer homes Bloomsbury created in the urban and country
houses that Booth locates as central to Woolf’s imaginative and material
life, while Thacker, also drawing on those family homes, illustrates
the shifting spatial perspectives Woolf’s fiction and nonfictional prose
deploy, whether ranging across a city street or the whole of the British
isles. With a set of uniformly excellent essays—Madelyn Detloff on crip
theory, Melanie Micir on queer Woolf, Mark Hussey on digital Woolf
are just a few of the other standouts, but I learned a lot even from those
I haven’t room to mention—Berman succeeds in showing the enormous
relevance of contemporary approaches to Woolf studies, and of Woolf
studies to global and transnational print culture, now and in her own
time.
My one lingering concern involves the audience for the volume.
Although some of the essays are decidedly difficult, unlikely to be
readily accessed even by very well-trained undergraduates and perhaps
alienating to common readers, many do a terrific job of locating their
particular text or topic within extant scholarship. Jean Mills’ essay
on the politics of class is exemplary in this regard in that she not only
samples much of the key scholarship on this topic—Snaith, Alison
Light, Jane Marcus—in relation to A Room, Three Guineas, and several
of the novels, but also introduces class as a persistently problematic
issue in Woolf’s work. That is, the essay opens up without closing
down a fruitful and ongoing discussion in which many differently
positioned readers are likely to have a stake. It doesn’t assume much
prior knowledge regarding Woolf’s vexed relation to money or to
working-class people; instead it brings some of the facts to the table and
launches a conversation about them, in which neither Woolf’s voice nor
the critical essayist’s is the only one we hear. If the same cannot be said
about all the other essays, Berman’s volume nonetheless succeeds in
being not only an informed and informative, but also an intellectually
challenging companion.
Mary Jean Corbett
Miami University
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REVIEW
ECOCRITICISM IN THE MODERNIST IMAGINATION:
FORSTER, WOOLF, AND AUDEN
by Kelly Sultzbach. New York: Cambridge University Press, 2016.
244 pages. $114.95 cloth.
Taking the time to fully contextualize and carefully extrapolate its
theoretical foundations as well as its literary examples, Kelly Sultzbach’s
Ecocriticism in the Modernist Imagination integrates several varieties
of ecocriticism including a particularly thorough explication of ecophenomenology with trends in queer, Marxist, posthuman and animal
studies to provide a helpful reassessment of environmental themes and
positions in selected works of E. M. Forster, Virginia Woolf, and W. H.
Auden.
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Establishing her theoretical lineage, the Introduction is a serviceable
review of “green Modernism” which announces Sultzbach’s intent to
examine how innovations of modernist form arise from the complicated,
shifting nexus of relationships between the realms of the human,
animals, nature, and culture. Her methodology exemplifies many
contemporary critical attempts to escape over-simplifying dichotomies
by foregrounding dynamic metamorphic processes of change while
troubling humanistic categories and traditions of reverence towards a
unifying and/or transcending nature. Instead of seeing her three authors
as nature writers and examining how they treat nature as an object,
Sultzbach shifts the focus to “environment-as-being” (13), reading
embodied human experience as existing in a living context that includes
a nature existing for its own purposes as well as nonhuman voices
communicating in unknown registers.

of the story, presenting it as a critique of human-centered categorical
hierarchies. Some of her most exciting observations have to do with the
mingling of humans and flowers, and her analysis of the concurrent deemphasis of human language resolves several of the story’s linguistic
mysteries.
The modernist testing of the limits of human language is also a
pivotal concern of the section on Flush and the thrush in “Thunder at
Wembley.” Concerned to weave together previous strands in animal
studies of the novel, which stress either its uses as a political allegory or
its portrayal of animal consciousness, Sultzbach points out the degree
to which Flush’s greater sensitivity to the phenomenal world upends
traditional hierarchies and provokes questions about human abilities
to conceptualize experience. The bird observing humans at the British
Exhibition similarly questions human mastery.

Describing E. M. Forster’s “Passage from Pastoral,” Chapter One is
largely concerned with theories of the pastoral from critics such as
William Empson, Raymond Williams, and Terry Gifford. Wanting
to complicate Forster’s reputation as a literary humanist, Sultzbach
traces how the apparently classic pastoral of early stories such as
“The Story of a Panic” and “The Other Kingdom” embodies a partial
critique of pastoral assumptions that eventually develops into an antipastoral skepticism in “The Machine Stops,” Howard’s End, “Arthur
Snatchford,” and Maurice, and finally becomes a complex post-pastoral
rejection of humanism in A Passage to India. Emphasizing Forster’s
developing critique of capitalism, her analysis is careful to acknowledge
the contradictions in his thinking about class. I found the discussion of
how Forster’s queer perspective challenges traditional ideas of nature
and what is natural particularly helpful. The long discussion of how A
Passage to India exhibits the criteria of post-pastoral coupled with the
application of insights from eco-phenomenology actually helped me
untangle some of the mysteries of that text. Especially suggestive is the
exploration of how the portrayal of “nonhuman subjectivity” can be part
of a modernist attempt to find “new methods of representing interiority”
(65).

The Woolf chapter ends with a substantial eco-critical re-reading of To
the Lighthouse, incorporating not only phenomenological approaches
stressing the importance of sensory embodiment but also eco-materialist
insights from Serenella Iovino and Serpil Oppermann. Here, reversing
her treatment of “Kew,” Sultzbach sets out to correct the negativity of
previous accounts of nature’s role in the novel, exploring how erotic
interactions with nature extend the theme of “communal awareness
and interconnectivity” (128) in passages including the dinner scene,
and presenting the decaying structure in “Time Passes” as a “house
where life wants to live” (132). The interpretation is buoyed throughout
by repeated illustrations from phenomenological theory, mostly from
Merleau-Ponty, which could become a bit tiresome except that they are
so perfectly apt and explicatory. Also, Sultzbach often dives off from
one of these analogous quotations into a refreshing spray of excitingly
detailed textual analysis as, for example, her account of Lily’s painting
process, which reveals new metaphorical continuities between the
sensory experiences of the artist and those of the family in the boat. Like
the section on “Kew,” this part of the book is an exciting blend of high
theory illuminating brilliant close reading.
Chapter Three on “Brute Being and Animal Nature” in W. H. Auden
seems a bit of a letdown after the scintillating Woolf chapter. The use of
Merleau-Ponty which so often served to open up and illuminate Woolf’s
purpose, here feels somewhat forced. Although Auden makes a logical
bookend to Forster—another gay man with an ambivalent relationship
to both nature and capitalism—the use of posthumanist animal studies
critics such as Cary Wolfe, Philip Armstrong, and Carrie Rohman at
times seems more a project of matching Auden up to a series of ecotheories rather than using the theories to illuminate Auden. Part of the
problem here is that although Auden is a cohort or two later than either
Forster or Woolf, his attitudes towards human relationships to the land
and to nonhuman beings are more skeptical and anthropocentric than
those of his predecessors. Sultzbach admits that the early poems she
discusses, such as “The Watershed,” “Musée des Beaux Arts,” and
“Lullaby” are not really ecocritical but instead “show the gestation of
values” essential to the more environmental concerns of later works
(148).

At sixty-four pages, Chapter 2 on Virginia Woolf, “The
Phenomenological Whole,” is the longest in the book. Moving from
a consideration of the pastoral to an eco-phenomenological approach,
Sultzbach grounds her analysis of “Kew Gardens,” Flush, “Thunder at
Wembley,” and To the Lighthouse in a series of deep excavations into
the thought of Merleau-Ponty, whose insights into embodied perception
turn out to be singularly appropriate for explicating the philosophical
complexity of Woolf’s sensory perspective. Sultzbach is fully grounded
in the relevant eco-scholarship on Woolf—Gillian Beer, Christina
Alt, Bonnie Kime Scott—as well as phenomenological approaches
by Mark Hussey and Louis Westling, which she combines with the
new materialism of Derek Ryan to create a richly useful theoretical
framework.
The section on Woolf is a delight to read with its special focus on the
ways in which Woolf’s sensory awareness of weather, plants, birds, and
other animals opens up moments of suspension and silence in which
states of interconnected being as well as awareness of difference can
be shared with the natural world. Often inspired by Woolf’s own prose,
Sultzbach has a gift for lyrical analogies which gracefully illuminate
philosophical insights. For example, she describes Woolf’s admiration
for Tolstoy’s sensory awareness in terms which recall the dance of atoms
in “Modern Fiction”: “Thoughts are sparked by the nudges received
from the outside world—a fire lit by the rub of sensation upon the flint of
individual consciousness” (90).
For me the brilliantly syncretic interpretation of “Kew Gardens” is
the highlight of the whole book. Reviewing and extending previous
scholarship, it repeatedly surprised and delighted me with flashes of
new insight, and it is not easy to teach me something new about “Kew.”
Typical of Sultzbach’s skeptical attitude towards received knowledge,
her interpretation questions the overly celebratory tone of some accounts
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Although the two major themes which Sultzbach traces in Auden’s
work have to do with “the ecocritical implications of his frequent
use of place” and his “poetic representations of nonhuman” (154), a
substantial chunk of the chapter is taken up with a discussion of Auden’s
complex attitude towards science. Claiming that Auden is “essentially
a scientist” (161), Sultzbach goes on to show how Auden nonetheless
repeatedly questions scientific analogies and schemes of classification
in poems such as “Bestiaries Are Out,” “Bucolics,” “Prologue at Sixty,”
and “After Reading a Child’s Guide to Modern Physics,” all of which
decenter the authority of the human gaze. The section on Auden’s poems
about animals further explores the ethical implications of abjuring
anthropocentrism, first examining several poems about hunting, and
then showing how Auden sometimes anticipates Donna Haraway’s ideas
about “companion species” in his poems about talking to animals. The

chapter ends with a consideration of how Auden’s free verse techniques
embody natural codes, leading easily to an Epilogue concerned with how
ecocritical methods of slow reading can restore our sense of connection
between literature and the wider nonhuman world.
Sultzbach’s book leaves one with an enormous amount of respect for the
breadth and variety of her background research. The passages of textual
analysis have a verve, delicacy, and originality that make me wish there
had been more of them and a little less eco-phenomenology. Still, it is
quite a suggestive read.

REVIEW
CONTEMPORARY REVOLUTIONS: TURNING BACK TO THE
FUTURE IN 21ST-CENTURY LITERATURE AND ART
edited by Susan Stanford Friedman. London and New York:
Bloomsbury Academic, 2019. 245 pages. $120 cloth.
This fascinating collection of essays by nine contributors, including the
editor, Susan Stanford Friedman, offers intriguing, diverse examples
of contemporary artists, writers and critics’ dialogic engagements with
the textual, historical and temporal past through creative, interrogative
repetition and repurposing. Organized according to some of the methods
undertaken—recycling, remixing, resisting, restaging, rereading—the
volume is framed with critical explorations by well-known modernism
and Woolf scholars spotlighting a range of contemporary encounters
with Woolf’s texts. The volume’s middle sections critically explore
unique projects in Syria, Egypt, England and South Africa, as well
as a contribution by a former Aotearoa poet laureate of New Zealand
(whose blackout poetry forms the cover to the collection). Together,
the contributions provide multiple circuits for thinking transnationally,
across cultural traditions and linguistic frames, simultaneously
interrogating the past and (re)using it to provoke and produce new
possibilities for art and literature today.

Elisa Sparks
Clemson University
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As Friedman states in the Introduction, the volume emerged from her
“serendipitous” encounter with the diasporic British multimedia artist
Kabe Wilson’s 2014 ‘remix’ of Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own, titled Of
One Woman or So, by Olivia N’Gowfri. This led to a panel co-organized
with Margaret Homans and Christine Froula for the 2015 Modernist
Studies Association conference (3-4). Framed by multiply situated
rereadings and remakings of Woolf’s textual and historical practices, the
collection opens with Friedman’s Introduction and essay and concludes
with the pairing of Elizabeth Abel’s discussion of the Woolfian traces
in W. G. Sebald’s novel Austerlitz, and Homans’ “Rereading Virginia
Woolf’s Orlando as Transgender Text,” addressing the film, stage and
critical remakings of the novel.

REVIEW
VIRGINIA WOOLF: AMBIVALENT ACTIVIST
by Clara Jones. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2016.
246 pages. $29.95 cloth; $24.87 paper.
In this readable and intriguingly organized study of Virginia Woolf’s
brand of political activism, Clara Jones re-transcribes Virginia Stephen’s
Morley College sketch and ties it to “The Journal of Mistress Joan
Martyn” and The Voyage Out; digs into British suffrage history and
connects it to Night and Day and The Years; unearths the “Cook’s
Sketch” and relates it to Woolf’s introductory letter to Life as We Have
Known It and On Being Ill; and uses Woolf’s Dreadnought Hoax talk
for the Rodmell Women’s Institute as a way to examine the drama
movement between the wars and Between the Acts. Jones advances the
argument that Woolf consistently feels and expresses ambivalence about
the value of activism even as she acts to support causes she cares about.

Wilson’s remarkable “recycling” (his term) of Woolf’s text as it crosses
historical temporalities with gender, race, class and nation performs
a literal dismantling and reassembly of Woolf’s essay, reusing every
word to create a queer postcolonial narrative/installation (it remains
unpublished). “Wilson’s re-mix of Woolf’s feminism,” Friedman
writes, “recapitulates the insistence by feminists of color—many of
whom Olivia [the title character] alludes to admiringly—that feminism
must incorporate the differences among women by race, class, and the
histories of colonialism and enslavement” (34). By reconstellating Woolf
(and Mary Carmichael, one of AROO’s subjects) with C. L. R. James
and Black Power activists, Wilson’s protagonist engages in her own
“turning back to move into the future” (42).

Jones’s archival research adds to our knowledge of the practical behindthe-scenes workings of institutions, causes, and villages while increasing
our theoretical and cultural understanding of their place in England’s
history and Woolf’s life. For example, she clarifies the nature of the
People’s Suffrage Foundation that Janet Case and Virginia Woolf were
affiliated with and widens our view of the Women’s Co-operative Guild.
Jones shows that, with the exception of the incredibly prolific center
of her career in the 1920s (or so Jones’s chronology suggests), Woolf
was politically and pragmatically involved, just not in ways easily
categorized or dismissed or valorized, and never without ambivalence.
Finally, it must be said that Jones usefully complicates our perceptions of
political engagement, Woolf studies, gender, and class in cultural history,
and, of course, Virginia Woolf.
Beth Rigel Daugherty
Otterbein University
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The middle six essays explore a diverse range of “contemporary
revolutions”: Susan David Bernstein follows the work of artist Ellen
Bell’s “unpicking aesthetics” in reimagining Victorian women’s stitch
work to engage with Charlotte Brontë, Jane Austen and others (51);
Selina Tusitala Marsh invokes the “Tusitala way” to remake Albert
Wendt’s canonical Pacific novel Pouliuli utilizing blackout technique
to refocus its gender dynamics in a series of poems (71); miriam cooke
[sic] traces Sana Yazigi’s years-long curation of the Creative Memory
of the Syrian Revolution, a multi-lingual online artistic archive; Bahia
Shehab recounts her transformation from historian of the uprisings
in Tahrir Square to Cairo street artist, repurposing historic Arabic
calligraphy as part of her gendered activism; Rosemarie Buikema
unfolds the layered histories of colonialism and Nazism embedded
within William Kentridge’s Black Box theatre installation; Rita Barnard
details the “revolutions” of Antjie Krog’s project rewriting/translating
a seventeenth-century travel narrative into a late apartheid chronicle
in Afrikaans in Lady Anne: A Chronicle in Verse (newly translated
into English). These essays often work in creative tension with each
other, such as the latter three in documenting the complex racial,

gendered, colonial histories of South African art and politics, and
the pair of essays addressing the euphoric and catastrophic aftermath
of the “Arab Spring” in Syria and Egypt. Readers gain insight into
artists/writers’ global repositionings of the past for addressing urgent
contemporary problems, disrupting comfortable historical narratives
and retrieving earlier art/literature to invoke new patterns for memory
work. As Friedman characterizes the focus of the volume, “Revolution
in twenty-first century cultural terms envisions new freedoms through
a multidimensional and multidirectional renewal of past aesthetic
expressivities. Recycled through the concerns of the present, cultural
memory reconstructed in literature and art can enable new futures” (10).

REVIEW
AN AFRICAN IN IMPERIAL LONDON:
THE INDOMITABLE LIFE OF A. B. C. MERRIMAN-LABOR
by Danell Jones. London: Hurst & Company, 2018. 320 pages.
£25.00 cloth; $34.52 cloth.
In 1909, a book was published in London that presented the people of
Britain through the eyes of an African. The author, A. B. C. MerrimanLabor, revealed his audacious aims in a preface: “to reveal such truths
as may be best spoken in jests” (Preface, n. pag.). By turns jokey and
serious, merging travelogue, ethnography, and treatise, Britons Through
Negro Spectacles exposes British foibles and hypocrisies with inimitable
style. Danell Jones brings the book, its writer, and their time to life in
this impressive biography.

As part of the collection’s concluding pair, Abel’s discussion of Sebald’s
Austerlitz connects his stated affinities with Woolf’s essay, “The
Death of the Moth,” while also tracing echoes of Orlando through the
novel. Woolf’s “moth aesthetic” as Abel describes it, offered Sebald “a
figure through which he could modulate the stark encounter between a
capacious British modernist reshaping of temporality and a melancholic
continental vision of history” in the interwar period of the setting (1945). Woolf enters into “Austerlitz’s modernist temporalities through a
network of tropes that negotiate the longing to be ‘taken out of time’
with a protest against modernity’s standardization of time,” Abel
suggests (196).

Readers may already know Danell Jones from her innovative guide to
writing, The Virginia Woolf Writers’ Workshop: Seven Lessons to Inspire
Great Writing. While Woolf makes little appearance in the book under
review, An African in Imperial London conjures the London of her youth
and the racial attitudes that permitted her, when yet Virginia Stephen, to
pose in brownface as an Abyssinian prince in the notorious Dreadnought
Hoax. Through the extraordinary life of A. B. C. Merriman-Labor, Jones
reveals the little-known circumstances of colonial people of color in
the imperial metropolis, weaving them into the fabric of broader social
events and movements. What this book offers, then, is not only the first
biography of a most remarkable man but also a revisionary account of
the early twentieth century.

A decidedly different discussion of Orlando by Homans concludes the
section and book, providing a critical counterpoint to Abel’s essay in
offering readers a sense of Woolf’s narrative legacy for considering
what a “transgender text” might look like. Through a meticulous tracing
of Orlando’s critical resurfacings for gender and sexuality theorists
over the past three decades, which support two presumably competing
rereadings—Homans calls these “identitarian or minoritizing” and
“anti-identitarian or universalizing” readings, borrowing from Eve
Kosofsky Sedgwick—she argues for an alternative rereading, focused
on the narration of the text rather than only the figure of Orlando (216).
Reclaiming the novel’s contemporaneity for transgender studies via
Wai Chee Dimock’s idea of “resonance” (214), Homans suggests that
Orlando moves between “representation” and “reality” in its availability
for transgender rereading (231). The essay provides a useful survey of
Orlando’s afterlives, while sharing Homans’ experiences teaching the
novel along these lines.

Born and raised in Sierra Leone, a British colony and protectorate,
Merriman-Labor came to London in 1904 with aspirations to become
a writer and a lawyer. He accomplished both before his early death in
1919, but not without struggle, and not with the success that he had
envisaged. When he died of tuberculosis in a workhouse infirmary, he
had been working in a munitions factory, disbarred from practicing
law. Through extensive research, Jones reconstructs Merriman-Labor’s
gutsy initiatives, the circumstances that led to his disappointments
and what he tried next (for there was always a next; he was, in this
sense, indomitable). His initiatives included a lecture tour through
West and Central Africa, complete with illustrations by magic lantern,
and the founding of the African General Agency, which offered expert
information on limitless topics, from investments and shipping to politics
and religion. Jones reveals, among other things, how Merriman-Labor’s
financial ventures were intimately connected to his vision of what Africa
needed to stem its exploitation by Europe and advance on the world
stage.

The collection overall provides ample evidence of the contemporary
ecology of aesthetic/critical recycling. To invoke Buikema’s praise of
Kentridge’s Black Box installation more widely: these essays and the
artistic endeavors they engage with are “exemplary of a twenty-first
century poetics of recycling by showcasing how transformations and
renewals best penetrate existing structures when they do not present
themselves as a radical break with the past, but rather as a process in
which those facts and narratives from the past that ought to be worked
through are researched, complemented, corrected, and/or bent” (145).

Jones draws both upon existing scholarship and upon a varied and littleknown archive to paint an evocative portrait of Merriman-Labor and
his time. Jones is clear about the limits of the archive for understanding
her main subject, reflecting on one occasion about the challenge of
recovering the inner life of a person who left no diary and few letters.
Jones’s solution is to recognize the limits—that “[t]he intimate part of his
life remains frustratingly opaque” (98)—and to supplement knowledge
with creative imagining: to “rub together two ghostly remnants in the
hopes of sparking a little imaginative light into the obscured corners of
a life” (102). It seems to me that this method results in some unwanted
reminders of the author’s hand in telling the story. Jones imagines, for
instance, Merriman-Labor’s feelings about his book, Britons: “He hated
thinking of the reviews in the Sierra Leone Weekly News and wondered
why his friends called his work vulgar” (141). Recalling one of his
own humorous remarks, “he smiled as he watched the raindrops splash
against the omnibus window” (141). These imaginings, however, are
both plausible and easily distinguished from Jones’s factual statements.

Jeanette McVicker
State University of New York at Fredonia
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Most frequently, Jones’s ability to imagine a scene results in vivid
portrayals of the texture of life lived over a hundred years ago. Some
of these moments develop passages from Britons, while others are
events that Merriman-Labor must have known, or that touch on his own

Högberg, Elsa and Amy Bromley, eds. Sentencing Orlando:
Virginia Woolf and the Morphology of the Modern Sentence.
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2018.

experience as an African in London. One hears the thump of newspaper
presses in Fleet Street, registers the shock of the loss of the Titanic, and
feels the paranoia about German spies that accompanied the outbreak
of war. Along with more familiar moments of British and world history,
like window-smashing by suffragettes and the global spread of the flu
pandemic, Jones weaves equally seismic but lesser-known events, like
the Universal Races Congress and the launching of The African Times
and Orient Review, a journal whose masthead proclaimed it to be for
“the colored races of the world.” Jones’s eminently readable biography
of A. M. C. Merriman-Labor’s “indomitable life” recovers Woolf’s
London as we never knew it.
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Woolf Society. It has been an honor and a joy to serve the Woolf
community these last six years, and we thank all of you for your support,
encouragement, and participation. We now pass the batons to the new
slate of elected officers for the term 2021-2023. Congratulations and best
of luck to Benjamin Hagen, President; Amanda Golden, Vice President;
Susan Wegener, Secretary-Treasurer; and Catherine Hollis, HistorianBibliographer. Long may ye reign! Karen Levenback continues as the
Book Editor and, as Managing Editor of the Virginia Woolf Miscellany,
Vara Neverow continues in her role as ex-officio officer. The new and
returning Members-at-Large are Marcia James, Patricia Laurence, Erica
Delsandro, Emily Hinnov, Elizabeth Evans, AnneMarie Bantzinger, and
Alex Nica. Many thanks to all for their good work and ambassadorship!
Please see below the list of officers from 2018-2020 and 2021-2023.
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left on the page (such as a dark thumbprint) as revealing a queer archive
of feeling. Michelle Alexis Taylor of Harvard University spoke about
“Coterie Productions as (Anti-)Archival Practice,” reading the 1935
performance of Woolf’s Freshwater and that of a 1936 sketch satirizing
Charleston by Quentin Bell and Jane Bussy to argue that these plays
push against the archival mandate to create knowledge by preserving
objects and by evoking an alternative site of knowledge production. In
her response, Mary asked that we use the papers to think through the
ways that the fact of archival preservation can spark the critical, creative,
and pedagogical imagination and to consider their different archival
approaches and practices in concert with one another. The panel was
very well attended—nearly 50 people for a panel scheduled in the first
session on the first day!—and the ensuing conversation, though brief,
was lively and offered all of the panelists opportunities to discuss their
research in greater depth.1

Greetings! I hope you’re all doing well in these last days of 2020 and
early days of 2021. Many of us were no doubt delighted to be able
to show 2020 to the door and usher in a better new year. Deepest
sympathies to those who have lost loved ones to COVID-19, and best
wishes to those struggling with this terrible virus and its after-effects.
May brighter days lie ahead.
Woolfians have been keeping busy during the pandemic, coming up with
innovative ways to stay connected and engaged with all things Woolf.
Benjamin Hagen, Shilo McGiff, Amy Smith, and Drew Shannon began
the Woolf Salon Project in July 2020 “to provide regular opportunities
for conversation and to foster conviviality among Woolf-interested
scholars, students, and common readers during and beyond the
COVID-19 pandemic,” Ben writes.

Speaking of conferences, Ben Hagen has an update for us on the annual
conference:

Each meeting has thus far focused on a single topic or text, making
for a unique event each month: e.g., ‘Imagining Woolfian Criticism’
(No. 1); ‘The Leaning Tower’ (No. 2); ‘Kew Gardens’ and its recent
adaptation in the anthology film London Unplugged (No. 3); and
‘Solid Objects’ and ‘A Society’ (No. 5). Some salons have been
designed for open discussion while others—like the October event
(No. 4: Planetary Woolf)—introduced attendees to the forthcoming
book collection, Virginia Woolf and Contemporary Global
Literature (Edinburgh UP, 2021). As the Salon Project continues
into 2021, we encourage interested Woolfians to submit a proposal
to host a future salon. We would especially love to feature the work
of early career researchers as well as artists and graduate students.
Attendees have also loved salons that simply focused on one or two
short texts. These events provided opportunities to share ideas that
emerge from returning to old favorites or discovering new ones.
Visit the website (https://sites.google.com/view/woolfsalonproject/
home) to learn more!

Postponed from 2020 to 2021, the 30th Annual International
Conference on Virginia Woolf will take place 10-13 June 2021
at the University of South Dakota (Vermillion, SD). The topic
remains “Profession and Performance,” and all proposals accepted
in February/March 2020 have been automatically accepted for the
2021 conference. The organizers will be in touch with potential
presenters in December to see if they still intend to present this
work. The organizers also encourage brand new submissions, so
please visit the official 2021 Woolf Conference website to see
the reopened Call for Papers as well as the proposal submission
Google Form. See the website regularly for future updates about
days, times, and modality at https://sites.google.com/usd.edu/
vwoolf2021/home.
Sadly, in this issue of the Miscellany we must bid farewell both to
Molly Hoff, an independent Woolf scholar who passed away on 21 July
2019, and, much more recently, to Sally Jacobsen, Professor Emerita
of English at Northern Kentucky University and longtime Woolfian
who passed away on October 16, 2020. Wayne Chapman offers his
recollections of Molly’s exceptional scholarship and Karen Levenback
in her tribute shares her remembrances of Sally, recalling Sally’s many
talents and achievements in teaching, scholarship, and mentorship.

From January through April 2021, Anne Fernald is leading two
sections of a reading group on Woolf through the Center for Fiction in
Brooklyn, where she frequently facilitates reading groups. “The Center
is the only U.S. nonprofit dedicated to the art of fiction,” Anne writes.
“It’s the offshoot of the old Mercantile Library, which used to be on
47th in Manhattan—and it’s where we had a reception for the 2009
Woolf conference.” Participants pay a nominal fee, which supports the
nonprofit, and Anne receives a bit of money for her time and expertise
for this “high-octane book club for adults.” The reading group meets on
Zoom and will cover Mrs. Dalloway, To the Lighthouse, Orlando, and
The Waves.
On Thursday, January 7, the IVWS’s guaranteed panel at the virtual
MLA 2021 convention met to discuss “Archival Woolf.” Mary
Wilson served as the panel’s chair and respondent to three papers,
each approaching the topic of Woolf and the archives from a different
perspective. The panel began by acknowledging the inaccessibility
of many archives in the current pandemic circumstances. Pamela L.
Caughie of Loyola University Chicago spoke about “Teaching with
Woolf Online,” presenting the pedagogical possibilities for extending our
understanding of the “scale of the literary object” and the interactions
between reader and text through engagement with the materials in that
site’s digital archive. In her piece “Queer Persistence: Chance Encounter
and Revision in Virginia Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway Page Proofs,” Zoë
Henry of Indiana University close-read Woolf’s handwritten revisions
to the Harcourt proofs of the novel and the traces of the writing body

52

We hope you enjoy reading, in this issue, the 2020 Angelica Garnett
Undergraduate Essay Contest winner, “Your House and My Fire:
Escaping the Window in Virginia Woolf’s Three Guineas,” by Ekalan
Hou. Ann Martin, IVWS Vice President and one of the contest judges,
describes Hou’s essay as “a beautifully written and articulated argument
through the focus on the window and what it symbolizes for women, and
how it is associated with institutional, patriarchal power. The essay is
informed by deep knowledge of Woolf’s work and deep understanding
of theories in play.” Hou attends Stanford University and wrote the essay
in Alice Staveley’s course “Virginia Woolf in the Age of #MeToo” in
Winter 2019.
Alas, this is my last Society Column, as Vice President Ann Martin,
Secretary-Treasurer Alice Keane, Historian-Bibliographer Drew
Shannon, and I step down as officers of the International Virginia
1

The initial draft of Issue 96 was published on 25 December 2020. The section of
the Society Column dedicated to the report on the guaranteed Woolf panel at MLA
2021 has been updated as of 9 January 2021. Please note that the Society Column
continues on page 51.

