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Virginia Woolf:  
Mobilizing Emotion, Feeling, and Affect

From her novels and essays to diaries and 
letters, Virginia Woolf’s writings reveal her 
preoccupation with the space, rhythms, and 
feelings of modern life. The noted expression 
“Woolf’s London” references her endless 
chronicling and mapping of specific yet 
extraordinarily timeless experiences of London’s 
modernity in the early decades of the twentieth 
century. Often in her writings, Woolf explores 
affectively charged confrontations with the spaces 
of London that engender detailed memories 
or moments of reflection and overwhelm the 
present moment. Indeed, the depiction of physical 
space in her writings reveals certain intensities, 
or “moments of being” as she called them, 
which underlie daily life and compose affective 
engagements with individuals, redirecting them 
toward new perspectives. As Eric Shouse notes, 
“affect plays an important role in determining the 
relationship between our bodies, our environment, 
and others, and the subjective experience that we 
feel/think as affect dissolves into experience.” 
Thus, Woolf’s writing of the relation between 
individuals and space can be seen as a mode of 
“dissolving affect into experience” to complicate 
the tensions between the physical body’s 
engagement with space and the relationality 
of subjective experience that these encounters 
engender. 

For this special issue of the Virginia Woolf 
Miscellany, I invited writers to consider the 
underlying tensions of emotions, feelings, and 
affect within Woolf’s oeuvre. I wanted to collect 
essays that consider how Woolf depicts emotions 
and how those feelings turn into affective 
responses or mobilizations that reveal new facets 
of the characters. It perhaps is unsurprising that 
recent scholarship (including work by Kuo Chai-
Chen, Lili Hsieh, Margot Kotler, Marea Mitchell, 
and myself among others) draws connections 
between Woolf’s expressive modernist aesthetic 
and affect theory frameworks, since both are 
attuned to the ways bodies feel and move in the 
world, as well as to the creations that come from 
these movements. As Gregory J. Seigwirth and 
Melissa Gregg note in their introduction to The 
Affect Theory Reader, “Affect marks a body’s 
belonging to a world of encounters or; a world’s 
belonging to a body of encounters but also, in  
non-belonging, through all those far sadder  
(de)compositions of mutual in-compossibilities” 
(2). The collection of essays for this special issue 
engages with Woolf’s various expressions of 
encounters and the capacity of bodies “to affect 
and be affected” through innovative readings 
of The Voyage Out, Mrs. Dalloway, To the 

Lighthouse, and Three Guineas. Before outlining 
the essays, I want to contextualize some critical 
moments of encounters as enacting affective 
relations in Woolf’s writings. Addressing passages 
from three of Woolf’s essays, I will briefly frame 
how affective encounters offer characters an 
opportunity to transgress the immediacy of their 
physical spaces, which then opens for them the 
possibility of new modes of being in the world. 

To begin with, let’s consider Woolf’s framing 
of unexpected places for generating affective 
encounters. In her arguably most famous essay, 
“Modern Fiction,” Woolf details her vision of 
modernist aesthetics that complicate the form 
and purpose of writing while also disturbing 
ontological concepts such as reality, materiality, 
and constructs of the self. Ultimately, she proposes 
that the composition of reality is at the height of 
tension between external spaces and the internal 
subjectivity of perception. This tension is explored, 
as Woolf notes in the essay, in the unlikeliest of 
places. Speaking on Anton Chekhov’s short story 
“Gusev,” Woolf draws attention to his emphasis 
“upon such unexpected places that at first it seems 
as if there were no emphasis at all; and then, as the 
eyes accustom themselves to twilight and discern 
the shapes of things in a room we see how complete 
the story is, how profound” (Selected Essays [SE] 
11). This idea of “unexpected places” isn’t in 
reference to physical places or space; however, the 
interest in unexpected places is inevitably tied in 
Woolf’s own writing to the construction of physical 
space and place—which leads us to the importance 
of physical spaces opening up for the reader 
“profound” moments of private reflection and 
subjective awareness that temporarily dismantle the 
expectations of daily life: an affective encounter.

Turning to “Street Haunting: A London Adventure,” 
we can see how the narrator details just such an 
encounter as she explores the wintery streets of 
London under the ostensible quest to purchase a 
new pencil, all the while delving in and out of the 
minds of the people she happens to pass in the 
night: from the Prime Minister to the homeless, 
the narrator examines the city’s inhabitants and 
the spaces they occupy. The essay depicts the 
connection between affective spaces and relational 
bodies; as Tracy Seeley notes, “Both walk and 
essay become a fluid dance of mind and body in 
motion, the body rooted in the physical world, the 
mind unfettered by the bounds of time, space, and 
self” (151). This factor is particularly apparent 
when the narrator considers the intersection of her 
multiple selves that appear to be in conflict:

It is, in fact, on the stroke of six; it is a 
winter’s evening; we are walking to the Strand 
to buy a pencil. How, then, are we also on 
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a balcony, wearing pearls in June? What could be more absurd? 
[...] [I]nto each one of us [nature] let[s] creep instincts and desires 
which are utterly at variance with [our] main being, so that we are 
streaked, variegated, all of a mixture; the colours have run. Is the 
true self this which stands on the pavement in January, or that which 
bends over the balcony in June? Am I here, or am I there? Or is the 
true self neither this nor that, neither here nor there, but something 
so varied and wandering that it is only when we give the rein to 
its wishes and let it take its way unimpeded that we are indeed 
ourselves? Circumstances compel unity; for convenience sake a 
man must be a whole. (SE 182)

For convenience, the narrator muses, we must conceive of ourselves as 
“a whole.” In this reflection, we can note Woolf’s thoughts on split, or 
more aptly multiple, selves. Interestingly, the rambling movements of 
the narrator as she meanders through the streets engender a rambling, or 
digressive shifting, of the self through an interior monologue. Rebecca 
Solnit complicates the image of Woolf wandering to make clear that 
the author’s story does not implore readers to be “literally lost as in not 
knowing how to find your way, but lost as in open to the unknown, and 
the way that physical space can provide psychic space” (98). This idea 
of psychic space that Solnit notes aligns with Woolf’s depiction of the 
affective spaces surrounding her characters, which hold the potential 
to disarm or redirect them through an affective encounter. This delicate 
balance is always present in Woolf’s writings—a balance that outlines 
the split between internal and external while also composing a space that 
allows for one’s sense of self to unfold in surprising ways. 

Lastly, Woolf’s posthumously published “A Sketch of the Past,” which 
details her desire to capture in writing the sensations of “being” and 
“non-being,” provides an interesting summation of the intersection 
between affective space and its effect on bodies. Woolf writes, “the 
real novelist can somehow convey both sorts of being”; they are able 
to communicate to the reader moments that characters experience both 
consciously (as in moments of being) and unconsciously (as in the daily 
tasks of non-being). Reading the theory behind moments of being and 
non-being, linked with her desire to capture the “uncircumscribed spirit” 
written of in “Modern Fiction,” reveals Woolf’s engagement with writing 
that supports a different approach to characterization. To further expand 
on her description of “moments of being,” we can look to a particular 
memory from Woolf’s childhood that captured her attention: “There 
was the moment of the puddle in the path; where for no reason I could 
discover, everything suddenly became unreal; I was suspended; I could 
not step across the puddle; I tried to touch something […] the whole 
world became unreal” (78). This moment in Woolf’s childhood is an 
experience of an encounter that interrupts her present state—in fact, it 
is an encounter that appears to happen outside of herself—where her 
“self” crosses over the border into an “unreal” territory. The moment is 
brief and ends abruptly, but the experience stays with Woolf long after 
the moment passes. Woolf goes on to explain that her expression of 
moments of being “become[s] a revelation of some order; it is a token of 
some real thing behind appearances; and I make it real by putting it into 
words. It is only by putting into words that I make it whole” (72). In this 
respect, Woolf “explains” life not with the precision of well-defined and 
corresponding pieces but rather with the ambiguity of affective impulses 
that confront and redirect the individual in ways that depict the essence 
of the uncircumscribed spirit.

Woolf’s depiction of the affective encounter in “Modern Fiction,” the 
physical and narrative ramblings of her narrator in “Street Haunting,” 
as well as her philosophy of being and non-being from “A Sketch of 
the Past,” give expression to her belief of life as non-linear, multiple, 
and consistent in its inconsistency. Woolf creates spaces in which 
characters and, by extension, readers can exist without the rigidity of 
normative social structures—usually brought on by a change in physical 
space that disrupts the rhythms of their daily lives. In transgressing 
social boundaries through interactions with affective spaces (such as 

the narrator’s quest to purchase a pencil or the memory of a puddle in 
the path), Woolf’s experiences with liminal spaces allow not only for 
instances of subjective self-awareness but also represent the author’s 
theories of the dichotomy of being. As Leslie Olson notes, Woolf’s 
“work is not split between representations of inner versus outer 
or personal versus political. Rather, her representation of ordinary 
experience works to reconcile two sides of a dichotomy that we usually 
understand as dominating literary modernism” (46). The varying senses 
of selfhood lived by her characters and contingent upon their physical 
place and spaces indicate Woolf’s desire to unearth the fluidity of 
identity, as well as trouble and shift the hegemonic divisions. Indeed, 
the modernity of Woolf’s writing situates her characters in the present 
moment and emphasizes the rippling effects of the affective encounters 
that engender transgressive space for characters who feel the tensions of 
their multiple selves.

This special issue begins with Chloe Leung’s reflection of the emotions 
tied to health and illness in The Voyage Out. Employing Stoic 
philosophical thought, Leung considers how the characters’ responses to 
health provide an example of Woolf’s desire to re-evaluate contemporary 
understanding of wellness and medical practices. “Draw[ing] on the 
Stoics’ deployment of medical analogies,” Leung reads the death of 
Rachel Vinrace and the grief that surrounds the event for moments in 
which we might “reconsider what a productive response to [emotions of 
health and illness] might be” (13).

Chloe R. Green’s essay examines the proliferation of shame in Mrs. 
Dalloway and considers how the affective forces shape the physical body 
of Clarissa, its eponymous protagonist. Green rereads Clarissa’s famous 
walk down Bond Street alongside her moment of reflection in her 
dressing-room mirror to construct the mobilization of her multiple senses 
of being throughout the day. This reading focuses on  how Clarissa’s 
“affective embodiment proposes the value of reading for movement,” 
which then posits moments of “feeling as transformative” encounters 
(17). 

Yuni Kim’s essay also returns to Clarissa’s walk through Bond Street 
and reflects on the novel as a “balance between the relationality and 
individuality” that preserves “Woolf’s envisioning of an emergent and 
expanding model of female subjectivity.” Employing Brian Massumi’s 
notion of the transversal nature of affect, Kim connects these affective 
forces with Woolf’s “tunnelling process[es]” (17) that flesh out internal 
and external tensions that depict the relationality and intersubjectivity of 
her characters.

The final essay that is dedicated to Mrs. Dalloway in this special section 
comes from Martin Brick, who provides an in-depth close reading of the 
affective ripples presented in “Sketch of the Past.” Analyzing Woolf’s 
description of the sensation “when I have a shock,” the famous concept 
related to her construction of “moments of being,” Brick provides a new 
reading of the neglected scene of the death of Sylvia, Clarissa’s sister, to 
consider the multiplane layers of trauma that shape Clarissa’s sense of 
religion and devotion. 

From here, the collection turns to consider the affective impulses 
threaded throughout To the Lighthouse. Ryan Carroll’s essay traces 
moments of communal and multivalent affective encounters in the dinner 
scene of To the Lighthouse that engender the characters’ reflections on 
the experience of ecstasy. In so doing, Carroll argues that the unifying 
work of ecstasy—“a state in which multiple contradictory phenomena 
and meanings are placed together in dynamic suspension” (21)—creates 
a moment of transcendence that alters the subjective individual. 

Matt Morgenstern’s reading of To the Lighthouse focuses on Cam’s 
grief over the loss of her mother, Mrs. Ramsay, via non-linguistic and 
ambiguous affects associated with depression, which is held in contrast 
to the more common scholarship of mourning in the novel depicted by 
Lily Briscoe, an artist and friend of the Ramsay family. Morgenstern 
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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.

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, Historian-
Bibliographer. 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 1 July 2022.  
To receive an entry form, please contact Benjamin D. Hagen at  

Benjamin.Hagen@usd.edu 
ddd

Many thanks to the International Virginia Woolf 
Society for its generous and continuing support 

of the Virginia Woolf Miscellany.

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

WWW.HONEYANDWAXBOOKS.COM

argues that Cam’s “perceived inaccessibility” is a framework to consider 
Woolf’s thoughts on how grief interacts in “vex[ing]” ways (24) between 
bodies as it alters identity formation. 

Closing this special issue on emotion, feeling, and affect is Margot 
Kotler’s essay that examines the respective life writings of Woolf and 
Vera Brittain in the late 1930s to early 1940s. Looking specifically at the 
seeming affective divide between highbrow and middlebrow feminisms, 
the essay considers theories of feminist counterpublics (Berlant; Felski; 
Cvetkovich) to unpack the tension of emotional, personal forms of 
writing and impersonal feminist politics. Kotler contends that Woolf’s 
and Brittain’s later war writings “perform the additional work of 
transforming women’s experiences from a source of identification and 
intimacy into a motivation for oppositional politics” (26).

In closing, I want to focus on Affective Mapping: Melancholia and the 
Politics of Modernism by Jonathan Flately. Flately argues that there 
is something particular about the feeling and mode of modernity that 
imposes upon the writer and reader the necessity of considering the 
impact of affect as it mobilizes between bodies and social forces:

It’s not hard to see […] that many modernist attempts to find a way 
to represent the experiences of modernity have done so by being 
especially attentive to the affective—as distinct from the cognitive 
or the corporeal for example—components of modern experience. 
Indeed, behind the extraordinary level of aesthetic experimentation 
that we sometimes call “modernism” we can see the desire to find 
a way to map out and get a grasp on the new affective terrain of 
modernity […] [and how] social forces of modernity work through 
emotions, the ways we become the subjects that we are by the 
structuring of our affective attachments. (Flately 4)

Modernism, in its attunement to how the body is affected and can 
produce affect, is a particularly generative movement for exploring the 
affective impulses of modernity and its particular interest in mobilizing 
the feelings of being in the world—a feeling and expression that Woolf 
infused throughout her oeuvre. My hope is that these essays engaging 
viewpoints inspire new approaches to reading Woolf through affect 
theory. 

Celiese Lypka 
University of Manitoba
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466. Virginia Woolf, Hope, and Wonder
SATURDAY, 8 JANUARY 12:00 PM-1:15 PM,  

UNIVERSITY OF D.C. (MARRIOTT MARQUIS)
Keywords: Ethics, Epistemology, Ecstasy, Modern re-enchantment

Sponsoring Entity: International Virginia Woolf Society
For related material, write to angela.cat.harris@gmail.com  

after 1 Nov 2021.
Presentations

1. “A Precarious Re-enchantment in Virginia Woolf’s Post-World War I 
Fiction,” Amy C. Smith (Lamar U) [#17529]

2. “Terror and Ecstasy: Paradox in Virginia Woolf’s Fiction,” Siân White 
(James Madison U) [#17530]

3. “Woolfian Moments of Being: To the Lighthouse and the Ethics of 
Epiphany,” Angela Harris (Durham U) [#17531]

Presiding
Erin Kay Penner (Asbury U) and  

Marlene Dirschauer (Ludwig Maximilian University Munich)
n

547. Woolf’s Twenty-First-Century Academia
SATURDAY, 8 JANUARY 3:30 PM-4:45 PM,  

HOWARD UNIVERSITY (MARRIOTT MARQUIS)
Keywords: Woolf, teaching, academia, collaboration, education

Sponsoring Entity: International Virginia Woolf Society
For related material, write to emhinnov@yahoo.com  

after 31 Dec. 2021
Presentations

1. “Taking Virginia Woolf Seriously: What Do We Do or Should We Do?,” 
Beth Rigel Daugherty (Otterbein U) [#16886]

2. “Poor Queer Studies for a Society of Outsiders,” Matthew Cheney 
(Plymouth State U) [#16887]

3. “What Is a Woolfian? Teaching Woolf to STEM Students at a Regional 
University,” Tonya Krouse (Northern Kentucky U) [#16888]

4. “Outsider Pedagogy and Its Paradoxes,” Erin Greer (U of Texas, Dallas) 
[#16889]
Presiding

Emily M. Hinnov (Great Bay Community C, NH)

n
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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Call for PaPers

louIsVIlle ConferenCe on  
lITeraTure and CulTure sInCe 1900  

17-19 february 2022
https://www.thelouisvilleconference.com/call-for-papers

Submissions must be received by 15 September 2021
cccc

Submitting your proposal for consideration for 
the guaranteed IVWS panel? 

Please send your 250-word proposal to Emily Hinnov 
 emhinnov@yahoo.com

by 30 August 2021
Panel Selection Committee: 

Beth Rigel Daugherty 
Jeanne Dubino 
Vara Neverow
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Virginia Woolf and Ethics 
31st Annual International Conference on Virginia Woolf

June 9-12, 2022 
Lamar University 

Beaumont, TX, USA
Organized by Amy Smith 

Virginia.Woolf@lamar.edu

The 31st annual International Conference on Virginia Woolf takes as its theme “Virginia Woolf and Ethics,” and aims to promote conversation 
about the topic across disciplinary boundaries. We hope to explore Woolf ’s engagement with specific ethical issues in her writing. These may 
include, but are not limited to, war and pacifism, human rights, human-animal relations, environmental ethics, bioethics, fascism, empire, 
patriarchy, racism, and bigotry.

The theme also suggests a reconsideration of Woolf in relation to various ethical approaches. For instance, participants may wish to read 
Woolf ’s thought in conversation with care ethics, narrative ethics, moral psychology, moral imagination, moral luck, virtue ethics, deontology, 
utilitarianism, communitarianism, liberalism, religious ethics (for instance, Catholic, Protestant, Quaker, Jewish, Buddhist, etc.) as well as 
spiritual practices of Indigenous peoples, and other moral theories or concepts. Papers might address the moral philosophy of Woolf ’s milieu, 
including the thought of Russell, Moore, or Leslie Stephen. Participants may wish to consider Woolf ’s thought with continental theorists such 
as Levinas, Derrida, Foucault, Irigaray, Kristeva, Badiou, and others who address ethical concerns.

We invite participants to consider Woolf in relation to broader ethical considerations, such as the relation of ethics to reading practices (or to 
literature); ethics of teaching, scholarly community, and academic life; secularism, religion, and/or mysticism in Woolf ’s thinking; and reading 
Woolf as an ethical (or social or political) theorist.

What might a Woolfian ethic look like? How might we read Woolf ’s aesthetic practices in ethical terms (e. g., narrative indeterminacy and the 
cultivation of certain forms of attention, moral imagination, or empathy)? How does Woolf navigate competing demands of justice, individual 
liberty and rights, and collectivity and social responsibility in her fiction and non-fiction?

Papers on members of the Bloomsbury Group and other associates of Virginia Woolf in relation to the conference theme are also appropriate. 
We welcome proposals for papers, panels, roundtables, and workshops from scholars, students, artists, and common readers from all 
backgrounds and fields. 

Abstracts of maximum 250 words for single papers and 500 words for panels, as well as any questions, should be sent to Virginia.Woolf@
lamar.edu by January 31, 2022. 

The conference welcomes proposals for presentations in languages other than English to foster a more open exchange at this international 
conference. A few caveats: the organizers ask that all abstracts and proposals be submitted in English. Also, to ensure a more effective 
exchange among all participants, we ask that non-English presentations be accompanied by a handout of main points in English as well 
as (if possible) a PowerPoint presentation in English or (again, if possible) a version of the essay in English. Note that Q&A sessions will be 
conducted in English as well.

Possible topics and approaches include:
• Ethics and reading, ethics of reading
• Ethical scholarly community and academic life
• Woolf as ethical/social/political theorist
• Human-animal relations, the natural world
• Racism, patriarchy, and bigotry
• The ethics of biography and life writing
• Woolfian teaching, ethics in teaching
• War, pacifism, fascism, empire, human rights
• Narrative practices, reading experiences
• Empathy, regard, attention
• Individuality and collectivity
• Knowledge, reason, objectivity, and certainty
• Secularism, religion, and spirituality
• A range of moral philosophies and concepts (listed above and extending further)

If you have questions, please contact Amy Smith at Virginia.Woolf@lamar.edu
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How to Join 
 The International Virginia Woolf Society 

http://sites.utoronto.ca/IVWS/ 
or 

https://v-woolf-society.com/

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 

or 
https://v-woolf-society.com/membership/ 

(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

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.
The IVWS is now registered as a U.S. non-profit organization.  

U.S. members’ dues and donations are tax-deductible. 
vcvcv

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

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

 

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:
 

Birthday Lecture*—AGM (free) with Conference*—Study Days and 
Weekends*

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

Subscriptions for the year ending 31 December 2021 are 
£10 for UK-based students (includes all benefits above) 
£15 for Overseas 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.

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:

 

Stuart N. Clarke
Membership Secretary

Fairhaven, Charnleys Lane
Banks

SOUTHPORT PR9 8HJ
UK

qqq

 

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 most recent issue are available directly on the website. All 
previous issues can be accessed through the links to the archives.

Two indexes of the Miscellany can be accessed at: 
https://virginiawoolfmiscellany.wordpress.com/indexes-of-the-

virginia-woolf-miscellany/

If you have questions, see an error, 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 

should available in digital format through  
EBSCOhost’s  

Humanities International Complete and Literary Reference Center.  
More recent issues are also available through  

ProQuest Literature Online (LION) and Gale Group/Cengage. 
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 the author.

z

 

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/

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

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

[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.]

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.

7
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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).
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 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 organizng more informal 
annual gatherings and workshops. 
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)

Information concerning past and forthcoming conferences and publications is 
available on our website: http://etudes-woolfiennes.org.
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.
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
If you wish to join the SEW’s mailing list, please send an email to  

marie.laniel@gmail.com.

r

 

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. 

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.

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

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

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. Note that, 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. 

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. 

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. 

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

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

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 the contributor 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.

j_____
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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. 

Facebook: 
The International Virginia Woolf Society is on Facebook! You can become a 
fan and friend other Woolfians at https://www.facebook.com/International-
Virginia-Woolf-Society-224151705144/. 

The Virginia Woolf Society of Great Britain also now has a Facebook page: 
https://www.facebook.com/VWSGB/. 

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. 

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: 
Modernist Archives Publishing Project (MAPP) 
(https://www.modernistarchives.com/) 
The website is a critical digital archive of early twentieth-century publishing 
history. The goal of this site is to display, curate, and describe the documents 
that go into the making of a book. As of fall 2021, the site will include the 
digitalized version of Virginia Woolf’s Three Guineas reading notebooks 
held at the Keep at the University of Sussex. (The digitalized reading 
notebooks were previously available via a website at Southern Connecticut 
State University but now have been relocated to MAPP).

Woolf Online 
(http://www.woolfonline.com/) 
This beautifully crafted website 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).

E-books: 
Many of Woolf’s works have now come out of copyright in various countries 
and can be accessed online. 

The Internet Archive (https://archive.org/) is a particularly useful resource 
for online materials. Creating a free account provides access to many 
materials.

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. 

VWoolf Listserv: 
The VWoolf Listserv 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.

c

i  A Brief Overview of Resources for Woolfians i
The Virginia Woolf Miscellany is an independent publication 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. 
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.
The IVWS website http://sites.utoronto.ca/IVWS/ was first 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 site is now transitioning to https://v-woolf-society.com/.
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.
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.
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. 
The Selected Papers from the Annual Conference on Virginia Woolf  
2001-2013 (excluding 2002 and 2004)
These volumes 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 that are 
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 in downloadable PDF format online at 
http://tigerprints.clemson.edu/cudp_woolf/.
The Selected Papers from the Annual Conference on Virginia Woolf 
2002 and 2004  
The PDF versions of the Selected Works from the 12th conference (held in 2002) 
and 14th conference (held in 2004) are available to view or download at the 
Woolf Center at Southern Connecticut State University: http://woolf-center.
southernct.edu and on the Virginia Woolf Miscellany website. (Note: the 
Palgrave editions Virginia Woolf’s Bloomsbury, volumes 1 and 2, were edited 
by the conference organizers Gina Potts and Lisa Sharihari and also drew on the 
conference presentations.)
The Selected Papers from the Annual Conference on Virginia Woolf 
1991-1999 were launched by Mark Hussey in conjunction with the annual 
conference and 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).

i i i i i i
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The ModernisT Archives Publishing ProjecT

Co-Directors:  
Claire Battershill, Matt Hannah, Helen Southworth, Alice Staveley, 

Elizabeth Willson Gordon and Nicola Wilson.

Do you want to know more about the Woolfs and the hundreds of 
works published by the Hogarth Press?

Welcome | Modernist Archives Publishing Project

Welcome to The Modernist Archives Publishing Project 
(MAPP), a critical digital archive of early twentieth-century 
publishers, beginning with Leonard and Virginia Woolf ’s 
Hogarth Press (est. 1917).

modernistarchives.com

Search for Hogarth Press authors, illustrators, editors, book jackets 
and archival objects—including correspondence, publishing notes, 
production schedules, advertisements and ephemera.

Browse | Modernist Archives Publishing Project

Letter from the Hogarth Press to Vita Sackville-West (27/04/1948) 
Main menu. About; Search; Teaching; Team; Contact; Browse; 
About; Search; Teaching; Team; Contact ...

modernistarchives.com

MAPP brings together materials relating to the Woolfs and the 
Hogarth Press from University of Reading Special Collections, 
Smith College Special Collections, Harry Ransom Center, the E. J. 
Pratt Library (University of Toronto), Bruce Peel Special Collections 
(Alberta), and in the future will also contain material from 
University of Sussex Special Collections and the Berg at NYPL. 

We are working with our cultural heritage partners to include 
material relating to other presses, including the Knopfs, Harcourt 
Brace, Nancy Cunard’s The Hours Press, and Allen & Unwin.

We are always looking for collaborators! For more about MAPP, to 
contribute a biography, and/or to get in touch, contact us at https://
www.modernistarchives.com/contact if you are interested.
We look forward to hearing from you. 

zz

h
Call for Papers

Virginia Woolf Miscellany  
Issue #99 Spring 2022 

Submissions Due: 3 December 2021
Special Topic: “Portmanteau Woolf”

Guest Editors: Valérie Favre and Shilo McGiff 
A call for all readers, common and uncommon:
“Virginia Woolf is everywhere” (Brenda Silver, Virginia 
Woolf Icon xv) … including where we would not expect 
her to be. This issue of the Virginia Woolf Miscellany 
invites readers to explore intuitive echoes, unlikely 
pairings, interdisciplinary encounters, strange mash-
ups, and generative (mis)alliances in the Woolfian world. 
Taking Brenda Silver’s germinal Virginia Woolf Icon as a 
point of departure and celebrating the recent arrival of 
Recycling Woolf in Contemporary Art and Literature (edited 
by Monica Latham, Caroline Marie, and Anne-Laure 
Rigeade), we seek readings that not only revel in Woolf’s 
polysemous image as icon and celebrity but also that 
lift away from the custody battles of Silver’s purview 
to include recreations, reassemblages, and remixes 
occasioned by individual reception and experience. 
What idiosyncratic, contingent, and surprise meetings 
with Woolf and her work arise from your everyday 
reading, thinking, living? How, for example, might a 
Portmanteau Woolf, propelled by “the dynamism of 
making connections” (Sara Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life 
3), encourage the making of a “killjoy survival kit” and 
reunite Woolf with those miscellaneous, and sometimes 
mismatched, “companion texts” (Ahmed 17) that we 
carry with us and which may carry us?
Possible topics include but are not limited to film and 
theatrical adaptations, novelistic retranscriptions, fine 
arts projects, children’s books, comic strips, ’zines, 
blogs, graphic novels, auto/biofiction, poems, Woolf in 
the Twittersphere, Sartorial Woolf, Woolfian recipes, 
Woolfian collectibles, site-specific Woolf, Instagrammable 
Woolf, Pop Art Woolf, and Woolfian Graffiti.
Submissions may include criticism, personal essays, 
poems, artwork, and photographs, and should be 
no longer than 2,500 words. Shorter submissions 
are encouraged as well. Please send inquiries or 
submissions to:

Valérie Favre 
vrfavre@gmail.com

and
Shilo McGiff 

srm10@cornell.edu

h
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q WORLD WIDE WOOLF q 
Call for Chapters 

Edited by: Elisa Bolchi (elisa.bolchi@unife.it)– Università degli Studi di Ferrara 
(Italy); Maria Rita Drumond Viana (m.rita.viana@ufsc.br) – Universidade de 

Federal de Santa Catarina (Brazil);  
Hala Kamal (hala.kamal@cu.edu.eg)– Cairo University (Egypt); 

Monica Latham (monica.latham@univ-lorraine.fr)– Université de 
Lorraine, Nancy (France); Sayaka Okumura (sayaka1931@hotmail.

com)– Kobe University (Japan); Mine Özyurt Kılıç (mine.ozyurtkilic@
asbu.edu.tr) – Social Sciences University of Ankara (Turkey); Helen 

Southworth (helen@uoregon.edu)– University of Oregon (USA)
From a somewhat niche position in English modernism, Virginia Woolf is 

today an icon (see Brenda Silver, Virginia Woolf Icon) recognised around the 
world. World Wide Woolf will consider the many steps of cultural mediation 
that “produce” the varied and varying versions (“versionings,” see Silver) of 

Woolf that readers and even non-readers encounter in national and transnational 
contexts. Organised in two axes, this international multi-authored collection will 
explore the poles of production and reception as part of the complex circuits from 

which many different Woolf images emerge. The chapters in the first section 
will explore how her works are edited, translated, and (re)produced in many 

languages, media, platforms and disciplines, both historically and contemporarily. 
The second section will focus on how ideas of Woolf are received in new 

media and on new platforms such as the world wide web, fashion, and social 
media, and how Woolf lives in the works of contemporary artists and cultural 

creatives. Given the importance of academics in mediating this reception, 
the final chapters will also bring new critical perspectives on Woolf.

We the editors are excited to invite contributions for chapters that fall into either 
of the following sections: 

1. Production: Editing, Translating, Publishing 
This first section of World Wide Woolf will include chapters covering  

all steps of cultural mediation put in place by literary agents, editors, translators, 
publishers, and booksellers to “produce” and “market” Woolf around the world. 

This section will be mainly concerned with book history, publishing history, 
translation studies, censorship, sociology of literature, and archival studies.

The two main subsections of this section will be: 
A. Woolf’s many languages: editing and translating 

B. Publishing Woolf around the world: past and present challenges
2. Reception: New Media and New Critical Perspectives 

This second section of World Wide Woolf will focus on the reception of Woolf 
in new media (Websites, Fashion, Social Media…); on Woolf still living today 
in contemporary literature, art, dance and music, in short on Woolf’s literary 
and artistic legacy; and it will end with a section on new critical perspectives 
both applied to Woolf or in which Woolf is used interdisciplinarily to discuss 

other subjects. Among the many subject areas touched on in this section 
are ecocriticism, digital humanities, feminism and neo-feminism, sociology 

of literature, interdisciplinarity, transnationalism and gender studies.
The three main subsections of this section will be: 

A. Multimedia Woolf / DH Woolf: the Web and Other Media 
B. Thinking through Woolf: Legacy and contemporary influences 

C. New Woolf, New Critical Perspectives (Woolf’s 
oeuvre interpreted with new critical concepts).

 Deadlines 
Prospective contributors are invited to submit a 1,500-word chapter 

proposal by the 1st of December 2021. 
In their final versions, chapters should have a 7,000-word count. 

Accepted proposals should be turned into full chapters to be sent by the 
1st of July 2022 for peer review, which will be conducted on a double-
blind process by external readers. The full process, including revisions 

by the authors when required, should lead to the final acceptance 
by January 2023 for the expected publication in late 2023.

The volume prospectus has been preliminary accepted in the Edinburgh 
Companion to Literature and the Humanities series, with the provisional title 
The Edinburgh Companion to World Wide Woolf, for this reason all chapter 

submissions should be in English and appropriate for an academic readership.
Please get in touch with us if you have any questions or would like to 
know more about the project. We encourage proposals from emerging 
scholars as much as well-established ones and are especially interested 

in research conducted in the Global South, in non-Anglophone contexts, 
and by artists, editors, and publishers in independent presses.

All queries and chapter proposals can be sent to: worldwidewoolf@gmail.
com, to the corresponding editor Elisa Bolchi, or to any of the other editors.

vvv

     Edward Arthur Hungerford died of  natural causes on February 
17 at the age of  99 at his  home in Ashland, Oregon.  He was born 
on September 24, 1921, to parents  Arthur S. and Mamie Fredlund 
Hungerford in Bremerton, WA.  He is survived by his wife of  
70 years, Sheila, and by two daughters, Emily Siroky [Vitek] of  
Wenatchee, WA and Nancy Brown [Larry] of  Roseburg, OR, and by 
his sister Mary Jane Clarke of  Olympia, WA.  He will also be missed 
by four grandchildren: Evan (Laurel) and Karly Siroky and Erik and 
Antony Brown, one step grandchild: Laura Brown and two great 
grandchildren: Autumn and Lawson Siroky.
     Ed and his family moved to Tacoma, WA when he was two, 
where he attended Washington Grade School, Mason Intermediate 
and Stadium High School where he was the editor of  the Stadium 
World, the weekly newspaper.  He attended the College of  Puget 
Sound (now UPS) for three years, editing their weekly newspaper 
until WWII broke out and he enlisted in the U.S. Army Signal Corps.  
He served from 1942 to 45 in Kansas City, North Africa, Sicily and 
Italy.
     After the war Ed worked as a reporter for the Vancouver Columbian, 
returning later to Tacoma to finish his BA degree at CPS.  He next 
went to Cornell University in Ithaca, NY, and earned his MA degree 
and then took a one year position in the English Department at the 
University of  Idaho at Moscow, ID. He earned his PhD degree from 
New York University, his thesis on Virginia Woolf ’s literary criticism.  
His studies were mainly focused on the Bloomsbury group, especially 
in published articles on Virginia Woolf  and Lawrence Durrell.  His 
teaching career in composition and literature continued with short 
stints at CPS and the Univ. of  Delaware, longer years at Central 
Washington Univ. at Ellensburg, WA, concluding with his longest 
tenure at Southern Oregon Univ. at Ashland, retiring in 1986.
     Ed enjoyed a long, healthy and varied retirement; tennis in the 
summer, downhill skiing at Mt. Ashland in the winter, reading and 
book collecting the year around.  He was almost 80 when he hung 
up his downhill skis.  He especially loved foreign travel with his 
wife Sheila; they made a number of  trips to western Europe, often 
revisiting his wartime haunts in Italy.  He was a member of  Ashland 
Congregational United Church of  Christ, attended Elderhostel classes 
and taught classes at OLLI (Osher Lifelong Learning Institute).
     A Celebration of  Ed’s life will be held later in 2021.

Edward Hungerford
Sept. 24, 1921 - Feb. 17, 2021

This obituary was published in the Daily Tidings
on February 24, 2021  

and the imeage of the newspaper obituary is taken from
https://www.soobituaries.com/adportal/listingView.html?id=3399.

g
Remembering  

Edward Hungerford
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Harish Trivedi 

I met Ed Hungerford in the summer of 1973, when he, John 
Graham (of U of Toronto), and I happened to come together in 
the University of Sussex. We were three musketeers working on 
the enormous collection of the Woolf papers and manuscripts, 
which Quentin Bell had just gifted to the library of that university 
where he was himself a professor of Art History. This was 
following the publication of his biography of Virginia Woolf in 
two volumes the previous year. (The multi-volume Letters and 
Diaries of VW that now form the indispensable basis of research 
on her still lay unpublished and buried in those papers!) 

As the papers had only recently arrived in the library, they were 
uncatalogued but for a basic hand-list provided by Professor 
Bell himself. In fact, we felt surprised and fortunate to be 
given permission to work on the papers at all. In my own case, 
I got the nod after a one-on-one lunch to which Quentin Bell 
invited me and at which we hardly touched on VW, in the true 
British manner. (He signed my copies of the two volumes of the 
biography as if embarrassed to do so.) 

So when the three of us opened any particular box in the library, 
we had only a vague idea of what we might find in it. We quickly 
devised a plan, which was Ed’s idea, that each day the three of us 
should have lunch together and exchange notes on what we had 
chanced upon that morning and the previous afternoon. Those 
lunches glow in memory even now for their collegiality and 
conviviality. I felt especially privileged as I was then 26 and still 
working on my Ph.D. while Ed and John were both a generation 
older and established professors. 

Another aspect of that experience long ago comes to mind. Woolf 
was regarded as a somewhat marginal figure then as being a 
faded modernist, for she hadn’t yet been reinvented as a founding 
feminist. (That revaluation had just begun to gather visibility, I 
think, but was not yet the mainstream view.) This made us feel 
oddly virtuous as we seemed to be three of the few persons then 
working on her! 

Ed and his wife and my wife and I met on several occasions 
socially too, for a Sunday lunch or a dinner, in both Brighton 
where they had a flat and in Lewes where we lived. I recall they 
came to Lewes one evening at our invitation for us to watch 
together a play by John Arden, The Workhouse Donkey. Ed had 
not been in England long (I don’t know whether he was on his 
first visit there) and seemed miffed that when the play ended, we 
couldn’t go to a pub and have a drink because it had gone past 
closing time. 

We were also invited together to a couple of dinners by some 
other persons at the university whom we had got to know. At one 
of them I got into a bit of a contretemps with the hostess, and Ed 
with his never-failing geniality stepped in to help us move past it. 
The hostess in her graciousness sent both Ed and me a wonderful 
gift the following morning. As we laughed over the episode later, 
Ed and I both exchanged anecdotes on how we foreigners found 
the British mode of social intercourse often puzzling or even 
bewildering. 

In late August or September, Ed and John went back to their 
respective universities to resume teaching, and I too went back 

to my university elsewhere in Britain to get on with my Ph.D. 
Ed and I kept up a fitful correspondence by airmail for a year 
or two. When I completed my Ph.D. in 1975, I mentioned Ed in 
the acknowledgements. Not long ago, we got back in fleeting 
touch again on Facebook, but we did not really reconnect. It is 
that summer 48 years ago of our ferreting and delving together 
into the Woolf Papers that I associate with Ed Hungerford. His 
geniality, generosity and easy grace are what I think of most of 
all. A

J. J. Wilson

Ed Hungerford was such a nice person and loved helping other 
Woolf scholars find their ways to her. A 

Murray Beja

I didn’t know Ed Hungerford well, but he was one of the earliest 
people to be enthusiastic about, and to help in the original organi-
zation of, what was then called the Virginia Woolf Society. A fine 
person and an incisive critic. A

Diane Gillespie

Ed Hungerford was one of the early scholars who visited 
the Woolfs’ books after they arrived at the Washington State 
University Library. I included his account of the experience in 
the Issue 22 (Spring 1984) issue of the Virginia Woolf Miscellany. 
He concludes by saying that the “collection really demands, 
for the kind of exploration which would delight others when 
properly described, one of those persons from an extinct class of 
human beings [...] a person of leisure and eccentric miscellaneous 
information. With a ten-year grant from the Ford Foundation, 
to pursue any lines of investigation that occur to him/her, such 
a person might indeed be able to demonstrate the richness and 
the endless avenues in European literature which the Woolfs’ 
personal library makes it possible for the modern reader to 
pursue.” Ed’s “lines of investigation” still are valuable. We will 
all miss him as both a kind person and an insightful scholar. A

Anne Fernald

Ed was a truly lovely man and so kind to me when I was new at 
this. Very very kind and so *interested* in what I was working 
on. You don’t soon forget that. A

When I met Ed Hungerford in 1992, he was already retired but 
we shared a love of Woolf and the books that shaped her. And, 
despite the years that separated us, Ed and I had each spent our 
childhood in Washington State. Those two things turn out to be 
a lot. He helped me with my dissertation chapter on Woolf and 
Byron, but, more than that, before I had ever published, he took 
me seriously as a scholar and we took pleasure in talking about 
Woolf and the Romantics. He was a gracious, generous, kind, 
and smart person. For me, he was the epitome of the welcoming 
senior scholar—the kind of person I hope to be. g

Jeanne Dubino

I first met Ed in the early 1990s; he was one of the first Woolfians 
I met who shared my love of Woolf’s essays. He was very easy 
to talk to, and so, when we met up through Woolf conferences 
through the mid 2000s, I always felt like I was reuniting with a 
good friend. We had many long conversations about our work, 

Memories of Edward Hungerford



12

Hungerford, Edward Arthur. The Narrow Bridge of Art: Virginia 
Woolf’s Early Criticism, 1905-1925. New York University. 
ProQuest Dissertations Publishing, 1960. 6005281.

Hungerford, Edward A. “Visiting the Monk’s House Papers 
At the University Of Sussex.” Virginia Woolf Miscellany 
2 (Spring 1974): 5-6. https://virginiawoolfmiscellany.files.
wordpress.com/2013/08/vwm2spring1974-new.pdf 

Hungerford, Edward A. Introduction. “Byron and Mr. Briggs and 
Other Essays.” Ed. Edward A. Hungerford. The Yale Review 
68.3 (March 1979) 321-49.

Hungerford, E. A. (1983). “Is ‘A Society’ a Short Story?” 
Virginia Woolf Miscellany 21 (Fall 1983): 3-4. https://
virginiawoolfmiscellany.files.wordpress.com/2015/03/
vwm21fall1983.pdf

Hungerford, Ed. “Another First Visit.” Virginia Woolf Miscellany 
22 (Spring 1984): 7. https://virginiawoolfmiscellany.files.
wordpress.com/2013/08/vwm22spring1984.pdf 

Hungerford, Edward A. Review of Art and Affection: A Life of 
Virginia Woolf, by Panthea Reid. Virginia Woolf Miscellany 
50 (Fall 1997): 6-7. https://virginiawoolfmiscellany.files.
wordpress.com/2021/07/vwm50fall1997final.pdf

Hungerford, Edward A. “‘deeply and consciously affected...’: 
Virginia Woolf’s Reviews of the Romantic Poets.” In Virginia 
Woolf and the Essay. Ed. Beth Carole Rosenberg and Jeanne 
Dubino. New York: St. Martin’s, 1998. 97-115.

h
Ed Hungerford’s summary of his paper titled  

“Woolf’s Self-censorship in her Essays:  
Lord Byron and Geraldine Jewsbury”

from Back to Bloomsbury: The Selected Papers from the 14th Annual 
Conference on Virginia Woolf

Edited by Gina Potts and Lisa Shariari.
e

The paper was delivered at the 2004 Annual Conference on Virginia 
Woolf, hosted at the University of London  

by Gina Potts and Lisa Shariari

To focus on important examples of Woolf’s self-censorship in the 
essays, I have chosen to talk about two such instances. Perhaps the most 
puzzling of these is Woolf’s denying herself the free range of ideas 
concerning Byron’s biography—specifically, his sexual life. Woolf had 
read dozens, perhaps hundreds, of books and articles about Byron and 
knew the literature well, up to the time she attempted to write the essay 
“Byron and Mr. Briggs” in 1922. But she left this 38-page rambling 
comment in unfinished state in her posthumous papers. We can trace her 
personal reading from books by Byron’s friends whom she mentions 
in this essay, such as John Cam Hobhouse and Thomas Moore, among 
others. We note, however, that although she knew about the evidence 
of Byron’s incest with his half-sister, Augusta Leigh, she skirted around 
the topic and made Byron’s sexual deviation all but unintelligible in this 
essay. Why? I will discuss her reasons. Another essay, a few years later, 
“Geraldine and Jane,” focuses on the intense relationship between Jane 
Carlyle and Jewsbury, but without suggesting any sexual overtones such 
as latent lesbianism. Was this reticence a form of self-censorship? Recent 
biographical studies of Geraldine Jewsbury, which also treat the Jane 
Carlyle friendship, make some aspects of the friendship much clearer but 
do not solve all the problems.

sssss

our lives, and of course Woolf. When, with Beth Rosenberg, 
I coedited a collection on Woolf’s essays, I was thrilled and 
honored to have him contribute his chapter on Woolf and the 
Romantics. Ed was a kind and generous man, and took such an 
interest and delight in everything. When I have thought of him 
through the years I recall his smile and laughter, and his supreme 
joie de vivre. I am very sad to learn of his passing. A

James Gifford

I only knew Ed through the Durrell Society, and it was always 
a delight to spend a day with him, wherever it might be, talking 
Durrell, Woolf, and Bloomsbury. I first met him on Corfu in 2000 
and enjoyed every time our paths crossed over the years since. 
You’re right—he was keenly interested in everything we were 
all doing, and it made a young scholar like I was at the time feel 
comfortable trying out ideas. A

Karen Levenback

I took the photo below of Anne Fernald with Ed Hungerford and 
his wife Sheila in London during the 2004 “Back to Bloomsbury” 
Woolf Conference. Ed was one of the earliest members of the 
Virginia Woolf Society (now the International Virginia Woolf 
Society)—and I felt warmly to him from the beginning because 
of that. He was represented on one of the index cards given 
to me by Laura Gottlieb, when I succeeded her as secretary-
treasurer. (Those index cards are now in the IVWS Archive at the 
University of Toronto.) Ed always was punctual in paying dues; 
we always exchanged friendly greetings at conferences; and I 
noted an article he published in 1955 on Woolf and Freud in my 
book on Virginia Woolf and the Great War and hoped that would 
please him. A

Sheila Hungerford, Anne Fernald, and Edward Hungerford  
at the June 2004 Back to Bloomsbury Woolf Conference.

Photograph taken by Karen Levenback.  
Scan by Michael J. Neufield.

A Chronological Bibliography of Edward Hungerford’s 
Scholarly Work on Virginia Woolf

Hungerford, Edward A. “Mrs. Woolf, Freud and J. D. Beresford.” 
Literature and Psychology 5 (1955): 49-51.

Hungerford, Edward A. ‘”My Tunnelling Process’: The Method 
of Mrs. Dalloway.” Modern Fiction Studies 3 (Summer 
1957), 164-67. https://www-jstor-org.scsu.idm.oclc.org/
stable/26276931
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Virginia Woolf’s Therapeutic (E)motion:  
Remapping Health with a Dose of Stoicism in The Voyage Out 

Virginia Woolf wrestled with mental illness for most of her life. The 
medical care she received was less than fortunate, as her doctors were 
generally insensitive and unkind. Dr George Savage, for instance, treated 
Woolf’s “neurasthenia” with Silas Weir Mitchell’s infamous rest cure 
(Lee 361). Savage endorsed force feeding, undue bed rests, and, worst 
of all for Woolf, he forbade her to write. While good health meant rest 
according to the doctor whom she called the menacing “medical male” 
(Diary [D]4 283), Woolf was adamant that writing kept her sane and 
away from “unreason” (D1 298). At the same time, although Woolf 
rendered healing power to the act of writing, she often suffered from 
mental breakdowns after strenuous literary exercises. It seems that, 
for Woolf, illness was inherently bound up with health; it was when 
she engaged in what her doctors considered to be ill practices (such as 
writing) that she perceived herself as doing well.

In recent years, studies in critical medical humanities have sought 
to ameliorate depersonalised medical practices, including previous 
positions on doctors’ tyrannical prescription of health. To reify 
the obscured connotations of health, medical humanists advise a 
reassessment of patients’ emotions by reinterpreting “the value and 
productivity of emotions seen as ‘negative’” (Atkinson, Evans, Woods 
and Kearns 77). These practitioners “loo[k] beyond the classics of 
the Western canon to engage with forms of creative practice that may 
unsettle and disrupt the ways in which particular bodies and subjects 
are defined as healthy or not” (Atkinson, Evans, Woods and Kearns 
77). As these critics note, the Western canon maintains a formulaic 
interpretation of emotions by assuming that positive emotions equal 
good health while negative emotions equal poor health. For instance, 
by dismissing Woolf’s belief in the indispensability of writing to her 
health, Woolf’s doctors exemplify a scientific but inadequate scrutiny of 
our idiosyncratic pursuit of somatic well-being. I suggest that Woolf’s 
work demonstrates a desire to reevaluate concepts surrounding health 
to consider more seriously emotions under illness. I further suggest 
that Stoicism, a practical philosophy of life that flourished in ancient 
Greece, provides the methodology for Woolf’s remapping of health and 

emotional well-being. Specifically, I will draw on the Stoics’ deployment 
of medical analogies in their philosophy to reconsider what a productive 
response to illness might be.

The Stoics’ interpretation of illness is illuminative in reading Rachel 
Vinrace’s sickness in Woolf’s debut novel The Voyage Out (1915), 
an (anti)bildungsroman that traces Rachel’s thwarted journey of self-
discovery. In The Voyage Out, Woolf’s delineations of consciousness 
and responses to individual well-being are Stoicist in how they rationally 
confront illness and emotions. Alex Zwerdling, Susan Bennett Smith, 
and Lorrie Goldensohn have all previously used the term “stoic” 
to describe Woolf and her protagonists. Zwerdling and Smith have 
explored Septimus Smith’s unemotive response to the War (Zwerdling 
71; Smith 313), while Goldensohn has examined Woolf’s “determined 
stoicism” towards her illness in her final years (34). However, the term 
“stoicism” is used “in common parlance,” indicating “a consciously 
willed indifference to the surrounding world” (Power 9). This usage of 
stoicism here implies a sense of asceticism and should not be confused 
with Stoicism, which refers exclusively to Zeno’s philosophical school. 
Moving away from the reading of an ascetic and stoic response to illness 
and suffering, I will discuss The Voyage Out’s response to illness with 
Stoic reasoning technique. Although Woolf does not mention Stoicism 
in her writing, I will show how her novel’s narration of psychology and 
consciousness is Stoic in attitude. 

Western scholars often misconstrue Stoicism as ascetic and resignedly 
pessimistic due to its forbearance of “negative” qualities (McLynn xiii). 
Specifically, the Stoics are well-known for their perceived indifferent 
attitude towards external goods, including money, power, and health—
goods that most people are believed to prefer (Epictetus 2.5.1-6). Since 
these “preferred indifferents,” as the Stoics called these external goods, 
hinder the attainment of a good life (eudaimonia), they believed these 
desires should be extirpated. The ideal good life, the Stoics contend, 
is characterised by a stable manner of flourishing, a tranquillity that 
would be impeded by our often-frustrated desires for external goods. 
Significantly, the Stoics are not asking us to deny the desirability of 
these goods. They rather advise its practitioners to prioritise eudaimonia 
before other trivialities. Epictetus clarifies the motivation for such 
indifference as a practice for caution. He admonishes that one should 
only care for the things that lie within “our sphere of choice,” since 
caring for anything that is beyond our control would only produce 
unnecessary anxiety, which constitutes the bed of moral vices (2.1.29). 
To be indifferent to material and external good, however, does not mean 
that one should be “unfeeling like a statue” (3.2.4). It is how one chooses 
to react to these passions that reveals the intelligence of our emotions: 
“For it is choice that makes use of the faculty of expression” (2.23). 
Reason, in short, does not stifle emotions but bears an expressive quality 
of emotional intelligence. 

Stoicism, then, is a passionate philosophy that cultivates the strength to 
endure, rationalise, and overcome weakness. It projects an exceptional 
optimism: human beings possess an innate ethical “preconception” that 
guides our judgment of what is morally “good” or “bad” (Epictetus 
1.22.1). To explore our capacity to exercise appropriate judgment with 
our emotional intelligence, the Stoics suggest that we must train our 
reason in deciding whether an object “really is charged with value or 
disvalue and really does merit a vigorous response” (Graver 108). For 
the Stoics, so-called positive qualities such as wealth, power, and health 
are socially contrived and historically contingent ideologies that are 
unsuspiciously engaged with emotions. Thus, we must decipher whether 
desirable qualities are simply desires prescribed by certain ideologies. In 
the case of health, the arbitrary relationship between mental illness and 
“madness” indicates the contingency of health. Disrupting convenient 
readings of emotions, Stoicism generates a sensitivity for this new 
geography of emotion—the mismatches between an emotion’s symptoms 
and its usual implications. Stoicism demonstrates that unhealthy 
practices could be constructive in facilitating well-being; and reversely, 
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its cautiousness in assenting to so-called “positive” emotions, believing 
that these emotions could be detrimental to our health. One of the ways 
to make this unorthodox geography of emotion conceptually digestible, 
the Stoics suggest, is through literary imaginations that utilise rhetorical 
and meditative techniques. 

In The Voyage Out, Woolf’s responses to emotional upheavals are 
markedly Stoic. Indeed, the word “stoical” is used twice to describe 
Helen Ambrose. In the novel’s opening, Helen and her husband 
are walking “arm-in-arm” on a narrow pavement which resulted 
in numerous “Angry glances” (The Voyage Out [VO] 1). It is the 
“enchantment” of Helen’s “stoical gaze” that allows her to put herself 
“beyond the reach of malice and unpopularity” (VO 1). Later, Helen 
again prescribes a “stoical expression” for her own, as well as Rachel’s, 
fluctuating emotions (VO 235). Under the influence of “the irrational 
state of her niece’s mind,” Helen “anticipate[s]” a “sorrow” that could be 
her own: unfortunate events are “happening to somebody: why shouldn’t 
it happen to me?” (VO 235). She then puts on a “stoical expression” to 
combat her needless imagination of tragedy’s proximity. Helen’s tactful 
Stoicism echoes the undesirability of indulging in “excessive” sorrow 
that Seneca admonishes against (XIII. 26). In effect, Helen’s strategy of 
introspection dovetails with techniques of Stoic meditation—epimeleia 
heautou (care of the self). As Foucault’s lectures on Hellenistic and 
Roman philosophy affirm, the Stoic care of the self borrows heavily 
from “medical vocabulary,” as it strives to “correct, restore, and re-
establish” the individual’s well-being (88; 97). Utilizing “techniques of 
meditation, of memorisation of the past, of examination of conscience, 
of checking representations which appear in the mind” (10), Stoic 
care of the self is a tenacious effort to train one’s reason in doctoring 
oneself. As Helen’s Stoic self-doctoring indicates, reason moves within 
our consciousness to extirpate unwanted sorrow. Instead of stifling 
our emotions, I suggest that the Stoic therapy synthesises reason and 
emotions to discipline psychological upheavals through what I frame 
as (e)motion. Rather than simply passing over these excessive feelings, 
Helen demonstrates a Stoicism that confronts passions rationally 
with untiring self-examinations. Exemplifying Stoic (e)motion, I will 
demonstrate how distinct narrative layers within Woolf’s free indirect 
discourse delineate the incongruity between interiority and exteriority, 
thereby complicating the shaping of consciousness.

Critics such as Joanne S. Frye and Molly Hite have examined how 
Woolf’s narrative technique contributes to the reading of illness in 
The Voyage Out. Frye suggests that there is a contrast between “the 
character’s consciousness” and the “control of an impersonal narrative 
voice” (403). In this interplay between the personal and the impersonal, 
Frye contends that in Rachel’s death, “we suffer little sense of personal 
tragedy, but we experience profoundly the powerful ambiguity of 
Woolf’s thematic concerns” (Frye 407). Building upon Frye’s reading of 
Rachel’s illness according to first- and third-person narration, I will look 
further into how the interweaving consciousness between the narrator 
and characters reveals different scales of consciousness that inform the 
Stoic movement of reason. In Eric Rundquist’s nuanced study of free 
indirect discourse, he distinguishes three narrative strategies: firstly, “free 
indirect thought” employs discourse patterns of spoken language without 
the quotation marks; secondly, “represented perception” describes 
internal psychology or external environment through a character’s point 
of view; thirdly, “consonant psycho-narration” delineates a “character’s 
states of mind without implying an external vantage point” via a narrator 
that is separated from the narrative (Rundquist 160). Using Rundquist’s 
framework, the impersonal narration in Woolf’s free indirect discourse 
functions as the Stoic doctor who accompanies the patient in the 
therapeutic (e)motion of reason, as it moves in between the characters’ 
interior and external manifestations of consciousness. 

The techniques of free indirect discourse deployed in Terence’s treatment 
of his (e)motions for Rachel capacitates a Stoic self-doctoring of passion. 
Terence is initially filled with “fear and loathing” when he first learns 

about Rachel’s illness (VO 366). The narrative’s represented perception 
reveals how Terence’s grief is layered with other unorthodox emotions 
such as “happiness”; he “suffer[s]” in his realisation that “their happiness 
has never been so great as his pain was now” (VO 367). As Rundquist 
puts it, represented perception narrates internal or external environment 
through a character’s point of view, which adopts “an incongruous 
description of an imagined physical sensation which the character 
would be much less likely to verbally articulate” (165). Terence is thus 
less reflective of these passions that are nonetheless registered in his 
consciousness. Deploying meditative techniques, Terence recognises 
and interprets happiness as one of the many faces of grief, albeit in a 
less conscious manner. Meditating in this less conscious region makes 
it easier for him to confront unorthodox passions, such as happiness, as 
one of the inevitable stages in descrying grief. 

As Rachel breathes her last, Terence reasons with his (e)motions through 
the collaboration of the three free indirect discourse techniques: 

It was happiness, it was perfect happiness. They had now what they 
had always wanted to have, the union which had been impossible 
while they lived. Unconscious whether he thought the words or 
spoke them aloud, he said, “No two people have ever been so happy 
as we have been. No one has ever loved as we have loved.” […] 
[N}othing [others] could do would disturb his happiness (VO 376; 
377). 

The first sentence features a consonant psycho-narration that indicates 
Terence’s progressive consciousness of his happiness despite Rachel’s 
death. As the psycho-narration implies, Terence is more comfortable 
with the unorthodoxy of his happiness here after meditating on it via 
his subconscious. The repetitions of the word “happiness” further 
contributes to his confrontation of the happy component of his grief. As 
Seneca advises, committing to acts of resistance where one “rehears[es]” 
coping strategies as much as possible assists the individual in finally 
overcoming grief (IV. 5). The recognition of happiness then seems to be 
followed by a free indirect thought of his verbal confession of happiness 
as presented within quotation marks. However, the word “[u]nconscious” 
substantiates the ambiguity of this moment: it is unclear whether 
Terence verbalises this statement or if it is mediated by the narrator 
with an indirect representation of Terence’s speaking patterns. The 
incongruous perspective of this sentence suggests that caution is required 
in crediting the happiness that Terence professes both consciously and 
subconsciously. It is not without reason, then, that Terence’s happiness 
subsequently morphs into a hysteria: “‘Rachel! Rachel!’ he shrieked” 
(VO 377). The body’s shrieking signals that Terence is not ready to 
relinquish sorrow. This, however, does not imply the failure of his 
therapy. While it is optimal that one should cease grieving “as soon 
as possible,” Seneca notes, it is equally crucial that we acknowledge 
the sorrow while it lasts (LXIII. 148). The key is that “We may weep, 
but we must not wail” excessively since grief will end “by the mere 
passing of time” (LXIII. 148, 150). Terence’s hysteria does not dim, 
but it reinforces his emotional intelligence since Rachel died merely a 
few moments ago. This technique of meditations and self-interrogation 
finally allows Terence to confront the full force his (e)motions as 
dramatized by his final shouts. 

As Terence’s treatment of grief illustrates, there are multiple and often 
contradicting passions—fear, happiness, hysteria—within the  
(e)motion of grief. By Stoically testing each passing motion of grief with 
reason at various levels of consciousness, Terence summons the courage 
to verbalise and confront each dimension of his sorrow. As Rachel’s 
demise symbolises, personal growth is often anti-climactic. It is when 
she is able to “liste[n] critically” (VO 242) to what she has been told 
that she falls prey to a fatal illness. (E)motion’s movement is likewise 
non-teleological. Terence’s grief does not chronologically conform to the 
nominal stages of grief: denial, anger, bargaining, depression. Instead, 
idiosyncratic surges of (e)motions comprise the vigour of his therapy; 
unorthodox passions, such as happiness, allow Terence to come to terms 
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with more orthodox responses, like hysteria and depression. Insofar as 
one is, like Helen, conscious of the temporariness of these movements, 
one can study the cause of passion, become one’s own observer, and 
deploy rational judgment without being consumed by them. The Stoic 
therapy thus furnishes a new sensitivity to the idea of health that 
inextricably liaises with (e)motions: reason’s motions inform us that it 
is therapeutic to surrender to unorthodox or unhealthy, yet productive, 
emotions for healing. Free indirect discourse’s triple layers grant access 
to the interiority and exteriority allowing the patient to self-examine 
under this three-dimensionality an aesthetic space that complements the 
equipment and methodology of medical clinics. 

Chloe Leung 
University of Edinburgh
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“In the ebb and flow of things”:  
Shame and Affective Embodiment in Mrs. Dalloway

The contemporary affective turn, despite embracing fluidity and 
impermanence, is still largely characterized by the use of static modes 
of inquiry that aim to constrain feelings within clear definitions. 
However, as Gregory J. Seigworth and Melissa Gregg suggest, these 
methodologies of affective research “would feel a great deal less like a 
free fall if our most familiar modes of inquiry had begun with movement 
rather than stasis, with process always underway rather than position 
taken” (4). In Virginia Woolf’s 1925 novel Mrs. Dalloway, affect is both 
a process and a product of movement, and the mobility produced through 
affective experiences destabilizes and transforms Clarissa Dalloway’s 
sense of embodiment and identity. By considering the function of 
shame, in conjunction with other affective states, this essay shows how 
Clarissa’s experiences of feelings and sensations alter her physical form, 
and I argue that this fluid and mobile sense of her physical body asserts 
the potential of affect theory to deepen our understandings of identity in 
motion. 

From the opening scene of Mrs. Dalloway, Clarissa is acutely aware 
of how her body, and the position it occupies within space, carries and 
communicates affect. Clarissa’s progression down Bond Street, during 
which she obtains flowers for her party that evening and witnesses the 
Queen’s rumored passing-by, contextualizes her identity as a form of 
public femininity. When walking down Bond Street, Clarissa describes 
how her occupation of public space connotes a kind of invisibility or 
non-existence: 

She had a narrow pea-stick figure; a ridiculous little face, beaked 
like a bird’s. That she held herself well was true; and had nice 
hands and feet; and dressed well, considering that she spent little. 
But often now this body she wore (she stopped to look at a Dutch 
picture), this body, with all its capacities, seemed nothing—nothing 
at all. She had the oddest sense of being herself invisible; unseen; 
unknown; there being no more marrying, no more having of 
children now, but only this astonishing and rather solemn progress 
with the rest of them, up Bond Street. (Mrs. Dalloway [MD] 8)

The walk “with the rest of them” evokes what Lauren Berlant calls 
an “intimate public,” a shared space of intimacy that “flourishes as a 
porous, affective scene of identification among strangers” and “promises 
a certain experience of belonging” (viii), even as Clarissa feels herself 
distinguished by her seeming invisibility. Clarissa feels a sense of absent 
embodiment when enveloped by the affective environment of the crowd, 
and her sense of physical absence is produced from the environment of 
excess in which she finds herself surrounded. The components which 
constitute Clarissa’s feminine identity—namely marriage, children, and 
social success—impart “nothing—nothing at all” to her identity now 
that she is aging and there is “no more marrying, no more having of 
children.” Clarissa’s sense of identity is contrasted by her perception 
of Lady Bexborough, whom Clarissa recognizes as an aspirational 
figure, and the solidity of her “slow and stately” dignity (MD 8). 
Clarissa’s recognition of her self-perception implies that her lack of 
social signification in both her aging out of the reproductive economy 
of marriage and her inability to occupy a firm social position, as Lady 
Bexborough does, denotes an affective quality specific to undefined 
states of non-being. 

Clarissa’s experience of walking Bond Street causes her to negotiate 
between states of stability and mobility within her fluctuating identity. 
The passage above embeds temporal movement, as a source of this 
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fluctuation, in Clarissa’s changing sense of her body. And just as the 
strikes of Big Ben are made material in the novel’s present—“the leaden 
circles dissolved in the air” (MD 2)—the space of memory materializes 
in Clarissa’s experience of her body. While Clarissa’s wandering through 
the streets of London implicitly encourages a performance of successful 
femininity, as she can proceed through the city without sacrificing her 
role or reputation as woman of the house, the act of walking reveals 
that her identity is characterized by a fundamental instability. When 
walking Clarissa feels simultaneously embodied and disembodied, 
participatory and observational, young and old, and the range of modes 
she experiences is directly a result of her experiencing several distinct 
affective states at once. Just as the beginning of the novel moves 
seamlessly between Clarissa in middle age and her eighteen-year-old 
self in her memories, the scene of Clarissa walking Bond Street offers 
two distinct experiences of temporality and embodiment simultaneously, 
where she feels both “very young” and “at the same time unspeakably 
aged” (MD 6). This duality can also be found later in the novel when 
Clarissa feels “like a nun withdrawing, or a child exploring a tower” 
(MD 27); her oscillation between these specific roles indicates that her 
experience of embodied identity is unmoored in time. Furthermore, the 
invisibility Clarissa felt earlier is translated into a feeling of physical 
redundancy, as she “feel[s] herself suddenly shriveled, aged, breastless, 
the grinding, blowing, flowering of the day, out of doors, out of the 
window, out of her body and brain which now failed” (MD 26-27) 
after learning that Lady Bruton did not invite her to lunch. Such a snub 
evinces how shame “publicly twists the very sense of self” (Probyn 
41) and calls attention to the ways by which shame can transform the 
physical body. These feelings of shame prompt an affective shift in 
Clarissa’s embodiment, wherein her sense of being overlooked results in 
her body feeling negated and diminished. 

As a form of affective identity-formation, the experience of shame 
reveals itself primarily in an individual’s face. The face is where shame 
makes itself visible; affect theorist Silvan Tomkins suggests that a 
blush, as the marker of shame, turns “the attention of the self and others 
away from other objects to this most visible residence of self” and 
“increases [the self’s] visibility, and thereby generates the torment of 
self-consciousness” (136). Following her return home from Bond Street 
and the shame she felt in both Lady Bruton’s snub and her awareness of 
her ageing body in public, Clarissa experiences the kind of self-visibility 
and coherence that Tomkins describes. Clarissa observes herself in the 
mirror as she prepares for assuming the role of hostess for her party that 
evening and determines that:

She was not old yet. She had just broken into her fifty-second year. 
Months and months of it were still untouched. June, July, August! 
Each still remained almost whole, and, as if to catch the falling 
drop, Clarissa (crossing to the dressing-table) plunged into the very 
heart of the moment, transfixed it, there—the moment of this June 
morning on which was the pressure of all the other mornings, seeing 
the glass, the dressing-table, and all the bottles afresh, collecting the 
whole of her at one point (as she looked into the glass), seeing the 
delicate pink face of the woman who was that very night to give a 
party; of Clarissa Dalloway; of herself. (MD 32)

Clarissa’s experience of time in this scene is fixed, stabilized by a 
moment of “heightened self- and face-consciousness” (Tomkins 136-37) 
that she observes in the blushing “delicate pink face” in the mirror. At 
the dressing table, her experience of time collects and is stilled in the 
examination of her reflection in the mirror. Clarissa actively “plunge[s]” 
into the momentary, “breaking into her fifty-second year,” and then 
“collects” herself in her reflection. By observing her image in the mirror, 
framed by cut glass and bottles, she is static in time, which allows 
shame to cohere around her form as an aging woman. By combining this 
instance of stable self-representation with a shame response, Clarissa 
appears to have found temporary stability through aligning her sense of 
identity with how the world perceives her. 

The experience of shame, however, does not fragment Clarissa’s sense of 
identity but rather reshapes it into unity. Tomkins describes how shame 
threatens to let “one part of the self be seen by another part and become 
alienated from it” (134), but in contrast Clarissa finds a momentary 
sense of affective unity within the mirror. However, this experience of 
collection folds under Clarissa’s increased scrutiny of her face in the 
mirror:

How many million times had she seen her face, and always with 
the same imperceptible contraction! She pursed her lips when she 
looked in the glass. It was to give her face point. That was her 
self—pointed; dart-like; definite. That was her self when some 
effort, some call on her to be her self, drew the parts together, she 
alone knew how different, how incompatible and composed so for 
the world only into one centre, one diamond, one woman who sat in 
her drawing-room and made a meeting-point. (MD 32-33)

Through the awareness of “some effort, some call on her to be her self” 
that draws her identity into a cohesive form, Clarissa’s sense of identity 
exists not in her physical body but in the “imperceptible contraction” 
her face makes upon observation. The image Clarissa receives from 
gazing into the mirror is an impression, to use Sara Ahmed’s term, 
which “presses” or shapes her sense of self (6). In this scene, Clarissa’s 
movement that “give[s] her face point” makes her recognizable to herself 
rather than destabilizing her conception of identity. Clarissa’s awareness 
of her face, thus, foregrounds the performative potential of the affective 
quality of her identity. Clarissa’s identity is represented through, and not 
despite, the “ebb and flow of things” (MD 6), and she finds certainty in 
the fluidity of the moment rather than in the sustained performance of 
any one role. The fact that Clarissa recognizes herself as most “pointed” 
and “definite” in being “composed for the world” also reveals how her 
identity becomes more fluid and indeterminate in private. Just as “the 
surfaces of bodies ‘surface’ as an effect of the impressions left by others” 
(Ahmed 10), Clarissa’s awareness of her bodily surface registers only in 
contact with the social. In this moment, Clarissa emerges as a sensing 
body through her experience of mobile embodiment. Even as Clarissa 
moves from a sense of instability to one of more stable identity, it is the 
action of sensing which gives her identity some definition. 

By privileging a fluid conception of identity, we can read Clarissa’s 
experience of sexuality as affective embodiment, wherein affect shapes 
physicality through sensation. Within Clarissa’s memory, her recollection 
of feelings in response to female sexual contact with Sally Seton 
emphasizes the fluid, kinetic state of her body:

It was a sudden revelation, a tinge like a blush which one tried 
to check and then, as it spread, one yielded to its expansion, and 
rushed to the farthest verge and there quivered and felt the world 
come closer, swollen with some astonishing significance, some 
pressure of rapture, which split its thin skin and gushed and poured 
with an extraordinary alleviation over the cracks and sores. Then, 
for that moment, she had seen an illumination; a match burning in a 
crocus; an inner meaning almost expressed. But the close withdrew; 
the hard softened. It was over—the moment. (MD 28)

Clarissa’s physical “revelation” comes in a moment of diminished 
masculine influence, wherein her husband’s assertion that “after her 
illness [...] she must sleep undisturbed” suggests that her sexuality is 
autonomous and self-contained (MD 27). The uncertainty contained 
within the conclusion of the passage accentuates the effect of the sexual 
fluidity described and validates a form of fluid embodiment. When 
Clarissa states that “it was over—the moment,” the dash suggests 
both the stressing of the momentary nature of the experience and the 
exclusion of a word from the phrase that would allow it to scan more 
naturally (“it was over [for] the moment”). The contrast between the 
fluid tenderness of the words “yielded,” “quivered,” and “gushed,” and 
the ensuing response of that which was once hard softening, further 
implies that even as Clarissa’s “illumination” concludes the internal 
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softness and mobility persist. While Ahmed notes that “emotions 
create the very effect of the surfaces and boundaries that allow us to 
distinguish an inside and an outside” (10), in Clarissa’s experience affect 
not only creates a sense of embodied boundaries but also remakes these 
boundaries anew. Indeed, the progress of this passage is highly kinetic, 
with the sibilance in “swollen,” “split,” “skin,” and “gushed” smoothing 
the implicit threat to Clarissa’s bodily integrity. Indeed, the movement 
in this section is associated with plenitude and with growth, as the sense 
of swelling and pressure is quenched by a “gush[ing] and pour[ing] 
with an extraordinary alleviation.” In this moment, Clarissa’s sense 
of embodiment, most specifically her sexual body, is only accessible 
through fleeting affective experience. 

The above scene depicts Clarissa’s experience of something physically 
analogous to the “wandering womb” of hysteria,1 which returns Clarissa, 
not to a traumatic memory, but to a comforting, pleasurable memory 
of Sally. The kinetic mobility of Clarissa’s sex organ—which spreads, 
“rushes,” and “swells”—is a productive site of physical desire rather 
than a marker of the pathologized femininity indexed in the figure of 
the hysteric.2 Indeed, Erin Manning describes how “too often, when 
we speak of sensation, we stop the movement of the body” (20), yet 
Clarissa’s experience of sexuality embraces sensation without impeding 
her bodily mobility. The sense of shame Clarissa feels earlier, in her 
flickering, unstable embodiment, then, can only be considered valid 
when bodily mobility is regarded as socially undesirable or pathological. 
Clarissa can be seen as an example of how affect can engender mobile 
identities and embodied states, in which the movement of affect does not 
occur as a transition between positions of stability but instead confirms 
the experience of identity itself as inherently fluid. In this manner, her 
affective embodiment proposes the value of reading for movement, 
as a means to conceive of feeling as a transformative and perpetually 
changing experience of the world. 

Chloe R. Green 
The University of Melbourne
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Affect, Narrative, and Subjectivity on the Move in Mrs. Dalloway

But every one remembered; what she loved was this, here, 
now, in front of her; […] Did it matter then, she asked herself, 
walking towards Bond Street, did it matter that she must 
inevitably cease completely; all this must go on without 
her; did she resent it; […] but that somehow in the streets 
of London, on the ebb and flow of things, here, there, she 
survived, Peter survived, lived in each other, she being part, 
she was positive, of the trees at home; of the house there, ugly, 
rambling all to bits and pieces as it was; part of people she had 
never met; being laid out like a mist between the people she 
knew best, who lifted her on their branches as she had seen 
the trees lift the mist, but it spread ever so far, her life, herself. 
(Mrs. Dalloway [MD] 9)

A moment during Clarissa’s stroll through London in Mrs. Dalloway 
showcases how the affective energy charged from the numerous 
encounters on the streets brings forth a relational subjectivity. As 
everything in front of her is bustling among “the ebb and flow” of the 
city, Clarissa’s feelings toss and turn with her awareness that she is 
somehow alive, “being part” of other people or objects that she comes 
into contact with. It is among these blurred boundaries between self 
and the other that Woolf locates Clarissa’s identity, and this dynamic 
conception of subjectivity drives a liberating feeling that her life 
“spread[s] ever so far” (MD 9). Anchoring on the moment above, this 
essay explores how emotions and feelings are situated in the resonating 
movements between the bodies in Mrs. Dalloway. I suggest that the 
relational affect in the novel is what engenders Woolf’s envisioning of an 
emergent and expanding model of female subjectivity. To propose that 
Woolf’s theory of affect is constructed on the significance of relationality 
and process, and to show how affect is closely related to Woolf’s own 
project of female subjectivity in flux, I read the novel mainly through 
Brian Massumi’s approach to affect theory, especially his emphasis 
on the transversal nature of affect. Massumi’s vocabulary for affective 
movements, compounded sensation, and creative potential resonates with 
Woolf’s writing in many ways; and the two can be productively read 
together to shed new light on interpreting Woolf’s narrative, specifically 
her tunnelling process and her explorations of affect and subjectivity.  

“Ebb and flow” is one of the most widely known phrases by Woolf. It 
reflects her philosophy of writing and life that denotes how everything 
is constantly moving and changing. This iconic metaphor ripples 
throughout Mrs. Dalloway, appearing in many different aspects. The 
novel opens with Clarissa leaving her house and plunging into the 
restless streets of London, “the waves of that divine vitality” (MD 7). 
Woolf’s extended use of free indirect discourse captures the emotions 
and thoughts as the characters shift and change spontaneously through 
emotional movements; and the narrative continuously slips in and 
out of different characters’ minds to create a delicate negotiation 
between singularity and collectivity. This mobilizing energy puts 
everything in flux as well as creates, combines with, and glides into 
different affective intensities within the characters themselves and in-
between people and their surroundings. Feelings in Mrs. Dalloway are 
described as engendered, exchanged, and shared among people, while 
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the collective emotions impact the individual feelings again. It is the 
mutually generative circuit between the inside and outside and between 
the individual and collective that the affective movements in the novel 
create. 

This relational vitality in Mrs. Dalloway seems to be better considered as 
affect than emotion. According to Massumi and Lawrence Grossberg’s 
distinction between emotion and affect, affect is located in between 
the encounters with the world, while emotion exists in the interiority 
of a psychological subject (Parables 28). In other words, emotions 
rely on the traditional belief of a coherent and autonomous subject 
with authentic feelings. Affect, on the other hand, is shaped by “force 
or forces of encounter” (Gregg and Seigworth 2) that “arise in the 
midst of in-between-ness: in the [body’s] capacities to act and be 
acted upon” (Gregg and Seigworth 1). The term invites us to pay less 
attention to the personal or socio-linguistically fixed aspects of feelings 
than the relationality and “visceral forces” that they have (Gregg and 
Seigworth 1). A body is capable of embodying the intense forces, and 
the transformative movements operate among entities on the processual 
affective dimension. This relational approach to feeling as well as body 
is reflected and modified in Woolf’s revision of subjectivity, opposing 
the unitary and autonomous conception of the self under Western male 
humanism. 

Clarissa’s feelings, from the above quoted passage, proceed in an 
unfolding flow and reveal the emergent quality of the affective stream of 
memory and desire permeated through life. While the narrative restlessly 
weaves Clarissa’s memories, the situations she is surrounded by and 
responding to, and the people she encounters, the contemplation of her 
possible resentment about her social position and death drive changes 
into hopeful daydreaming of the expanding self. The affective movement 
in Clarissa’s walk has an immanent nature, with one thought entailing 
and developing the next. The significance of each phrase never gets 
settled or determined but keeps going on. In other words, describing flux 
is Woolf’s priority in the novel. When Clarissa repeatedly appreciates 
the “here” and “now” in front of her—even if it seems trivial, like her 
glimpse of “the carriages, motor cars, omnibuses, vans, sandwich men 
shuffling and swinging” (MD 4)—the now-ness and its mobilizing 
energies abundant in the world become the main focus of the passage, as 
throughout the novel, with the meaning not defined and the movement 
never finished.

It is this indeterminacy of affective energy that enables us to see the 
unseen and realize the relationality between bodies, which ontologically 
exists but has not yet been acknowledged by the characters like the 
pattern “behind the cotton wool” (“A Sketch of the Past” 72). Clarissa 
“somehow” feels positive that she survives and lives as a part of the 
other human and non-human beings, regardless of whether she has 
firsthand experiences of them or not. The word “somehow” obscures 
how she obtains this feeling but makes clear that it is not through her 
conscious thinking or linguistic cognition. In fact, whenever Clarissa 
recollects her experiences and feelings, the frustration that “the words 
meant absolutely nothing to her” prevails (MD 34). She has difficulty 
defining her momentary revelation because it is rather from the whole 
fusional process of her seeing, hearing, and interacting with all that she 
encounters. These interactions are not through one specific perception 
but rather detail the confound of senses. Clarissa’s stroll, for example, 
involves many kinds of senses: hearing the honks of the cars, seeing the 
shopkeepers decorating shop windows, feeling the fresh and chill air in 
the early morning, and smelling flower scents in the flower shop. 

Moreover, Woolf intertwines these adrift impressions in long, additive, 
yet fluid sentences as if they are experienced as a holistic impression 
rather than perceived through a particular sense exclusively. Clarissa 
plunges into the rhythmic flow of “the ebb and flow of things,” an 
experiential confound, which Massumi puts as “an unspecified (if 
not undifferentiated) intensity of total experience” (Parables 168). 
This intensity, including her own proprioceptive movements, is so 

intermingled that it is hard to be defined by one single word—it can 
only be done through Woolf’s characteristic use of adjectival phrases 
that reflect chaotic impressions. At the moment that Clarissa becomes a 
mist, which spreads out to “the people she [knows] best” and becomes 
a “part of people she […] never met,” she also goes beyond the bounds 
of our normative and categorical understanding of our being and bodily 
capacity (MD 9). She engages in an alternative realm where she does 
not just feel like she is being a part of trees, a house, and a mist, but she 
is confident that she becomes the non-human beings. Her experience 
exceeds the scope that is linguistically objectified and conventionally 
constructed. Although the transient experience is inexplicable, her own 
existence “somehow” extends to the farthest through her connectivity 
with other beings. 

Woolf’s characteristic formal technique, her tunnelling process, 
effectively enunciates the significance of relationality in the novel and 
the transmissions of affect by and through encounters. Woolf describes 
the tunnelling process in her diary: “I dig out beautiful caves behind my 
characters; I think that gives exactly what I want; humanity, humours, 
depth. The idea is that the caves shall connect, & each comes to daylight 
at the present moment” (Diary 2 263). As critics have noted, the caves 
do not simply connect the past and the present; they interweave the 
characters’ minds. For example, Peter’s memory discloses more details 
of Clarissa’s recent illness than her own recollections do. And the 
extraordinary embodiment Clarissa experiences at her party reveals what 
Septimus felt after throwing himself out of the window. When characters 
provide a tunnel to one another (Hoffmann 175-76), and “attribut[e] 
thoughts, feelings, beliefs, and desires to each other,” it becomes clear 
that their minds are intersubjective (Edmondson 22). By using this 
relational method to add depth to a character, Woolf constructs a deeper 
understanding of a character through relationships between characters. In 
other words, Woolf completes her characterization not through delving 
into a character’s innermost private thoughts using an authorial narrative 
but through intertwining the internal and external perspectives. The 
shared memories and experiences between characters create peculiar 
affective resonances and sometimes even demolish the distinction 
between the self and the other, if only momentarily. Clarissa experiences 
the same corporeal and emotional sensations as Septimus does, which 
merges the two characters into one and emphasizes that it is affect that 
produces their relation. 

The resonating intersubjectivity Woolf establishes in Mrs. Dalloway is 
in line with Massumi’s elaboration of the transversality of affect, since it 
is not simply about a way to connect people but about conceiving a new 
understanding of the problematics of the subjective and objective—and 
further, all kinds of dualisms. Massumi explains the transversal nature 
of affect, to borrow Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s phrasing, as 
“cut[ting] across the usual categories” (Politics x). The intensities of 
feeling in encounters “strike the body as immediately as they stir the 
mind” (Politics x). If the affective interaction is not a self-willed process 
by consciousness but derives from our being in the same event together 
the distinction between what is subjective and what is objective is less 
important than the fact that affective intensity is circulating in the in-
betweenness and it is creating proximity. Massumi comments on this 
reciprocity as “[affect] involves subjective qualities as directly as the 
objects provoking them, or with which they move” (Politics x). The 
mechanism of affect privileges the relational intensity, which generates 
more variations and further potentials in the encounter rather than 
sticking to any categorical dualisms fixed by social norms, such as mind 
and body, subject and object.

The potential of affect to transcend social constructivism reverberates 
with the way Woolf conceives an open, emergent, and more liberated 
female subject. Deleuze and Guattari identify Woolf’s writing as slipping 
between orders, acts, ages, sexes on the line of flight to break away 
from the dualism machines and any already constructed categories, her 
conception of the female self is not only on a dismantling but creative 
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plane (276-77). When Clarissa imagines herself becoming a mist, Woolf 
produces and re-forges a way of being in the world that exists radically 
outside of the human and non-human distinction. Clarissa’s alteration 
into a mist is indeed a “becoming,” a concept that Deleuze and Guattari 
introduce to suggest a non-fixed being. Clarissa in the passage does not 
simply imitate some features or behaviors of a mist; her becoming-mist 
brings about when ego-centric boundaries and rigid identity disappear 
to embody the different rhythms of all things that she encounters on the 
street through molecular proximity. In “the ebb and flow of things,” she 
survives by becoming a part of the other, immediately detaches herself 
from it, and changes into another existence consecutively—such as 
Peter, trees, and a house—to bear a qualitative multiplicity in herself. 

This processual and transversal conceiving of subjectivity appears at 
another moment, too. Clarissa “had the oddest sense of being herself” 
and that her body, “with all its capacities,” was “invisible; unseen; 
unknown; there being no more marrying, no more having of children 
now, but only this astonishing and rather solemn progress with the rest 
of them” (MD 10; my emphasis). At this moment, Clarissa envisions 
herself as free from social naming and categories. Rather than defined 
and fixed, her new self is felt as astonishingly in “progress with the 
rest” of the existences in the world, consistently altering, blurring, 
and interacting with what surrounds her (MD 10). Woolf proposes, in 
the stream of affective movements, a fluid model of the self through 
Clarissa, which embodies much more mobile multiplicity than that of the 
conventional ontology allows for. 

With this in mind, I would like to briefly consider how Woolf’s writing 
balances between the relationality and individuality. Although Clarissa’s 
subjectivity shifts within affective attunement, it evolves in a way to 
preserve both the particularity and multiplicity that each of our beings 
encompasses—as her wish for “everybody merely to be themselves” 
elucidates (MD 123). One momentary resolution Clarissa obtains at 
the end of the novel effectively recaps Woolf’s affective aesthetics 
and philosophy of the self, which is relational and ever modulating 
to difference and multiplicity. At her party, Clarissa contemplates 
Septimus’s death and then the “fascinating” sight of an old lady in the 
opposite room across the street interrupts her thoughts and relieves 
her shock at the news of his death (MD 181). Opening the curtains, 
Clarissa finds comfort in watching the lady getting ready for bed. This 
is a mysterious consolation from a mundane sight; still, the moment 
is affective for Clarissa, causing an empathetical merging together 
of the two women while also not eliminating singularities of either 
character. Each lives her own life while existing at the same moment 
and aligning with the other. In the discussion of the transversality of 
affect, Massumi insists that it does not exclude individuality in the 
midst of interaction: “although affect’s openness […] fundamentally 
concerns relations in encounter, it is at the same time positively 
productive of the individualities in relation” (Politics x). Clarissa is 
affected by the presence of the old lady; but rather than becoming 
enclosed in the collective intensity, she goes back to the party, her own 
field of immanence, “with all this going on.” (MD 181; my emphasis). 
Individuality and collectivity in this way formulate another inseparable 
movement in the novel. Like Clarissa, who lives in the “ebb and flow of 
things” and denies labeling anything as this or that, Woolf illuminates 
in Mrs. Dalloway that nothing reveals more truth about reality, self, 
and relation than existing in the mobilizing energy of life and taking an 
aesthetic account of the pervasive emergent movements. 
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k
Misguided Angels: A Cognitive Examination  
of Spirituality, Trauma, and Affect in Mrs. Dalloway

Virginia Woolf’s association with religion is certainly not as prominent 
as some of her modernist peers, such as James Joyce or T. S. Eliot. The 
daughter of the man who wrote “An Agnostic’s Apology,” Woolf was 
raised in a household that bucked against the sober, disciplined religious 
practices of the nineteenth century to favor scientific rationalism. Woolf 
did not shy away from identifying herself as an atheist, however her 
declarations often contain an interesting tinge of spiritualism. In “A 
Sketch of the Past” [SP] she writes “emphatically there is no God” 
(SP 72), but this statement is made among a recollection of childhood 
memories that include her parents’ discussion of a man’s suicide. She 
contemplates a connection, a “hidden pattern” behind all things (SP 72). 
The larger quote reads:

Hamlet or a Beethoven quartet is the truth about this vast 
mass we call the world. But there is no Shakespeare, there 
is no Beethoven; certainly and emphatically there is no 
God; we are the words; we are the music; we are the thing 
itself. And I see this when I have a shock. (SP 72)

It is this last statement that this essay will explore: “when I have a 
shock.” Trauma or adversity frequently alters an individual’s faith: we 
can easily imagine an individual reaffirming his or her faith as a means 
of seeking comfort in difficult times, but equally so a person might reject 
God outright in a fit of cynicism. But moments following a shock are 
not always rational moments. Indeed, the quote contains an element of 
nonsense that Woolf makes no effort to hide. Denying the existence of 
Shakespeare and Beethoven in the same breath she denies God hardly 
leads us to regard this as a true atheistic declaration; it is better suited as 
a rhetorical flourish. The willful “we are the words, we are the music, we 
are the thing itself” erases three kinds of creators while functioning as an 
insistent speech act that preserves metaphysical overtones.

One interpretation of this kind of refusal of God—a denial coming after 
a shock and one which denounces God’s existence but retains a spiritual 
attitude toward creation as meaningful and imbued with a purpose—is 
that the rejection comes out of spite. It is a willful disavowal that perhaps 
serves a greater rhetorical purpose than anything else, akin to feuding 
spouses who refuse to speak to each other and pretend not to notice when 
the other is in the room. Emily Griesinger arrives at a similar conclusion, 
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arguing that Clarissa Dalloway experiences “unguarded moments [in 
which she] longs for God”; and further, “Clarissa disbelieves in God but 
determines nevertheless to live ‘as if’ it matters to something or someone 
beyond herself” (446). 

The opinion that Woolf’s writing retains a tinge of spiritualism despite 
her avowed atheism is not an altogether uncommon stance. Pericles 
Lewis links her skepticism to a rejection of patriarchy and materialism, 
believing she hoped to “re-enchant” the world with a “spirituality 
independent of a Christian God” (144). I do not intend to make any 
concrete claim about Woolf’s own spiritualism here. Rather, I would 
like to turn my attention to Woolf’s characters in Mrs. Dalloway, who 
suffer varying kinds of “shocks.” Woolf is fond of capturing passive, 
contemplative moments (Clarissa’s retreat from the party or the internal 
monologue that forms “A Mark on the Wall,” for example). These 
moments in particular, and the interiority of modernist style in general, 
provide an excellent venue for exploring how emotion is translated 
(or mis-translated) into affect following trauma. More specifically, I 
am interested in the challenges among trauma, emotion, and ethics 
or spirituality. I raise the possibility of mis-translation because close 
scrutiny can uncover a discrepancy between an individual’s actual 
feelings or emotions and his or her perception of emotion which then 
dictates actions or attitudes. 

Cognitive psychology has offered new ways of answering such 
questions. Timothy Wilson, Alan Palmer, David Herman, and others 
examine a notion they call “feeling rules,” a cognitive device through 
which individuals come to believe they possess a certain emotional 
stance because intermental cognitive cues lead them to believe that those 
emotions are appropriate to the situation and therefore proper (Wilson 
129). Intermental thought is itself a compelling concept of cognitive 
psychology, suggesting that an individual’s mind is not simply his or 
her brain but rather a decision-making entity that often solves problems 
collectively; cues from other people allow an individual to discover 
things his or her own contemplation would never uncover (Palmer 
184). In the case of feeling rules, a person experiencing a shock (to use 
Woolf’s term) might migrate toward what they perceive to be a socially 
sanctioned reaction. The subject consciously believes he or she really 
feels those emotions but subconsciously reacts to a type of peer pressure.

To take an example from Mrs. Dalloway, let us first examine the 
death of Clarissa’s sister, Sylvia, who is crushed by a falling tree. This 
information is conveyed to readers through Peter Walsh as he ponders 
that Clarissa “was one of the most thoroughgoing sceptics he had ever 
met” (Mrs. Dalloway [MD] 75). He imagines the tree incident and notes 
that “she evolved this atheist’s religion of doing good for the sake of 
goodness” (MD 76). To react to a great trauma, such as witnessing the 
sudden death of a sibling at a young age, by questioning the existence 
of God seems by no means unusual. Such events feel random and 
purposeless, and so it becomes easy to deny the existence of any deity 
with a plan or any specific attachment to humanity. But Clarissa’s 
reaction contains an argumentative edge, which is not altogether unlike 
Woolf’s own comment about Shakespeare, Beethoven, and God. In 
doing good for the sake of goodness, we might imagine that Clarissa 
intends to thumb her nose at God, as if to explicitly state, “I am not 
going to do this for you. I will do it despite you not being here.” Earlier 
in the paragraph, Walsh imagines Clarissa’s perspective, thinking, “those 
ruffians, the Gods, shant have it all their own way” (MD 76), more 
directly suggesting that Clarissa’s actions are defiant ones. Catherine 
Hollis detects a similar air of defiance in this anecdote, looking to Peter’s 
reference of Clarissa reading John Tyndale’s mountaineering books to 
argue that hers is a “glacial skepticism” that places her trauma in light of 
geologic time. Hollis considers it a “coping strategy, not a resolution to 
the problems of human grief” (136). 

Cognitive approaches to examining literature lead us to more 
closely scrutinize character’s motives through an attention to meta-
representations. Lisa Zunshine, for example, explains that when we read 

fiction, we are really tracking meta-representations or, more simply put, 
we track who knows or believes what and according to whom do we 
know that they think or believe such (Zunshine 47). We as readers know 
that character X is fearful because character Y, who is narrating, observes 
character X acting fearful. As you can see, there is room for error. Is 
character Y a reliable narrator, a reliable observer? Does character Y 
have an agenda that would entice him or her to lie to us? How much 
exposure does character Y have to character X? And of course, are 
character X’s actions truly indicative of their feelings?

Within this exploration of meta-representations we can ask if 
characters’ representations of their own cognitive states are accurate and 
trustworthy. The notion of feeling rules holds that individuals often are 
not aware that they possess dual attitudes, one conscious and another 
subconscious. Psychologist Timothy Wilson, for instance, points to real 
estate agents who allow clients to describe the house they want, then 
disregard such reports in order to watch their reactions to houses they 
visit (164-65). The idea is simply that our conscious minds tell us that 
certain choices are good and appropriate, but our unconscious mind 
actually desires something different. We adjust our desires to conform 
to social pressure, whether we know it or not. Accordingly, online 
dating sites such as Match.com are designed to link a client with a mate 
based not simply on what the user claims he or she wants in a match 
but through an algorithm of what types of profiles the user most often 
clicks on (Gelles). A man claims he wants a mate in his own age range 
but consistently looks at profiles of much younger women. Feeling rules 
are telling him to act his age, but his real desire lies elsewhere. Though 
he may be thinking and reporting what he perceives to be “rational,” 
his actions betray a different mindset. One final example: Wilson 
recounts an instance of two cousins reminiscing about a pony they had 
as children. When one reveals that she always hated the pony, the other 
suddenly realizes that she did as well. For years and years, she believed 
she loved the pony because, of course, “children love their pony, and 
their dog, and their parents, and picnics, and the ocean, and the lovely 
chocolate cake” (Wilson 118). This particular example emphasizes the 
“expected” or socially sanctioned response. There are ways we simply 
should feel. It is easy to imagine how this phenomenon might affect an 
individual’s spiritual belief.

To return to Clarissa, then, the attitude expressed in light of her sister’s 
death denies the existence of God, but, given her spiteful tone, it might 
be more accurate to say she denies the effect of God on her personal 
disposition. Religion strikes her as oppressive, hence the labeling of the 
Gods as “ruffians” and the assertions that they “shant have it all their 
way” (MD 76). It may be that she perceives, subconsciously, that others 
would find her foolish or weak to continue believing in God after such a 
senseless death.

But an undercurrent of spirituality remains in Clarissa’s outlook. And it 
comes out in response to Doris Kilman, whose pious attitude incites ire 
in Clarissa. Again, we may detect a discrepancy between what Clarissa 
tells herself she believes and how she actually feels. In the afternoon, 
as Miss Kilman and Elizabeth depart for the stores, Clarissa questions 
Christianity, thinking, “This is a Christian—this woman! This woman 
had taken her daughter from her!” (MD 122). Here, readers might easily 
detect that Clarissa’s problem is not with organized faith but with Miss 
Kilman’s ability to command Elizabeth’s attention.

And this moment spurs introspection that uncovers Mrs. Dalloway’s 
spiritual strain. She criticizes faith, thinking “Love and religion[.] […] 
How detestable” (MD 123). But this leads her to ponder the old woman 
across the street, whom she watches through the window, finding 
something “solemn” in her, which in turn leads her to find that “love and 
religion would destroy […] the privacy of the soul” (MD 124). Kilman, 
with her “creeds and prayers” believes she has solved the “supreme 
mystery,” Clarissa imagines, but rests assured that Kilman has not: 
Christians have not “the ghost of an idea of solving” this mystery (MD 
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124-25). Despite her avowed disdain for organized religion, Clarissa 
exhibits an interest in spiritual matters, in solemnity and mystery.

Alex Owen, in his examination of spirituality following World  
War I, sees such dismissal of organized religion paired with an interest 
in spirituality as a common experience. He acknowledges “the palpable 
irony of a professed agnosticism (even atheism) that nevertheless shaded 
into a deeply felt personal spirituality” (161). Feeling rules may help 
explain this irony. Following trauma, individuals perceive that religion 
has let them down, but in actuality they are mistaken regarding their own 
mental functioning, which longs for exactly the sort of comfort and sense 
of higher-purpose that religion would provide.

The effect of feeling rules on religion is a two-way street, however. An 
examination of Doris Kilman reveals similar discrepancies between her 
professed belief and what readers may perceive to be her truer motives. 
We know from both Kilman’s and Clarissa’s perspectives that religious 
faith is important to the woman. At a moment that focuses on Kilman’s 
point-of-view, we learn that “Our Lord had come to her,” and after this 
conversion she found comfort: “Rage was succeeded by calm” and “she 
did not envy women like Clarissa Dalloway; she pitied them” (MD 121). 
From Clarissa’s perspective we witness the devoutness of Miss Kilman, 
learning of her dedication to causes. She “would do anything for the 
Russians, starved herself for the Austrians,” and of her humility we learn 
that “she lived in a slum without a cushion or a bed or a rug or whatever” 
(MD 11-12). But, of course, Clarissa does not see such poverty as 
an honest act of humility. Clarissa believes that Kilman is “never in 
the room five minutes without making you feel her superiority, your 
inferiority; how poor she was, how rich you were” (MD 11). Clarissa’s 
assessment suggests the working of feeling rules. Kilman tells herself, 
and consciously believes, that religion makes her a better person, makes 
her life meaningful and moral. But Clarissa believes, and feeling rules 
would support, that Kilman more likely feels inferior, weak, victimized, 
and insignificant. And like Clarissa’s experience with her sister’s death, 
Miss Kilman’s attitude toward religion can also be traced to a kind of 
trauma. During the war she lost her job as a schoolteacher because of her 
German ancestry, because, as she understands, “she would not pretend 
that the Germans were all villains” (MD 121). So Kilman seems to 
believe that religion separates her from women like Clarissa Dalloway 
who have “trifled [their lives] away” (MD 122), and therefore faith 
represents her ethical fiber. Her smugness and disdain indicate that the 
lifestyle she chooses may be more of a statement about inequality than 
an honest spiritual experience for her.

Space does not allow for a full analysis of Septimus Warren Smith, but 
I would like to conclude by noting that I find his character a compelling 
foil to both Clarissa Dalloway and Doris Kilman who each deal 
with trauma through a level of artifice. Septimus, who undoubtedly 
experiences the most direct and severe trauma, reacts most strongly and 
arguably the most honestly. His descent into madness can, ironically, be 
regarded as the most rational response. Amy Smith, in her essay, “Bad 
Religion: The Irrational in Mrs. Dalloway,” notes Septimus’s rationalism 
in his resistance to showing emotion after Evans dies and in being taught 
by the war not to feel too much (17). On the other hand, Smith finds that 
“religion [in Mrs. Dalloway] is similar to madness in being deviant and 
threatening to the social order by virtue of the ‘unscientific,’ ‘irrational’ 
belief that underlies it” (17). And a cognitive examination of Kilman’s 
devotion to God and Clarissa’s devotion to good for the sake of goodness 
uncovers exactly this irrationality in their lack of awareness of their own 
mental processes.

Martin Brick 
Ohio Dominion University

Works Cited
Gelles, David. “Inside Match.com: It’s All About the Algorithm.” Slate 

30 July 2011. 

Griesinger, Emily. “Religious belief in a secular age: Literary modernism 
and Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway.” Christianity and Literature 
64.4 (Sept. 2015): 438-64.

Hollis, Catherine W. “Clarissa’s Glacial Skepticism: John Tyndale and 
‘Deep Time” in Mrs. Dalloway.” Interdisciplinary/Multidisciplinary 
Woolf: Selected Papers from the Twenty-Second Annual 
International Conference on Virginia Woolf. Ed. Ann Martin and 
Kathryn Holland. Clemson: Clemson UP, 2013. 132-37.

Lewis, Pericles. Religious Experience and the Modernist Novel. New 
York: Cambridge UP, 2010.

Owen, Alex. “The ‘Religious Sense’ in a Post-War Secular Age.” Past 
and Present 1.1 (2006): 159-77. Project MUSE. Web. 22 August 
2019. muse.jhu.edu/article/207658.  

Palmer, Alan. “Storyworlds and Groups.” Introduction to Cognitive 
Cultural Studies. Ed. Lisa Zunshine. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins UP, 
2010. 176-92.

Smith, Amy. “Bad Religion: The Irrational in Mrs. Dalloway.” Virginia 
Woolf Miscellany 70 (Fall 2006): 17-18.

Wilson, Timothy. Strangers to Ourselves: Discovering the Adaptive 
Unconscious. Cambridge: Harvard UP, 2002. 

Woolf, Virginia. Mrs. Dalloway. 1925. Annotated with an Introduction 
by Bonnie Kime Scott. Gen. ed. Mark Hussey. Orlando: Harvest-
Harcourt, 2005. 

—. “A Sketch of the Past.” Moments of Being. Ed. Jeanne Schulkind. 2nd 
ed. San Diego: Harvest, 1985.

Zunshine, Lisa. Why We Read Fiction: Theory of Mind and the Novel. 
Columbus: Ohio State UP, 2006. 

“Looking together united them”: Communal and Multivalent Affect 
in Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse

Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse is a rich work that probes the 
affective experience of communally experienced beauty. In particular, 
the novel offers insight into an affective experience that pervades 
Woolf’s oeuvre: ecstasy. Over the course of this paper, I close read the 
dinner scene from To the Lighthouse to study how Woolf evokes the 
contours of ecstasy; in particular, I argue that Woolf illustrates ecstasy 
as a kind of transcendent affect that inhabits multiple contradictory 
forms of experience at the same time. Further, I argue that Woolf 
embeds this same affect in the readerly experience by evoking it 
through her contradictory prose, evincing ecstasy as an affect rooted in 
intersubjective experience.

Though Woolf does not strictly offer a singular understanding of 
the phenomenon of ecstasy, she often employs the word to refer to 
experiences that might be called numinous, spiritual, transcendent, 
or grace-filled. These are experiences in which one is struck by the 
magnitude of life and reality, the depth of meaning that permeates things, 
accompanied by a deep sense of consolation—the feeling, articulated by 
Mrs. Ramsay, that “It is enough” (To the Lighthouse [TTL] 68). Here, I 
examine Woolf’s particular manner of constituting this transcendental 
ecstasy, with an eye to the relationship between ecstasy and her 
formal poetics. Woolf’s language evokes ecstasy through a persistent 
sense of differentiated unity, as I will call it, a state in which multiple 
contradictory phenomena and meanings are placed together in dynamic 
suspension. In the dinner scene of To the Lighthouse, in which ecstasy is 
the dominant experience, Woolf evokes this phenomenon by composing 
various contradictions through form, namely by layering images of small 
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and large spaces, evoking contradictory images to describe the same 
experience, and using ambiguous pronouns to apply to a wide variety of 
phenomena at the same time. As a result, Woolf produces ecstasy as an 
affect emerging out of and partaking of differentiated unity—it emerges 
from a sudden apprehension of multifariousness, and its experience is, 
itself, multifarious. 

Occurring near the end of the first section of To the Lighthouse, “The 
Window,” a scene depicts Mrs. Ramsay’s final preparations of a dinner 
for her family and their guests. Initially, she is consumed by a sense of 
deep desolation, contemplating her own existence and musing somberly 
that her status is like “an eddy,” where “one could be in it, or one could 
be out of it, and she was out of it” (TTL 85). This desolation is further 
exacerbated by the various tensions expressed and felt between her 
guests. The atmosphere shifts, however, when the candles at the dinner 
table are lit and a sudden affective shift occurs: 

the night was now shut off by panes of glass, which, far from giving 
any accurate view of the outside world, rippled it so strangely that 
here, inside this room, seemed to be order and dry land; there, 
outside, a reflection in which things waved and vanished, waterily. 

Some change at once went through them all, as if this had 
really happened, and they were all conscious of making a party 
together in a hollow, on an island; had their common cause against 
that fluidity out there. (TTL 99)

Subsequently, Mrs. Ramsay’s desolation and alienation dissolve and 
are replaced by an affect that defies precise words—the novel invokes 
a feeling of self-knowledge, of transcendence and bliss, but does not 
enumerate the feeling precisely. Instead, Woolf’s language evinces the 
contours of this ecstasy in an experiential manner, inhabiting both the 
characters and the reader in an experience of differentiated unity that 
brings about ecstasy from a simultaneous apprehension of multiple 
contradictory phenomena at once. In this case, ecstasy emerges through 
the simultaneous use of fluid and solid imagery as referents for the 
experience. The narrator characterizes the moment’s ecstatic affect as 
a phenomenon that creates a stable alcove against the discord of the 
outside world while imagery that evokes water’s flux and flow still 
permeates the text. As a result, the text works to emphasize solid and 
fluid imagery as equal elements of this ecstatic experience, highlighting 
the multifarious and contradictory quality of ecstasy as an affect. By 
inhabiting both solidity and fluidity in the novel’s vivid imagery, the 
novel enables the reader to experience, in some way, the differentiated 
unity of the ecstatic affect, speaking to the necessarily intersubjective 
quality of ecstasy itself.

Indeed, the intersubjective quality of ecstasy emerges in the text, being 
interpreted differently by multiple characters, including Mrs. Ramsay 
and Lily Briscoe. In Mrs. Ramsay’s meditation on the moment, occurring 
later in the scene, she is struck, once again, by its feeling of firmness:

There is a coherence in things, a stability, something, she meant, is 
immune from change, and shines out (she glanced at the window 
with its ripple of reflected lights) in the face of the flowing, the 
fleeting, the spectral, like a ruby; so that again tonight she had the 
feeling […] of peace, of rest. Of such moments, she thought, the 
thing is made that endures. (TTL 107)

Absorbed by the ineffable affect of the moment, Mrs. Ramsay feels 
a sense of contentment and bliss—an ecstasy that cannot be fully 
articulated but is characterized as something stable, permanent, and real. 
Importantly, Mrs. Ramsay’s own conception of this ecstasy is framed 
through a number of different images, including a “hawk suspended,” a 
“flag floated in an element of joy,” and “a fume rising upward, holding 
them together,” arising “from husband and children and friends” (TTL 
101). We may note that Mrs. Ramsay’s ecstasy emerges from vivid 
baroque imagery of solidity. Yet, even as she experiences this solidity 

and rest, feelings emerge from a multitude of images presented in rapid 
succession—a ruby, a hawk, a flag, and a fume—and, thus, the feelings 
(and the reader’s experience of them) are deeply unstable. In this way, 
the novel establishes a distinct sense of differentiated unity in Mrs. 
Ramsay’s ecstatic affect: her encounter with a sense of transcendent 
otherness.

In the same passage, Woolf also offers Lily’s impression of the ecstatic 
event: “trying to analyze the cause of this sudden exhilaration, [Lily] 
compared it with that moment on the tennis lawn, when solidity 
suddenly vanished, and such vast spaces lay between them” (TTL 100). 
Here, Lily provides a starkly different perspective of the moment to 
that of Mrs. Ramsay’s, interpreting the ecstatic affect not as shielding 
solidity but instead as a space in which solidity is absent, in which 
the world becomes utterly fluid. Yet, despite the diametric opposition 
of their interpretations, Lily and Mrs. Ramsay experience the same 
harmony of the affective moment. Importantly, the text does not situate 
one interpretation, either the fluid or the solid, as a superior perception; 
rather, both feelings of ecstasy emerge with equal plenitude and depth 
in the novel’s language and, thus, are constituted as equally meaningful. 
Indeed, we might say that such intersubjective differentiated unity is 
essential to the affect of ecstasy. 

Woolf further suggests this differentiated unity by juxtaposing imagery 
of vastly different size and scale. Throughout the passage, the novel 
offers fantastic images to illustrate the harmony of the dinner scene, 
evoking different extremities of size and scale. A particularly striking 
differentiated unity of scale comes early on in the scene, when the table 
becomes illuminated by candles:

Thus brought up suddenly into the light it seemed possessed of 
great size and depth, was like a world into which one could take 
one’s staff and climb hills, she thought, and go down valleys, and to 
her pleasure (for it brought them into sympathy momentarily) she 
saw that Augustus too feasted his eyes on the same plate of fruit, 
plunged in, broke off a bloom there, a tassel here, and returned, 
after feasting, to his hive. That was his way of looking, different 
from hers. But looking together united them. (TTL 99)

As the harmony begins to settle over the guests—and as they enter into a 
transcendent intersubjective relation, in which “looking together unite[s] 
them”—their (and the reader’s) experience of physical scale warps. 
Suddenly, a space as intimate as a dinner table is transformed into an 
enormous, magnificent landscape, the affect of ecstasy deepening and 
broadening their ordinary experience. Yet, as the reference to the plate of 
fruit and the parenthetical statement remind us, the intimate spaces of the 
dinner table have not ceased to exist after this transformation. The text’s 
language inhabits both the immense space of valleys and hills alongside 
the intimate spaces of the dinner table with equal plenitude and depth. 

Woolf’s manipulation of scale persists in the novel’s distortion of time. 
The dinner scene’s shifting conception of time serves to place the 
narrative concurrently within different temporal moments. As a result, 
the characters encounter the sublime beauty in a manner that stretches 
across multiple periods of time. This is particularly apparent in the 
scene’s opening:

Now all the candles were lit up […] for the night was now shut 
off by panes of glass […] some change at once went through them 
all, as if this had really happened, and they were all conscious of 
making a party together in a hollow […] Mrs. Ramsay, who had 
been uneasy, waiting for Paul and Minta to come in […] [,] now felt 
her uneasiness changed to expectation. For they must come. (TTL 
101-02)

Here, Woolf freely shifts between different time signifiers as the dinner’s 
moment of beauty begins to emerge. While the use of the word “now” 
suggests a focus on the immediate present, the word’s repetition also 
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indicates a sense of time that is constantly in motion. Subsequently, the 
text returns to the simple past preterite tense for the narration but then 
alters its conception of time further by inserting the conditional phrase 
“as if this had really happened.” Finally, the passage concludes with a 
reference to the future: “they must come.” In this variance, the novel 
destabilizes the reader from resting in any one firm understanding of 
time, obliging them to experience a variety of temporalities all at once, 
all unfolding in the same textual space and all invested with equal 
truth in the reader’s experience. Just as the ecstasy, the encounter with 
differentiated unity, merges large and small distances into one, so too 
does it compress the past, present, and future into a single moment. 

Finally, on the level of the diction, the differentiated unity of the scene’s 
ecstasy is embodied in Woolf’s ambiguous pronoun use. The word 
“it,” in particular, comes to be a focal point of meaning—a textual 
construction where multiple meanings coexists, forming what W. J. T. 
Mitchell might call a “multistable” textual image, allowing for “the co-
existence of contrary or simply different readings in the single image” 
(45). The word is used with particular frequency in a segment towards 
the end of the scene:

If it were fine, they should go for a picnic. Everything seemed 
possible. Everything seemed right. Just now (but this cannot  
last, she thought, dissociating herself from the moment while they 
were all talking about boots) just now she had reached security […] 
for it arose, she thought, looking at them all eating there […]  
[t]here it was, all round them. It partook, she felt, carefully helping 
Mr. Bankes to a specially tender piece, of eternity […] [.] Of such 
moments, she thought, the thing is made that endures. (TTL 107; 
emphasis mine)

Contextually, Woolf does not ever explicitly define what “it” is. 
However, much as the novel’s characters grasp at the affect of ecstasy 
without precisely identifying the feeling or source, so too is the “it” in 
this section able to signify a multitude of phenomena without being 
explicitly pinned to any one thing. Indeed, the shifting meaning of 
“it”—which morphs from a vague reference of the weather (“if it were 
fine, they should go for a picnic”) to a word that seems to capture both 
the affect and life itself (“There it was, all around them […] it partook 
[…] of eternity”)—comes to place the reader in a state of differentiated 
unity as they parse the text’s meaning. Readers are obliged to understand 
“it” as referring to a multitude of individual things and all things at once. 
In turn, as Woolf stretches the meaning of the capacious “it,” the text 
creates the impression that the pronoun encompasses nothing and yet 
everything, that it is finite and infinite—a differentiated unity—and, thus, 
to experience the affective contours of ecstasy in some way.

This reading of the dinner scene offers insight of Woolf’s particular 
view of a transcendent affect and, indeed, the broader modernist 
understanding of transcendence. As Richard Kearney notes, Woolf’s 
ecstasy evinces a kind of sacramental world: “a world poised on a 
razor’s edge where opposites balance without collapsing into sameness[,] 
[…] a world at once itself and yet simultaneously transfigured into what 
Woolf calls ‘a reality of a different order’” (31). With this analysis in 
mind, we may note that Woolf’s ecstasy evokes transcendence not just 
in pedestrian activities but also in pedestrian modes of feeling—ecstasy 
entails the simultaneous existence of multiple modes of affect that are 
so difficult to grasp that they defy the enumerative capacity of language. 
This differentiated unity may entail a spatial relation that encompasses 
feelings of largeness and smallness; it may be semiotic in nature, with a 
word (like “it”) or an occurrence (like a dinner) taking on a pedestrian 
and existential meaning simultaneously; or it may be one of temporality, 
in which the past, the present, and a host of future potentialities enfolded 
and unfolded out of a single moment. Appropriately, it may be all of 
these contours at once. 

It is significant, too, that Woolf evokes ecstasy not only by depicting 
it but by embodying it in language. This incarnational use of language 

might enable us to see a final differentiated unity at play in the novel: 
that of the reader and the text, which coexist together in the gestalt 
of the reading experience—what Wolfgang Iser calls the “virtual 
dimension” of the text, that which “endows [the text] with its reality” 
(284). While Woolf depicts the manner in which ecstasy emerges from 
the intersubjective act of the dinner, the act of “looking together” (TTL 
99), so too does the novel’s embodiment of ecstasy in form allow ecstasy 
to include the subjectivity of the reader themselves—allowing them to 
partake in ecstasy through the very act of reading. Ultimately, as the 
dinner scene of To the Lighthouse reveals, the encompassing power of 
Woolf’s ecstasy is that it unites together multiple affects in differentiated 
unity, inhabiting together different emotions, different meanings, and 
different subjectivities, offering an experience of transcendence through 
this totalizing differentiated unity.

Ryan Carroll 
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Depression’s Affects in To the Lighthouse

In “A Sketch of the Past,” Virginia Woolf considers how writing To the 
Lighthouse helped exorcise the grief she held since losing her mother, 
Julia Stephen, at the age of thirteen. Woolf notes that her mother was: 

one of the invisible presences who after all play so important a part 
in every life. This influence by which I mean the consciousness of 
other groups impinging upon ourselves; public opinion; what other 
people say and think; all those magnets which attract us this way to 
be like that, or repel us the other and make us different from that. 
(“A Sketch of the Past” [SP] 80)

Here Woolf considers how unresolved grief lingers, as people continue 
to hold weight even after they are gone, and how the dilemma of living 
with this weight is foundational to subjective development. Woolf’s 
attempts to move beyond grief for her mother exemplify this dilemma, 
showing that overcoming grief is a difficult and, sometimes, unfulfilling 
process. In “A Sketch of the Past,” Woolf, recalling the process of 
writing the novel, writes: 

I expressed some very long felt and deeply felt emotion. And in 
expressing it I explained it and then laid it to rest. But what is the 
meaning of “explained” it? Why, because I described her and my 
feeling for her in that book, should my vision of her and my feeling 
for her become so much dimmer and weaker? (81) 

In the final section of the novel, “The Lighthouse,” Woolf explores how 
Mrs. Ramsay’s death affects her family and friends. Many scholars 
have localized these effects in Lily Briscoe’s struggle to move on from 
Mrs. Ramsay’s maternal influence over her. Although Lily’s narrative 
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continues to hold critical intrigue in discussions of affect and grief, I 
argue that Mrs. Ramsay’s daughter Cam provides further insight into the 
novel’s unique preoccupation with grief. Unlike Lily, Cam’s emotions 
depicted in “The Lighthouse” are difficult to read because of their 
frequently nonlinguistic, vague expressions that obscure Cam’s grief 
for her mother’s passing. Though some critics have considered Cam’s 
narrative in-depth, they have not considered Cam’s compelling, blank 
emotiveness that stands in stark contrast to Lily’s pangs of “want” (TTL 
178). Cam’s perceived inaccessibility as a character belies looking 
deeper into her emotions after her mother’s death, which I read as a 
depressing affective experience that provides new insights into Woolf’s 
lifelong interest in grief as a vexed component of identity formation. 

In her work on depression, Ann Cvetkovich links depression to “acedia,” 
a “form of spiritual crisis” (85) that has roots in Christian theology. 
Cvetkovich writes that conceiving of depression as acedia “gives rise 
to varied and even contradictory responses that complicate its popular 
representation as sluggish inertia” (85). Thinking of depression in this 
way affects indeterminacy. As Cvetkovich writes, depression “can 
take antisocial forms such as withdrawal or inertia, but it can also 
create new forms of sociality, whether in public cultures that give it 
expression or because, as has been suggested about melancholy, it 
serves as the foundation for new kinds of attachment or affiliation” 
(6). Indeterminate expression is key to depression’s function as an 
emotion that undermines normative expressions of selfhood and 
development, especially if we take Cam’s often discussed silence on the 
boat as a symptom of depressed feelings. To narrow down depression’s 
indeterminate foundation, I turn to Julia Kristeva, who focuses on 
depression’s complicated ties to language. She writes, “Unbelieving 
in language, the depressive persons are affectionate, wounded to be 
sure, but prisoners of affect. The affect is their thing” (“Black Sun” 
[1987] 188). To account for Kristeva’s conception of affect, one must 
understand that depressed persons cannot reconcile themselves with 
Kristeva’s notion of the language-based Lacanian Symbolic: language 
overdetermines and subjugates the individual within patriarchal 
ideological forces. The “sadness” of depressed persons, however, is “an 
unsymbolizable, unnameable narcissistic wound, so precocious that no 
outside agent (subject or agent) can be used as referent” (“Black Sun” 
[1987] 186). As depressed subjects are estranged from the affordances 
of a predominantly patriarchal language, they must live on with their 
means of cognition, however much they engage and/or disengage with 
a Symbolic identity. Depression foregrounds the imperative of lingering 
with those difficult feelings that cannot be readily understood, realizing 
the usefulness of a fundamental, subjective unknowability. 

Tapping into the difficulty of reading Cam, then, is essential to receiving 
her character as one exhibiting depression. In “The Lighthouse,” Cam’s 
notoriously inaccessible thoughts and feelings insulate her against 
her brother and father’s demand for submission. On the way to the 
lighthouse, Cam is trapped between her brother and father’s tension. In 
Cam’s eyes,

Her brother was most god-like, her father most suppliant. And to 
which did she yield, she thought, sitting between them, gazing at 
the shore whose points were all unknown to her, and thinking how 
the lawn and the terrace and the house were smoothed away now 
and peace dwelt there. (TTL 168) 

Though pinioned between the yearnings of James and Mr. Ramsay, 
Cam’s attention drifts from the boat to the “smoothed away” shore as 
she yearns for the “peace” that rests elsewhere. Cam’s identification with 
the shore’s “unknown” points reveals her discrete emotional detachment 
from her brother and father that helps  her to navigate the boat’s tensions. 
When discussing her own mother’s “invisible presences,” Woolf notes 
the effects of detachment that come with difficult filial influence: “I see 
myself as a fish in a stream; deflected; held in place; but cannot describe 
the stream” (SP 80). Forced to live alongside her family’s influences, 
Cam is “deflected” in the boat, reluctant to address the tensions left 

behind by her mother’s death. In doing so, Cam augurs an inner psychic 
space for herself to engage what she feels, as she prefers. 

Though Cam’s muted presence keeps James and Mr. Ramsay at bay, 
depressing pressures linger in the boat as the men seek to use Cam 
for their own fragile ends, something that happens with other female 
characters in To the Lighthouse (if not in Woolf’s other novels). As 
Kristina K. Groover writes on Mrs. Ramsay’s complex experiences of 
sympathy for and rejection by her family: “Woolf thus depicts the body 
as deeply problematic: as a vehicle for intimate connection and for 
healing, it also renders her female characters vulnerable to the demands 
of the male ego” (220). We should take Cam’s noted silence on the boat 
as an inheritance of her mother’s dilemma: she remains quiet to appease 
her brother and father but is also quiet as a measure of resistance. 
Shannon Forbes argues that Cam’s silence “proves to be quite powerful 
as she uses it to resist the future of tyranny” (481), which shows that, 
unlike Mrs. Ramsay, “Cam demonstrates she is capable of actualizing 
her potential as a modern woman and emerges as an independent, 
free-thinking, free-speaking, ambitious individual” (483). Conversely, 
Cam’s silence has more immediate effects. I would add to Forbes’s 
characterization of Cam’s silence as having what Kristeva would call 
a “depressive affect,” as, “sadness reconstitutes an affective cohesion 
of the self [...] [.] [T]he depressive affect makes up for symbolic 
invalidation and interruption (the depressive’s ‘that’s meaningless’) 
and at the same time protects it against proceeding to the suicidal act” 
(“Black Sun” [1987] 191). Cam’s silence prevents her from engaging 
with thoughts and feelings that may force her to deal with her family in 
ways she is not ready for. 

“Parceling” is what Kristeva sees as the subject’s “nonintegration” with 
the Symbolic (“Black Sun” [1987] 190-91). In parceling, “The speaking 
subject can thus react to trouble not only through defensive parceling 
but also through slowing down—inhibition, denial of sequentiality, 
neutralization of the signifier” (“Black Sun” [1987] 192). Cam embraces 
“parceling” by not submitting herself to her brother’s and father’s 
demands to assume her mother’s role on the boat, identifying instead 
with the otherwise uncharged and undemanding physical environment 
that surrounds her. Denying her family her attention, Cam projects 
a “depressive affect,” choosing to remain quiet, estranged, and, 
importantly, difficult to read. Forbes writes that while in the Ramsays’ 
library, Cam “remains silent while in the presence of these men so her 
own embryonic opinions may be allowed to grow and mature before she 
conveys them to others” (477).

Depression has a similar function here, as Cam evacuates her feelings 
of linguistic expression to keep them to and for herself. That being said, 
Cam often worries about her brother and father’s tension on the boat, 
seemingly circumscribing herself to a Kristevan Symbolic of patriarchy. 
But, really, Cam’s attention is usually elsewhere, as when she

looked down into the foam, into the sea with all its treasure in it, 
and its speed hypnotized her, and the tie between her and James 
sagged a little. It slackened a little. She began to think, How fast 
it goes. Where are we going? and the movement hypnotized her, 
while James, with his eye fixed on the sail and on the horizon, 
steered grimly. (TTL 165)

If indeterminate feelings prompted by distraction and aimlessness are 
those beset by and lingering along with depression, here Cam tarries 
with inaccessible feelings that insulate her from James. Because 
depression weakens the link between Cam and her brother, it also forces 
her to rethink her own place in the boat, on the shore, on the Isle of 
the Skye, and what she must do to live without her mother’s mediating 
presence. 

In her case studies, Kristeva identifies a tension between expectations 
of “action” and “inaction” that depressed women must contend with. 
Kristeva writes, “Acting [for the depressed woman] would amount to 
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compromising herself, and when the depressive retardation underlying 
inhibition hampers any other possibility of realization, the only act that 
is possible for such a woman becomes the major wrongdoing—to kill or 
to kill oneself” (“Black Sun” [1989] 388). In embodying this quagmire, 
Cam looks outside the boat, not saying or doing much, offsetting the 
symbolic identity-based suicide that would figure through an undesirable 
submission to either James or Mr. Ramsay’s desires. Through this 
overriding attraction towards negating the linguistic, Cam’s depression 
stakes her autonomy. In this way, Cam’s inaction underwrites her 
responses to Mr. Ramsay’s questions about Frisk the puppy (TTL 169-
70). Though Cam wishes to answer him, she cannot. Instead, she only 
thinks about her father’s “tyranny,” proffering inconsequential answers 
to his questions: “[Cam] said nothing, but looked doggedly and sadly 
at the shore, wrapped in its mantle of peace; as if the people there had 
fallen asleep, she thought; were free like smoke, were free to come and 
go like ghosts. They have no suffering there, she thought” (TTL 170). 

Finding peace in the shore’s ghosts and following her depressed feelings, 
Cam desires a selfhood displaced from present circumstances. She looks 
at the shore and thinks, “They don’t feel a thing there” (TTL 182), and 
then to the water where her “hand cut a trail in the sea, as her mind made 
the green swirls and streaks into patterns, and, numbed and shrouded, 
wandered in imagination in that underworld of waters where the pearls 
stuck in clusters to white sprays” (TTL 183). Preferring an abnegation of 
feeling, dwelling in depression affords Cam an unencumbered interiority. 
That inaction as a consequence of depression, though, is its own means 
of action when faced with the difficult choice of deciding who to be. 

On the intersection of the affective “impasse” and depression, Lauren 
Berlant writes, “Numbness is not a lack of feeling, as you know: it 
involves a hum” (83). Cam’s negation of feeling as a nonlinguistic 
expression of her depression attunes the “hum” to her momentary 
ownership of an identity that prefers the void, which I read as a 
manifestation of grief for her mother. In another case study, Kristeva 
described a patient’s grief for her mother as “nothingness”—that is, 
“Grief, humiliating by dint of having been kept secret, unnameable, 
and unspeakable […] a psychic silence that did not repress the wound 
but took its place and, what is more, by condensing it, gave it back an 
exorbitant intensity, imperceptible by sensations and representations” 
(“Black Sun” [1989] 392; emphasis in original). Cam’s thoughts on 
her mother are denied to the reader throughout “The Lighthouse,” and 
Kristeva’s “psychic silence” underlies the “exorbitant intensity” of 
whatever feelings or thoughts Cam has for her mother that cannot be 
readily codified in language. But Cam’s depression as an indeterminate 
force manifests in her attachment to the seemingly featureless sea. 
Looking there, she has the chance to consider the following: will she 
find herself ensnared in an Oedipal conflict, embossed in her brother and 
father’s passive-aggressive paternalism (“‘Cam the Wicked’” 183-84), or 
will she escape to become something else? 

In this way, Cam’s depressed feelings force her to see things anew. As 
the boat makes its final approach, Mr. Ramsay looks at the lighthouse: 
“What could he see? Cam wondered. It was all a blur to her. What was 
he thinking now? she wondered. What was it he sought, so fixedly, so 
intently, so silently?” (TTL 207). Is Cam worrying about her father, 
expressing interest in his perspective? Does she see him as something 
other than a tyrannical patriarch—perhaps a sympathetic, bathetic, or 
pathetic one instead? Regardless, Cam’s depressed perspective of her 
father displaces his authority. Examining Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s 
thoughts on intersubjectivity in relation to Woolf’s fiction, Laura 
Doyle says that the latter’s treatment of intersubjectivity demonstrates 
“human triumph, if it exists, best manifests itself in the recognition 
of those objects that stand outside human bodies and endure beyond 
the temporality of individual humans yet nonetheless inhabit the same 
orders or temporality and spatiality” (46). Assuming one’s autonomy 
entails a more critical lens with which to see and be oneself, and 
depression revitalizes these intersubjective perceptions. Cam’s tricky 

feelings become her means of a reparative grief that is hers alone, one 
with uneasy ties to linguistic codification that inspire paradigmatic 
shifts in her on-going influential filial relationships. Reading Cam’s 
narrative through a depressing lens reaffirms the novel’s conception 
of grief as an emotion that is always already a difficult and personal 
one, foregrounding a radical acceptance of uncertainty as necessary for 
processing grief in all its unsung forms. 

Matt Morgenstern 
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The Impersonal is Political:  
Virginia Woolf, Vera Brittain, and Feminist Counterpublics

In September 1933, Virginia Woolf admitted in her diary that she 
was consuming Vera Brittain’s bestselling memoir of the Great War, 
Testament of Youth published the same year, “with extreme greed” 
despite Brittain having “a stringy metallic mind, with […] the sort of 
taste [she] should dislike in real life” (177). Woolf goes on to explain its 
appeal: 

A very good book of its sort. The new sort, the hard anguished 
sort, that the young write; that I could never write. Nor has anyone 
written that kind of book before. Why now? What urgency is there 
on them to stand bare in public? She feels that these facts must be 
made known, in order to help—what? herself partly I suppose. And 
she has the social conscience. (Diary 4 177)

While Woolf expresses fascination with the formal originality of 
Brittain’s memoir, she is uncomfortable with the confessional, personal 
tone, attributing it to an embarrassing desire for publicity and only 
later acknowledges Brittain’s “social conscience” that drives her 
feminist project of providing a first-hand account of women’s war 
experience. This discomfort might be attributed to Woolf’s commitment 
to the aesthetic standard of impersonality that maintained a hierarchy 
separating modernism from the politically engaged, personal, popular, 
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and often formally conventional middlebrow work of writers such as 
Brittain. However, Woolf’s simultaneous fascination and self-distancing 
suggest that this hierarchy is unstable, particularly around feminism and 
the question of self-representation. She acknowledges that Brittain’s 
seemingly transparent representation of the personal through the new 
autobiographical form of the “testament” is successful. Yet Woolf, in her 
own work, consciously mediates the personal by fictionalizing her own 
and other women’s experiences. Indeed, the assumption that her aesthetic 
and political commitments kept her at a distance from middlebrow 
women is perpetuated both by Woolf herself—with many other instances 
of snarky commentary on her popular contemporaries—and critical 
evaluations of her relationship to them.1 

In this paper, I consider how the opposition between Woolf and Brittain 
over their representations of the personal becomes unstable in the late 
1930s to early 1940s, when they both turn to genres of life writing as a 
vehicle for their feminist-pacifist politics. After the publication of Three 
Guineas (1938), Brittain became committed to a more radical form of 
pacifism that was later expressed in her third autobiographical work, 
Testament of Experience (1957), chronicling the years 1925 to 1950 
and her fortnightly circular, “Letters to Peace Lovers,” published from 
1939 to 1945 for a community of like-minded readers. The following 
essay shows how Woolf’s and Brittain’s projects advance feminist-
pacifist politics by deploying expressive, personal forms of life writing 
to make public women’s experiences. In so doing, their texts establish 
oppositional outsider publics around affect. Yet, at the same time that 
Woolf and Brittain make the personal public, they deploy biography 
and autobiography impersonally, complicating the idea that emotional 
restraint and self-concealment are inimical to feminist politics. 

Woolf’s skepticism toward Brittain “stand[ing] bare in public” 
in Testament of Youth is representative of her stance toward 
autobiographical feminism in the 1920s and 1930s. In “Women and 
Fiction” (1929) she describes the “distressing effect” of “the desire 
to plead some personal cause or to make a character the mouthpiece 
of some personal discontent or grievance” (80). Indeed, she argues 
that women’s freedom will not allow for greater autobiographical 
transparency, as we might assume, but that it will be abandoned for 
“a turn toward the impersonal” (83). This impersonal feminism is 
more explicit than her accusation against Charlotte Brontë’s angry 
airing of “some personal grievance” or her valorization of impersonal 
and androgynous writing in A Room of One’s Own (72). Read in this 
light, Woolf’s discomfort with Testament of Youth is unsurprising. The 
sentimentality and heteronormative conclusion, with its compulsive 
mourning of lost young men and its tidy ending in which Brittain meets 
her future husband, would seem to speak to the type of sentimental 
“intimate public” (viii)—constituted, in Brittain’s text, by war widows 
and single women. Lauren Berlant describes this genre of writing 
in The Female Complaint as something that “solicits belonging via 
modes of sentimental realism that span fantasy and experience and 
claim a certain emotional generality among women” (5). Although 
Testament of Youth takes a stance that is critical of the aims of war, it 
does not question patriarchy or suggest that women’s new structural 
position after the war should serve as the source of a shared feminist-
pacifist politics. “Intimate publics,” in Berlant’s understanding, are not 
subversive or countercultural but are rather the terrain of bourgeois 
white women who remain invested in the status quo. Woolf recoils 
against the sentimentality of Brittain’s depiction of war, which cheapens 
or diminishes the power of Brittain’s work to be political. Her memoir 

1 Melissa Sullivan, writing about the Hogarth Press’s relationship to middlebrow 
women writers that it published in the late 20s and early 30s (such as Rose 
Macaulay and Vita Sackville West, a break from its reputation for high 
modernism, elitism, and academic non-fiction), explains that Woolf “still 
approached this work with ambivalence” as her diaries and letters reveal that 
she “mistrusted the middlebrow’s journalism and popular novels of many of her 
friends” (56).

captures Berlant’s notion of an intimate public, where feeling displaces 
the political—that is, affect forms a public without politics.

Brittain’s later war writing, as well as Woolf’s Three Guineas, perform 
the additional work of transforming women’s experiences from a source 
of identification and intimacy into a motivation for oppositional politics, 
specifically the formation of feminist counterpublics. As Brittain and 
Woolf turned toward pacifist politics in the 1930s, their ideas begin to 
converge, as Rebecca Wisor has shown in her work on their status as 
female public intellectuals who both “embraced the concept of cultural 
marginalization as a necessary precondition for intellectual activity” 
(139). I focus here on how their strategic uses of feminized, personal 
forms (such as autobiography and letters) in public discourse are able to 
create community among their readers without centering the individual 
authorial self that is associated with the male public intellectual. In 
contrast, feminist counterpublics facilitate the transformation of personal 
experience first into collective feeling and then into action.

Counterpublics, Rita Felski explains, are “critical oppositional forces,” 
emerging not in a public space of democratic universality (as in 
Habermas’s formulation of the public sphere) but as a response to racial, 
gendered, and other forms of oppression experienced by marginalized 
groups. Specifically, the feminist counterpublic both “generates a 
gender-specific identity grounded in a consciousness of community and 
solidarity among women” and “seeks to convince society as a whole 
of the validity of feminist claims, challenging existing structures of 
authority” (168). While Felski accounts for the political function of 
feminist counterpublics, she does not consider their affective dimensions 
or the role genre plays in establishing them. By attending to affect, we 
can begin to see how counterpublics, for Woolf and Brittain, provide 
an alternative feminist model of citizenship that does not require 
sentimental investment in the affective regimes of the nation formed 
around war, patriotism, and patriarchy. Ann Cvetkovich’s work on 
lesbian public cultures is useful for understanding the relationship 
between affect and community; although Cvetkovich focuses on public 
cultures formed around trauma, her emphasis on what constitutes a 
public allows her to “remain alert to forms of affective life that have 
not been solidified into institutions, organizations, or identities,” which 
precipitates both a “reconsideration of conventional distinctions between 
political and emotional life” (9-10) and a redefinition of citizenship. In 
counterpublics, hybrid, personal, and feminized forms might then bring 
affect into the public sphere, operating as a check on Habermas’ notion 
of a citizen who enters it without any gendered, racial, or class identities. 
Brittain and Woolf both erode this “distinction between political and 
emotional life” through their use of genres and forms of expression that 
are not considered appropriate to the political sphere, such as personal 
experience, letters, and women’s lives and life writing. Furthermore, 
their feminist anti-war work rejects the evidentiary protocols of 
academic writing and journalism, a result of their exclusion from male-
dominated public institutions. These counterpublics are thus formed 
through hybrid genres that emphasize experience and affect, allowing 
them to conceive of oppositional forms of citizenship.

From the beginning of Testament of Experience, Brittain is conscious 
of her invention of a new genre that deploys her subjective experience 
in the service of a political project. In the Foreword, she explains 
drawing on both John Grierson’s invention of the word “documentary” 
in the 1920s, which “he later defined as ‘the creative treatment of 
actuality,’” and Professor Arnold Toynbee’s comments on genre: “‘we 
find the novelist vying with the diarist, the biographer, and the letter-
writer to determine whether “Fiction” or “Fact” is the more propitious 
medium for bringing out the poetry in the private affairs of ordinary 
people’” (13). While documentary may suggest objective factuality, 
Brittain understands the testament as a genre that acknowledges that 
the subjective nature of individual experience does not disqualify it 
as a source of education. That is, Brittain acknowledges the creative 
aspects of life writing while refusing to take this as evidence of its 
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lack of authenticity or inferiority to other genres. Carolyn Heilbrun 
maintains that this genre allowed Brittain to engage and transform 
gendered assumptions about women’s biased view of the world into a 
feminist counter-perspective: “Brittain’s record of what had happened 
to her in the larger world of events was not only different, but adjudged 
insignificant[.] […] She was willing, above all, to admit that being a 
woman gave her a special insight into the cruelty of nationalist actions, 
and permitted her to report them in a new way” (44). Acknowledging 
the gendered perspective of her testaments and eschewing claims to 
objectivity, Brittain thus also understood the testament as a means to 
establish identification among her readers: “The experience of one 
person, as practical record and spiritual pilgrimage, may be important in 
itself; its significance is doubled if the personal narrative is linked with 
the experience of many, and approaches the experience of all” (13).

While in the Foreword Brittain gestures toward a feminist universalism, 
rather than the oppositional stance of a feminist counterpublic, the rest 
of Testament of Experience and her “Letters to Peace Lovers” chronicle 
both her politicization as a feminist pacifist and the subsequent formation 
of a counterpublic around collective affective displacement from British 
citizenship. Brittain refused to write propaganda for the Ministry of 
Information, witnessed other members of the PPU arrested for sedition, 
and was banned from traveling outside England for the duration of World 
War II. In response, she devised a regularly published circular letter, 
sent to a community of sympathetic subscribers to communicate with 
her existing support network and “seek out and rally such independent-
minded commentators” who “deplore the lack of vision among Britain’s 
rulers” (Experience 219). She is motivated, she tells her readers in the 
first letter, by supporters who have suggested that “a million women 
should simultaneously raise their voices against war” (Peace Lover 
1). Brittain distinguishes her project from the newsletters of peace 
organizations, as her letter is an “informal document” and the first of 
its kind to be written by a woman (Peace Lover 1). Brittain emphasizes 
that her amateur status lends her a unique perspective that might 
challenge the assumption that news is more objective. Truth emerges 
from the formation of a community around reason and the discussion 
of ideas—a counter to the propaganda and emotional, war-mongering 
rhetoric appearing in the press. Brittain connects British propaganda to 
uncontainable emotion, specifically hatred, which allows readers to be 
“engulfed before we realize it” (Peace Lover 2). With the peace letters, 
Brittain aims to counter the effects of propaganda through appeals to 
reason.

Woolf’s formal choices and use of multiple genres of women’s life 
writing works similarly. Three Guineas is also structured around letters, 
although they are not solely addressed to a self-defined community 
of readers like Brittain’s. Rather, they serve the dual purpose of the 
counterpublic, as they are addressed outward, to convince Woolf’s 
readers and her gentleman correspondent of the validity of her claims. 
The text is also directed toward the “daughters of educated men” and 
her “Society of Outsiders,” a technique which can be understood as 
a feminist counterpublic formed around an affective disengagement 
from British patriarchy and nationalism. Indeed, the epistolary essay 
is a compilation of public and private materials that allows Woolf to 
simultaneously write in a traditionally personal and private genre while 
speaking for a collective group of women. She bolsters the effect of 
her essay through her inclusion of photographs and evidence drawn 
from newspapers and journals; women’s biographies, memoirs, and 
letters; and historical and academic texts. Melanie Micir views Woolf’s 
scrapbook method for Three Guineas as an “explicitly feminized, 
amateurized rhetorical style reflective of the educational and economic 
discrepancy between English men and women,” a deliberate choice that, 
I argue, has a similar impact as a counterpublic (523). This amateur 
method “takes aim at public dialogue’s existing structures of address 
and exchange” (Micir 528). Like Brittain, Woolf erodes the “distinction 
between political and emotional life” through her use of genres and 
forms of expression that are not considered appropriate to the political 

sphere. And, like Brittain, she views the documentation of women’s 
lives, often through amateur methods, as not only a valid form of 
evidence but also as a counter to institutional forms of knowledge. Yet, 
despite Woolf’s reliance on these intimate forms, she, again like Brittain, 
displaces the personal to facilitate the emergence of the collective, 
avoiding sentimental and expressive forms of self-representation. 

Woolf’s “Society of Outsiders” emerges as a feminist counterpublic 
through her insistence that women must achieve independence through 
emotional, material, and intellectual disengagement from British 
patriarchal institutions. Responding to the gentleman’s letter asking 
her, “How in your opinion are we to prevent war?” the “daughters of 
educated men” respond that “it seems both wrong for us rationally and 
impossible for us emotionally to fill up your form and join your society,” 
illustrating their refusal to be emotionally or personally manipulated 
into supporting a cause that does not align with the pursuit of “liberty, 
equality, and peace” (TG 125, 126). Intentionally withdrawing from the 
dominant affective registers of British patriarchal society, the “Society of 
Outsiders” takes vows of “poverty, chastity, derision, and freedom from 
unreal loyalties” (TG 97). The last of these vows is essential to Woolf’s 
vision of an impersonal politics formed around an indifferent collective, 
which is not susceptible to irrational appeals to emotions. Woolf 
demonstrates how women are already collectively excluded from these 
attachments, as they “have no country,” “want no country,” and therefore 
have the ability to oppose war as a group through their indifference (TG 
129). As with Brittain’s appeal for reason to counter the emotionalism 
of propaganda, Woolf’s feminist-pacifist counterpublic develops around 
affect, facilitating a transformation of citizenship (see Cvetkovich 9-10).

Indeed, Woolf conceives of feminist citizenship as emerging through 
the renunciation of emotional ties to the nation and through the 
renunciation of the self; paradoxically, this develops through personal 
forms of writing that are conventionally understood as straightforwardly 
expressive of emotion. The same can be said for Brittain’s conception of 
citizenship, which also moves toward the impersonal. While Brittain’s 
ethos of self-sacrifice is influenced by the Christian underpinnings of 
her pacifism, this withdrawal of the personal self resonates with the 
displacement of the personal at the center of Woolf’s feminist politics. 
Thus, even though Brittain uses personal forms to make her argument, 
her feminism aims to avoid personal exposure while facilitating feminist 
community. In charting the convergences between Brittain’s and Woolf’s 
conceptualizations of the relationship between form, politics, and 
affect, this analysis complicates the narrative of the inherent emotional 
expressivity of personal genres of writing as well as suggest further 
convergences between middlebrow and highbrow women’s writing 
during the interwar period.

Margot Kotler 
Graduate Center, City University of New York
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Archival Woolf  
Introduction

On November 20, 2019, the Berg Collection at the New York Public 
Library announced the acquisition of the William Beekman Collection of 
Virginia Woolf and Her Circle, adding 153 items to the library’s already 
wide-ranging archive of Woolfiana.1 As the papers included in this panel 
remind us, the Berg is one of many sites—both material and digital—
engaged in archival preservation of Woolf’s work and ephemera. My 
research has not, to this point, been rooted significantly in archival 
investigations, but it was news of this donation to the Berg that inspired 
this session at the 2021 virtual MLA Convention, sponsored by the 
International Virginia Woolf Society, on Archival Woolf.

On March 14, 2020, the New York Public Library shut down all 
branches, and at the time the convention opened, on January 7, 2021, 
the NYPL remained engaged in a gradual phased reopening process that 
did not, as yet, include in-person access to the Berg. Though none of 
today’s presenters relied on the Berg collection directly in developing 
their papers, all of us have had our research disrupted as a result of 
the pandemic and the shifts it has required in the way we work and 
think. Nonetheless, all three papers together offer us divergent yet 
overlapping visions of the role and use of the archive in a moment 
when we are perhaps particularly aware of the demands of the now and 
the possibilities and limitations of archives to preserve other present 
moments and connect them to this one.

Our panel met on the first day of the virtual convention, as we—and 
about 40 audience members—logged in to the conference site for a 
panel beginning at 10:15 am EST. I introduced the speakers briefly, 
as I will again here. Pamela L. Caughie presented first, discussing the 
1 “The New York Public Library Acquires Collection of Rare Virginia Woolf 
Materials.” New York Public Library, 20 November 2019, www.nypl.org/press/
press-release/november-20-2019/new-york-public-library-acquires-collection-
rare-virginia-woolf. Press release.

work she and others have done “Teaching with Woolf Online.” Pamela 
is Professor of English and Women’s Studies and Gender Studies at 
Loyola University Chicago. Former president of the Modernist Studies 
Association, Professor Caughie is a modernist scholar and a feminist 
and gender theorist whose research and teaching focus on literature 
and culture of the early twentieth century. Over the past decade she 
has become increasingly involved in the digital humanities, serving as 
a co-editor of Woolf Online, co-director of Modernist Networks, and 
Project Director for the Lili Elbe Digital Archive, a comparative edition 
and historical archive of the life narrative of Lili Elbe, one of the first 
persons to undergo gender confirmation surgery in 1930. She is author of 
Virginia Woolf and Postmodernism (1991) and Passing and Pedagogy: 
The Dynamics of Responsibility (1999), and editor or co-editor of four 
works, including Virginia Woolf in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction 
(2000) and, most recently, Man into Woman: A Comparative Scholarly 
Edition (Bloomsbury 2020), Elbe’s life narrative. 

Next, Zoë Henry shared her archival work in a paper titled “Queer 
Persistence: Chance Encounter and Revision in Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. 
Dalloway Page Proofs.” Zoë is a doctoral candidate in English at Indiana 
University. She received her BA from Brown University in 2014 and 
her MA from Indiana University in 2019. Her research centers on 
transatlantic modernism and the everyday, with a focus on gender and 
the history of psychology. Her article “Boats Bound for Nowhere: On the 
Legacy of Langston Hughes and Adjectival Modernism,” is forthcoming 
on Modernism/modernity Print Plus in January 2022. She presented at 
the Multi-Ethnic Literature in the U.S. Conference in March 2019 and 
at the virtual 30th annual International Conference on Virginia Woolf in 
June 2021. 

Michelle Alexis Taylor finished our presentations with her paper 
“Coterie Production as an (Anti-)Archival Practice.” Michelle is 
completing her doctorate in English at Harvard University. Her Junior 
Research Fellowship at St. Hilda’s College, Oxford begins in October 
2021. Her current book project, “In Rooms of Their Own: How Coterie 
Culture Shaped Literary Modernism” traces the impact of modernist 
coterie production, consumption, and circulation on twentieth century 
literature. She has published articles and essays in College Literature, 
Literary Imagination, the Modernism/modernity Print Plus platform, and 
The New Yorker.

I responded briefly to the presentations before turning to our Zoom 
version of a classic MLA Q&A.

Mary Wilson 
University of Massachusetts Dartmouth

Teaching with Woolf Online

Woolf Online (http://www.woolfonline.com/) is intended, as we say on 
our website, to serve as a resource for research and study of Virginia 
Woolf’s 1927 modernist classic, To the Lighthouse. The pilot project—
focused on Part II, the “Time Passes” section of the novel—was 
envisioned and originated by Professor Julia Briggs at the Centre for 
Textual Scholarship at De Montfort University. After her untimely death 
in 2007, the project was expanded to include Parts I and III of the novel 
and completed at Loyola University Chicago under the directorship 
of Peter Shillingsburg (Loyola), with Nick Hayward (Loyola) as 
technical editor, and Mark Hussey (Pace University) and myself as the 
contributing Woolf scholars. 

On the site are facsimile images and transcriptions of the holograph 
drafts (http://www.woolfonline.com/?node=content&project=1&taxa=6) 
in three notebooks housed in the Berg Collection of the New York Public 
Library, making these extremely fragile and now severely restricted 
materials widely accessible, one valuable contribution that digital 
archives can make to scholarship and teaching. The site includes as well 
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the typescripts, proofs, and various early editions of the novel, and a 
wealth of contextual material, such as diary entries and letters pertaining 
to the novel, early reviews of To the Lighthouse, selected essays Woolf 
wrote over the two-year period she worked on the novel (she wrote some 
60 essays during that time), and photographs of the Stephen family, 
Cornwall, and Talland House, which inform the setting and characters of 
the novel. 

It was important to Professor Briggs that the project would allow 
students and scholars to see the writing of this novel as a fluid process 
taking place in particular locations and at particular times. Through the 
typescript, the proofs, and the various editions along with the contextual 
material, one can almost literally watch Virginia Woolf create the 
manuscript, write in her diary, pen letters, compose other works—such 
as her essay “How Should One Read a Book?,” a draft of which is in the 
holograph notebooks—and read accounts of contemporaneous events, 
such as the General Strike that was going on practically outside the 
writer’s windows as she wrote the “Time Passes” section in May 1926 
(http://www.woolfonline.com/?node=content/contextual/gallery&project
=1&parent=35&taxa=36). While Woolf Online no longer attempts a day-
by-day documentation of Woolf’s writing as the pilot project did, it does 
stay true to Professor Briggs’s original vision. As Mark Hussey writes in 
his 2016 essay “Digital Woolf,”

By mounting a wealth of contextual material, Woolf Online […] 
demonstrates how, in the words of [Stephen] Ross and [Jentery] 
Sayers, “digital humanities frameworks for modernism highlight 
the relationship between individual works and the cultures in which 
they were embedded.” (265)

In doing so, this digital archive serves as a valuable resource for teaching 
Woolf’s novel, my topic here. 

I want to begin by taking you to two classroom exhibits featuring Woolf 
Online that can be found on Modernist Networks (https://modnets.
org/), a consortium of digital projects in modernist literature and culture 
co-directed by myself and my colleague David Chinitz. ModNets 
allows peer-reviewed digital modernist projects aggregated on the 
site to be searched with other digital scholarship, such as nineteenth-
century literary and cultural materials included in NINES and the 
Modernist Journals Project in ModNets. The site also provides a helpful 
pedagogical tool, a classroom feature that enables visitors to set up class 
exhibits for use by their students or anyone who visits the site. Through 
ModNets, Woolf Online can be searched, items tagged, and links created 
for classroom lessons. 

Rebecca Cameron, a modernist scholar at DePaul University, uses Woolf 
Online in a course for English majors to study Woolf’s writing process 
(https://modnets.org/exhibits/Teaching_with_Woolf_Online). Rebecca 
asks the students to read the diary entries and note two comments 
Woolf makes about the development of the novel that help them better 
understand its form or content. She also asks them to place the novel in 
its social context by reading Woolf’s comments on the General Strike 
and to consider how Woolf’s experiences during the Strike might have 
influenced her imagery or her depiction of working-class characters, 
such as Mrs. McNab. For Rebecca, Woolf Online serves to teach students 
how to use primary sources to assess a writer’s literary production.

Ian Cornelius, an Anglo-Saxon scholar at Loyola, teaches with Woolf 
Online in a first-year literature class for non-majors as a lesson in the 
significance of word choice in fiction (https://modnets.org/exhibits/
Using_Woolf_Online_to_examine_). Displaying passages in Woolf’s 
page proofs, Ian asks students to compare the proofs with their print 
editions and to note the changes Woolf made. Then he has them 
reflect on why Woolf might have made the change she did, such as the 
substitution of “Suddenly” for “But in a moment,” or the “softening” of 
her initial description of Lily Briscoe, and to consider how the changes 
affect the style or meaning of the passage. For Ian, Woolf Online 
provides a means for enhancing student’s close reading skills. 

These lessons exemplify one way Woolf Online can contribute to 
teaching Woolf’s classic novel, tracing changes Woolf made to the novel 
over various versions and encouraging students to consider—as Woolf’s 
persona does in thinking about the manuscript of Milton’s Lycidas 
locked away from her in the Oxbridge library—why a writer might alter 
even a single word and what difference that makes to the reading of the 
novel. These exercises depend on a traditional model of the literary work 
as a discrete object produced by an author whose writing process we can 
track so that we might come to understand, or at least speculate on, its 
author’s intentions and the significance of its social context.

A digital platform, however, offers another way of conceptualizing 
literary works. As Peter Shillingsburg writes in From Guttenberg to 
Google (2006), digital technologies make us rethink the purpose and 
formation of editions (though lacking a collation tool, Woolf Online is 
not technically an edition). Traditionally, a scholarly edition offers us 
versions of a work so we can follow its development chronologically, 
from initial drafts to published editions. A digital archive, though, 
enables us to realize that a literary object consists of multiple and 
varying versions of a narrative that is and is not the same across 
versions—like the Argo that Maggie Nelson invokes in her memoir The 
Argonauts, which is rebuilt throughout its voyage so that it is and is 
not the same ship when it arrives at its final destination. Teaching with 
Woolf Online we can ask students to contemplate the scale of a literary 
object. Technology’s capacity to expand the material object and render 
it infinitely pliable undermines the boundaries of a work and the limits 
of authorial intention in ways that Roland Barthes anticipated fifty 
years ago when he re-conceptualized the literary work as text (Caughie 
and Meyer). Text, according to Barthes, is a methodological field that 
requires readers to participate in its effects, to make reading a part of the 
practice of writing, not just an interpretive act performed on a finished 
work. As Shillingsburg notes, texts are iterable, “that is, they (or at 
least some aspects of them) can be reproduced, copied, transmitted, 
articulated in a variety of mediums and have at least the chance of being 
considered unchanged in the process—the chance of being considered to 
be still the same text” (14). Like the Argo. 

Woolf Online allows us to trace not just the writing process but what 
Jerome McGann calls the social text, the contingencies of production, 
publication, dissemination, and reception of literary works, in keeping 
with Julia Briggs’s vision. But it does more than give us an assortment of 
individual documents. A new ontology is created by the digital archive. 
The scale of the object expands exponentially. A digital archive presents 
us with a text, not a book or a manuscript, says Shillingsburg, a text that 
changes and develops through time, even when neither the physical nor 
the linguistic object has changed (18). As a network of discourses in 
Barthes’s sense, the text of a digital archive invites students to engage 
in producing the literary object, playing with it, manipulating it. Given 
that electronic texts are easily searchable, distributed, manipulable, 
convertable into other forms, analyzable in hundreds of ways, 
Shillingsburg continues, they differ from print books that have “solidity, 
stability, and endurance” (28-29). As a digital archive, Woolf Online 
adumbrates a new temporality and spatiality for Woolf’s modernist 
classic.

By teaching with Woolf Online, we can help students to conceptualize 
the novel as a spatialized and temporalized literary production, not 
as a stable object held between their hands, and thus to appreciate 
its “temporal vulnerability.” In her 2019 essay, “Capacity through 
Care,” Bethany Nowviskie calls for a feminist methodology for digital 
scholarship: “Let us build platforms that promote an understanding of 
the temporal vulnerability of the […] object,” she writes, “that more 
beautifully express the relationships of parts, one to another and […] that 
instill, by cultivating depth of feeling in their users, an ethic of care.” 
That kind of care is what we can teach with Woolf Online. 

So let me end by suggesting another kind of lesson, though time does 
not permit me to demo one. I use Woolf Online in a critical theory class 
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to make Barthes’s abstract concept of the text accessible and tangible 
to students. The assignment I am creating asks students to consider not 
what Woolf changed and why, but how they might draw relationships 
among parts of the archive to produce a certain affective response in 
readers. I invite them to create pathways through the archive rather than 
to compare versions of the narrative. Like the two lessons previously 
cited, this one has students use the ModNets search and tag functions to 
find documents in the archive that focus on a particular imagery, event, 
or character. For example, students might search all the references to 
Mrs. McNab (67 returns in Woolf Online, 81 in ModNets), but rather 
than noting how Woolf changed her character over time, as Ian looks at 
how she “softened” Lily Briscoe’s character, students might select the 
versions they found most intriguing or insightful, building their own 
edition that brings out the character as they understand Lily. They might 
link to diary entries, letters, reviews, or information on the plight of 
workers during the General Strike, as Rebecca invites her students to 
do, or link to related documents, such as the diary of a working woman 
on ModNets (http://drc.usask.ca/projects/notebooks/homepage.php), to 
further illuminate the domestic laborer’s daily existence. For, as Woolf 
affirms in “How Should One Read a Book?” in reference to reading 
biographies, “there is nothing more interesting than to pick one’s way 
among these vast depositories of fact, to make up the lives of men and 
women […] from the extraordinary abundance and litter and confusion 
of matter which lies strewn about [the archive].” The difference between 
Rebecca’s assignment and mine is that I invite students to make 
something, to ravel the discursive threads in the fabric, rather than to 
interpret stylistic features or authorial motives. In this way, they can 
experience the shift from work to text and how the archive as text, not 
book, provides a different relationship to the literary object. 

The digital archive allows students to creatively reimagine the literary 
artifact, to bring out aspects of the textual network that are not realized in 
any one version. They can come to experience the text more intimately, 
to see that literary texts are not just to be interpreted or “consumed,” 
in Barthes’s words, but to be manipulated, touched, cared for in ways 
Woolf could not have anticipated but would have appreciated, I think, 
given that she set down no laws for reading and realized that books 
are always, in her words, “overflowing their boundaries”: “To read a 
book well,” Woolf advises, “one should read it as if one were writing 
it” (“How Should One”). The digital archive allows students to do just 
that. “The activity of reading is altered,” writes Mark Hussey, “when the 
embodied process of turning the page is replaced by swiping, clicking, 
searching, or [tagging]” (268). Precisely. Just as the nature and scale 
of the literary object change with the archive, so do our activities as 
readers.

“The specific properties of electronic technology and digital conditions 
allow for the continual transformation of artifacts,” writes Joanna 
Drucker: 

The data file of an electronic document can be continually 
reconfigured. And an intervening act brings a work into being in 
each instance, operating on the field of potentialities. In digital files 
we can take advantage of the capacity of electronic instruments to 
mark such changes rather than merely registering them within the 
space of interpretation. (“The Virtual Codex from Page Space to 
E-space”)

With the digital archive we can literally become the writer’s accomplice, 
as both Virginia Woolf and Roland Barthes invite us to do. 

Pamela L. Caughie 
Loyola University Chicago
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Queer Persistence: Chance Encounters and Revision  
in Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway Page Proofs

In January 1925, Virginia Woolf, suffering from a bout of influenza, 
received three identical sets of page proofs. The first was eventually sent 
back to R. & R. Clark, providing the model for the British first edition of 
Mrs. Dalloway. It is no longer extant, but we can make some educated 
guesses as to what revisions were made there, by comparing the archived 
proofs with the British edition.1 The second, intended for Woolf’s 
American publisher, Harcourt, and now housed at the Lilly Library at 
Indiana University, provides the basis for my analysis. The third was 
meant to be Woolf’s personal copy, but she sent it to her dying friend, 
the French painter Jacques Raverat.2 In a diary entry from this period, 
Woolf lamented the long and laborious process of revision, “the dullest 
part of the whole business of writing; the most depressing and exacting” 
(The Diary of Virginia Woolf [D]3 4). And yet she made more than 300 
changes, in one instance completely re-writing a major scene. From early 
January to mid-March, Woolf continued to wrestle with her physical 
health; Raverat died; Woolf worried over what critics would think; her 
attention to detail waxed and waned. She left swaths of pages blank, 
while in other places taking care to make minor punctuation adjustments, 
rejecting her own corrections with a ‘stet’ or revising her own revisions. 
She was, in short, both meticulous and idiosyncratic, her characteristic 
purple pen leaving traces of intent, accident, and, as I shall argue, queer 
feeling. 

Queer theory has long recognized the salience of the “ephemeral,” 
the short-lived, non-linear, and unorthodox marker of experience. In 
a very real, material sense, LGBTQ histories, having long suffered 
1 Scholars agree that the British edition is the more authoritative; since R. & R. 
Clark was contracted by Hogarth Press, Woolf had substantially more editorial 
control, and the printer seems to adhere more closely to her changes than does 
Harcourt (Fernald, Introduction).
2 Too frail to work on his own, Raverat had the proofs read aloud to him by his 
wife. Subsequently referred to as the “Raverat Proofs,” these are housed at the 
UCLA Library. I was unable to consult these because the library has been closed 
since the start of the COVID-19 pandemic. I do make some observations about 
them, based on G. P. Wright’s meticulous notes.
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from institutional neglect, can often only be grasped in the margins, 
in unofficial spaces like a lover’s biography or in Joan Nestle’s and 
Deborah Edel’s Lesbian Herstory Archives (LHA), which began in 
the Harlem Renaissance artists’ Upper West Side apartment.3 Yet 
ephemerality also has a key temporal significance. Critics including 
Lee Edelman, Carolyn Dinshaw, Jack Halberstam, and Annamarie 
Jagose have offered ways of thinking about time aslant from dominant 
narratives: as a “queer touch across time” (Dinshaw 21) a rejection 
of “reproductive futurism” (Edelman 117) or experiments in “failure” 
(Halberstam 2) that reveal the malicious expectations foregrounding 
what we typically think of as success. More recently, Elizabeth Freeman 
has theorized the possibility of “queer chronicities,” wherein literature’s 
pathologized cases—such as Gertrude Stein’s wandering, bisexual 
woman of color, Melanctha—refuse to live as objects of seemingly 
ethical practices, embracing instead a ‘time-ish’ model of existence that 
is not organized by progress, development, shock, or rupture; a model, in 
short, that rejects normativity and simply is (“Hopeless Cases”). Woolf’s 
corrections to her page proofs are ephemeral in precisely this sense: 
More than belated or avant-garde, the revisions are just in time, a record 
of intimacy that can do nothing so much as persist. Like Sally Seton’s 
unforgettable kiss, which Clarissa remembers more than thirty years later 
as “the most exquisite moment of her whole life,” we should read these 
corrected proofs as “infinitely precious diamond[s]” (Mrs. Dalloway 
[MD] 324), which recur and recoup meaning long after a final version—
whichever one we choose as such—has been printed. In what follows, 
I hone in on three moments in the novel that have queer resonance: The 
“mad scene,” as Woolf referred to it (D2 272), wherein the shell-shocked 
former soldier Septimus Warren Smith hallucinates the presence of his 
dead companion, Evans; Septimus’s suicide; and Clarissa’s meditation 
on his death. These sections, which subvert the expectations of 
heteropatriarchy with language offering the possibility of a shared same-
sex desire on the part of the novel’s protagonists, are those Woolf spent 
the most time revising. 

Septimus posed great difficulty for Woolf from inception. Following the 
deaths of close friends Kitty Maxse and Katherine Mansfield in 1922 and 
1923, respectively, Woolf conceived of a figure who begged a general 
feeling of intensity. Moreover, Septimus’s preoccupation with death 
would make a crucial link to Clarissa, throwing her often contradictory 
character into relief. Septimus’s memories of Evans have informed many 
queer readings of Mrs. Dalloway; it is certainly not a stretch to interpret 
the two as lovers, as many of the following passages will suggest.5 As 
we will see, Woolf revised the relationship between the two even at the 
proof stage, revealing her own commitment to a key intimacy in the text. 
When introducing this friendship—and the “attention and affection” 
that Evans’ ‘manly’ performance has incited in his partner—the novel 
compares Septimus and Evans to dogs moving tenderly and erotically 
with one another as they wrestle on the floor. The uncorrected American 
proofs read: 

It was a case of two dogs playing on a hearth-rug; one worrying a 
paper screw, snarling, snapping, giving a pinch, now and then, at the 
old dog’s ear; the other lying somnolent, blinking at the fire, raising 
a paw, turning and growling good-temperedly—they had to be 
together, share with each other, fight with each other, quarrel with 
each other. But when Evans (Rezia who had only seen him once 
called him “a quiet man,” a sturdy red-haired man, undemonstrative 
in the company of women), when Evans was killed, just before the 
Armistice, in Italy, Septimus, far from showing any emotion or 

3 As Ann Cvetkovich describes it, “Conceived more as community center than a 
research institution, one of LHA’s original missions was to provide safe space for 
lesbian-owned documents that might otherwise be left to neglect or destroyed by 
indifferent or homophobic families” (241).
4 All quotations from the published version of the novel are from the 2015 
Cambridge edition, edited by Anne Fernald.
5 For queer readings of Mrs. Dalloway that consider Septimus and Evans’ 
relationship, see Eileen Barrett’s “Unmasking Lesbian Passion” and Madelyn 
Detloff’s “Woolf and Lesbian Culture.” 

recognizing that there was the end of a friendship, congratulated 
himself upon feeling very little and very reasonably. The War had 
taught him. It was sublime. (Mrs. Dalloway, American Corrected 
Proofs [MD ACP] 133) 

Despite having “congratulated himself” on feeling “very little and very 
reasonably” about the death of Evans, Septimus cannot shake this love; 
it lingers throughout the events of the day, eclipsing his awareness of 
his wife, Rezia, and recurring even in the final moments before his 
own death. Elsewhere, as Eileen Barrett has shown, Septimus bemoans 
the nature of heterosexual marriage—sinking like “a drowned sailor” 
when his doctor, Sir William Bradshaw, advises him to recommit to 
Rezia (MD 88). He reflects that “love between man and woman was 
repulsive to Shakespeare” (MD 80); and dreads the dirty “business of 
copulation” (MD 80) that would lead, in Edelman’s terms, to progeny 
in a reproductive future. By contrast, the intimacy between Evans and 
Septimus persists and is underlined by Woolf’s intense corrections 
to this particular scene. The paper of the proof contains a series of 
smudges in the top left-hand corner, and a dark, distinct finger-print 
at the bottom of the same page. Woolf strikes through the em-dash 
separating ‘temperedly’ from ‘they,’ and inserts a period instead. On the 
right margin, she draws a double-line under a lowercase ‘t,’ indicating 
that the word “they” in “they had to be together” should begin a new 
sentence. Further down the page, she cuts through the ‘t’ in ‘there,’ so 
that this should read “here”: “here was the end of friendship” (MD ACP 
131). These changes erase some ambiguities: it is not merely the dogs 
that “had to be together”; it is also the two men with whom they are 
being compared who must be with each other. The shifting from ‘there’ 
to ‘here’ emphasizes the continued presence of Evans, the dead lover—a 
queer temporality that resists linear progress or closure. Septimus may 
have celebrated “feeling very little” at the time of Evan’s death, but 
their intimacy remains “here” and not elsewhere, an aesthetic of the 
unfinished that is left to us to interpret.6 These changes reiterate an 
authorial commitment to queer intimacy, just when it seems too late.  

The smudges and ink-stains bear the traces of Woolf’s own affective 
investment in Evans, and they speak to her physical labor in perfecting 
the document. This can also be seen in painstaking revisions to the 
central “mad scene.” In a pivotal moment just before the mid-point of 
the novel—delineated by the noon chiming of Big Ben, and a section 
break—Septimus hallucinates the apparition of Evans, crying out “aloud 
to himself,” as his wife walks in and arranges a bouquet of roses (MD 
83-84). Woolf began writing this scene in the summer of 1923. By 
October, she lamented: “I find I write it by clinging as tight to fact as I 
can, and write perhaps 50 words a morning” (D2 272). Changes abound 
on page 141—as many as eight, compared to a single change on the 
previous page, and none on the preceding four—but let us zero in on 
Rezia’s entrance to the room in which Septimus is calling out for that 
“dead man in the grey suit” (MD ACP 108). The proofs read: 

And Rezia came in, with her flowers, and walked across the room, 
and put the flowers in a vase, roses upon which the sun struck 
directly, signaling from Evans. It went laughing, leaping round the 
room. / She had had to buy the roses, Rezia said, from a poor man 
in the street. But they were almost dead already. (MD ACP 141) 

To the final sentence, Woolf appends: “she said, arranging the flowers.” 
“Flowers” is then struck through, replaced with that more canonical 
marker of heterosexual love—roses. She continues to attend to a 
scene that has dogged her for seventeen months, funneling her limited 
emotional energy into this ghostly encounter. The roses heralding a 
connection to Rezia may be in the process of dying—Septimus “scarcely 
knew her,” even where she stands (MD 84)—and yet Evans, the dead 
6 While writing Mrs. Dalloway, Woolf was studying Ancient Greek and found 
herself taken with the remaining pieces of Sappho’s poetry. Fernald suggests 
that Woolf was then developing what DuBois has called an “aesthetics of the 
fragment,” privileging the choppy, interrupted nature of reading in Greek over 
the more ‘complete’ translation; she asks readers to consider the fragment before 
projecting the whole state (Virginia Woolf: Feminism and the Reader 37).
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partner, is somehow more real to Septimus than ever before. Like the 
return of the repressed, this archive of feeling continues to reproduce 
the intensity of their affection, as it does the intensity with which Woolf 
approached the characters. 

I turn now to ephemera of a different kind: emendations that are difficult 
to interpret, as the result of a chance encounter or accident. Arguably the 
most significant reflection in the novel—wherein Clarissa retreats from 
the party and considers Septimus’ death, feeling suddenly “glad that he 
had done it; thrown it away”—is also the most difficult for editors to 
interpret (Fernald, Introduction lxxvi). The British first edition of the 
scene reads: 

She felt somehow very like him—the young man who had killed 
himself. She felt glad that he had done it; thrown it away while they 
went on living. The clock was striking. The leaden circles dissolved 
in the air. But she must go back. She must assemble. She must find 
Sally and Peter. And she came in from the little room. (MD 166-67)

Fernald notes that R. & R. Clark adhered to Woolf’s request for section 
breaks where Harcourt sometimes did not (Introduction lxxiv). Here is 
such a moment where a section break was likely intended: Following 
“little room,” the British printer leaves two lines blank, separating this 
from Peter Walsh’s next thought: “But where is Clarissa?” However, 
comparing this scene with the American proofs reveals that R. & R. 
Clark likely missed both a key line and subsequent change to that line. 
The uncorrected proofs include, after “leaden circles dissolved in the 
air,” the following thought: “He made her feel the beauty; the fun.” 
Woolf then makes a J-shaped slope from the second “the” to the left-
hand margin, adding (what I take to be) the phrase “made her feel,” such 
that the line in the passage in the American edition reads: 

She felt glad that he had done it; thrown it away. The clock was 
striking. The leaden circles dissolved in the air. He made her feel 
the beauty; made her feel the fun. But she must go back. She must 
assemble. She must find Sally and Peter. And she came in from the 
little room. (MD ACP 186 No Section Break)

As we can see, the marking is somewhat opaque; the ‘m,’ ‘h,’ and ‘f,’ 
are each partially missing from the page. Woolf then appears to have 
neglected to add a section break after “little room,”—the twelfth and 
final break of the novel, corresponding to the twelve hours of the day—
as she must have done on the British proofs, since this break appears 
in the British first edition. This piece of the Mrs. Dalloway archive is 
ephemeral in multiple senses. When added back into the passage, the line 
forges a significant connection between Septimus and Clarissa. That the 
death of Septimus makes Clarissa feel “beauty and fun” also suggests 
that the queer desire for Evans is shared, at least in part, by Clarissa, 
who remembers Sally’s kiss as the most exquisite moment of her life. 
Additionally, a reader could surmise that Clarissa may be contemplating 
suicide herself; Woolf later revealed that Mrs. Dalloway was originally 
meant to die that night (Woolf, Introduction vi). Yet Woolf’s attention 
to this moment was also fragmentary; she does not correct for the page 
break. Fernald has suggested that the two blank spaces in the British 
edition do as much to underscore the significance of this moment as the 
addition of the forgotten sentence would, and I do not disagree (Fernald, 
Introduction lxxxvi). But there is a third way of reading this puzzle as 
ephemeral: the possibility of Clarissa’s queerness is simultaneously 
opened up (by the line’s inclusion) and foreclosed (by its erasure). More 
broadly, the queerness of Mrs. Dalloway is not quite ahead of its time—
in the sense of avant-garde—but neither is it fully absent from the text. 
Queerness lingers like an aching phantom limb, persisting even as it 
refuses to be final. 

Rachel Blau DuPlessis in Writing Beyond the Ending  has argued that 
women writers of the twentieth century resisted conventional narrative 
structures by dilating a book’s final moments, thereby troubling readerly 
expectations for female characters (see xi). Melanie Micir extends 
this insight, suggesting that looking “beyond the ending” is not only a 

writerly practice but a “readerly responsibility too” (111). Woolf might 
be “writing beyond the ending” of Mrs. Dalloway in that the final 
moments of the novel are filtered through Peter Walsh’s perspective, 
denying access to Clarissa’s interiority in her final scene. Yet Woolf 
also “writes beyond the ending” in a material sense: Having expanded 
and contracted Septimus’ suicide scene throughout the four-year-long 
drafting process, she re-writes a large portion of it at the proof stage, 
resisting closure to the last possible minute. In both the American and 
Raverat proofs, Woolf adds two sheets of paper—labelled in the upper 
right-hand corner as ‘224a’ and ‘224b’—containing a significant typed 
addition. 

Getting up rather unsteadily, hopping indeed from foot to foot, he 
considered Mrs. Filmer’s nice clean bread knife with ‘Bread’ carved 
on the handle. Ah, but one mustn’t spoil that. The gas fire? But it 
was too late now. Holmes was coming. Razors he might have got, 
but Rezia, who always did that sort of thing, had packed them. (MD 
ACP 224a) 

These lines establish that Septimus—for all his preoccupation with death 
and destruction—had not pre-meditated the event itself, suggesting that 
things might have ended differently. That the central connection between 
Septimus and Clarissa resists finality contributes to our understanding 
of Woolf’s female protagonist as still-in-process, in spite of that final, 
often-quoted line: “For there she was” (MD 174). Like Dinshaw’s “touch 
across time” (21) or Freeman’s chronic wandering (see Time Binds), this 
refusal to give Clarissa a coherent resolution paradoxically makes her 
queerness, and Woolf’s own, legible to Woolf’s future audience. 

I have been using the term ‘queerness’ partially for the capaciousness it 
offers us theoretically as an “open mesh of possibilities, gaps, overlaps, 
dissonances and resonances, lapses and excesses of meaning when the 
constituent elements of anyone’s gender, of anyone’s sexuality aren’t 
made (or can’t be made) to signify monolithically” (Sedgwick 8). 
However, I am wary of neglecting the very real, embodied experience of 
queer encounters, impacts as exciting and inscrutable as those splotches 
of purple ink. Woolf, having forced herself through the “dull and 
exacting” process of final revisions while suffering from influenza and 
a “distaste for the pen” (D3 5), slipped into a depression after the May 
1925 publication of Mrs. Dalloway was met by a series of unfavorable 
reviews. She spent six weeks in bed that autumn, questioning that she 
could achieve anything of value.7 At the same time, Woolf’s relationship 
with Vita Sackville-West intensified, culminating in their first erotic 
encounter in December (Leaska, Introduction 26). In the late stages of 
writing the book, Woolf describes “peering across Vita at my blessed 
Mrs. Dalloway” (D2 313). Ultimately, then, the archive of Mrs. 
Dalloway offers us queerness in both the abstract/theoretical and bodily 
senses of the term: the proofs unfold a non-linear model of temporality 
and bear the traces of illicit feelings, revealing Woolf’s commitment to 
same-sex desire. Yet they also register a form of consistent practice—an 
unfolding body—coming to terms with itself as a body on the page. In 
her smudges and ink-stains that linger just in time, Woolf’s archive of 
feeling is both emphatic and elusive. 

Zoë Henry 
Indiana University
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e e e
Coterie Production as (Anti-)Archival Practice1

In January of 1935, the month of the first and only performance of 
Virginia Woolf’s play Freshwater during her lifetime, death was in the 
air in Bloomsbury. Virginia Woolf and her coterie were still reeling 
after the unexpected passing of Roger Fry only a few months earlier in 
September 1934. Then Francis Birrell, the co-owner of the Bloomsbury 
favorite bookshop Birrell and Garnett’s, died on January 2nd. It was 
more than Woolf could handle. In December, she had confessed in 
her diary that she simply could not afford to pay attention to Birrell’s 
illness, coming so soon as it did after Roger Fry’s death—she was as 
1My thanks to Vara Neverow for her aid in preparing this draft for publication. I 
am also grateful to audiences at the MLA 2021 IVWS panel as well as the 2021 
IVWS conference for their helpful feedback on this work-in-progress.

devastated as she could possibly be (Diary of Virginia Woolf [D]4 265). 
She recorded the fact of Birrell’s passing without comment in her diary 
on January 6th (D4 272). No wonder that she felt during a rehearsal that 
“Roger’s ghost knocked at the door” when Fry’s “portrait of Charlie 
Sanger was delivered” (D4 275).2

No wonder, too, that she was thinking about archives. On January 11, 
in the thick of rehearsals, she began by musing about death, “So death 
will be very dull,” she writes. “There are no letters in the grave, as Dr 
Johnson said.” Then she records receiving a noteworthy letter from T. S. 
Eliot: “A very long, rather formal, I mean affected letter from Tom this 
morning, which I must put away, as it will be so valuable. Did he think 
that when he was writing it?” (D4 273), she wondered.

I mention death and archives because these are, I think, at the center of 
the drama of Freshwater. When the play opens, we find the Cameron 
family3 anxiously waiting at Dimbola, their home in the town of 
Freshwater on the Isle of Wight, for a long-delayed delivery. They are 
waiting for their coffins, which they need because they intend to die 
in India, and they fear, very deeply, exposing their corpses to the wild, 
foreign elements.4 As Mrs. Cameron explains to Lord Tennyson:

When we lie dead under the Southern Cross my head will be pillowed 
upon your immortal poem In Memoriam. Maud will lie upon my 
heart. Look—Orion glitters in the southern sky. […] And then what 
is this—what infamy do I perceive? An ant, Alfred, a white ant. They 
are advancing in hordes from the jungle. Alfred, they are devouring 
Maud! (Freshwater 8)

What else is this but the archival impulse, the fear that the corpse will 
overtake the corpus, manifesting itself metaphorically to a writer who is 
increasingly confronted by the prospect not just of her own demise, but 
also of the demise of all the other writers and artists in her milieu? In this 
paper, I look at Freshwater alongside another parlor theatrical, “Ladies 
and Gentlemen, or, 100 Years After,” a sketch written by Quentin Bell 
and Jane Bussy and performed in the studio at Charleston Farmhouse 
one year after Freshwater’s debut. As I show, both of these plays pose 
coterie production as a fundamentally anti-archival practice, a practice 
that sets the preserving institutional body against the living, creating, 
relational one. 

In my broader work, I argue that coterie production is generally anti-
institutional in bent. Writing about Woolf’s relationship to the British 
Museum, Ruth Hoberman has suggested that Woolf saw archives and 
museums as “so visibly aligned with the nation and its laws as to make 
their relation to the individual subject to scrutiny” (Hoberman 190). 

Coterie literature scrutinizes the relationship that institutions have to 
both individual and collective artistic endeavors. These Bloomsbury 
plays, with their subtle (and not-so-subtle) anti-imperial politics, 
postulate against the institutional or imperial archive an alternative space 
of knowledge production: they explore the conditions of knowledge 
in the home, setting the embodied, socialized, collective experience of 
literary or artistic consumption, production, and circulation—essentially, 
coterie practice—against the collectible, interpretable artifact, which is 
repeatedly misinterpreted. In this coterie space, objects, including texts, 
eschew the institution’s embalmment and instead retain their vitality 
through collective use and practice.5 

2 In Note 13, Anne Olivier Bell and Andrew McNeillie, the editors of Woolf’s 
Diary, indicate that there is no explanation for the delivery.
3 Julia Margaret Cameron, the photographer, was Virginia Woolf’s great-aunt and 
was married to Charles Hay Cameron, a barrister. They had six children. 
4 In the context of Covid-19, this motif is unfortunately very relatable.
5 I should note here that I will be focusing on the 1935 performance of 
Freshwater, although I know that the text was adapted from Woolf’s abandoned 
1923 draft. In my longer book chapter from which this is drawn, I consider why 
Woolf turns to coterie drama at the particular moment that she first did in 1923 
and how the play resonates in that moment at what we think of as closer to the 
beginning of Woolf’s career.
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Freshwater documents the imagined last day of the Freshwater circle’s 
life as a coherent group, an ending that is overshadowed by the prospect 
of death—both the deaths of its characters and of their cultural eras. The 
dissolution of the coterie is effected by two departures: the departure 
of the aging Camerons for India, coffins in tow, and the departure of 
sixteen-year-old actress Ellen Terry from her marriage to G. F. Watts 
(at the end of the play, she escapes to Bloomsbury). That the play was 
something of a funeral masque for a bygone Bloomsbury, with Terry’s 
departure evoking nostalgia for earlier days in London, seems to me 
undeniable. Yet I also read it as Woolf’s attempt to hail a new modernity 
inhering in and represented by Woolf’s nieces and nephews, an 
acknowledgment that what was once the vanguard now sits closer to the 
rear. Woolf’s casting underscores such a reading, imagining Bloomsbury 
figures as their Victorian predecessors, ready to be unseated: Vanessa 
Bell played her own great aunt, the photographer Julia Margaret 
Cameron; Duncan Grant played the painter George Frederick Watts; 
Adrian Stephen played Tennyson; and Leonard Woolf played Charles 
Hay Cameron, husband of Julia. Vanessa’s daughter, Angelica Bell, 
played the young actress Ellen Terry—Angelica was an aspiring actress 
at the time—while Angelica’s brother Julian played the fictional sailor, 
Lieutenant Craig, who whisks Terry off to Bloomsbury. 

Freshwater is generally read as a send-up of Victorianism, a modernist’s 
spoof of the ridiculousness of Victorian ethical and aesthetic values, but 
its take on intergenerational conflict and artistic legacies is a bit more 
complicated than such readings can compass. Woolf’s casting allowed 
the story of one intergenerational conflict to represent (and complicate) 
another: she used Ellen Terry’s proto-feminist, proto-modernist rebellion 
against the Victorian values of the Freshwater set to give form to the 
burgeoning conflict between the modernists and their own descendants. 
As is so often the case with coterie literature, each rebellious dramatic 
action, each conflict, thus signifies on three levels: it plays out a drama 
between Angelica’s generation and Woolf’s, between the individual 
actors (such as Angelica and her mother) who represent those 
generations, and between modernism and Victorianism. 

For Woolf, this means working through her conflicting impulses to 
preserve and to innovate, to keep things the way they are, or to change 
them radically. I see these impulses reflected in part in Woolf’s split 
identification with the characters of Julia Cameron and Ellen Terry. After 
all, Terry’s future address, as given in the play, was Woolf’s first address 
in Bloomsbury, the home that the Stephen children moved into shortly 
after the death of their father. On the other hand, Mrs. Cameron, who 
is presented as the “Bride of Art” in the 1923 draft, remains, I would 
argue, a rare figure of the devoted woman artist, even after Woolf almost 
entirely cuts her grand monologues on genius and art (Freshwater 74).

These characters, along with the values they represent, enter the play in 
a state of conflict: Cameron wants to subdue Terry for her art, and Terry 
wants only freedom and pleasure. When Cameron kills the house turkey 
to create wings for her photo of Terry as the poet’s muse, she tells the 
horrified girl that “The Turkey is happy, Ellen. The turkey has become 
part and parcel of my immortal art” (Freshwater 14). The implication, 
of course, is that Terry should be happy to follow suit. The metaphor of 
embalmment, of death as immortalization, becomes more pronounced 
in the second act, when Terry meets her new lover, Craig, on the beach. 
There, she loses her wedding ring to a hungry porpoise, and we learn 
that the ring had been “dug out of a tomb. Beatrice’s. No, Laura’s!”6 
(Freshwater 31). In other words, the ring bound Terry not only to her 
husband, but to the medieval tradition of the muse; its loss at the water’s 
edge sets her free, almost as if by baptism or rebirth. By the end of the 
play, when Watts and Tennyson are the only ones left at Dimbola, the 
house seems to have become a kind of tomb, a memorial to dwelling 
in the past, consecrated by a Queen Victoria still mourning the death of 
Prince Albert.

6 The phrase refers to women who serve as muses for men—Beatrice was Dante’s 
muse and Laura was Petrarch’s. 

Terry, meanwhile, has left for Gordon Square, London, postal code 
WC1. Yes, Woolf does make a scatological joke punning on the postal 
code, and even if the joke loses its oomph with its transatlantic crossing, 
Woolf’s message remains clear. Everything, even Terry’s new way 
of life, will eventually have been a waste. She may have escaped her 
own living embalmment, but life that is changed rather than preserved 
means loss, perhaps even obliteration. Or, as Tennyson explains, reading 
from Maud at the beginning of the play: “And Echo there, whatever is 
ask’d her, answers ‘Death’” (Freshwater 9). Echo, repetition, is roundly 
rejected.

Still, the answer to the problem of waste seems not to be preservation, 
but to recognize that creation is always, at bottom, a kind of destruction. 
Woolf was clearer about this in her own diary. When, in early December 
1934, C. E. M. Joad posited that the Bloomsbury era was well on the 
way of its decline, Woolf wrote about the essay with disdain. “We—
B[loomsbur]y—are dead; so says Joad. I snap my fingers at him. Lytton 
& I the two destructors” (D4 265). In the 1923 draft of Freshwater, 
Cameron bequeaths Terry with her lens directly: “Take my lens,” she 
bids her, “I bequeath it to my descendants. See that it is always out 
of focus” (Freshwater 83). In the 1935 draft, Cameron holds onto her 
camera but still bequeaths her advice. Taking a photo that obscures its 
subject—even if just through an act of technical misprision—is as much 
an act of destruction as creation, and Woolf frames this destruction as its 
own kind of legacy.

The archival, or rather, anti-archival resonances of Freshwater become 
more pronounced when we read it alongside Quentin Bell’s and Jane 
Bussy’s7 “Ladies and Gentlemen, or, 100 Years After,” which I take 
to be at least in part a response to Woolf’s play. Produced a year later, 
“Ladies and Gentlemen” eerily and satirically anticipates Charleston 
Farmhouse’s future as a museum of Bloomsburiana. While Freshwater 
was set about a half century or more before its performance, Bell’s 
grimly comedic sketch is set “100 years after,” in the year 2036, and 
shows a group of international tourists receiving a hilariously inaccurate 
tour of the Farmhouse. The tourists and their guide confuse the 
Bloomsberries and their friends with one another: the guide conflates 
Virginia Woolf and her lover, Vita Sackville-West, and suggests that the 
composite of the two novelists had married Clive Bell. When the play 
was performed in Vanessa’s and Duncan’s studio at Charleston, the tour 
guide acted as if the audience members were furniture. Lydia Keynes, 
Maynard Keynes’s Russian ballerina wife, was a Russian side table 
while Maynard became a grandfather clock designed by Isaac Newton. 
The message—which might perhaps have been a warning, coming as 
it did from a member of the newer generation—was clear: the older 
Bloomsberries were passing into obscurity, becoming synonymous with 
the soon-to-be illegible objects they were leaving behind. (Of course, 
the scholars who study these objects are not spared from ridicule, 
but satirized, too, by an American character who constantly cites the 
ludicrous theories of a professor who has a very silly, very Southern 
name—see Bell and Bussy).

This sketch also turns on a metaphor about waste: it begins with 
Madame de Canquaillotte asking her English niece for directions to 
the bathroom, and culminates, after a short tour, is the revelation of the 
site’s magnum opus, hidden behind a curtain, which turns out to be a 
sign for the ladies’ room. No doubt this anti-institutional tip into nihilism 
had partly to do with a general anxiety about the rise of fascism. Stage 
directions indicate that the play is set in an England under fascist rule: 
on the wall there is a notice mandating a fascist-nationalist salute. And 
in probably the darkest joke of play, a character’s Baedeker gives us 
a glimpse into Charleston’s future. The site, we learn, is in ruins, with 
only the art studio still standing. But it gets worse. The ruins (rated a 
three-star attraction) can be reached visited on the same transit line that 
takes tourists to a nearby concentration camp for two shillings extra. In 
this context, in fact, the professor’s ideas about the arcane Bloomsbury 
7 Bussy was the daughter of the painter, Simon Bussy, and Dorothy Strachey, 
Lytton Strachey’s elder sister. 
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f
Response: The Archival Imagination

What is important for me about these papers is the difference in the ways 
they each conceive of the archive—a difference that, paradoxically, 
seems to offer us really important common ground as we survey the 
territory of Archival Woolf. In their different ways of conceptualizing 
the archive and Woolf’s—and our—relation(s) to it, these papers point to 
the essential capacity of the archive, whatever it holds and memorializes, 
and, importantly, whatever it leaves out or forgets. To borrow a phrase 
from Pamela Caughie’s paper, each of these presentations offer us a new 
way to reconsider “the scale of a literary object” (30) and, through the 
use of archival or anti-archival or counter-archival practices, to expand 
our sense of what a literary object consists and how we, as readers, 
consumers, or accomplices can relate to it: how we interpret it, what we 
make of it.

The archive, as Paul Voss and Marta Werner have argued, operates by 
a “paradoxical logic”: it “preserves and reserves, protects and patrols, 
regulates and represses” (i). We are the more aware of this paradox 
of the archive in our current pandemic circumstances: this panel was 
inspired by a broadening of the Woolfian archive—the move of the 
items and papers in the Beekman collection from private hands to a 
public research institution. The panelists present their research in a 
moment when that archive and others are closed in an effort not to 
protect the items being preserved but to prevent the spread of disease. 
Woolf herself was deeply aware of the privileges of access to materials 
and the impact of being able to see a manuscript or an object—or being 
kept from it. As Michelle Taylor’s presentation suggests, Woolf’s own 
relation to archives was complex. Images such as that in Night and 
Day of Katharine Hilbery dutifully displaying Richard Alardyce’s 
slippers to his American admirer—anticipating Quentin Bell and Jane 
Bussy’s satire?—underscore her skepticism of the value of preserving 
a writer’s personal effects. (Woolf’s passport and her walking stick, if 
not her slippers, are now housed at the Berg.) The lives of the obscure, 
the women writers whose names won’t fit in the dome of the British 
Museum, the ordinary mind on an ordinary day: Woolf so often seems 
to be concerned with those elements that are unavailable to archivists 
or unreadable in an archival context perhaps precisely because they 
constitute life as it is lived. She’s aware, too, of the ephemerality of 
such objects, and the possibility that archival protections can fail even 
when they attempt to preserve (such as those “charred fragments” [88] 
in Orlando); in Voss and Werner’s terms, the archive’s “history of 
conservation is, on the other hand, a history of loss” (i). And yet Zoë 

fertility rituals are especially ironic and off: nothing in this play that is 
created isn’t also immediately flushed away. 

Here, everything of Bloomsbury culture has been completely lost and 
is completely misinterpreted by the tourists and their guide. On the one 
hand, the sketch teasingly confirms all of the spoken and unspoken 
fears around being part of a coterie: the privacy of the coterie becoming 
insularity and insignificance; the unity of the coterie being interpreted 
as uniformity. More than they are poking fun at their parents, however, 
I think Bell and Bussy are asserting the futility of the imperial archive, 
in which context the coterie and its joint life and work are completely 
illegible. Persons, after all, are not reducible to objects. As more and 
more artists’ homes were turned into museums, these Bloomsbury 
writers asserted that an artist’s or writer’s home was the opposite of an 
institution. Artistic preservation, these plays hold, must not be a matter 
of safekeeping and storage, but must favor dwelling over viewing: it 
must be one of ongoing practice, including the practice of these parlor 
theatricals. 

As I’ve demonstrated, the amateur work of the parlor theatrical, a coterie 
genre, is deliberately anti-institutional, deliberately illegible—depending 
on the eye of the beholder, it is either gnomic or mundane. Coterie 
literature’s inside jokes are rebellious, iconoclastic, like Mrs. Cameron’s 
graveside “white ants”—a name for the termite that implies violence 
to both corpse and corpus and points both to Cameron and to Woolf, 
who were both white and both revolutionary. These jokes celebrate 
the illegibility of the life as it is lived apart from and outside of the 
institution. As an example: when Julian-as-Craig tells Angelica-as-Terry 
that the only thing they paint in Bloomsbury is the bath, he’s making a 
joke about The Tub, famous paintings by Duncan Grant and Vanessa Bell 
(Freshwater 31).8 When a porpoise eats Terry’s wedding ring, Woolf is 
making a joke about the not-so-seaworthy vessel that she and Leonard 
had gifted to the children of Charleston. The joke is a commemoration 
of misadventure and happenstance (see Garnett 164). The first joke, 
about the bath, focuses on post-impressionist painting, but the second 
joke—as far as I can discern — points only to life, to memory, to the 
personal. In coterie literature, these exist on the same plane, are invested 
with the same significance. But one is often more legible than the other 
in the context of the archive. One points to an object that could belong 
in a museum. The other points to a vessel whose ability to convey, to 
carry, to transport, is less valuable than the form of temporary, precarious 
dwelling it offers, in which, to quote Wallace Stevens, “the being there 
together is enough” (Stevens 444). 

“Finding something in an archive poignant,” Brent Hayes Edwards has 
written, “does not necessarily mean there is anything to say about it” 
(946). In fact, Edwards continues:

As anyone who has spent time in an archive knows, the vast 
majority of what one finds there is mundane and monotonous: the 
record of the inexorable production of the ordinary. Even when one 
happens across something unusual, it is most often recalcitrant, 
even gnomic, a lump that cannot be placed into anything 
approaching historical intelligibility. (946) 

In my experience, that lump is often the calcified, obscured matter of 
shared life, whose gnomic unintelligibility conceals the mundane things 
that really comprise it—the bonds of affection, experience, and shared 
artistic and life practice that make up a friendship. Unlike literature, 
these things are valuable because they do not last, because they cannot 
be preserved, because, like a home, they must be lived in, renovated, 
given a new form, and viewed through a lens that is out of focus.

Michelle A. Taylor 
St. Hilda’s College, Oxford  

8 Both Vanessa Bell and Duncan Grant completed important paintings titled The 
Tub in 1917 and 1913 respectively.
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Henry’s meticulous examination of those Dalloway proofs demonstrates 
yet another instance of Woolf’s construction of archival materials. 
Woolf is simultaneously conscious of the potential to create an archive 
of her own in her diaries, her letters, and her drafts, maintaining and 
preserving objects and papers, photographs and maps, which we can 
see and read and—sometimes, when the archive is open, and we have 
been let inside—even hold. I think Woolf is most often engaged with the 
archive as a prompt for her own creativity, not attempting to fix a correct 
interpretation but imagining new possibilities; she models that kind of 
archival engagement for us as well.

In a moment when our ability to enter the physical archives is extremely 
limited, these three papers point us to the ways that the fact of archival 
preservation can spark the critical, creative, and pedagogical imagination 
and that approaching the archive imaginatively—as all of these panelists 
do—provides new opportunities for, as Michelle put it, “dwelling” (30) 
in the materials we engage. I’m hopeful that we can think about how 
these three papers encourage us to read the particular archives with 
which they are concerned in concert, as Brent Hayes Edwards suggests, 
to think about how the coterie performances Michelle discusses as anti-
archival practices of knowledge production might intersect with the 
production of knowledge via the kinds of collaborative pedagogy that 
Woolf Online makes possible for Pamela and others, and how both of 
those can connect with the individual work of queer exegesis in Zoë’s 
archival explorations that uncovers linkages across times, audiences, and 
texts. How does thinking about one’s archival research in relation to that 
described in the other panelists’ papers impact one’s sense of the scale 
of literary objects or of literary research? While this question animated 
our discussion, I hope it can also be a starting point for continuing this 
conversation about Woolf and the archive beyond the bounds of the 
convention.

Mary Wilson 
University of Massachusetts Dartmouth
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“Remarkable Obscurity”: Portraits of Professional Women  
in Good Housekeeping and Three Guineas

What difference would women make? This question was asked in 1918, 
when women over 30 were enfranchised in Great Britain; it was asked 
between the wars, as women made inroads to the professions; and it was 
asked in 1928, when the vote was granted to women over 21. Whether 
to fund each of three letter writers in Virginia Woolf’s Three Guineas 
(1938) turns on this difference, which Woolf memorably articulates as 
“poverty, chastity, derision, and freedom from unreal loyalties” (Three 
Guineas [TG] 73). Woolf believed that the daughters of educated men 

were the only class of women poised to practice these differences, 
especially by reading and writing in their own tongues.

Most of the daughters of educated men read journalism by and for 
women, whether a mainstream magazine like Good Housekeeping or a 
feminist weekly such as Time and Tide. If we read women’s print media, 
both mainstream and feminist, in conjunction with A Room of One’s Own 
and Three Guineas, it is clear that these media benefit from intersecting 
communities of readers. The periodical journalists are writing some ten 
years before the publication of Three Guineas (1938), but Woolf and the 
journalists address the same topic: the nature of woman’s influence on 
politics, society, war, empire, and patriarchy. When it comes to women’s 
professions, they discuss the same barriers women faced and quote the 
same inspirational figures.

It was in the 1920s that excitement and energy about modern woman’s 
occupation within and without the home fueled widespread and sustained 
debate in print media. Woman’s role prompted innovation in numer-
ous periodical features, including interviews, symposia, and women’s 
pages;1 and women’s historical and biographical journalism provided 
an important venue in which women developed a professional ethos in 
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Yet women’s journal-
ism figures very little in Three Guinea’s abundant citation of classical 
and contemporary, imaginative and nonfictional, factual and polemical 
texts. Woolf’s endnotes include digests of news, feats of ironic collage, 
and impressive annotated bibliographies. They invoke both high and low 
texts, from Greek drama to daily newspapers, including books, memoirs, 
speeches, and foundational ideological documents. Women’s domestic 
magazines, however, get short shrift, an interesting omission when we 
consider Woolf’s focus in Three Guineas on the home under patriarchal 
control and the ways it will limit women’s independence of mind. 

Woolf’s exclusion of the periodical media by and about women is in one 
way unsurprising. The compromises and degradations that arise from the 
necessity to make writing pay are for Woolf prime examples of selling 
one’s brain.2 Even without that explicit citation, however, Woolf is in 
conversation with journalism by and for women. The ubiquitous, mobile 
discourse of modern woman in periodicals allowed Woolf to develop 
ideas and forms that had gained a sustained audience in the periodicals, 
where recurring features and regular columnists encouraged readers’ 
faithful attention, often over many years. Of course, modern woman, in 
all her guises, was a topic of unflagging interest in the mass media, one 
that would sell. But the discourse of modern woman was also boosted in 
feminist interwar networks, as Lucy Delap and Maria DiCenzo’s work 
on transatlantic feminism demonstrates. Delap and DiCenzo argue that 
“feminist media traversed genres, temporalities, and geographic spaces” 
(55). Such mobility prompts us to consider the audience for feminist 
ideas much more broadly than titles’ circulation data would suggest. 
Delap and DiCenzo show that:

The often heterogeneous content of feminist print media—
parliamentary coverage, general news events, reviews of books 
and cultural events, in addition to the elaboration of feminist or 
campaign-specific debates—meant they were read by a wide range 
of people, including opponents and critics. They interpreted news 
events for their readerships and engaged in debates with the wider 
press, but not always in predictable or chronological ways. (55)

1 The “women’s page” in publications oriented toward the male-dominated public 
sphere was a defining feature of mass-market daily papers in the late nineteenth- 
and early twentieth centuries. See Bingham 225-37.
2 Woolf notes that the output of Margaret Oliphant, a Victorian-era author, 
includes “innumerable faded articles, reviews, sketches of one kind and another 
which she contributed to literary papers” (TG 85); and Woolf predicts that her 
readers will “deplore the fact that Mrs. Oliphant sold her brain, her very admirable 
brain, prostituted her culture and enslaved her intellectual liberty in order that she 
might earn her living and educate her children” (TG 85).
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This dynamic circulation of authors and ideas to a wide audience 
provides a useful model for understanding how Woolf’s Three Guineas, 
published in 1938, built on the work of feminist journalists in the 
1920s. Moreover, the circulation, re-circulation, and re-packaging of 
authors and ideas led to the innovation, development, and refinement 
of periodical genres, notably genres for writing Victorian women’s 
biographies. Outside the periodicals, in essays and fiction of the 1920s 
and 30s, Woolf was simultaneously developing models for writing 
women’s lives. In what follows I will focus on one example of Woolf and 
the journalists’ indirect but collaborative refinement of one such genre, 
which I call the portrait of the remarkable, obscure woman. Both Woolf 
and Helena Normanton—my representative mainstream journalist—
draw on contemporary experiments in literary and visual portraiture 
to develop this new genre in which the notable woman emerges from, 
transcends, but remains embedded in, common womanhood.

In order to understand the daughters’ historical battles with their fathers 
as well as their potential to win future battles, Three Guineas draws on 
biographical writing of all kinds: letters, diaries, journals, memoirs, and 
biographies proper. Obscurity is a key word across Woolf’s biographical 
writing, most memorably in “The Lives of the Obscure” (1925), in which 
Woolf locates in the night sky a metaphor for recorded, forgotten human 
lives: “Gently, beautifully, like the clouds of a balmy evening, obscurity 
once more traverses the sky, an obscurity which is not empty but thick 
with the star dust of innumerable lives” (TG 48).

In Woolf’s biographical writing about women, obscurity generates a 
productive paradox. Only by emerging from obscurity, by becoming 
remarkable, does a woman illuminate obscurity. Hidden lives represent 
an untapped repository of information about ordinary life in an earlier 
era; they also establish a foundation for the emergence of the remarkable 
people whose lives become written and disseminated. Obscurity becomes 
valuable even as it is desirably transcended by individual figures. In 
Three Guineas, for example, Woolf dusts off the lives of governesses and 
other professional women “in embryo” not in order to find exceptional 
exemplars but to learn more about pre-professional women in the mass, 
women whose common qualities yield both predictive value—once out 
of obscurity, how will women behave?—and the potential force of the 
mass.3 Woolf supplies examples of this potential for a remarkable life 
to emerge from the obscure mass when she identifies four Victorian 
lives that “were so successful and distinguished that they were actually 
written, the lives of Florence Nightingale, Miss Clough, Mary Kingsley 
and Gertrude Bell” (TG 73).4

Of course, womanly obscurity did not begin as an asset; and in Three 
Guineas Woolf is primarily concerned with the wrongful keeping of 
women in the darkness, their gifts continually repressed.5 But while 
womanly obscurity begins in patriarchal suppression and exclusion, 
wherein women are its victims, it becomes a learned ethos. Poverty, 
chastity, derision, and freedom from unreal loyalties are active forms of 
obscurity that can be practiced. Woolf thus calls on women to continue 
their obscurity even as they enter the public sphere by cultivating each of 
these four teachers.

3 Woolf insists on that power, even through the agency attributed to the 
biographical documents she uncovers:“What then can we learn about the lives 
of professional women from studying the lives of governesses? Happily, old 
boxes are beginning to give up their old secrets. Out the other day crept one such 
document written about the year 1811” (TG 71).
4 This sense of obscurity is evoked throughout Three Guineas, as Woolf envisions 
the daughters not ensconced within professions but on the bridge, their potential 
intact, their professional ethos as yet uncontaminated.
5 A prominent example in Three Guineas of this face of obscurity is when the 
church Commissioners’ deliberate women’s role in the church. They “summon 
[…] from the depths of the past certain venerable if obscure figures—Lydia and 
Chloe, Euodia and Syntyche, Tryphoena and Tryphosa and Persis” (112), only 
to dismiss their wisdom; the Commissioners determine that the authority of the 
Pastoral Epistles clearly debars women from “any office involving the exercise of 
a governmental authority over a man (I Tim. ii, 12)” (112). 

Visual and literary portraits are the vehicles Woolf and the magazine 
journalists devise for representing womanly obscurity.6 Woolf in Three 
Guineas and Helena Normanton in Good Housekeeping each selected 
Josephine Butler as an exemplar of remarkable obscurity, and each 
devised a species of group portrait to illuminate both the remarkable 
woman and the obscurity—the potential in the mass of women—from 
which she emerged and that she continues to reflect.7 

Woolf’s group portrait is a verbal one. In Chapter 2, she determines 
to learn about the professional women in embryo, nineteenth-century 
women who worked, and sketches in a few paragraphs a composite 
portrait of them. It is, more specifically, a family portrait in which both 
individual traits and family resemblances are illuminated. First comes 
“an obscure Miss Weeton, [a governess] who used to scribble down her 
thoughts upon professional life among other things when her pupils were 
in bed” (TG 71). Just a few of Miss Weeton’s words stand for the desire 
to learn on the part of all the women in the portrait: “‘Oh! how I have 
burned to learn Latin, French, the Arts, the Sciences, anything rather 
than the dog trot way of sewing, teaching, writing copies, and washing 
dishes every day’” (TG 71). Next comes Anne Clough, first principal 
of Newnham, who wants only to work for her country. Then comes 
Josephine Butler, illustrating women’s absence of egotism; Octavia 
Hill is then slotted in by way of an endnote, adding more evidence of 
altruism to the family portrait.8 And finally, bringing the composition 
to completion, is Gertrude Bell, illustrating chastity of body and 
mind. Each notable woman is briefly individualized through Woolf’s 
biographical text about her and is then made to illustrate one or more of 
the four great teachers. And the genre of the family portrait allows each, 
through family resemblance, to take on the qualities of the group.

As we have seen, remarkable women like Josephine Butler, whose 
written lives are accessible and widely disseminated, do not lose the 
positive valence of their obscurity in the sense that their example 
continues to inform us about the mass of women whose lives were 
not written, helping Woolf to predict how women will practice the 
professions. And what Butler teaches her is that women did not enter the 
professions to call attention to themselves or from any egotistical motive. 
To make Butler, an exceptional woman, representative of women who 

6 Scholarly work on portraiture, notably by Max Saunders, documents a late 
nineteenth- and early twentieth-century renaissance in literary portraiture. Just as 
she had done in Orlando, Woolf experimented with portraiture in Three Guineas. 
Woolf and the Good Housekeeping journalists in the 1920s recognized and 
helped to develop a versatile practice of portraiture. Magazines and books readily 
incorporated photographic portraits, which might supplement or subvert written 
text, as Woolf did in Orlando and Three Guineas. Forms of written portrait 
included the self-portrait, the family portrait, the group portrait (including the 
historical group portrait), the portrait gallery, the imaginary portrait, the profile, 
the sketch, the composite portrait, and, of course, the portrait of a single subject.
7 The social reformer Josephine Butler is best known for her campaign to repeal 
the Contagious Diseases Acts of the 1860s (1864, 1866, 1869; repealed in 1886), 
which subjected prostitutes in seaports and garrison towns, but not their male 
clients, to intrusive medical exams. The Acts stripped prostitutes of legal rights 
when they placed women under police control. As Normanton points out, this was 
a loss of liberty for all women: “Because no woman is free if she can be described 
by the police at their option and without trial as a prostitute, and therefore liable 
to periodical compulsory reporting and medical examination apart from the 
question of whether she be a prostitute or not” (124). Butler fought for social 
justice in many arenas, including higher education for women, police corruption, 
and the trafficking of young women and children into prostitution.
8 See also Chapter 2, Note 35: “‘You and I know that it matters little if we have to 
be the out-of-sight piers driven deep into the marsh, on which the visible ones are 
carried, that support the bridge. We do not mind if, hereafter, people forget that 
there are any low down at all; if some have to be used up in trying experiments, 
before the best way of building the bridge is discovered. We are quite willing to 
be among these. The bridge is what we care for, and not our place in it; and we 
believe that, to the end, it may be kept in remembrance that this is alone to be our 
object.’ (Letter from Octavia Hill to Mrs N. Senior, 20 September 1874. The Life 
of Octavia Hill, by C. Edmund Maurice, 307-8)” (TG 149-50).
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wished to work outside the home, Woolf quotes only Butler’s own words 
about her team of assistants, writing: 

we find Josephine Butler refusing to have a life of herself written, 
and saying of the women who helped her in those campaigns: “The 
utter absence in them of any desire for recognition, of any vestige 
of egotism in any form, is worthy of remark. In the purity of their 
motives they shine out ‘clear as crystal.’” (TG 71-72) 

Clearly Butler is an example of “chastity,” avoiding publicity by 
declining to have her life written, and, while we are at it, of “freedom 
from unreal loyalties,” in the “purity of […] [her] motives” that she also 
attributes to her assistants.

Writing for Good Housekeeping in 1928, Helena Normanton9 also 
profiled Butler on the hundredth anniversary of Butler’s birth. 
Normanton’s essay is much more developed than Woolf’s invocation 
of Butler within a single paragraph and the purpose quite different 
from Woolf’s exhortation that women act from within a Society of 
Outsiders. Informing her readers about present-day attempts to restore 
the Contagious Diseases Acts (123), Normanton urges them to go out 
and vote for female candidates for Parliament. Modern women, in 
Normanton’s assessment, cannot afford to remain in obscurity. In fact, 
Normanton’s essay seeks to bring two classes of women out of obscurity, 
both prostitutes and women with the potential to become MPs.

Like Woolf, Normanton singles out Butler even as she emphasizes 
her representative status. She begins her essay with an epigraph from 
Hebrews 13:3 (KJV): “Remember them that are in bonds.” The full verse 
from Chapter 13 reads: “Remember them that are in bonds, as bound 
with them; and them which suffer adversity, as being yourselves also 
in the body” (123). The epigraph alludes to Butler’s lifelong work to 
advance social justice, and it refers especially to her campaign to repeal 
the Contagious Diseases Acts. It indicates her solidarity—not singularity, 
but obscurity—with men and women in bondage. Solidarity more 
specifically between women first links Butler to the prostitutes oppressed 
under the Acts and then establishes her ties to additional representative 
women: Normanton, her readers, and the candidates running for a seat in 
Parliament.

Woolf and Normanton are thus similarly—or jointly—inclined to 
valorize Butler as a representative woman. Like Woolf, Normanton 
uses a “family” portrait to do so, in her case, a visual one. A photograph 
on the first-page spread supplements the text of Normanton’s essay. 
It depicts the Noble Women window of the Lady Chapel in Liverpool 
Cathedral, and Butler stands here alongside three (out of a total of 
twenty-one in a series of windows) other remarkable women who have 
been memorialized, identified in the caption as Julian of Norwich, 
Susanna Wesley, and Elizabeth Fry.10

Although in “Josephine Butler” Normanton diverges from her portrait of 
Butler in order to discuss proposed legislation to restore the Contagious 
Diseases Act, she concludes her essay by adhering to the genre of 
the remarkable, obscure woman, and, in so doing, she supplements 
Woolf’s future efforts in Three Guineas to delineate the great teachers 
of each woman in her Victorian “family” portrait. While Woolf, as we 
saw, underscores Butler’s chastity and freedom from unreal loyalties, 
Normanton adds derision to the portrait. Woolf told her readers, “you 

9 Helena Normanton (1882-1957) took advanced degrees in History and in French 
and lectured and wrote on feminist issues. She became the first female barrister to 
practice in England. Normanton wrote a regular column on women and the law 
for Good Housekeeping in the 1920s and 30s.
10 The “Noble Women” windows of the Chapel (completed in 1910) depict 
twenty-one women of note and honor their contributions to society. They 
include the mystic and theologian Julian of Norwich (1343-1416); the “Mother 
of Methodism” Susanna Wesley (1669-1742); social reformer Elizabeth Fry 
(1780-1845); and feminist and social reformer Josephine Butler (1828-1906). 
See the section titled “The Lady Chapel” in the “Liverpool Cathedral” article on 
Wikipedia: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Liverpool_Cathedral.

must refuse all methods of advertising merit, and hold that ridicule, 
obscurity and censure are preferable, for psychological reasons, to fame 
and praise” (TG 71). Similarly, the last three paragraphs in Normanton’s 
essay return to derision in Butler’s life and to the detraction she 
faced when she waged her campaign against the Contagious Diseases 
Acts: “Few were her helpers, multitudinous her difficulties. Once her 
infuriated opponents nearly succeeded in burning her and her audience 
to death. The Press either boycotted or insulted her” (Normanton 124). 
Normanton writes several more sentences to underscore that Butler’s 
fierce commitment to the cause does not abate under the “ridicule […] 
and censure” (124) which she endured.11

As Woolf’s persona in Three Guineas lays out what it means not merely 
to be in favor of unadulterated culture and intellectual liberty but to 
practice it, she anticipates that “even those daughters of educated men 
who have enough to live upon may object that the terms are too hard 
for them to keep” (TG 87). The terms were easier than she imagined. 
The portraits and profiles of notable women in magazines like Good 
Housekeeping had schooled her readers imaginatively to identify with 
the lives of other women, both obscure and remarkable, whom the 
magazines had taught them to see in solidarity with themselves. And 
thus, I propose, when the daughters opened Three Guineas in 1938, they 
were prepared to accept Woolf’s terms for the protection of culture and 
intellectual liberty: “ridicule and chastity, loss of publicity and poverty,” 
for these were already, as Woolf herself acknowledged, “their familiar 
teachers” (TG 92).

Stella Deen 
State University of New York, New Paltz
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Between Chekhov’s Acts: Offstaging the War in Between the Acts

There is a growing research field within Woolf studies which focuses 
on the role of canonical Russian authors in shaping Woolf’s early 
experiments with fragmented style. Roberta Rubenstein’s influential 
2009 book, Virginia Woolf and the Russian Point of View documents 
Woolf’s intellectual engagement with nineteenth-century Russian writers 
across her career. These Russian writers, such as Chekhov, Tolstoy, and 
Dostoevsky, gained mass popularity in Britain during the 1910s and 
1920s in large part due to Constance Garnett’s prolific, and at the time 
definitive, translations. Rubenstein writes extensively on how Chekhov’s 
short stories helped shape Woolf’s early experiments with modernist 
style, since “[i]n expressing the randomness and flux of quotidian 
experience, understood through both comic and melancholy modes that 
often appear in the same story or play, Chekhov was much closer than 
Dostoevsky or Tolstoy to Woolf’s own sensibility” (Rubenstein 61). 
Other work carried out by Rebecca Beasley, detailing Woolf’s attempts 
to learn Russian and her translation work with S. S. Kotelianskii between 
1921-1923, and Merrill Turner’s reading of the ‘Chekhovian Point 
of View’ in To the Lighthouse, have led to the critical consensus that 
Woolf’s greatest intellectual and stylistic engagement with Chekhov, and 
other Russian authors more widely, was during the period of her high-
modernist experimentation.

However, Woolf’s later works continue to draw on Chekhov. Both 
Thomas Davis and Emily Dalgarno have highlighted that Woolf drew on 
Tolstoy’s War and Peace to structure the multi-generational historical 
narrative of The Years, demonstrating Woolf did maintain a creative 
interest in Russian literature into the mid-1930s. It is therefore surprising 
that the influence of Chekhov’s dramas on Woolf’s most theatrical 
work, Between the Acts, has not been more substantially studied. Both 
Christine Froula and Isabel Perry have written on the stylistic influence 
of Chekhov’s dialogue and ideal of theatrical unity in Between the Acts 
as recently as 2019, suggesting a growing awareness of this connection. 
I will argue here that Woolf not only borrows stylistically from Chekhov 
but stages specific moments from his plays within the text. These 
moments are linked to the imminent destruction of the war, which 
Woolf was experiencing as she wrote Between the Acts in between 1939 
and 1941. It is a novel where “[t]he future shadow[s] their present” 
moment of June 1939 (Between the Acts [BTA] 103), and the following 
act of the war looms offstage in the near future. By using Chekhov’s 
scenography Woolf not only exploits his tendency to have emblematic 
sounds and objects stand in for off-stage destruction but also engages 
his contemporary cultural reputation in Britain as a playwright who 
captured the final moments of old orders about to be destroyed by forces 
of change.

Woolf was familiar with Chekhov’s plays both through performance 
and through Garnett’s popular translations. A published review of a 
1920 production of The Cherry Orchard makes it clear that Woolf had 
read Chekhov’s play several times before ever seeing it performed, and 
throughout the review she quotes passages from Garnett’s translation 
(Rubenstein 61-62). Likewise, there is evidence Woolf attended every 
major London performance from Chekhov’s oeuvre in the late 1930s. 
Her diaries and letters confirm her attendance at Michael Macowan’s 
production of Uncle Vanya on the 16th of February 1937 (Diary [D]5 
57) as well as Michel Saint-Denis’s Three Sisters on the 10th of March 
1938 (D5 129) and also strongly implying she attended Theodore 
Komisarjevsky’s The Seagull in late May 1936 (Letters [L]6 46).

Woolf’s interest in Chekhov as a writer and her attendance of these 
high-profile productions can be contextualised through the growing 
theatrical study of ‘British Chekhov’ as a cultural phenomenon. Drama 
scholars such as Patrick Miles and Laurence Senelick have charted 
Chekhov’s journey in Britain from a marginal playwright defined by his 

Russian foreignness in the 1910s, to one of the most widely performed 
playwrights in England post-World War II. They identify the late 1930s 
as the watershed in popularity where Chekhov came to reflect the British 
national experience: the looming threat of another war, the beginning 
of imperial decline, and the waning of avant-garde artistic enthusiasm. 
Their work studies how translation of Chekhov from the Russian to the 
British stage unconsciously sanitized his political social realism and 
how the plays’ reception in Britain—defined by the historical hindsight 
of the First World War and Russian revolutions—created the cultural 
association of Chekhov’s work with melancholic and elegiac nuances. 
Chekhov’s plays in Britain were defined by an offstage but historically 
imminent change, distancing them from their original socio-economic 
and national contexts and instead casting them as universal parables for 
the fading old orders, reflecting and reinforcing perceptions of British 
national decline. Drama critic Ivor Brown wrote in his review of the 
1936 London production of The Seagull that “we find no difficulty in 
seeing mirrors on the wall and our own selves reflected in the Russian 
glass” (Brown 28). In the same year, Ashley Dukes wrote in Theatre 
Arts Monthly that “[t]o give local or national significance to a thing 
of universal beauty like the tragi-comic Cherry Orchard show[s] a 
complete lack of perception” (Dukes 224). 

Woolf’s intellectual interest in Chekhov and her familiarity with 
Garnett’s translations, combined with her verified attendance of 
productions between 1936-1938, makes it likely Woolf was aware 
of the cultural parallel being drawn between Chekhov’s Russia and 
contemporary Britain in the popular press. Hana Wirth-Nesher has also 
persuasively argued that Woolf had the tendency to “describe the war as 
a play, at times with herself in the role of audience and at other times in 
the role of performer” (186). For example, the state-required fire curtains 
used during the Blitz take on a symbolic quality as stage curtains in 
Woolf’s diaries and letters. In September 1940 she wrote to Ethel 
Smyth, “I try to let down a fire proof curtain and go on reading, writing, 
cooking[.] […] Yes, I’m sure the safety curtain—a heavy iron drop over 
ones own scene—is the only preservative. But I admit it doesn’t always 
work” (L6 433). The following day in her diary she reiterates “one 
must drop a safety curtain over ones private scene” (D5 323). There are 
moments in Between the Acts where the next “act” of the coming war 
can be glimpsed. 

Woolf had previously acknowledged the possible parallels between 
Chekhov’s dramas and British national history in relation to her other 
history-novel, The Years. In April 1937 she excitedly records in her diary 
that Maynard Keynes thinks “one scene, E[leanor]. & Crosby, beats 
Tchehov’s Cherry Orchard” (D5 77). The cultural association between 
Chekhov’s Russia and changes undergone by English society in The 
Years has previously been established by Rubenstein, who writes that 
Crosby’s “dismissal [the scene referenced by Keynes] evokes pathos 
for a social arrangement […]—as in the fading older order of imperial 
Russia immortalized in The Cherry Orchard” (82). The Cherry Orchard 
is a play explicitly about the forces of progress, “[t]he final passing of 
the old order, implicit in the destruction of the beautiful but unproductive 
orchards of the gentry” (Cross 510). This destruction is emblematized by 
a sound, heard before the final curtain, “that seems to come from the sky, 
like a breaking harp-string, dying away mournfully. All is still again, and 
there is heard nothing but the strokes of the axe far away in the orchard” 
(Chekhov, The Cherry Orchard 78). This breaking string is also heard 
in Act 2 when Firs, the aging family servant, recalls the sound from the 
time of serfdom “[b]efore the emancipation” (Chekhov, The Cherry 
Orchard 41). The sound thus at once elegizes the destruction of the old 
order while infusing it with the implication of violence; the crack of the 
serf whip which maintained it. However, the sound is representational, 
the breaking strings stand in for the actual destruction happening 
offstage.

The sound of breaking strings in the sky is also referenced in Between 
the Acts when Isa enters the stable yard where a “great pear tree,” 
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though imposing, is unproductive and only yields pears “hard as stone” 
(BTA 139). Here she realizes that, “[t]he clock was about to strike. 
‘Now comes the lightning,’ she muttered, ‘from the stone blue sky. The 
thongs are burst that the dead tied. Loosed are our possessions’” (BTA 
140). Again, the sound of breaking strings is tied to the sky and the 
loss of possessions, though here it is only anticipated with the ominous 
inevitability of a clock “two minutes to the hour” (BTA 140). Woolf’s 
use of “thongs” encapsulates the ambiguous violence of Chekhov’s 
sound. Thongs are both a “narrow strip of hide or leather, for use as a 
lace, cord, band, strap, or the like” and “a strip used as an instrument of 
flagellation; also as the lash of a whip” (“thong, n.” OED). The violent 
implication is further reinforced, as the sound reminds Isa of “the 
day we are stripped naked” (BTA 140). In June 1939 “[n]one [speak] 
with a voice free from the old vibrations,” but the moment of loss and 
destruction of possessions is imminent. As in The Cherry Orchard, the 
destruction represented by the breaking strings is offstaged, but within 
the novel this moment invokes an inevitable future imminence. 

The destruction that the offstage war will bring—specifically the 
hinted destruction of Pointz Hall—is brought into the present of the 
text through depicting the Victorian fire of the hearth and staging the 
fire from Chekhov’s Three Sisters. In Act 3 of Three Sisters a fire rages 
through the town, destroying many houses including the Vershinins’. 
Chekhov stages the fire in almost iconographic terms: “[Through the 
open door can be seen a window red with fire (…)]” (Chekhov, Three 
Sisters 55). As Sarah Wyman argues, the reddened window is unusual in 
Chekhov’s traditionally naturalistic staging, “the signified fire (but also 
panic, loss, defeat, etc.) becomes highly abstracted […] the audience 
does not see the ragged victims amid the flames nor Vershinins’ panicked 
daughters” (Wyman 203). The reddened window signaling fire is evoked 
in the Victorian section of the pageant in Between the Acts when the 
boundary between theater and reality collapses and Mr. Budge, playing 
a policeman, points behind the audience towards “Pointz Hall[.] […] 
Don’t I see the fire (he pointed: one window blazed red) blazing ever 
higher. […] That’s the fire of ’Ome” (BTA 154). The parenthesis 
reinforces the effect of stage directions, creating a Chekhovian visual 
which in Three Sisters is associated with domestic destruction. By 
presenting the Victorian fire of “’Ome” and hearth in Chekhov’s terms it 
seems to foreshadow the violent destruction of homes during the Blitz, 
while doing so in iconographic and abstracted terms. In both Three 
Sisters and Between the Acts the actual destruction is offstage. Woolf 
lost both her London homes during the Blitz (MacKay 247), and, while 
Pointz Hall is a country house, it seems similarly under threat in the 
coming war. Giles earlier imagines “[a]t any moment guns would rake 
that land into furrows; planes splinter Bolney Minster into smithereens 
and blast the Folly” (BTA 49). Woolf wrote the majority of Between the 
Acts at Monk’s House where she heard “nightly the planes passing over 
her country house in vulnerable Sussex” (MacKay 247). She knew that 
even in the country the threat of destruction was still highly probable. 

Early in the novel, Mrs. Bingham “suspect[s] that [Miss La Trobe] 
had Russian blood in her” (BTA 53), and La Trobe’s final theatrical 
vision for next year’s pageant seems to directly expose the vein of 
Chekhov running throughout the text. La Trobe imagines staging “the 
high ground at midnight; there the rock; and two scarcely perceptible 
figures” (BTA 191). In a previous survey of the landscape the narrator 
describes the high ground “suddenly dipp[ing] to the lily pool” (BTA 
10), and throughout the text they are described in interrelated terms. The 
imagined dramatic landscape of the rock, the figures, and the lily pool 
ultimately closely resembles the opening tableau of Konstantin’s play-
within-a-play in The Seagull; “[t]he curtain rises; the view of the lake is 
revealed; the moon is above the horizon, its reflection in the water; Nina 
Zaretchny, all in white, is sitting on a big stone” (Chekhov, The Seagull 
164). 

In Between the Acts, it is clear that the “two scarcely perceptible figures” 
La Trobe sees are Isa and Giles, and so just as the narrative abandons La 
Trobe when she hears the first words, so Isa and Giles’ final conversation 

is left outside the narrative with only the words “they spoke” (BTA 
197). The build-up to their imminent marital fight is framed by the 
encroaching night, implying the climax will be reached at midnight, in 
line with La Trobe’s vision, and suggesting that an equally imminent 
moon will rise “above the horizon,” as it does in The Seagull. They thus 
enact a displaced version of La Trobe’s Chekhovian vision, as the “high 
place among rocks” is revealed in the dining room when “the curtain 
[rises]” (BTA 197). Previously, the dining room is described as “Empty, 
empty, empty; silent, silent, silent. The room was a shell, singing of what 
was before time was” (BTA 33). The triple repetition of “Empty, empty, 
empty” may be a direct quotation from Garnett’s 1923 translation of The 
Seagull, when Nina, as the “world soul,” sings of what is after time has 
ended: “It is cold, cold, cold! Empty, empty, empty! Dreadful, dreadful, 
dreadful!” (Chekhov, The Seagull 165). The room at Pointz Hall—empty 
and figuratively offstage from the character drama unfolding in Woolf’s 
text—‘sings’ a Chekhov quotation. However, Chekhov’s work cannot be 
fully brought onto the stage of the novel even though Between the Acts 
ends with the characters poised to enact a Chekhovian scene: always at 
the moment before the upheaval, the destruction always offstage. As one 
reviewer wrote of Komisarjevsky’s 1936 production of The Seagull, the 
characters—Konstantin and Nina—“might be called figures on a Russian 
urn […] they are fixed in time” (“Album”). Similarly, Giles and Isa 
confront each other in the cold pastoral of a society that no longer exists.

On the 28th of August 1941, five months after Virginia Woolf’s death, a 
production of Chekhov’s The Cherry Orchard was performed at the New 
Theatre, London, directed by Tyrone Guthrie. It was a revival of a 1933 
production, which Woolf had attended. Philip Page’s review in The Daily 
Mail attests to the cultural relevance of Chekhov in Britain; “[w]hen 
Chekhov’s ‘The Cherry Orchard’ was seen in England exactly 30 years 
ago it was curiously prophetic. […] [T]his story of an old order giving 
place to a new remains a masterpiece” (Page 3). As I argue, Woolf, 
before her death, had already seen the “prophetic” potential in Chekhov’s 
plays, not only using scenography from the plays to present the offstage 
war but also using the cultural reputation of Chekhov in Britain to imbue 
these moments with a symbolic quality. By gesturing to the offstage 
war in Between the Acts by integrating moments from Chekhov’s plays, 
Woolf consolidated her desire to write about British nationalism with her 
longstanding hostility towards its insular tendencies and infrastructural 
similarities to fascism and patriarchy, famously explored in Three 
Guineas (1938). Drawing a comparison between Chekhov’s depiction of 
Russia in the late 1800s and Woolf’s own Britain in June 1939 allowed 
Woolf to write about the current national moment without reproducing 
the exceptionalism that nationalist rhetoric often championed and gave 
her characters symbolic significance beyond their specific national-
historical moment.

Molly Thatcher 
University of Exeter
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Toward Multiplicity and (Comm)unity:  
Conditions of Art, Artist, and Audience in Woolf’s Between the Acts

Virginia Woolf explores a common set of themes throughout her 
body of work, particularly multiplicity, unity, time, and the condition 
of art. Provisionally defining unity in relation to art and community 
provides a productive lens through which to view the intersectionality 
between these themes. Between the Acts is positioned directly at their 
convergence, as Woolf’s novel invites the readers to reflect upon how 
they make meaning of the world around them. By narrativizing the art-
artist-audience relationship, the novel addresses the artist’s desire to 
impart the vision onto the audience, while also showing the impossibility 
of forming one homogenous understanding. In the absence of uniformity, 
then, remains unity in the form of interpersonal connection following a 
common experience. In essence, Woolf’s Between the Acts demonstrates 
that art is a moment of unity-in-itself, a force that unifies its audience as 
a multiplicity-accommodating but necessarily-disparate community. 

Unity appears repeatedly throughout Woolf’s work both implicitly 
and explicitly but is never fully defined. Critics have attempted to 
articulate what unity meant to Woolf, and two accounts are particularly 

s

persuasive. Michele Pridmore-Brown explores the nature of unity in 
the temporal world, describing it as a “wave-like feeling of connection” 
that “is followed by separation as the wave withdraws” (418) and 
thus establishing the concept of unity. Building on Pridmore-Brown’s 
work, Teresa Prudente writes, unity is “[t]he temporary crystallization 
of the instant in the work of art, in which the contrasting elements 
are fixed while maintained in an ephemeral and extraordinary stasis” 
(52). Prudente is describing unity-in-itself, a frozen instance in which 
opposing elements are held together, and she recognizes that a work 
of art is a place in which such momentary stasis can occur.  Prudente’s 
unity exists only as long as Pridmore-Brown’s “wave” reaches its peak, 
but as soon as it breaks and begins to withdraw, the moment of unity 
ends, and separation necessarily follows. This peak of the wave, or 
unity-in-itself, exists outside of time; since it is the freezing of an instant, 
it becomes an eternal representation of that instant. However, because 
the world is temporal, and time inevitably moves onward, the frozen 
instant remains the same, but the audience around it must break away 
from the atemporal moment and disperse: “Change had to come […] or 
there’d have been yards and yards of Papa’s beard, of Mama’s knitting” 
(Between the Acts [BTA] 156). Despite their necessary dispersity, the 
audience remains connected even after the wave breaks, simply because 
they shared a common experience. This sustained connection in the 
temporal world is what creates community. In summary, two types of 
unity emerge from Prudente and Pridmore-Brown: unity-in-itself and 
unity-in-the-world; for example, a work of art and the community that 
is formed from the audience of a work of art, respectively. Art, then, is 
a unity-in-itself that becomes for-the-world as it begets the only type of 
unity that can exist in temporal reality—community. 

For Pridmore-Brown, Prudente, and Woolf herself, unity is distinct 
from uniformity. Rather than assimilating disparate elements into a 
homogenous whole, an instance of unity—whether in the form of art 
or community—holds these contrasting elements together without 
infringing upon their diversity. Between the Acts demonstrates the 
tension between unification and unity through Miss La Trobe’s evolving 
approaches to her pageant. La Trobe is the key creative figure in Between 
the Acts.1 La Trobe leverages this liminal space as a means to creativity 
where she can both embody and subvert the role of artist-as-dictator. She 
begins her play with the goal of imparting her artistic vision onto her 
viewers; this requires the audience to be a uniform “crowd” or “herd” 
(Pridmore-Brown 414) that thinks and behaves as one mind. La Trobe 
attempts to manipulate her audience using the gramophone, playing 
music that appeals to her viewers’ emotions as well as other audio cues 
that dictate their movements. For instance, upon hearing a nursery 
rhyme, the audience “sink[s] down peacefully” into the performance, 
“fold[ing] their hands and compos[ing] their faces” (BTA 110). La Trobe 
essentially becomes a “führer” figure (Pridmore-Brown 413) who forces 
her audience to have one uniform experience that is entirely under her 
control. 

However, La Trobe discovers that such uniformity is impossible. Despite 
her best efforts, individuals continue to reclaim their autonomy through 
self-directed conversations with each other between the acts of the play. 
For example, as the audience sits down at the beginning of the second 
act, there is a delay among the actors and the audience members begin 
to talk: “‘They’re not ready...I hear ’em laughing’ (they were saying)” 
and “‘D’you think people change? Their clothes, of course....But I 
meant ourselves...’” (BTA 108-09). Frustrated that the audience has time 
to think and converse freely amongst themselves, La Trobe “gnashed 
her teeth” and “crushed her manuscript” (BTA 110). The audience 
continually “slipped the noose” and “split up into scraps and fragments” 
(BTA 110), defying any attempt at sustained unification. As such,  
La Trobe’s role shifts from orchestrating audience uniformity to 

1 Although William Dodge has a reputation as an artist, he rejects his creative role 
while La Trobe embraces hers; both characters are queer-coded and as such are 
outsiders to, but not completely outside of, Pointz Hall’s social world (Pridmore-
Brown 410).
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exposing the audience members’ individuality in order to facilitate 
community.

The transition from La Trobe’s embodiment to subversion of 
her totalitarian role hinges on the pageant’s mirror scene and its 
meconnaisance. At its simplest, a meconnaisance is a misrecognition 
or “disidentification” (Pridmore-Brown 417). In this case, the audience 
becomes aware that they have “misrecognized” their roles in the play; 
despite what the gramophone had them believe, they are not under La 
Trobe’s authoritative control. The audience experiences a “collective 
epiphany” (Pridmore-Brown 417) wherein they see themselves reflected 
and are reminded of their individuality and autonomy. As autonomous 
individuals, they necessarily have control over their own actions and so 
cannot be blamelessly controlled by Miss La Trobe. The mirror scene 
does employ a single authoritative voice coming from the gramophone, 
but its assertiveness here serves to explicate what the mirrors reveal 
metaphorically: the audience’s complicity in making meaning of the play 
and the historical events that the play represents or implies (Pridmore-
Brown 410-11). The pageant’s authoritative elements now serve to show 
the audience members how simultaneously similar and different they all 
are and, in doing so, liberate them from false authority and turn them 
into active meaning-making agents. 

From this, the former homogenous crowd-audience gives way to a 
heterogenous community-audience that accommodates individual 
thinkers with contrasting opinions. Multiplicity and diversity are 
necessary as each member interacts with the play and interprets its 
meaning differently: “They all looked at the play; Isa, Giles and Mr. 
Oliver. Each of course saw something different” (BTA 191). What ties 
the audience-community together is not unification, or agreeance on one 
single imparted artistic vision, but the common experience of a work of 
art itself and the ensuing conversation. This conversation is sustained by 
the audience’s reactions. Reverend Streatfield, for example, accepts his 
complicity and shares his own interpretation without claiming authority: 
“To me at least it was indicated that we are members one of another. 
Each is part of the whole […] [but] I speak only as one of the audience, 
one of ourselves” (BTA 172-73). Others reject their complicity or remain 
indifferent to it. For instance, much of the audience takes offence to the 
mirror scene, calling it “cruel” (BTA 179), a “little game” (BTA 167) 
that is “utterly unfair” (BTA 165). Being faced with the truth of their 
complicity leaves them uncomfortable, and rather than reflect upon their 
discomfort, they choose to retaliate. Still again, some viewers choose to 
cope with discomfort by ignoring their complicity entirely and instead 
collapse the play’s meaning onto one single conventional point. For 
instance, Bartholomew Oliver and his son Giles both attempt to find a 
moral, deciding upon “God’s truth” and “Where there’s a Will there’s 
a Way,” respectively (BTA 133). Choosing to reject or be indifferent 
to complicity is, fundamentally, still a choice—as much of a choice as 
is choosing acceptance. Every perceivable reaction that the audience 
has to the play is an outward act of agency that sustains the communal 
conversation. 

Applying the lenses of Prudente and Pridmore-Brown to Between the 
Acts, one can view the novel as the pinnacle of unity among Woolf’s 
works. Not only does the novel represent the pageant as a work of art 
and a unity-in-itself, but in that unity the audience members are reflected 
back at themselves, each reflection being its own unity-in-itself. The 
mirrors hold the audience suspended onstage as they are “here and now” 
(BTA 167), forcing them to become components of the work of art/
unity-in-itself. This moment exists outside of time for a fleeting instant: 
“The hands of the clock had stopped at the present moment. It was now. 
Ourselves” (BTA 167). Once this moment passes and the play ends, 
the wave of unity “breaks” and so the audience necessarily disperses, 
both from the stage and in their interpretations of and reactions to the 
play. Yet, the gramophone sings: “Dispersed are we; who have come 
together. But, […] let us retain whatever made that harmony,” and the 
audience echoes: “O let us […] keep together. For there is joy, sweet 

joy, in company” (BTA 176-77). What remains after momentary unity 
is the sustained unity found in community. Sharing the experience of 
the pageant and continuing the conversation with each other afterward 
is what keeps the community together and retains an essence of that 
harmony. 

Woolf’s Between the Acts demonstrates that art is a moment of unity-in-
itself that brings together its audience as a community, accommodating 
both multiplicity and dispersity. Miss La Trobe’s play is an instance of 
art that facilitates contrast within its audience, thus creating a community 
in the form of sustainable unity. This unity is possible only after La 
Trobe rescinds her control as the playwright and makes the audience 
members cognizant of their own roles in deriving meaning from the 
play. Likewise, readers of Between the Acts become aware of their own 
complicity in the elements they choose to take from the novel. The 
notion of artworks and communities being co-dependent forms of unity 
marks the intersection of time, art, multiplicity, and unity that Woolf 
revealed repeatedly throughout her body of work.
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Killing the Greek Master:  
Claiming Greek for Outsiders in Jacob’s Room

Jacob’s Room, published in 1922, marks a departure that shapes the 
rest of Woolf’s career. Stylistically, the novel represents Woolf’s first 
sustained attempt at a new form.1 A key element of establishing her own 
voice entails crafting a new engagement with Greek as a language and 
a culture, which lays the groundwork for the mythic method that Woolf 
develops in subsequent novels. Inspired by the scholarship of Jane Ellen 
Harrison, Woolf emphasizes archaic Greek, pursuing a feminist revision 
of the Hellenism that dominated male British academia.2 Before she 
could turn Greek to her own purposes, Woolf had to wrest it from its 
institutionalization in the imperialist and patriarchal educational system. 
She does that in Jacob’s Room by openly satirizing male academic 
philhellenism. Just as she aims to kill the Angel in the House elsewhere,3 
in Jacob’s Room Woolf aims to kill the Greek Master in the college. 

In London, after he goes down from Cambridge, Jacob displays his 
youthful arrogance about Greek as he walks through the city with his 
friend Timmy. Though the narrator tells us that Jacob’s and Timmy’s 
spoken Greek would neither be intelligible to a present-day Greek 
person nor correct in the eyes of a Classics professor, “they [are] 
boastful, triumphant,” and Jacob believes that probably “‘we are the 
only people in the world who know what the Greeks meant’” (Jacob’s 
Room [JR] 77). Considering that just three years after Jacob’s Room, 
Woolf eviscerated male academic claims to know Greek in “On Not 
Knowing Greek,” Jacob’s statement appears highly ironic, since, as the 
narrator shows, Greek serves a very different purpose for Jacob than 
the purely intellectual. While Jacob “knew no more Greek than served 

1 See pages 13 and 186 in Volume 2 of Woolf’s Diary. On Woolf’s narratological 
innovations in the novel, see Bishop, Clarke, Hussey, and Laurence.
2 On the influence of Harrison’s theory on Woolf’s feminist engagement with 
Greek myth, see, among others, Mills and Carpentier.
3 See “Professions for Women.”
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him to stumble through a play. Of ancient history he knew nothing” (JR 
78), and he “never listened to […] Aeschylus” (JR 77), yet his “love of 
Greek,” “distorted” as it may be, serves as Jacob’s “miracle,” a remedy 
for the mundane contemporary world of “sallow, hollow, fruitless 
London days” (JR 77-78).

Rowena Fowler argues that while Jacob may harbor philhellenic 
fantasies at Cambridge and in the British Museum Reading Room,  
“[i]n Greece itself, philhellenism is put to the test” (JR 237). Jacob’s 
visit to Greece does test his philhellenism but in many ways it remains 
intact. In Greece, Jacob reflects on the “Greek myth,” thinking about 
his indoctrination in this “illusion” as “the way we’re brought up,” yet 
this reflection also leads him to think that the “whole of civilization was 
being condemned” (JR 145-46). While Jacob’s experience with modern 
Greece challenges the fantasy of Greece as the epitome and origin of 
Western civilization, he still relates to Greekness romantically. Just as 
Jacob’s “love of Greek” offers him respite from mundane contemporary 
England, so too while in Greece Jacob writes to Bonamy that he intends 
“to come to Greece every year so long as I live[.] […] It is the only 
chance I can see of protecting oneself from civilization” (JR 154). 
Bonamy’s puzzled reaction to the statement, due to his own predilection 
for “the rational” (JR 154), marks the anti-rational tendencies expressed 
by Jacob. For Jacob, Greece shifts from being a cultural marker of 
rational Western civilization, something that transcends the profane 
modern cityscape, to a cultural marker of the irrational outside 
civilization. 

Jacob’s feelings about Greece reflect broader cultural shifts in European 
views of Greekness, not individual enlightenment. Prior to Friedrich 
Nietzsche’s publication of The Birth of Tragedy in 1872, and throughout 
the Victorian period, ancient Greece was seen as the epitome of civilized 
rationality and beauty, the precursor of imperialist British superiority.4 
By Woolf’s time, anti-rationalist views such as those of Nietzsche 
and Harrison had taken hold. Being in Greece leads Jacob to a post-
Nietzschean view of Greekness that reflects his cultural moment. 
Woolf’s satiric portrait of Jacob’s real interest in the Greeks as prop for a 
massive male (imperialist) ego and as hiatus from both profane London 
and exhausted modern civilization undermines elite male academic 
claims on Greek. 

Woolf especially mocks male academia’s philhellenic obsession with 
Greece as “the point of origin of the Western ages to which [Jacob] is 
heir” (Ohmann 166). Woolf’s portrayal of Cambridge in chapter three 
opens by emphasizing and then undermining its masculine hierarchies, 
dominance, order, certainty, and authority. In a description of a service 
at King’s College Chapel, the word ‘orderly’ appears three times on one 
page: 

Look, as they pass into service […] [with] what certainty, authority 
controlled by piety, although great boots marched under the gowns. 
In what orderly procession they advance. […] [T]he subservient 
eagle bears up for inspection the great white book. […] [I]nside the 
chapel all was orderly[,] […] all very orderly.” (JR 30)

This passage, with its submissive great bird and the young men with 
marching boots veiled by billowy gowns, suggests masculine confidence 
in technology and order, and it precedes a pastoral interlude that provides 
a striking contrast. While in the chapel light falls “accurately” through 
the stained-glass windows—which “neither snow nor greenery, winter 
nor summer, has power over” (JR 30)—Woolf shifts our attention to an 
imagined forest that is distinctly disordered and subject to the forces 
of nature, calling into question the patriarchal values in the preceding 
section. 

Woolf creates this contrast through the lantern, which in the Chapel 
passage conveys the orderliness and masculine exclusivity of the scene: 
“As the sides of a lantern protect the flame so that it burns steadily even 
4 On Victorian Hellenism, see Olverson, Culler, and Knox.

in the wildest night[,] […] so inside the Chapel all was orderly” (JR 
30). Immediately following this simile, the pastoral interlude opens 
with a lantern assaulted by “a curious assembly” of forest insects and 
a particularly persistent toad, which “scramble and swing and knock 
their heads against the glass, [yet] seem to have no purpose—something 
senseless inspires them. […] They amble round the lantern and blindly 
tap as if for admittance” (JR 30-31). During Jacob’s earlier moth 
hunt, a tree fell while “the lantern stood upon the ground, had lit up 
the still green leaves[.] […] A toad was there” (JR 21). This pair of 
scenes also echoes the moth hunt in Woolf’s essay “Reading,” which 
was probably written in 1919 and which features a hunt focused on “a 
scarlet underwing” moth with forest insects approaching a lantern and 
a falling tree sounding like a “volley of shot” (“Reading” 155).5 The 
moth-hunting context renders the chapel’s order horrifyingly militaristic 
as “young men rise in white gowns” advancing in “orderly procession” 
before “[t]hick white candles” while “great boots march under the 
gowns” (JR 31). The vulnerability of the lantern to any insect or toad 
that breaches its walls is similar to the way the young men themselves 
are drawn like moths to the flame of bellicosity that lights the King’s 
College Chapel.

Woolf again explored the elite male college chapel in A Room of One’s 
Own, published four years after Jacob’s Room. Shortly after being 
chased off the grass by the college beadle and barred from the university 
library because she is a woman who is not escorted by a privileged man 
or in possession of a letter of rcommendation, Woolf’s female narrator 
describes the university chapel (AROO 8). As she does in Jacob’s 
Room, here too Woolf juxtaposes the hegemonic order of academic 
patriarchy with unsettling animal imagery by comparing members 
of the congregation in the chapel to “those crabs and crawfish who 
heave with difficulty across the sand of an aquarium” (AROO 8).6 She 
highlights the weakness of those “rare types” “preserved” within the 
confines of the “sanctuary” of the University, who out of their marine 
habitat would be “obsolete if left to fight for existence on the pavement 
of the Strand” (AROO 8-9). Woolf’s application of Darwinian language 
mirrors her repeated contrasts between the presumed safety of the male 
university and the wildness of nature to undermine masculine claims 
to strength and virility. Woolf’s narrator twice imagines the historical 
construction of the chapel, and, echoing the pattern in Jacob’s Room, in 
both occurrences she juxtaposes the hegemonic forces of the “foundation 
of gold and silver” and “the pavement laid solidly over the wild grasses” 
with natural forces of disorder—an ancient space of “rootl[ing]” swine, 
“wav[ing]” grasses, and “muddy market[s]” (AROO 9-10; 19).

In both books, Woolf employs lantern imagery to depict the great 
university as a beacon of light. In A Room of One’s Own, the university is 
“a sailing-ship always voyaging never arriving, lit up at night and visible 
for miles, far away over the hills” (JR 9); in Jacob’s Room, she wonders 
“Does Cambridge burn not only into the night, but into the day?” (JR 
30). Her depiction of a besieged lantern in Jacob’s Room would seem 
to suggest while this fire may burn through night and day, it does not 
represent strength. Just as her Oxbridge chapel preserves “rare types” 
who would be “obsolete” in the outside world, Jacob’s Cambridge feigns 
the resiliency and strength it lacks. Nearly a decade after publishing A 
Room of One’s Own, Woolf comments again on the chauvinism of elite 
education in Three Guineas, replacing the feeble lantern of the male 
universities with the defiant feminist injunction to “burn the college to 
the ground. Set fire to these old hypocrisies,” the light of which will, 

5 For a discussion of the parallels between “Reading” and this passage of Jacob’s 
Room, see St. Albans.
6 In “Reading” Woolf links forest insects and sea creatures: “Then there emerged 
here a grasshopper, there a beetle, and here again a daddylonglegs, awkwardly 
making his way from blade to blade. Their movements were all so awkward that 
they made one think of sea creatures crawling on the floor of the sea. They went 
straight, as if by common consent, to the lantern, and were beginning to slide or 
clamber up the glass panes” (153). 
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unlike the lantern that protects a flame, break through the glass, start the 
fire, and scare “the nightingales and incarnadine the willows” (TG 45). 

Jacob’s misogyny and privileging of homosociality do not represent 
merely personal views (JR 31). They indicate the ideal of “manliness” 
that Sopwith, the Greek professor, advocates as he holds forth before 
undergraduates until midnight, “[t]alking, talking, talking—as if 
everything could be talked” (JR 39). While these gatherings, replete 
with chocolate cake, foster respect for the authority of the Cambridge 
don among most of his male participants, “a woman, divining the priest, 
would, involuntarily, despise” him (JR 40). This scene in Sopwith’s 
room evokes elements of the Cambridge Apostles, formally known as 
the Conversazione Society, of which Woolf’s male friends—including 
Lytton Strachey, E. M. Forster,  John Maynard Keynes, and Leonard 
Woolf—were members while attending college prior to World War I. 
The Apostles promoted a form of male intimacy, first thought of as 
“Brotherly Love” during the Victorian period. It was later recast by 
Edwardian members as “Higher Sodomy,” which, while rejecting the 
strictures of Victorian morality, “further emphasized class privilege, 
gender difference, and male superiority” according to Julie Anne Taddeo 
(198). The Apostles based their model of manly love on the ancient 
Greek ideal of male friendship filtered through the lens of Victorian 
Hellenism, despite their opposition to Victorian values. 

The generation of Apostles to which a young man like Jacob might 
have belonged drew historically upon the wisdom of a few key alumni 
‘Angels’ who, as Julie Anne Taddeo observes, provided “the Edwardian 
members of the Society with a history, philosophy, and justification 
of the Higher Sodomy” (208). These Angels may have been Woolf’s 
models for crafting Professor Sopwith. J. E. McTaggart taught at 
Cambridge after graduation, and he frequently invited “privileged 
undergraduates to pay court in his rooms on Thursday evenings” (Taddeo 
208). McTaggart’s contemporary, Goldworthy Lowes Dickinson, “traced 
the classical Greek origins of the spiritual as well as the physical aspects 
of the Higher Sodomy,” referring to male intimacy as “Greek Love” 
(Taddeo 208-09). Dividing the world into a neo-Platonic schema of 
“reality” (those people and things associated with the Apostles) and 
the “phenomenal” (the non-Apostolic realm including the daughters of 
educated men and the masses), the Apostles sought to further entrench 
their elitism and the exclusion of women from intellectual community 
(Taddeo 203-05). Both John Maynard Keynes and Lytton Strachey 
referred to women as “stupid and ugly” and described female minds as 
“repellent” (Taddeo 205) in their letters to Duncan Grant, even though he 
was not an Apostle. Jacob’s view that women are “ugly as sin” (JR 31) 
echoes the perspectives of the Apostles. 

Jacob’s Apostolic-style misogyny and privileging of homosocial 
educational elitism was justified and reinforced by a male British 
academic conception of ancient Greek philosophy and culture. Woolf 
undermines this perversion of Greek intellectual heritage in Jacob’s 
Room and envisions a more inclusive study of Greek—one that could 
welcome privileged women such as Woolf herself, who had studied 
outside the academy, and working-class women to whom Woolf taught 
Greek myth at Morley College. By decoupling Greek from misogyny 
and elitism, Woolf creates space for a counter-hegemonic feminist 
approach to Greek myth and literature that she continues to develop 
throughout her fiction. 

Amy C. Smith 
Lamar University
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Lily Briscoe’s Painting of Mrs. Ramsay in Virginia Woolf’s  
To the Lighthouse and Julia Stephen in Painting and Photography

The artist Lily Briscoe in To the Lighthouse by Virginia Woolf (1927) 
spends her creative energies working on a painting that correlates to 
her love and grief for Mrs. Ramsay. Lily’s work employs the formalist 
elements of line, color, and shape of late nineteenth-century and early 
twentieth-century Modernism creating an abstract embodiment of Mrs. 
Ramsay, with a purple triangle becoming the focal point of the image. 
Mrs. Ramsay has been often interpreted as a personification of Woolf’s 
mother, the beautiful Julia Stephen (1846-1895). This paper examines 
and explores the process and product of Lily’s metaphorical painting of 
Mrs. Ramsay that visually speaks for the complex feelings of the artist 
towards the matriarch. It also offers a consideration of Lily’s painting 
compared with three works of art, namely Edward Coley Burne-Jones’ 
Annunciation of 1879, where Julia Stephen posed as the Virgin Mary 
while pregnant with her daughter Vanessa, and two photographs taken in 
1867 by Julia Margaret Cameron of her unmarried niece, Julia Prinsep 
Jackson (later Duckworth and then Stephen). The visual and thematic 
comparisons of these works of art demonstrate the varied roles that Julia 
and Mrs. Ramsay share as virginal muses and as nearly mythical selfless 
wives and mothers, while Lily’s final abstract realization of a dark purple 
triangle symbolizes the reality of adoring and mourning Mrs. Ramsay. 

Woolf’s autobiographical novel centers on her family during an annual 
summer excursions to Talland House in St. Ives. Like Mrs. Ramsay in To 
the Lighthouse, Woolf’s mother Julia was nurturing and self-sacrificing 
for her husband and children and a tireless “do-gooder” for the 
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ruffles around the neckline, and her facial bone structure is illuminated 
by an unknown light source falling from right to left. Her face is in strict 
profile, eyes modestly looking downward and away. Countering the 
seeming fragility of her spotlighted profile is her strong neck, suggested 
by the tendon sharply delineated in the center that is offset by the tight 
feminine ruffles from which it rises holding up her refined head, as if an 
architectural column supporting a building. Cameron’s photographs of 
her niece here present her with the decorum of a Victorian mother and 
wife in opposition to the other photograph of a more unrestrained girl.

Twelve years later, one of the younger Pre-Raphaelite artists, Edward 
Coley Burne-Jones, painted an Annunciation scene using Julia, now 
married to Leslie Stephen, as the Virgin Mary, while she was pregnant 
with Vanessa (see Fig. 3). The scene of the beginning of the Christian 
redemption story with the miraculous impregnation of the young Mary 
with God’s son is depicted here with extreme detailing and nearly 
enameled surfaces of oil paint. These visual effects are distinct from the 
slightly unfocused imperfections of Cameron’s photographs. The vertical 
format of the painting compresses the unexpected meeting between the 
hovering angel and the young Virgin in a narrow architectural space 
that includes an arched barrel vault and a garden of delicate trees. 
Above the young Mary/Julia is a sculpted relief on the arch portraying 
the Genesis story of the Expulsion of Adam and Eve from Paradise 
after their committing of Original Sin. In Christian iconography, Mary/
Julia personifies a new Eve, who gives birth to a savior who redeems 

humankind from Original Sin in order to award 
everlasting life. The tight space around Mary/
Julia suggests a hortus conclusus, or enclosed 
garden, a symbol of Mary’s intact womb. The 
Virgin Mary has been fetching water with the 
ceramic vessel perched on a well. 

Fig. 3 
Edward Coley Burne-Jones (1833-1898) 
The Annunciation, 1879. Oil on canvas.

250 x 104 cm (98.4 x 40.9 in)  
Lady Lever Art Gallery, Liverpool, UK  

(https://commons.wikimedia.
org/wiki/File:Edward_Burne-
Jones_The_Annunciation.jpg)

The vessel also serves as a symbol of Mary’s 
womb, while the water in the well signals Mary’s 
virginal cleanliness, as Mary/Julia quietly pulls 
away in fear and reflection from the hovering 
Angel Gabriel with his message of a divine 

insemination. She slightly hunches her shoulders and draws her arm 
to her chest as if protecting herself. In Luke 1:29 (KJV), the scene is 
described as follows: “And when she saw him she was troubled at his 
saying, and she cast her mind in what manner of salutation this should 
be.” But her head is tilted toward the angel as if listening. She is in 
the early stages of comprehension of what is occurring and has not 
yet become pregnant with the divine spirit, yet the folds of the white 
tunic that she pulls across her form suggest, just barely, the beginning 
of a swollen belly. The forearm across her chest looks forward to the 
last stage of her encounter with the Angel Gabriel when Mary submits 
to God’s will: “Behold the Handmaiden of the Lord. Be it unto me 
according to thy word” (Luke 1:38 KJV). So the Virgin Mary/Julia is 
both Virgin and Mother, and Julia’s facial features have been idealized 
to a generic yet heavenly beauty. The painting depicts Mary, the 
“immaculate” human in whose womb God incarnate, Christ, is gestating; 
Julia herself is gestating her daughter Vanessa. Jane Lilienfeld also 
reminds us that Lily in To the Lighthouse longs to “reverence” Mrs. 
Ramsay’s body as a “holy place” in her abstract painting that connects 
further with the Virgin Mary/Julia of Burne-Jones’s Annunciation 
(Lilienfeld 354). 

Just as Mary’s/Julia’s acceptance of this command from the beyond sets 
the tone for centuries of the female’s moral obligation to submissiveness, 
in Lily’s view, Mrs. Ramsay sacrificed her life for her husband and 
children: “Mrs. Ramsay had given. Giving, giving, giving, she had 
died” (TTL 153). Julia Stephen, dead at 49, also gave of her energies 

underprivileged. Her death at age 49 may be attributed to her relentlessly 
tiring work and concerns for everyone except herself, a correlation 
that pulls toward an interpretation of Julia as Mrs. Ramsay, who also 
dies young from what can be called sheer exhaustion. Meanwhile, Lily 
herself is generally recognized as Woolf’s personification of her sister, 
Vanessa Stephen Bell, a devoted painter and designer who struggled 
against the expectations of females to marry and bear children and 
against the patriarchy and prejudice of the art scene that still believed 
that females were incapable of artistic greatness. Woolf draws herself 
to her older sibling both through comparison of the sisters’ art forms 
and the singularity that each needs to finish their creations. As Henry R. 
Harrington observes, “Woolf was used to thinking of her own and her 
sister’s artistic progress as parallel” (376) and quotes from Woolf’s letter 
to Vanessa: “‘I think we are now at the same point: both mistresses of 
our medium as never before: both therefore confronted with entirely new 
problems of structure’” (Woolf qtd. in Harrington 376; see Letters of 
Virginia Woolf 3 363).

Fig. 1 
Julia Margaret Cameron (1815-1879) 

Julia Jackson, 1867.  
27.8 × 22.1 cm (10 15/16 × 8 11/16 in.).  

J. Paul Getty Museum, Los Angeles  
(https://www.getty.edu/art/collection/

objects/58955/julia-margaret-cameron-
julia-jackson-british-1867/; https://

en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Julia_Stephen#/
media/File:Julia_Duckworth_by_

Cameron.jpg)

Cameron, Woolf’s great-aunt, was an early pioneer of Pictorial 
photography where the photograph is meant to emulate while at the 
same time compete with an oil on canvas. The emulation is in the soft 
tones along the edges of the work and of the traditional bust length 
(head and shoulders) poses. Cameron used a process, invented in 1851, 
called the collodion wet process, where a glass plate was used for the 
negative instead of paper as a surface for the emulsion of nitrocellulose 
syrup mixed with alcohol and ether. Free of the grain of paper, the glass 
gave better definition to the image, although it left imperfections, such 
as finger smudges or spots. Cameron’s exposures took between three to 
seven minutes using a wide aperture lens a few feet from the sitter(s) 
(Powell 16-18). In Cameron’s April 1867 photograph, Julia, age 22, is 
shown in full face with her wavy hair descending down her left shoulder 
and streaming away on the right side as if wind has caught the long 
tresses (see Fig. 1). Light flows in from right to left and illuminates the 
right side of her young face with a distinct shadow line bisecting her 
visage and long neck. A simple dark shawl covers her shoulders, and 
she stares out directly and fearlessly with an undiluted gaze, yet the 
soft lighting and indistinct outlines lend her an otherworldliness as if 
a modern muse, reinforced by the way that her form seems to emerge 
fuzzily from the darkened space that surrounds her. 

Fig. 2 
Julia Margaret Cameron (1815-1879) 

My Niece Julia Jackson,  
Now Mrs. Herbert Duckworth,  

April 1867. 32.8 x 23.7 cm (12 15/16 x 9 5/16 in.).  
The Metropolitan Museum of Art,  

New York. 
Gilman Collection, Purchase,  

Alfred Stieglitz Society Gifts, 2005
(https://www.metmuseum.org/art/

collection/search/283098; https://commons.
wikimedia.org/wiki/File:My_niece_Julia_
Jackson_now_Mrs_Herbert_Duckworth,_

by_Julia_Margaret_Cameron.jpg)

Another photographic portrait (see Fig. 2) taken during the same time 
frame is markedly different because it reveals Julia as a prim and proper 
Victorian wife and mother (although this photograph was taken shortly 
before her marriage to Herbert Duckworth on 4 May 1867). Her hair is 
up in a low bun, the top of her dress is soberly dark with small bright 
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to husband, children, and to those less fortunate. A drawing by William 
Rothenstein of 1890 depicts Julia in sharp profile at age 44, as gaunt, 
hollow-eyed, thin-lipped, her beauty dissipated by duty, all emphasized 
by the dark, jagged lines that touch its edges (see Fig. 4). 

Fig. 4 
William Rothenstein (1872-1945) 

Julia Stephen, 1890. Drawing. 
Monk’s House Photo Albums, Harvard 

Library, Cambridge, MA 
(https://iiif.lib.harvard.edu/manifests/

view/drs:43891211$5i;  
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/

Julia_Stephen#/media/File:Julia_
Rothenstein1890.jpg) 

Of course, in To the Lighthouse readers must depend on Woolf’s words 
instead of the actual portraits and figural representations of Julia to 
envision Lily’s spare formalist image consisting of shapes, line, color, 
and space that are imbued with her love and respect for Mrs. Ramsay as 
an ideal, nurturing woman. Lily extrapolates the powerful personality 
of Mrs. Ramsay into a modern painterly conception, where what was 
essential in her compositional design are the relations of masses, lights, 
and shadows, achieving visual unity. The gestural freedom, bold color, 
and non-objective approach of Lily’s work ushers a Modernist sensibility 
into the discussion of art in opposition to the hyperreal exactitude 
of the Burne-Jones and the straightforward technical procedures of 
photography. 

In “The Window,” the first section of the novel, Mrs. Ramsay’s place 
of mental retreat away from the constant neediness of her husband and 
children is described by the character herself as “a wedge-shaped core 
of darkness, something invisible to others” and thinks to herself, “it is 
all dark, it is all spreading, it is unfathomably deep” (TTL 65). While 
Lily still grieves for Mrs. Ramsay ten years later in “The Lighthouse,” 
she places a dark purple triangle in the center of her painting, although it 
remains ambiguous exactly in which direction the triangle is positioned 
(on its tip or side, or in the expected pyramid shape?). The form is what 
she describes as “an odd-shaped triangular shadow” (204), and that 
image recalls Mrs. Ramsay’s own “wedge-shaped core of darkness.” 
At one point in “The Window,” William Bankes muses: “What did 
[Lily] wish to indicate by the triangular purple shape just there?” (TTL 
55). Woolf answers that question having Lily suddenly see the secure 
pyramidal shape representing Mrs. Ramsay: “In the midst of chaos 
there was this shape; this eternal passing and flowing […] was struck 
into stability” (TTL 165). At this moment of artistic incandescence, Lily 
literally reveals Mrs. Ramsay’s invisible core of darkness, and she then 
moves past it to finish her painting (Crater 135). Both Mrs. Ramsay and 
Julia speak through Lily’s revelatory vision, much as the vision of the 
Annunciate Angel reveals the Virgin Mary’s destiny. The artist has freed 
the memory of Mrs. Ramsay, just as Virginia Woolf relinquished her 
obsessive memory and quest for her deceased mother, Julia, when she 
completed the novel. 

At the same time that Lily’s picture is an homage to Mrs. Ramsay, it is 
also a means for Lily to assert her own freedom from Mrs. Ramsay’s 
expectations, who thought Lily would never marry because of her 
“little Chinese eyes and her puckered-up face […]; one could not take 
her painting very seriously; she was an independent little creature” 
(TTL 21). Lily discerns this domineering part of Mrs. Ramsay, her 
“highhandedness, willful[ness] and commanding” personality (Proudfit 
31). “For at any rate, [Lily] said to herself, […] she need not marry, 
thank Heaven: she need not undergo that degradation. She was saved 
from that dilution” (TTL 104). Lily prevails over her susceptibility 
to Mrs. Ramsay as she paints, finally transforming her intense yet 
ambivalent memories into harmonious formal relationships of artistic 
composition with the purple triangle, a swath of green paint, the blue 

and green lines, and the white of the canvas itself. In many ways, Lily 
(whose name coincides with the primary visual attribute of the Virgin 
Mary, the white lily flower, the symbol of purity) invokes Mrs. Ramsay 
in a religious way: 

Lily’s liturgical repetition of Mrs. Ramsay’s name, and her ecstatic 
overflow of artistic expenditure again create an enchanted tableau 
that magically transubstantiates the word into flesh as Lily brings 
Mrs. Ramsay to life. […] [As she] attains a sudden visionary 
epiphany[,] […] Lily merges the mundane and the miraculous, 
transfiguring even the most commonplace events into revelatory 
moments of enchantment, accepting and continuing the legacy left 
behind by Mrs. Ramsay. (Stelmach 322; emphases mine) 

While the Virgin/Julia incarnates the Word of God into flesh without 
sexual congress, Lily enacts her own incarnation by transforming the 
visible reality of the flesh and blood of Mrs. Ramsay into an abstraction 
of a purple triangle. Lily leaves a blank space in the center of her 
painting that becomes a metaphor of her mourning the emptiness left 
by Mrs. Ramsay/Julia—the protector, the Mother figure (Lilienfeld 
361). But, in the last lines of the novel, Lily inserts one final stroke 
of paint through this empty area, although again the direction of this 
stroke (up, down, diagonal, circular?) is unspecified, as is the color of 
the paint she uses: “With a sudden intensity, as if she saw it clear for a 
second, she drew a line there, in the centre. It was done; it was finished. 
Yes, she thought, laying down her brush in extreme fatigue, I have had 
my vision” (TTL 211). With this last linear gesture onto her canvas 
with a brush loaded with paint, Lily reclaims herself. She now grasps 
Mrs. Ramsay’s presence in her life and memory that is concurrently 
comforting and domineering. Thus, “as the book and painting together 
approach the ‘impossible union’ of incarnation, […] the completed 
tableau enters the memory and imagination of the reader” (Stelmach 
323) as Lily transforms a person into paint. 

Lily marks the painting with a final stroke down the middle, a stroke 
that invokes the stability and omnipresence of the lighthouse itself, 
separating herself from and defying that of the impossible yet submissive 
role model of Mrs. Ramsay/Julia. While Mrs. Ramsay/Julia are the 
embodiment of domestic womanhood shown in Cameron’s photograph 
of her niece as a proper wife, and in Burne-Jones’s radiant, archetypal 
Virgin/Mother, Lily embraces her own identity as an independent 
creative being, balancing her life as this ultimate stroke of paint balances 
and unifies the painting. She becomes a modern artist, freed from 
conventions, much as Woolf’s painter sister Vanessa Bell did in her 
defiance of society’s expectations throughout her life (Goldman 179). 
Cameron’s other photograph of Julia as a muse, somewhat unkempt 
and perhaps prescient in her staring outward, evokes the autonomy 
Lily attains. Lily has disproven Charles Tansley’s condescending, yet 
common assessment that “Women can’t paint, can’t write” (TTL 163) 
and overcomes her earlier self-doubt when she had believed that she was 
just “playing at painting” (TTL 23) at age 44, an age similar to both Mrs. 
Ramsay’s and Julia’s exhausted selves. 

Lily’s journey also correlates with Virginia Woolf’s own journey in the 
composing of this autobiographical novel in that it freed Woolf from 
her memories of her mother and yearning for her after she had died 
in 1895 when young Virginia was only thirteen years old. The release 
allowed Woolf to successfully carry on with her unconventional life as 
a pioneering writer. Julia Stephen and Mrs. Ramsay transformed much 
of life into an art of making others important, while Virginia Woolf, 
Vanessa Bell, and Lily Briscoe make important creative art from the 
chaos and joys of their own lives. 

Joy M. Pepe 
Southern Connecticut State University
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About “Marking the Wall”
Jenna Fields studies English, Computer Science, and Cognitive Science at 
Cornell University. She composed “Marking the Wall” as the final project for a 
course on Virginia Woolf taught by Elizabeth Evans.

Author statement:

I began writing “Marking the Wall” with a certain vigor and ignorance for 
which I am incredibly grateful, as I fear completion would have been near 
impossible otherwise. It was an enthusiasm sparked by Kabe Wilson’s Of 
One Woman or So, which I studied in my Woolf class last semester. Much as 
Wilson did with A Room of One’s Own, I wanted to take all of the words in 
Woolf’s “The Mark on the Wall” and rearrange them into my own story. I used 
the 1921 version of “The Mark on the Wall” published in Woolf’s short story 
collection Monday or Tuesday, which had already been digitized on Mary 
Mark Ockerbloom’s website A Celebration of Women. To help my writing 
process, I used Java to code a “subtract” function, which returned a list of my 
remaining words. I also wrote several other functions that gave me smaller 
lists of certain categories of words (for example: gerunds, past tense verbs, 
adverbs).

In “The Mark on the Wall,” Woolf’s narrator considers various ideas while 
sitting and staring at a mark; I wanted “Marking the Wall” to be a criticism of 
both the narrator’s inaction and the story itself, while still maintaining Woolf’s 
signature stream of consciousness style. The narrator in my story contemplates 
the uselessness in searching for meaning, instead suggesting that we should 
be focused on making meaning. Additionally, I wanted to include multiple 
allusions to other works to emphasize the cyclical nature of writing; no matter 
how original an idea seems, the finite nature of language means that words 
have always been used before. “Marking the Wall” and Of One Woman or So 
both depart from Woolf’s original narratives (sometimes even going against 
them), despite consisting of exactly the same words. Thus, it appears that it is 
the order of words that makes a story unique, not the words themselves. Woolf 
used 3,138 words to write one story; I used the same 3,138 words to write 
another.

“Marking the Wall”

It was one in the afternoon on Sunday when I first had the idea to take 
the Tube without reason. I never take it with no place to be. We are like 
that; humanity is not like the tree, which taps very gently on the window 
pane, blown about from above, without thought. We long for knowledge, 
for Whitaker’s Almanack, for a river to bring us directly to a thought. He 
who is tumbling readily into any old “because” should be in the dustbin, 
for while rivers and Whitaker may have rapidity, the thought that comes 

hastily goes out just the same. The one that comes slowly is fire burning 
upon coal…

Coals! Train! Track! That Sunday I did it, almost feverishly. To excite 
the mind by threatening what seems certain! How strange that was, 
riding without a sure end. I was a fish in the stream, one of too many 
ants, a bird vanishing behind the white in the blue…gone. No one saw 
me there, but I saw all of it. The women smoking cigarettes, and the 
man adoring his wife, and the policemen interrogating somebody with 
wine-coloured lips. All of the action looked so real. Separate from all 
of it—the novelists were scraping their minds for some very shocking, 
real thing, suggesting what no one daresay. Those who make even 
accumulating dust interesting. Like Shakespeare, who blots reflections of 
us—not of Queen Anne nor of Charles the First—on the page.

What I did not see: trees, flowers, nature. Underground London is not 
of yellow and of green; it is of grey and of black. The tomb of rock 
which cages. Nothing can rise from a tumulus, yet here comes another 
thought…how intoxicating! To think with the mark of upheaval, 
enraging order, as opposed to things of control. Smoking generalizations 
as one would a cigarette; I don’t like the pain in the organ of the chest 
at all, but I like the feeling of grinding Whitaker’s Table of Precedency 
to an indistinct powder, which disappears like dust. The Archbishop and 
Lord High Chancellor and the Tudor reign and Charles the First and the 
Colonels: now nameless, seen as the labourers they look down upon. I 
fancy to strip the world of its disagreeable reality! The mind turns the 
world in to fields of asphodel, rose-shaped thoughts tablecloths on our 
earth. Too often we look for importance where there are only shadows of 
it. Men are always gazing at the mark on the wall when it’s nothing but a 
snail. He will compare himself and gain nothing, instead suppose every 
thing. What time we shall waste sitting there and looking at some mark! 
Time that should be given to flying on railways…

I wish the track stretched on to Troy; to a Chinese river; to the now old 
Roman pipes; to the stories of Canterbury; to the Greeks; to Shakespeare 
the Elizabethan. A man beneath the awning of a woman! How I 
prefer this over the reign of men and Whitaker’s Table of Precedency! 
The Archbishops and the Lord High Chancellor…so laborious, this 
philosophy of who follows whom. For why does it matter? Soon, we will 
depart. Beetles will scuttle over all of our bones. In tombs or tumulus—
or on mantelpiece? All of the world ending like the furled leaves 
falling from those trees. Those flowers—the carnations of red and the 
chrysanthemums of purple and the water-lilies of white—hanging tassels 
on the Earth, the blue and green out of which all is born.

 I like to imagine how it would feel to jump in front of the train. I’d ooze 
crimson like tree sap, upon the steel that gleams against the pinks of 
myself. Or perhaps falling upon the pavement, a tumbling self reflecting 
on omnibuses? Deep water? Automatic bullets to the head? Herbs in 
the tea? Oh, to become my own murderess! The Devils are owing me a 
place in Hell for worshipping nature over Gods, for worshipping art over 
Whitaker, for being a disbeliever. I will be one who goes calmly, for I 
see peace in the depths of damnation, since Heaven seems so dull. If this 
entirely good, patient, and peaceful God exists, how could he rule his 
child to damnation? Perhaps the answer lies in the question…the Lord 
is a he. That standard masculine energy…a condition to which even the 
highest being is helpless. As a seed sown into the ground; as the roots 
grow, groping any hole; and, finally, as thick green stalks shoot through 
the turf. These roots make men perpetually shallow. And though God 
may not be a man, to society it is him. And, indeed, that is that.

I dream of a world that is not at all his. My world, of asphodel fields 
dusted with the purple and red of the sun at evening. That is what 
summer wanted; winter is white and pale, suspended. Summer’s 
luncheons swish by like a ball follows the sideboards of the bagatelle 
board; winter’s pottery balanced on the side of the table. Its beauty 
can shatter with the slight slip of tablecloths, but we must take the 
risk. And for what? Hot meadows race with midnight mice, and time 
passes through cold meadows as a housekeeper walks through an empty 
house…
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Men are looking for a light house as the focus of their world. They will 
think of themselves so dim when (or perhaps if?) they discover it! For 
they buried their whole lives in such ignorance in saying, “Where is it?” 
when they should have been saying, “Why is it?” I’ve been looking for 
that and can’t figure it out. Perhaps the light house is really another mark 
on the wall? Although the romantic in me wants to believe it has been of 
some importance…

Is it still Sunday? It must be. I sit here agreeably then, tumbling in 
thoughts. Someone is at my arm, and I hear myself saying, “You know 
the hour?” To which they say, “Yes, ten.” I should have asked for how 
many years it has been, because I genuinely cannot remember. Which is 
it, January or June? Or May? I dislike that a number governs everything. 
For example, this six, and that three. And no Sunday could ever be 
“fifty.” The year could be post-something-fifty, and they will be looking 
for a mark, for a light house. By then, they should have made some 
mark, but won’t have; for they were buying Whitaker’s Almanack and 
worshipping an archbishop and speaking of some future self that knows 
what one must know to mark the wall. And they never do a thing. My 
mind turns round and round as the small hand turns at each moment, 
as time deluges and downs me…binding at, pulling at, paring at me. 
How the leaving birds swarm! I can’t think! The world feels airless; its 
thoughts become fragments; too many things to know! Things that can’t 
be known! Of which and of what! Of wanted and of were! Of at! As if…
what if? Up and down and up and down…on and on and on…I want to 
be done with this storm! 

Here we stop at once. There is enough said. Back to Sunday, to where I 
sit quietly as the world rushes on by. How curious that war seems so real 
in our heads; one million lives were once lost in these very thoughts. To 
be, or not to be, that was his question…must being be so very hard? I 
want freedom from my own mind. Thoughts are never quiescent things 
proved upon waking…

Life could be more, if we let it. And we should. Perhaps it is more 
in suburban county towns in houses with well-liked housemaids and 
mantelpiece bedrooms and clean carpets and a landseer with a ridiculous 
name. They have one child, Nelson, aged seven, who they are lovingly 
tender with. He likes his eggs in a bowl to walk about the corridors with 
them. His life is tennis and fancy furniture and luncheons. It is kind and 
sure. Mahogany drawers that open and brown paper parcels and smooth 
jam. Born with a hand full of jewels, and the child doesn’t even know…

I realize now that life should be visited, not lived, as one would a film. 
If you view it again and again, you grow cross. After all, their life is 
beginning to crack as pots do. I see it now: in that blade of grass longer, 
in that tree growing crouched, in that dry flower. 

I would like a glass of water, but I shouldn’t leave yet. There are more 
takes on this. The word: an obstacle to the fin. I don’t feel freedom in 
writing any sort of fiction until the book with precedency is finished…

The local newspaper came after breakfast, so I have not read it. But it 
establishes nothing original: a different person indites the war. Just as 
well, all newspapers assume things. Even the New York Times prints 
articles I have seen, full of idolatry of those old ideas, the description 
of the colonel a shadow of a past one, and the change in the picture not 
perceptible. 

I say picture, but there is not paint. Impersonal modern photographs thus 
torn asunder! Life is brewing in paint. It progresses in the pleasantest 
way, shades so loud they let out sound. Red is more than red, prompting 
annihilation and fire and flowers. Journeys which flower from the 
colour—both of horror and of happy. A scene comes into my head…of 
which in the centre lie circular eyes, above them a young forehead. In 
the eyes are reflections of the world. One eye is lit with the vagueness 
of reality, the other with the glassiness of stars, what a naked collision! 
Her eyes are in a war of attrition with her will; we see the life dwindle. 
Eyesight made of the sea; all of the beauty of a handful of fire, all of the 
mud of the domes of reality…

I light a cigarette and study the way the dust is blown about. The yellow 
smoke feathers south like a cat; it curls up against the furniture. “Indeed 
there will be time,” a song to myself, “to wonder…” …about how 
the knights must save the lady, and she must not save the them; about 
how tombs and a cavalcade sort of go together; and about the point of 
tablecloths. I know not one of those things matter; so what? That isn’t 
the point. Then again, what is? Not sure what one’s supposed to believe.

An accidental gleam of a black coat recalls this period from years ago: 
I was sitting in a chair and saw grazing cows on the other side of the 
glass, standing in the middle, surrounded by clods of Earth. All of the 
sudden, one of them fell. It was shot at! I was speechless. All in the field 
was standing steady, utterly still. Then, a horse ran straight on by and 
everybody was moving as if it were of no harm, but relief never came. I 
think of that moment, of the way nobody looked; of the snap to action; 
of the mysterious iron; of the powdered moon that followed at night. 
For after that, the mirror exposed a reflection of very quiet ways. It was 
of such mystery to the specialists; to their credit, my refusing to say any 
thing about what happened had solidity. One of the professors (a queer 
bald lady with an office in Kingsway) said, “Witches or hermits,” and 
then retired. After that, quarterly correspondence about my health, most 
of which I don’t believe. 

My few possessions: the tea cup, an old book, an arrowhead. The first for 
tea, the book an old habit (and old habits…), the last from the arrow that 
dug into the dead…back to the present moment of the flapping English 
flag. Flags comfort the mast of ships which carry the country to freedom. 
The descendants feel great respect, for they descend from the great. Or 
perhaps…these people are vigilant, but the historical profiles also show 
them taking both emeralds and opals with hostility. The men of this 
country made a civilization into a mantelpiece and people into things. 
Chosen people—is there such a thing? Think less of them for their hoops 
of clay? As if! The inaccuracy! The illegitimate rule! Leave at once. 

The sense of some thing at my feet—a rat! It was about to nibble and 
gnaw! That threatens at the pleasant thought. I lift myself higher up on 
the chair, not desiring to catch it. Upon lifting: the sure sound of torn 
fibres. A nail lodged in the wall! It grasped the clothes in its head. Damn 
that nail! A small, iron nail rooted in the wall then becomes the object 
of a certain contempt. Finding it with a finger, I close the finger about it; 
it gives. “The plum which you were keeping cold?” I think at the nail, 
“Delicious.” Curse that it slices at clothes so very easily. The only thing 
able to cut diamond is itself. A worthless thought, really; I don’t think 
dressing entirely in that stone is in style, so whether it is protection from 
nails…who knows.

One, two, three. One, two, three. Steady. The image of a hundred fish 
together in the sea. The solid wood of branches and the green of leaves. 
The moorhen which dives. A little shrew lays on a leaf. Nests of insects 
mark the bark of the gigantic tree. A round white rose. Count. One, 
two…

The elderly men in first class were discussing something. “Women 
waste those military spaces which should have been going to men,” one 
counsels, “Remember when they were our wives?”

“Yes, women don’t have the hair.”

All of them sense this very agreeable. I interrupted, curious.

“Why?”

What happened next was of such immense importance it should have a 
book. But I’m modest, so here is what followed: 

“Don’t think you could understand.”

It hit before I thought to catch it. An illegitimate opinion, of course, 
which they laughed and said so very definite. I’m certain that is believed 
by them. Generalizations as such sink the hope of our generations. The 
hair goes up in a heap in a hairpin! Incline to believe it over the view of 
an antiquary! Preservation is for the local museum. If the very existence 
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of an antiquary expects our attention, express nothing, and see the cheeks 
grow red! 

The very little knowledge he has got lights inches of the castle, unable to 
explore the fancy rooms and the caves and the other palaces. Our light is 
vast and leading, taking sight from the giants of knowledge, a phantom 
itself. Perpetual thoughts of melancholy drive the phantoms that make 
our sight. Particular philosophic phantoms pursue the room; who wants 
to stretch a lifetime? Yes, all people become phantoms in the end out of 
necessity. No one is made infinite. 

Barrows project from camps because of canisters pitched. The shell of a 
camp, really. What a dark affair, only one living patient. The camp seems 
haphazard; everything’s interrupted. A thick sense of superstitions, of 
bones, downs the camp. Instinctively, one walks away.

Back to the people in first—after examining the evidence, a slice of our 
cabinet ministers. Think of them slipping naked in skates. Or meeting 
the Chancellor or clergy as miniature people. Or think of putting them 
separately upon a wall for years. Or think of them so little you don’t 
remember them at all.

Remember how true things were in the afternoons? The worshipping 
of the woods and forests? A leaf landing in the hand granted a peaceful 
hour. A tall tapestry of green protects the waters and a great mount and a 
small mouse tail. A snail toes miniature turnips. Stems stealthily stroke 
blues and natural stalks of tails which were up in rivers for years. If one 
pictures the storm shower, one sets on for deeper sense of what at first 
looked real. Suppose a botany villa actually happens: beneath a tree, 
comforted by the garden, the bed a great big able plank of wood. So 
wonderful. A single wish and matter for further speculation.

That accounts for the forest…now the keepers get up and ascertain the 
language of the tree: a perpetual sensation of being old. Rather real, 
rather prominent. That wood tower…there! Raising himself up high, 
so solidly, unlike a fraud. One of honour and of might. Being watchful 
of oneself, praising oneself—for one perceives wonder outside more. 
Somehow, the standard in is so very high…

Something necessitates myself once more to say thoughts to the 
people. Driven to the site, I slow my feet…they left. Down the walled 
compartments on foot; an entirely spacious affair. Tools to repair the 
suspension—I’m done for, too slow to process this. Hence, this old dear 
smashes into them. Their praises pour out of the sides; parties standing 
over, getting ideas to fix this conscious. Must get up! Proving without 
leading, suppose the losses mark proof. Getting out of here! 

Leaving through the opened door, I surface. The hour and date are mere 
miles. Casual, buy a glass of the top pleasant, satisfying rose substance. 
Drank through a straw. Sat round tablecloths, neighbouring fancy heels. 
After paying, the creases in the pamphlet caused by frequent pressure 
are black; over and over, handling the thin piece which fixed depths of 
course. Must our mark of necessary places hold down reality as ours? 
Cast our definite game upon each intersected part beneath? Back and 
forth, open and close, up and down, by and by, for ever and ever…

Leant upon the wall of that room, I must face certain facts. For one, a 
comparison of any wall to one of nature’s is to liken an openly royal 
room to one which most figure standard. The wall lining this room 
indirectly revealed an image; half looked pleasant, the other half…
too real. What is that…up there…up on the wall? Up on or upon? Yes, 
which of those indeed. Ah, let it be; one’s as well as the other. In either 
case…Up on (or upon) the wall there’s a mark. To think about the mark 
up there upon this wall is in one’s interest, for most of one’s nights hit 
spaciously, which increases one’s low thoughts. The mark grew deeper 
as I looked at it longer. Indeed, that mark will out last all of us. 

It is all a game, any way. All of it. If I have learned anything, it’s that. 
But still, I must wonder, “Have I marked the wall?”

Jenna Fields 
Cornell University
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REVIEW 
VIRGINIA WOOLF: THE WAR WITHOUT, THE WAR WITHIN,  
HER FINAL DIARIES AND THE DIARIES SHE READ 
by Barbara Lounsberry. Gainesville: University of Florida Press, 2018. 
397 pages. $84.95 cloth; $24.95 paper.

This is the final volume of Barbara Lounsberry’s three-part textual study 
of Woolf’s diaries. Here she turns her eye to the twelve diaries Woolf 
kept as well as the nineteen diaries she read between the years 1929 and 
1941. The Association of College and Research Libraries has named this 
a Choice Outstanding Academic Title. 

Lounsberry’s innovation in these three volumes is to interweave her 
reading of Woolf’s diary with descriptions of the diaries Woolf was 
reading at the time. This technique captures a fascinating assemblage 
of diarists, from the aunt and niece duo Katherine Bradley and Edith 
Cooper (who wrote under the pseudonym “Michael Field”) to André 
Gide, Dorothy Wordsworth, John Skinner, James Woodforde, Princess 
Daisy of Pless, Guy de Maupassant, Alice James, Dr. John Salter, John 
Bailey, Lord and Lady Amberley, Ellen Weeton, Stephen MacKenna, 
Leo and Countess Tolstoy, Francis Kilvert, F. L. Lucas, and Charles 
Ricketts. The list alone leaves one a little breathless and suggests 
Woolf’s astonishingly catholic tastes. 

Lounsberry describes these diaries as the “third stage” of Woolf’s diary-
keeping and identifies three qualities that distinguish them from the 
earlier ones: more entries per year, more morning entries, and, lastly, a 
greater focus on other people’s diaries. Lounsberry contends that Woolf 
sought out others’ diaries in this period as a source of support, as a way 
to “refresh herself, to refill her well” (281). Knowing many people will 
be unfamiliar these diarists, Lounsberry offers compelling introductions 
to this fascinating group of people, many of whom have been largely 
forgotten. These lively primers are certainly one of the highlights of the 
book—the little sneak previews of some very compelling diarists—and 
will undoubtedly inspire readers to search out their works. 

Lounsberry’s innovation, however, comes with a challenge. While the 
diaries Woolf reads are captivating in and of themselves, they shift our 
focus away from our primary interest—Woolf herself. Yet, Lounsberry 
mitigates this difficulty by finding connections between Woolf and 
the diarists she is reading—shared interests or life experiences, for 
example—to ensure that the main subject is never neglected for too long. 

Of the many qualities of this evocative volume, I especially appreciated 
Lounsberry’s various tallies related to Woolf’s diary entries. For 
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VIRGINIA WOOLF AND BEING-IN-THE-WORLD:  
A HEIDEGGERIAN STUDY 
by Emma Simone. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2017.  
256 pages. $110 cloth; $39.95 paper. 
VIRGINIA WOOLF AND THE MODERN SUBLIME:  
THE INVISIBLE TRIBUNAL 
by Daniel T. O’Hara. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015.  
123 pages. $46 cloth; $53.99 paper. 

Virginia Woolf’s status as a major twentieth-century thinker may no 
longer be in doubt, yet recent studies continue to make the case for her 

example, she explains that the number of entries per year doubled in 
this last phase of Woolf’s diary-keeping compared to the middle years. 
She also shows that in 1939 more than half of Woolf’s entries were 
about war: 37 out of 73. In contrast, of the 136 questions Woolf asks 
herself in this period only 52—fewer than half—ponder her own writing. 
When we reach 1940, not only is Woolf writing more entries—one 
every three or four days—but 95 out of 109 are about war. This writer’s 
diary, Lounsberry contends, “becomes now a war diary” (305). Woolf 
became increasingly occupied with the events unfolding around her. By 
quantifying these references, Lounsberry confirms how fully World War 
II cast its fearful shadow on Woolf’s private pages. By the time we get 
to 1941, the numbers reveal more startling shifts: between January 1 and 
March 24, 1941, Woolf penned ten entries. Of those ten, only two appear 
in March, the month of her death. As Woolf’s mental health falters, so 
does her diary. For a woman whose love of words was central to her 
identity, the silence speaks volumes. 

Many readers and scholars are familiar with Woolf’s diaries. Indeed, 
many common readers find their way to Woolf’s fiction through these 
remarkable texts. Lounsberry’s contribution is to make sense of these 
highly personal volumes, to trace the trajectories of their themes and 
concerns, and to chart their importance to Woolf’s life and thought. 

But writing about Woolf’s diaries also asks us to face an unwelcome 
difficulty: too often these volumes reveal just how awful Woolf 
could be. One need not dip too far into these tomes to discover nasty, 
condescending, petty, racist, insecure, anti-Semitic, angry, and jealous 
remarks. More so than the essays or novels, the diaries reveal that Woolf 
possessed many of the conventional prejudices of her time regarding 
Jews, Blacks, working-class people, the mentally ill, even the elderly. 
While I understand the impulse, and am guilty of it myself, I wonder if 
Lounsberry is too protective of Woolf. She avoids the worst examples of 
her failings and tries to soften others by labeling them “hate-my-kind” 
sentiments. But mustn’t those of us who admire Woolf’s achievements 
also figure out how to intertwine the dark, discomforting threads we find 
in her diary with the sublime insights about the human condition she 
delivers so often across the body of her work? Ultimately, however, one 
must respect a scholar’s decision regarding these questions. No doubt, 
Lounsberry’s important body of work will serve as a jumping off place 
for others grappling with Woolf’s troubling biases. 

Any serious reader or scholar concerned with Woolf as a diarist, essayist, 
pacifist, and woman living through World War II, will want to refer 
to Virginia Woolf: The War Without, The War Within. Lounsberry’s 
descriptions of Woolf’s private writing as well as her introductions to the 
famous, infamous, quirky, and sometimes long-forgotten diarists Woolf 
read make important contributions to our understanding of Woolf’s work 
and the diaries that inspired her.

Danell Jones 
Montana State University–Billings 

canonical status. The two volumes reviewed here offer a wide lens on 
Woolf’s lifelong fascination with writing the human condition (Simone) 
and a more narrow one focusing on Woolf’s reworking of the sublime 
as part of her effort to make way for modern “female genius” (O’Hara). 
Both books are well researched and offer interesting perspectives on 
Woolf’s signal achievements in both philosophical and aesthetic terms, 
yet both advance arguments that rework existing critical ground rather 
than leading readers in bold new directions. 

Analyzing Virginia Woolf’s literary corpus with and through the 
phenomenological language of Martin Heidegger in his monumental 
Being and Time (1927), Emma Simone reveals two immensely different 
modernist minds contemplating similar trajectories of the self as it 
navigates lived experience. Such an approach potentially yields deeper 
understandings of Woolf’s thematic explorations in parallel with 
philosophical modernisms, such as the struggle of the self to achieve 
authenticity, especially within the context of the everyday and the 
“mass” of an increasingly consumerist society, and the experience of 
“place” as part of social “machinery.” Without forcing Heidegger’s 
perspective on Woolf or engaging in an ‘influence’ study, Simone instead 
suggests that Woolf and the Heidegger of the late 1920s share affinities 
in their explorations of being-in-the-world, even as they approach the 
question of being from two quite distinct yet often complementary 
registers of language and thinking. 

Simone’s primary focus is on Woolf. She has read widely and deeply 
across the long and short fiction, letters and diaries, as well as working 
with a vast range of critical scholarship. Considering Woolf’s work 
through the emphases of Being and Time—and also vice versa—
constellates these two modernist thinkers in frequently insightful ways, 
as a few Woolf scholars have already proven; Simone traces these earlier 
pairings of Woolf’s work with Heidegger’s thinking in her Introduction. 
Simone’s is the first such full-length study, however, and thus provides 
a useful benchmark for future scholars. An example of how she often 
subordinates Heidegger to Woolf is illustrated in the following passage:

It is important to acknowledge that discussions of the 
Heideggerian notions of Being-at-home and homelessness from 
the perspective of Woolf’s politically oriented representations of 
manifestations of home takes the philosopher’s understanding of 
these terms into directions that were never intended in Being and 
Time. Nevertheless, such trajectories are arguably justifiable, as they 
are founded upon a question that is of fundamental concern to both 
Woolf and Heidegger; that is: ‘How is the individual to respond 
to his or her primordial state of non-Being-at-home in the world?’ 
Woolf’s response to such a question will provide the principal 
impetus for this chapter. (104)

Drawing examples from “Old Bloomsbury,” The Voyage Out, Night and 
Day, Mrs. Dalloway, The Waves, and “Professions for Women,” Simone 
invokes concepts of the uncanny, embodiment, the insider/outsider 
dichotomy, and the “built” idea of home, citing spatial theorists as well 
as several Woolf scholars. Such a wide-ranging discussion pulls Woolf’s 
disparate work together to express fresh insights into her interrogation 
of these questions over time and across genres while marking how 
such ideas dovetail in particularly resonant ways with Heidegger’s 
philosophical articulations. The resulting dialogic encounter gives 
readers an opportunity to consider each writer’s work with attention to 
new cadences, further shaping our understanding of modernist practice.

Simone’s first and third chapters, highlighting “Being-in-the-world” and 
“Being-at-home and Homelessness” respectively, offer the most fruitful 
analyses (at least for this reader). Casting Woolf’s critique of social 
structure and its machine-like “stamping” on the self trying to emerge 
into a state of authentic being through Heidegger’s understanding of 
“theyness” can yield particular richness for readers interested in the 
development of mass cultures. Heidegger’s sense of Dasein as “Being-
with” suggests a useful correlation for thinking about the ways in 
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which Woolf’s characters seek to overcome the deadening inauthentic 
“everydayness” of social conformity and its resulting isolation, instead 
striving to articulate new forms of relationality. Simone highlights 
their mutual explorations of the nature of truth in shaping the self’s 
relationship to being and the world as another point of commonality: 
“[F]or both Woolf and Heidegger, truth is defined by its propensity 
to incorporate and embrace concealment and unconcealment: as one 
truth is revealed, other truths are covered over in a continual process of 
flux so that presence and absence necessarily co-exist” (61). Another 
strength of the study is the continual analysis of Woolf’s anti-Cartesian 
understanding of self and other/self and the world, an important break 
with a pillar of Enlightenment humanism that shapes her feminist 
politics and views on nationalism. While Woolf’s rejection of the 
Cartesian self constellates her with Heidegger’s rejection of subject/
object dualism and an anti-humanist phenomenology, it leads her in quite 
different directions from his apolitical emphasis on ontology, that will 
give way to political conservatism. This convergence/divergence pattern 
is part of the rhythm Simone’s study seeks to highlight.

Importantly, Simone structures the book as a meditative Heideggerian 
study of Woolf; this is especially clear when noting her emphasis that 
“the themes and preoccupations that are representative of Woolf’s 
textual approach to the relationship between self and world have guided 
and determined those areas of Being and Time that receive greatest 
emphasis” (13). Simone freely acknowledges the “disanalogies” in 
“both the personal and textual political orientations and engagements of 
each” writer (5); for her this is a strength of the approach. While some 
Woolfians might see such a comparative reading to be an imposition 
that does little to open Woolf’s writing for new consideration (e.g., see 
Kelly Walsh’s Woolf Studies Annual review), those most interested in 
the interconnectedness of philosophical and literary modernism will 
find Simone’s book an important contribution to the discussion. She is, 
nevertheless, careful not to cast the book as

an explication of Woolf and Heidegger’s relationship to modernity; 
rather, the emphasis is upon the confluences, as well as the 
divergences, of their responses and treatments of particular key 
issues and areas of concern that are foregrounded or complicated by 
the age of modernity, against the backdrop of war. (4-5)

There are nevertheless some structural weaknesses in the book. Simone 
sometimes reaches to find parallels and nuances between the two 
writers, or offers oversimplified thematic readings of Woolf in her 
effort to demonstrate specific parallels to Heidegger’s thought. The 
self-imposed limits of Simone’s study must also be noted, particularly 
the lopsidedness in limiting the discussion so strictly to the Heidegger 
of Being and Time, while her discussion of Woolf ranges from the very 
earliest stories and journals to Between the Acts. We are given access 
to Woolf’s maturation of thinking in her investigations of being-in-
the-world, but not Heidegger’s. There are practical reasons for such a 
limit, of course: Simone mostly avoids the controversy over Heidegger 
by limiting this study to his pre-Nazi-affiliated writing, while also 
maintaining thematic control over the range of topics covered. Simone 
herself points toward several productive critical threads of engagement 
that could be gained by comparing Heidegger’s work beyond Being and 
Time with Woolf’s writing, from their shared immersion in classical 
Greek texts to their mutual meditations on the role of language and 
art in expressing human reality. This book took shape as Simone’s 
doctoral dissertation, which perhaps artificially restricted a more fluid 
engagement with essays such as “The Age of the World Picture,” “The 
Origin of the Work of Art,” and “The Question Concerning Technology”; 
there are others that could also repay further study, especially as more of 
Heidegger’s lectures are published and translated into English.

The book hits its most resonant notes when it focuses on how two 
major twentieth-century thinkers representing two distinct trajectories 
of thought articulate common intellectual problems specific to their 
historical moment—problems that continue to resonate today. Why read 

Heidegger with Woolf at all, some readers might ask? One possible 
response: to consider how we continue to wrestle with the legacy of the 
Western philosophical and literary traditions as new modes of thinking 
open us to post-humanist and planetary possibilities for understanding 
the human condition. In displacing Enlightenment categories to 
contemplate being-in-the-world, both Woolf and Heidegger contributed, 
however differently, to focusing the process of thinking on radically new 
expressions of relationality, with implications beyond what either of 
them could have envisioned. 

Daniel T. O’Hara’s study provides a layered meditation on the idea of the 
sublime from its classical roots through its romantic formulations into 
the arena of modernism, focusing on Woolf’s reworking of that tradition 
to create what he calls the “modern sublime.” Limiting his analysis 
primarily to what he calls her “great decade of formal experimentation” 
(1922-1931), O’Hara reads the primary novels of this period (i.e., from 
Jacob’s Room to The Waves) together with selected additional texts 
(“‘Slater’s Pins Have No Points,’” “On Being Ill,” A Room of One’s 
Own and a brief fragment of Between the Acts) as the foundation for his 
seven chapters plus a “coda.” O’Hara offers concise readings of the texts 
aforementioned, addressed to an audience of both novice and seasoned 
Woolf readers. The book emerged, he confides in the Preface, in a “burst 
of enthusiasm” (vi) following a recent seminar (he is Inaugural Mellon 
Term Professor of the Humanities and professor of English at Temple) 
in which he revisited Mrs. Dalloway and To the Lighthouse. His joy in 
retrieving “how Woolf revises her largely romantic predecessors as well 
as prepares the future (our time), theoretically and concretely for the idea 
of ‘female genius’” (vi) is palpably felt throughout, a tone consistent 
with his critical task to offer a positive rendering of the modernist 
sublime (as opposed to what he calls the “purely postmodern negative 
versions arising of their endless deconstructions of Kant” [vii]). 

O’Hara provides careful (yet, also sometimes tedious) Aristotelian-
inspired close readings (e.g., “The six chapters of the final text [of 
A Room of One’s Own] as we have it are each denominated by a 
figure of speech, in this order: irony, synecdoche, litotes, hyperbole, 
metaphor, and metonymy—all of which together compose and fuse 
into the catachresis of the incandescent imagination symbolized by the 
androgynous female genius of the final paragraph” [90]). His critical 
lens, primarily shaped by Harold Bloom and Perry Meisel (the latter’s 
work on Woolf and Walter Pater factors prominently), is also informed 
by Freud, Lacan, Nietzsche, and the British Romantics. O’Hara wants 
especially to reclaim Woolf for what he considers the romantic tradition 
of modernism and sees her formal innovations as reworking Shelley 
above all, thereby contributing to a specifically modernist sublime that 
remains dialogically and productively entangled with romanticism. As an 
example, from his chapter on Jacob’s Room: 

All of Woolf’s major modernist experiments may be seen rightly as 
ironic variations upon Shelley’s stanzas [he’s just cited the ‘Hymn 
to Intellectual Beauty’], as hymns to such ‘awful’ powerful beauty. 
The narrator’s voice in Jacob’s Room [sic] echoing Shelley feels to 
the reader as much Shelley’s as the reader knows rationally it can 
only be Woolf’s imaginative ventriloquism. (21)

While O’Hara’s appreciation of Woolf’s innovative strategies and 
keen observation of life is clear, such framing suggests that even in the 
twenty-first century, Woolf somehow still requires an apologia of sorts 
to mark her place within the Western literary tradition and to measure 
her achievement with/against the (masculine) canonical tradition. The 
book’s subtitle, “The Invisible Tribunal,” taken from Longinus’s On the 
Sublime, marks Woolf’s transcendent achievement in O’Hara’s view: 
Woolf “manage[s] the voices of her absent fathers […], those masters 
of the sublime beauty she would incorporate as here in revisionary 
figures all her own” (7). At its best, this approach allows the reader to 
glimpse a specific methodological pattern as it develops through Woolf’s 
increasingly complex plots, writing women “back” into the tradition 
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and thereby subtly shifting it. In the chapter on To the Lighthouse, for 
example, O’Hara demonstrates this pattern:

What Woolf is doing with Mrs. Ramsay, this unwitting 
revisionary muse, is neither deifying her sentimentality nor 
undercutting her insensitively; rather, Woolf is revising […] the 
literary and cultural tradition of which Mrs. Ramsay is perhaps the 
finest product, however unsuitable as a model for the future she 
clearly is for Lily Briscoe. Mrs. Ramsay, that is to say, is Woolf’s 
revisionary imagination of that tradition, as she originally inherited 
it: she is her ‘lighthouse’ to which she will have Lily in her more 
specialized work of art attempt to measure up, and indeed revise, 
much as Woolf revises what she inherits. (46-47) 

Lamentably, such a framework tends to reinscribe Woolf’s work within, 
rather than to release it from, canonical surveillance. The overall 
argument is not precisely new, though the focus on the modernist 
sublime is not one that has garnered substantial attention among Woolf 
critics. O’Hara engages with many traditional and contemporary 
Woolf scholars and consults multiple editions of the Woolf texts under 
discussion, a strength of the volume. Another is his appreciation of 
Woolf as a masterful reader, though again this is put in service of his 
primary aim: 

Longinus reminds us that all great writers become great by 
imagining what they say against their own highest standard of 
what has been said by past masters. This visionary moment of 
ironic self-judgment consists in a sublime tribunal of excellence 
that does indeed inspire more than it haunts, uncannily enough, so 
that a writer such as Woolf, who is also a great reader, can envision 
best what the greats would have been saying—but now in her own 
words. (vi) 

One hears the reference to Bloomian anxieties of influence through such 
praise, which diminishes the radicality of Woolf’s vision (at least for this 
reader).

A last note on this edition, part of the Palgrave Pivot series, which 
among other things guarantees publication within twelve weeks of 
acceptance (Palgrave.com): the text is riddled with some egregious 
typographical errors, including Woolf quotations and various proper 
titles. This does a disservice to readers and particularly to scholars, such 
as O’Hara, whose meticulous close reading deserved more rigorous 
proofreading.

Finally, both authors, Emma Simone and Daniel T. O’Hara, leave us with 
questions. Does Woolf’s writing endure primarily because she reworked 
existing Western literary tropes and philosophical paradigms to make 
space for women’s voices? Does she open new possibilities for thinking 
and recording human being in contemplation of itself and its place in 
the world? These not insignificant questions are at the heart of these two 
studies. Simone and O’Hara reinforce our sense of Woolf’s radical vision 
in ways that readers will find useful, while potentially opening new paths 
that allow that radicality to take us in still-uncharted directions.

Jeanette McVicker 
The State University of New York at Fredonia
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REVIEW 
VIRGINIA WOOLF’S INFLUENTIAL FOREBEARS:  
JULIA MARGARET CAMERON, ANNY THACKERAY RITCHIE, 
AND JULIA PRINSEP STEPHEN 
by Marion Dell. New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015. 221 pages. 
$109.99 cloth.

Virginia Woolf’s ambivalent relationship with her Victorian forebears, 
particularly the women, is the topic of Marion Dell’s even-handed 
and beautifully researched monograph. Dell’s thesis is that Woolf’s 
ambivalence concerning the influence of Julia Margaret Cameron, Anny 
Thackeray Ritchie, and Julia Prinsep Stephen creates a dynamic pattern 
of affiliation and rejection visible in Woolf’s texts. Dell’s adept close 
readings of Night and Day, The Years, “A Sketch of the Past,” and the 
drafts that culminate in the short story “The Searchlight” trace the often 
unacknowledged (by Woolf) influence that these women’s work exerts 
on hers. Dell’s focus on Woolf’s “conflicted representations” (161) 
of these Victorian women contributes to the growing scholarship on 
Woolf’s Victorian legacies.1

Each of these “invisible presences” (“A Sketch of the Past” [SP] 80) was 
related to Woolf through family ties: the photographer Julia Margaret 
Cameron was Woolf’s great aunt, the writer Anny Thackeray Ritchie 
was the sister of Leslie Stephen’s first wife Minny, and Julia Stephen 
was, of course, Woolf’s mother. Although Dell is interested in Woolf’s 
“genetic” inheritance from these women, she is more concerned with the 
intellectual and aesthetic “lines of descent” (1) that Woolf inherits from 
them. As artists, both Anny Ritchie and Julia Margaret Cameron were, 
or could have been, role models for Woolf’s own professional life as a 
writer; nonetheless, as Dell argues, Woolf consistently misrepresents 
them in her work as “eccentric, disorganized amateurs” (19). The 
example of Julia Stephen is slightly different, but Dell emphasizes 
how Stephen’s serious engagement with nursing and philanthropy is 
minimized by Woolf in her characterizations of her mother. 

Anny Ritchie died in 1919, shortly before the publication of Woolf’s 
Night and Day; Dell observes that Woolf’s obituary for Ritchie is one 
of the few places where Woolf addresses Ritchie’s influence directly. 
In this essay, Woolf calls Ritchie a “transparent medium” (“Lady 
Ritchie” 18) between the Victorians and the Moderns, an influence 
Woolf addresses in Night and Day via the character of Mrs. Hilbery, 
based on Ritchie. But Dell’s research also shows how Woolf directly 
recycled words and metaphors taken from Ritchie’s writing without 
acknowledging their source; for example, Woolf takes a line from 
Ritchie, “the rising generation knocking at the door,” into a line that Mrs. 
Hilbery speaks: “‘It’s the younger generation knocking at the door’” 
(20). Less obviously, Ritchie’s essay “Toilers and Spinsters” (1861) 
anticipates Woolf’s argument in A Room of One’s Own by addressing the 
need for women to obtain independent incomes of their own (45). Dell 
suggests that Woolf’s portrayal of Ritchie as a slapdash amateur (when 
Woolf acknowledges Ritchie at all) was shaped by Leslie Stephen’s own 
attitudes towards his sister-in-law, as captured in his Mausoleum Book. 
Interesting then that Woolf’s bias skews rather more towards her father’s 
Victorian influence than towards Ritchie’s. 

Dell suggests that what Leslie Stephen (and Woolf) see as Ritchie’s 
eccentricity and amateurism was actually Ritchie’s own subversive 
humor, aimed at puncturing patriarchal seriousness. Dell borrows the 
term “espièglerie” from Carol Hanbery MacKay’s scholarship on Ritchie 
to describe this strategy of subtle rebellion, which she also locates in 

1 Scholarship on Woolf’s Victorian legacies includes work by Beth Daugherty, 
Jane de Gay, Steve Ellis, and Eleanor McNees, among others. 
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Julia Margaret Cameron’s work (Dell 42, 73). Although this attractive 
idea suggests a covert feminist sabotage on the part of Ritchie and 
Cameron, Dell’s dependence on MacKay’s formulation of espièglerie 
weakens her own use of the term. I would have preferred to see Dell 
develop and perhaps alter the expression in light of her own research. 

Like Ritchie, Julia Margaret Cameron also provided Woolf with a role 
model of an independent woman artist, a legacy that Dell argues Woolf 
diminishes or suppresses in her fictional representations. For example, 
Dell suggests that Woolf’s depiction of Cameron in Freshwater is 
“pejorative” (85) and that Woolf’s essay on Cameron in Victorian 
Photographs of Famous Men and Fair Women (Hogarth Press, 1926) 
diminishes the photographer’s achievements. Dell’s close reading of the 
evolution of Woolf’s short story “The Searchlight,” however, illustrates 
just how indebted Woolf was to Cameron’s influence. For its earliest 
1929 draft, the story makes use of the perspective from the camera 
lens, and like Cameron’s use of the soft focus, deliberately blurs realist 
perspective in favor of impressionist lights and shadows. Much of 
Woolf’s modernism, Dell argues, can be traced back to Cameron’s own 
experiments with focus, perspective, and light. 

Julia Prinsep Stephen is the ultimate “invisible presence” haunting 
Woolf’s oeuvre, as Woolf herself acknowledged, but Dell suggests 
that Woolf downplays both Stephen’s skilled nursing and Cameron’s 
portraiture of her. Dell thus argues that Woolf’s depiction of her mother 
in “A Sketch of the Past” is extremely limited, referring to a woman 
who died “without leaving a book, or a picture, or any piece of work” 
(85), an assertion that refuses to acknowledge either Stephen’s Notes on 
Sickrooms or the fifty or so portraits Cameron shot of her favorite niece. 
Dell’s speculation that Stephen’s philanthropy was perhaps a “ploy for 
getting away from family duties and an over-demanding husband[,] 
[…] [and] creat[ing] a space for herself” (118) is certainly plausible, but 
unprovable. More convincing is Dell’s argument that Julia Stephen’s 
most important legacy to her daughter was storytelling, as seen in the 
encouragement she gave to Woolf’s juvenile efforts in the Hyde Park 
Gate News. 

Perhaps the greatest value of Virginia Woolf’s Influential Forebears 
is its close focus on where and how in Woolf’s work the influence of 
these three women is both present and visible. The echoes of Ritchie in 
Night and Day and in The Years, the smudging out of Cameron’s lens 
in “The Searchlight,” and the representation of Julia Stephen in To the 
Lighthouse and “A Sketch of the Past” demonstrate how Woolf recycles, 
repurposes, and reuses the work of her Victorian forebears in a round 
of affiliation and rejection that plays out through the body of her work. 
Ambivalence is, as Marion Dell suggests, the best choice to describe this 
alternating current; in Woolf’s words, “this violently disturbing conflict 
of love and hate is a common feeling; and is called ambivalence” (“A 
Sketch of the Past” 108). In line with recent scholarship that redefines 
Woolf as “Post-Victorian” (Ellis 1), Marion Dell contributes towards a 
more nuanced understanding of how much Woolf’s work was influenced 
by her Victorian forebears, even when Woolf herself would not, or could 
not, acknowledge it. 

Catherine W. Hollis 
U. C. Berkeley Extension
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REVIEWS 
VIRGINIA WOOLF, MELIAN STAWELL, AND BLOOMSBURY 
by Karen Levenback. Illustrated. London: Bloomsbury Heritage/Cecil 
Woolf, 2017. 38 pages. Paper.

Karen Levenback’s monograph is wide-ranging in its exploration of the 
biographical, situational, and resonant treasures to be found in examining 
the life of Woolf contemporary Florence Melian Stawell. Key to the 
writer’s approach are questions of proximity to Woolf and Bloomsbury, 
informed by recent preoccupations about Bloomsbury’s definition, its 
centrality, its networks and discards, its role in illuminating otherwise 
lesser mortals. While Bloomsbury membership is acknowledged as ill-
defined and fluid, Levenback prods the boundaries of this demarcation, 
setting markers for enquiry beyond acquaintance. What status and 
importance can be given to parallel interests and experience among 
lesser satellites?

Melian Stawell (1869-1936) begins life as a certain kind of outsider. 
Born into an elite Australian colonial family, she received great early 
encouragement in her education, had access to a home library, and 
studied at Melbourne University and then Cambridge. Henceforth her 
academic, political, and friendship base was in England, where she wrote 
a great number of significant texts in classics, as well as Aristotle, the 
League of Nations, Women and Democracy, and in particular a work on 
the Phaistos Disc (1911) that is still highly regarded. Her work is in the 
Library of Leonard and Virginia Woolf at Washington State University–
Pullman, including The Growth of Intellectual Thought (1929), with 
reading annotations by Leonard Woolf. 

The closest actual connection to Bloomsbury would seem to be a 
serious friendship with Roger Fry, and it is from frisson around this 
that Levenback gains the most rewarding foothold on the questions of 
Stawell’s place in any Bloomsbury diaspora, as there is no evidence 
Stalwell ever met Woolf, although her name appears glancingly in some 
correspondence. 

A 1913 letter from Vanessa Bell to Fry opens the gossipy can of worms 
it would seem, but its meaning is far from simple. In what Levenback 
calls a gratuitous hostility to Melian Stawell, Vanessa chides Fry about 
a possible liaison between the two, with references to withered breasts 
and hard beds, ending with “am I nasty enough yet?” As with the few 
references in Woolf’s letters, Melian Stawell seems to have been yet 
another stock figure in games of words between the friends, easy to 
offend and not central to their inner world. Evidence would suggest that 
Melian Stawell had a lifelong woman partner Clara Reynolds, and so 
Vanessa’s chidings can also be read as Sapphic sniping. There is clear 
evidence of a significant friendship with Fry based around shared ideas 
and passions. 

Given the clearly substantiated resonances and parallels between 
Woolf and Melian Stawell established by Levenback—their early 
educational brilliance and freedom to think, their passion for feminist 
exploration, Greek, women’s role in democracy, teaching at Morley 
College, antifascism—there are nonetheless significant differences. An 
age difference of more than a decade, academic and college affiliation 
loyalties, a different taste in friends and networks, and, of course, the 
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great colonial divide would make very separate paths equally credible. 
Melian Stawell also had a strong involvement with the psychical 
research society of the time, not a passion of Virginia Woolf, but more 
in line with other women of the period such as Radclyffe Hall and Jane 
Ellen Harrison. Perhaps in retrospect the ever-increasing Bloomsbury 
glamour creates a distorted sense of the webs of connection in that 
intense passionate political world between the wars. Melian Stawell may 
well have been aware of Virginia Woolf and Vanessa Bell, indeed there 
is no doubt she was, but whether that also meant she sought out their 
acquaintance is as valid a question as the reverse.

What Levenback does so well in this study is to seek a different kind of 
resonance, not depending on familiarity but ambience, as she endeavors 
to highlight the significant role for intellectual women like Melian 
Stawell in that critical period of new forms of life for women. If Melian 
Stawell is now considered marginal, might that also be affected by the 
shaping of the period around ideas of Bloomsbury as central, as exuding 
glamour and fame drawn onto a complex period? Centrality connotes 
marginality, whereas multiplicity of forms allows a different set of 
judgements. 

Levenback first encountered Melian Stawell when writing and 
researching her book Virginia Woolf and the Great War (1999), 
establishing the close friendship with Roger Fry and familiarity with 
his painting. A Fry painting of the German war generals appeared on 
the cover of Melian Stawell’s book The Price of Freedom (1918) and 
subsequently became also the cover of Levenback’s own book. The 
questions raised as a result of this earlier discovery are important in 
many ways. As Levenback says herself, she was hooked. Such is the 
historian’s lot, to want to know more and to wonder why someone has 
become invisible. That very passion infuses this lovely monograph. 
Despite the enticing familiarities, friends in common, similar interests, 
involvement in that period of intense London and English intellectual 
life, paths do not always cross, people don’t always like each other, petty 
jealousies and spiteful jokes can crush a moment dead. The Stephen 
sisters we know policed their friend boundaries well; they were fierce 
snobs by admission and used a private humor of mockery brilliantly, 
only now exposed by the historian’s plunder of delicious sources. 

What emerges from this boldly discursive exploration of the life, times 
and possibilities of the Australian intellectual Florence Melian Stawell 
is a project focused on changing interpretations and proximity to Woolf, 
the gains and losses of such proximity, and the core value of contextual 
historical research. Being mocked by Vanessa becomes a moment of 
humor and a spotlight, who is this woman? Levenback charts what she 
sees as synergy, a way of mapping the patterns of intersecting lives. 
Inundated as we are with sources from great texts to nasty gossipy letters 
and snide putdowns, how can all this mix render its rewards? Synergy 
would seem to be a good way to proceed. 

Suzanne Bellamy 
Independent Scholar and Artist

REVIEW 
BLOOMSBURY STUD:  
THE LIFE OF STEPHEN ‘TOMMY’ TOMLIN  
by Michael Bloch and Susan Fox. London: M.A.B., 2020. 248 pages. 
£40 cloth. Available at www.bloomsburystud.net

All readers of the Miscellany are deeply familiar with Stephen Tomlin’s 
magnificent bust of Virginia Woolf, very likely to have seen it at Monk’s 
House where it commemorates her death and also in Tavistock Square to 
mark her residence in Bloomsbury. I can look at it myself at this moment 
as I write these words, as I have a photograph of the Monk’s House bust 

by my desk. As we know, Virginia Woolf hated sitting for her portraits 
and she particularly disliked sitting for Tomlin in his Percy Street studio 
in 1931. She wrote to Dorothy Bussy, the aunt of Tomlin’s wife, Julia 
Strachey, with her characteristic hyperbole that he was “the man I hate 
most in the world” (Woolf qtd. in Bloch and Fox 169) because of what 
she regarded as the torment he was subjecting her to. It was practically 
the last work he did in his short life. Quentin Bell quite rightly regards 
it as his masterpiece. He was a fine sculptor, particularly of busts. His 
other most notable piece was a head of Lytton Strachey. Tomlin was a 
man of great talent and greater charm, adored by many. He died sadly 
young, a few months before his thirty-sixth birthday, having wrecked his 
constitution through drink and to some extent from drugs. I don’t know 
if it would be accurate to say that his extremely active and varied sex life 
weakened his health. Perhaps not.

This is a fascinating study; one is grateful to be told it so well from his 
birth in 1901 until his death in 1937. The cast of characters is wide; it 
would seem that one way or another almost everybody had connections 
with everyone else in his world and might as well be related. I do have a 
slight issue with the title. He was not a central figure in the Bloomsbury 
Group. He certainly did know them all, having met David Garnett when 
he was a bookseller, having an affair with him and through him meeting 
the central Bloomsbury individuals. Tomlin became moderately close 
to Vanessa and Duncan, less so to Virginia and Leonard. He was a very 
good friend of Lytton’s, spending much time with him in the country. 
He knew Carrington well, so much so that after Lytton’s death it was 
felt that Tomlin’s presence might prevent her from committing suicide 
which, alas, she did as Tomlin couldn’t be with her all the time. Like 
Carrington, Ralph Partridge, Frances Partridge, and others, Tomlin was 
a member of the Bloomsbury outer circle. But he was also good friends 
with those not closely associated with Bloomsbury: Diana Mitford and 
Bryan Guinness, Sylvia Townsend Warner, Rosamond Lehmann and 
Wogan Philipps, Bernard “Beakus” Penrose, Augustus John, and others. 

Referring back to the title, “stud” might be a bit too mechanistic a 
term. Although of course of great interest to our gossipy selves, it is 
nevertheless hard to keep track of all the people, men and women, whom 
Tomlin slept with. As Gerald Brenan wrote of him, he “went to bed 
with anyone and everyone, often merely for the sake of company” (57). 
He came from a solid upper middle-class family, his father becoming a 
judge and a life peer. Tommy as he was known was a somewhat remote 
figure but was close to his mother and two of his siblings, particularly 
his brother Garrow, who also died young in an airplane stunt accident. 
His sex life apparently started at Harrow, flourishing in the just two 
terms that he was at Oxford, where his main lover was Roy Harrod. It 
then continued at a dizzying rate for the rest of his life, ending with “H” 
in his concluding years, a working-class young man who was also his 
servant. A fair amount of affection was part of the mix with quite a few 
of those he bedded. Other than “H,” his two most important relationships 
were with women. The greatest love of his life was Henrietta Bingham, 
the American heiress, who was on the fringes of Bloomsbury when she 
was in England. (There is a good biography of her by Emily Bingham, 
Irrepressible: The Jazz Age Life of Henrietta Bingham [2015].) He 
wanted very much to marry her but she wasn’t interested. She too was 
bisexual and had a long affair with her college teacher Mina Kirstein. 
When the two were in England Tommy had a fling with Mina’s sixteen-
year-old brother, Lincoln. In 1927, Tommy married Julia Strachey, 
also a fringe Bloomsbury presence. They had been living together for 
some time before. Virginia was at the wedding, which she didn’t much 
enjoy, and dined with the couple afterwards. Julia was Lytton’s niece 
and did publish one fine novel, Cheerful Weather for the Wedding 
with the Hogarth Press. For quite a while it was a successful largely 
companionate partnership, lived mostly in the countryside. Although 
Julia didn’t much enjoy sex, she did have several affairs. (Lytton had 
given them a bed as a wedding present, saying that he hoped they would 
think of him when they were in it.) Although they never divorced, they 
eventually separated. Tomlin’s life became increasingly sad; he aged 
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REVIEW 
THE FIRST KRISTIN: THE STORY OF A NAMING  
by Kristin Czarnecki. Charlotte, NC: Main Street Rag Publishing 
Company, 2020. 123 pages. $14.95 paper.

A new literary genre has (to paraphrase E. M. Forster on Virginia 
Woolf’s Jacob’s Room) swum into view: the hybrid memoir, the kind 
of book that combines autobiographical material with literary criticism, 
the kind of book that resists categorization and drives booksellers mad. 
Where does one shelve such books? A spate of them has appeared in 
the last decade or so, including, to name just a few, Olivia Laing’s To 
the River: A Journey Beneath the Surface (2012), Helen Macdonald’s H 
Is for Hawk (2014), Rebecca Mead’s My Life in Middlemarch (2015), 
Laura Feigel’s Free Woman: Life, Liberation, and Doris Lessing (2018), 
Katherine Smyth’s All the Lives We Ever Lived: Seeking Solace in 
Virginia Woolf (2019), and Rachel Cohen’s Austen Years: A Memoir 
in Five Novels (2020). The First Kristin: The Story of a Naming is the 
first book-length work by Kristin Czarnecki, a professor of English 
at Georgetown College in Kentucky and the past President of the 
International Virginia Woolf Society, and in its range and breadth and 
scope and emotional tenor, it most closely resembles Macdonald’s book; 
it joins this lineage and makes its own stunning and haunting mark. 

The origins of this new genre can perhaps be found in the 1993 
anthology The Intimate Critique: Autobiographical Literary Criticism, 
edited by Diane P. Freedman, Olivia Frey, and Frances Murphy Zauhar, 
which is itself an offshoot of a rejected MLA panel on what the editors 
then called “interactive discourse” (1). They advocated for a kind of 
writing that reacts against the “pseudo-objective, impersonal, and 
adversarial” kind of writing that then dominated (and in many ways still 
dominates) literary studies (1). They asked their contributors to write 
“in nontraditional forms: personal, narrative, mixed-genre, interactive, 
associative, relational, subjective, and/or feminist” (3). Czarnecki takes 
up this challenge and writes about a deeply personal family situation 

prematurely and spent much of his time drinking in the pubs of Fitzrovia. 
He still had devoted friends and did to a degree continue his life as an 
artist, chiefly in ceramics.

Is this life, so excellently told, worth having? It is full of insights and 
information about such a range of individuals, including many of interest 
to the readers of this publication. Though Tommy was a minor figure, 
he is a compelling one. He was adored by many. We are told much 
about the world in which he lived, particularly about the Bloomsbury 
community. He was a fine artist, and one regrets, perhaps, that he 
devoted so much energy to living his life, charming and also bedding so 
many rather than giving more time to his art, although he did pursue his 
career perhaps as best he could. Should he have done more artistically? 
Did he make wrong choices and/or were they in any case choices that 
he could control? To an extent, he did seek therapy. There is the eternal 
conundrum: art or life or how to combine them. Perhaps if he had not 
so devoted himself to pleasure, he would have been a better and more 
prolific artist. Who knows? In any case, one is deeply in the authors’ debt 
for telling us his story.

Peter Stansky 
Stanford University
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and brings to bear everything she has learned about writing, literature, 
teaching, narrative, research, and human nature, informing her story with 
a breadth of literary, historical, cultural, and sociological references. And 
while The First Kristin isn’t autobiographical literary criticism in the 
strictest sense—it is first and foremost a memoir—the book still feels 
like the work of a scholar. In a sense, Czarnecki reads the story of the 
first Kristin as a literary critic would, noting plot, character, incident, 
theme, and the multiple layers on which the story works. But far from 
distancing either herself or her readers, Czarnecki’s method immerses us, 
and ranges from past to present with elegance and ease. 

Czarnecki herself was named not only after the heroine of Sigrid 
Undset’s Kristin Lavransdatter but also after a sister whose birth 
preceded hers by over a decade and who died at the age of three during 
surgery for scoliosis. This was not a secret in her family: while the first 
Kristin was not routinely discussed, she was not relegated to the past or 
ignored. Czarnecki ponders her own motivation for writing her book: 
“[M]y name [is not] a source of trauma, but for whatever reason, in my 
late forties, I found myself needing—and finally ready, I guess—to write 
about my deceased sister and what it means to have her name” (102). 

If there is a central image running through the book, it is the film footage 
of the first Kristin which languished in various boxes in various houses 
and basements for decades before being digitized by one of Czarnecki’s 
siblings. The film shows the first Kristin in various settings—opening 
presents, sprawling on furniture, laughing and smiling, seeming on the 
one hand like a perfectly normal late 1950s child and on the other even 
more of an enigma due to these pieces of footage being among the few 
remnants of her existence. Czarnecki begins her tale with these images, 
and threads them throughout the book to devastating effect. In the 
book’s single most breathtaking moment, the first Kristin is playing on 
a toy piano at the end of the home video. “The last few seconds show 
her seated, looking at the camera, a half-smile on her face. Her mouth 
stretches in a wide-open grin. Then everything freezes in a blur. And 
then she’s gone” (92). 

Fittingly for an English professor, Czarnecki’s investigation begins with 
a word: necronym, a name shared with a dead sibling.1 Her research—
and this is a book rich in sources from literature, psychology, science, 
sociology as noted earlier—reveals that this was a common practice 
up through the nineteenth century, when infant mortality rates were 
high. Based on the writer Jeannie Vanasco, Czarnecki learned that the 
practice began to fall out of favor when “‘many parents feared it was a 
murderous curse. Another possible curse: the name haunts the child for 
life’” (3). Does Czarnecki feel herself to be haunted? It’s a question that 
itself haunts the book, and she examines her parents’ early life together 
to position them, and the first Kristin, in their time and place. The birth 
of the first Kristin and her early years of life are imagined by Czarnecki 
in loving detail but are not—and this is quite a feat—even remotely 
rosily tinted. Instead, Czarnecki utilizes a method that will serve her 
throughout the book. She is often in conversation with the first Kristin, 
with her parents in their youth, both before and after the first Kristin’s 
death but before Czarnecki’s own birth, and with her younger self. She is 
almost ruthless in her interrogations: What were her parents thinking and 
feeling? Did the first Kristin know that her time on earth was limited? 
How did her parents possibly cope with the devastation of the loss? Has 
the first Kristin shadowed Czarnecki’s own life? The most remarkable 
things about these questions are their clarity and their bravery, and the 
fact that they can largely never be answered to any degree of satisfaction, 
or only partially, and only in the medium of words, which are all too 
often inadequate for recording such grief.

One of the strengths of Czarnecki’s method is that she allows us to 
witness her process unfold in what sometimes feels like real time. She 
often describes writing to parents and siblings and friends about the work 

1 The term necronym also resonates with the ‘deadname’ or ‘dead name’ (the birth 
name) of a person who transitions from one sex to another.
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in progress, and then incorporates their responses into the text, providing 
a remarkable over-the-shoulder viewpoint. We see Czarnecki educating 
herself on the phenomenon of microchimerism (a phenomenon in which 
cells of one unique individual can be found in the body of another 
unique individual, as in the case of cells from a miscarried child in the 
body of the mother), a term she learns from a poem by Heid Erdrich, 
sister of Louise Erdrich. Once she learns of the concept of replacement 
children (children who are literally meant to replace children who’ve 
died), she begins to find them everywhere: in the lives of Salvador Dalí 
and Jean Rhys, and in the character Heathcliff from Wuthering Heights. 
Of great interest to Woolfians is Czarnecki’s introduction of Virginia 
Woolf’s life and writings at key points throughout the book. She notes 
that the Stephen family had its own lost child, lost not to death but to 
“madness”—Laura Stephen, Woolf’s half-sister, who lived out her years 
in an institution before dying in 1945. And Czarnecki ponders Woolf’s 
scattered remarks about Laura, wondering about the extent to which 
this lost sister affected her life. She movingly concludes that Laura did, 
in fact, make her impact: “Woolf never saw herself or her vocation in 
any way influenced by this sister—yet she doesn’t forget her. In To the 
Lighthouse, the most autobiographical of her novels, the Ramsay family 
has eight children, not seven” (66). 

Woolf makes another appearance soon after in the memoir when 
Czarnecki ponders the nature of her own project, while thinking about 
the objects left behind after a death. Czarnecki herself, over the course 
of the book, collects multiple, tangible artefacts of the first Kristin’s 
life: photographs, a much-loved Steiff teddy bear, jewelry. (“I guess 
I’ve created a shrine” [89.]) These objects, like Jacob’s shoes in Woolf’s 
Jacob’s Room, speak even more eloquently than words of the enormity 
of the loss. Czarnecki links Jacob’s Room with the poet Anne Carson’s 
Nox (2010), an accordion-folded book to commemorate her late brother. 
She cites Joan Fleming’s comment on Nox: “‘The light comes [to 
Carson] when she […] mobiliz[es] her elegy to ask questions about the 
very nature of history and biography itself,’ an apt description of Woolf’s 
method in Jacob’s Room as well” (71)—not to mention an equally 
apt description of Czarnecki’s own method here. These musings lead 
Czarnecki to a revelation: 

After watching the video of the first Kristin, after reading [Heid 
Erdrich’s] “Microchimerism,” I wondered whether my own 
deceased sister is the reason I’m drawn to literature elegizing 
siblings and to exploring the various and saddening ways in which 
families lose their children, sometimes long before an actual death. 
(73-74)

Other Woolfian touchstones in the book include  the way Czarnecki 
uses Woolf’s memory of St. Ives as a way to tumble back into her own 
childhood memories (82) drawing on such elements as the haunting 
experience of the Stephen children standing outside Talland House years 
after their mother’s death and viewing the lights of other tenants through 
the hedge (85-86). 

I see another, indirect Woolfian influence on The First Kristin: Woolf, in 
a diary entry from 30 August 1923, comments on her method for what 
would become Mrs. Dalloway and writes, “I dig out beautiful caves 
behind my characters; I think that gives exactly what I want; humanity, 
humour, depth. The idea is that the caves shall connect, & each comes to 
daylight at the present moment” (Woolf 263). Yes: this is what Czarnecki 
also achieves by the close of her memoir. Her parents, her siblings, the 
first Kristin, and Czarnecki herself converge in the book’s final pages, 
and we emerge at the present moment, when Czarnecki’s parents read 
the draft of the memoir we hold in our hands. In its prismatic layering 
of past and present, in the fierceness of its intelligence, and in its collage 
of brilliant sources, The First Kristin is a beautiful tribute to a little girl 
whose short life mattered—and continues to matter. 

Drew Patrick Shannon 
Mount St. Joseph University
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REVIEW 
ALL THE LIVES WE EVER LIVED:  
SEEKING SOLACE IN VIRGINIA WOOLF 
by Katharine Smyth. New York: Crown, 2019. 308 pages.  
$26 cloth; $17 paper. 

How does one mourn the dead, contend with the past, write a biography, 
craft an elegy? Can we ever truly know someone? Are we strangers even 
to those we hold most dear, and they to us? Such questions preoccupied 
Virginia Woolf all her life, and they lie at the heart of Katharine Smyth’s 
All the Lives We Ever Lived: Seeking Solace in Virginia Woolf, a moving 
blend of memoir, biography, and erudite reflections on Woolf’s 1927 
novel, To the Lighthouse. The death of Smyth’s charismatic father, 
Geoffrey, at age 59 after a fourteen-year battle with cancer propels the 
author’s foray into memoir and literary exegesis. (Smyth was just 11 
when her father was diagnosed with kidney cancer.) Undertaking the 
daunting task of learning and writing about him, she turns to To the 
Lighthouse—for guidance, understanding, and opportunities to ponder 
life’s vicissitudes. “Perhaps there is one book for every life,” she begins. 
“One book with the power to reflect and illuminate that life; one book 
that will forever inform how we navigate the little strip of time we are 
given, while also helping us to clarify and catch hold of its most vital 
moments. For me, that book is To the Lighthouse,” which “tells the 
story of the Ramsays […] [,] [t]ells the story of the Ramsays? I should 
rephrase: To the Lighthouse tells the story of everything” (Smyth 1). 

In a brief preface, Smyth describes first encountering Woolf’s novel in 
a literature course during her junior year abroad at Oxford, a reading 
experience bound up with phone calls from her mother in Boston about 
her father’s condition. “After eight years of failed treatments,” Smyth 
writes, “my father’s oncologists had decided to remove his bladder 
altogether” (3). A week after the operation, he begins suffering from 
delirium tremens. Smyth flies home to be with him and navigates the 
all-too-familiar world of hospitals and the foreign territory of drug and 
alcohol rehabilitation facilities—the latter providing only brief respite. 
“Less than ten days after my father left rehab,” she writes, “he had a 
glass of wine. He confessed it with shame to my mother and poured 
the rest of the bottle down the sink. Within six months, he was back 
to drinking the equivalent of three bottles daily” (8). Several months 
later, Smyth’s parents fly to England, and the three of them spend a day 
visiting key Woolfian sites: Knole, Charleston, Berwick Church, and 
Monk’s House. The preface closes with an image of her father indelibly 
linked with these special places. Thus, Smyth introduces matters brought 
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to bear throughout All the Lives, which adopts the three-part structure of 
To the Lighthouse. 

Part One opens upon her recollections of her family’s summer home in 
Rhode Island, which her parents, both architects, bought and renovated 
when Smyth was five years old, imbuing her childhood with all the 
magic of the Stephens’ Talland House and the Ramsays’ summer home 
in the Hebrides—“those homes by which we measure happiness” (19). 
But it is her father who beguiles her most of all, and she begins tracing 
the outlines of his life: his early promise, his love affairs before marrying 
Smyth’s mother, and a series of disappointments Smyth believes 
dampened her father’s spirit and contributed to his drinking, for, along 
with happiness, the houses we live in harbor misery, sometimes violence. 
Smyth writes with unflinching honesty of her father’s alcoholism 
and the harrowing episodes that arose after he had been drinking all 
day. She became frightened of him after six o’clock. Eventually, the 
dismal nightly routine became commonplace. “When I returned to my 
room,” she writes, after a particularly awful dinner-time scene, “my 
overwhelming sensation was one of exhaustion and even boredom—I 
was sick of spending evenings like this” (99). 

Of course, she has wonderful memories of her father, her constant 
companion throughout her childhood. They built a doll house together; 
he taught her how to sail; he had a wry sense of humor and was 
endlessly curious about the world around him. He doted on his daughter, 
his only child. When she was in college, they spoke on the phone for 
an hour each night. Smyth considered him her best friend, and To the 
Lighthouse provides a gateway into his character and knotty family 
dynamics more broadly. “‘For nothing was simply one thing,’” she 
quotes while discussing James Ramsay’s arrival at the lighthouse. 
“Such are the complexities and contradictions of human experience, 
in which perception is not monolithic, but evanescent, and even an 
object as steadfast as a lighthouse must wear multiple guises. It was 
Woolf’s genius to express this richness, to never gloss over intricacy 
or inconsistency, to communicate through her characters her ongoing 
struggle to find truth and meaning in a world where both are infinitely 
shifting” (89). Indeed, certain revelations force Smyth to rejigger any 
easy conclusions she may be drawing about her father. “I feel I could 
go on forever,” she says; “the memories spill forth like silver mesh, 
linked above all by the deference he showed me and my vision, his 
willingness to absorb that vision and make it his own. It’s a talent shared 
by Mrs. Ramsay, who, shortly after her husband dashes James’s hopes, 
tries to soothe her child by finding in the Army and Navy catalogue the 
most complicated of shapes to extract” (38). In such a manner, Smyth 
interweaves personal narrative with To the Lighthouse.

Readers with only a passing familiarity with To the Lighthouse, or none 
at all, will find Smyth a lively and intelligent guide as she introduces 
characters, sets scenes, and provides relevant plot detail. She also 
discusses pertinent aspects of Woolf’s biography, quoting from the 
diaries and “A Sketch of the Past” as she crafts her father’s story. Yet 
for Smyth, the novel’s allure lies primarily in its ability to raise more 
questions than it answers, to evoke the mutability of language, the 
instability of meaning. Those of us who know To the Lighthouse well 
already will find much to glean from Smyth’s readings and analyses. 
Casting familiar quotations and scenes in a new light, coming at them 
from unique angles, All the Lives affirms the power of Woolf’s novel to 
yield fresh insights no matter how many times we read it. 

The Ramsays’ marriage, for instance, “reminds us that to bind oneself 
to another human being is to take a leap of faith not just sublime but 
monstrous, and that anyone who does so without some sliver of terror 
shot through the joy is not thinking hard enough” (46). Lily Briscoe 
senses such terror when considering the marriage of Paul and Minta 
Rayley, leading Smyth to rethink her own short-lived marriage as well as 
her discernment of the novel. “When I was thirty,” she writes, “I married 
a man I’d dated for five years; four years later, he left in the middle of 
the night, and I never saw him again. What on earth did I make, before 

this experience, of Paul’s conviction that asking Minta to marry him had 
been the worst moment of his life? How could such a claim have held 
any meaning at all? The truth is that I likely missed it altogether; one of 
the wonders of Woolf’s novel is its seemingly endless capacity to meet 
you wherever you happen to be, as if while you were off getting married 
and divorced, it had been quietly shifting its shape on the bookshelf” 
(47). 

Some of the novel’s most powerful shapes assume the contours of 
parental loss. Many readers will find themselves familiar with scenes 
in Smyth’s book of hospital rooms and whirring, beeping machines; 
remissions and recurrences of cancer; arrangements for hospice care; and 
mounting feelings of guilt and regret for all the could-haves and should-
haves when a parent dies. I found myself scribbling away in the margins 
as I read: “Yes, yes, yes, THIS,” grateful to have my array of emotions 
upon my parents’ deaths articulated and validated in Smyth’s elegant 
prose, let alone in conjunction with To the Lighthouse. 

Yet like Woolf’s novel, All the Lives We Ever Lived brims with life and 
illuminates the present as much as it looks to an irrecoverable past, as 
Smyth notes when considering the title of her book. “‘All the lives we 
ever lived and all the lives to be,’ says Mr. Ramsay at dinner, his voice at 
once melancholy and exultant, and Mrs. Ramsay will repeat the phrase 
as she sits knitting in the sitting room. The words are from a poem by 
Charles Elton that envisions the speaker and his subject as living over 
and over again[.] […] It’s just another fantasy, of course,” Smyth says; 
“my father is dead—but I can’t shake it: to think that Mrs. Ramsay’s 
light is burning; to think my father’s light is burning; that they survive 
in me, in you; that even in their absence they will guide us[.] […] A 
fantasy, yes, but its relief and happiness are real” (278-79). Also real are 
the many rewards to be mined from Smyth’s book—by turns haunting 
and joyful, brutally honest, and unabashedly hopeful. This reader finds 
it a tour de force and has returned to it again and again for its lyricism, 
beauty, and candor. 

Kristin Czarnecki 
Georgetown College 
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The Plenaries were exceptionally inspiring. Plenary Session I, “Archive, 
Edition, Life,” included Mark Hussey, Urmila Seshagiri, and Drew 
Shannon (alas, Jean Moorcroft Wilson was unable to sign in on Zoom). 
Each participant discussed complex issues with Woolf’s work and writing. 
In Plenary Session II, Ane Thon Knutsen, an independent printmaker, 
delivered an extraordinary talk. The event, titled “Monumental Close 
Reading: Entering ‘The Mark on the Wall’ as an Immersive Installation—
Word by Word, Print by Print,” was illustrated vividly in a PowerPoint as 
Ane described the process of creating and displaying her exhibit of every 
single word from Woolf’s short work in the exact order in which the words 
were typeset. Plenary Session III featured Ellen McLaughlin’s one-woman 
play “The Party” (which is a composite of Woolf’s “The New Dress,” 
“Together and Apart,” and “A Summing Up”), performed live on video by 
Kathleen Chalfant, and the brilliant interpretation of Woolf’s short works 
was followed by a performance in which Ellen McLaughlin herself (as 
Vanessa Bell) as well as Drew Shannon (as Lytton Strachey) and Kathleen 
Chalfant (as Virginia) conducted a epistolary conversation. During Plenary 
Session IV, “Still Very Precarious: Reprising Woolf’s ‘Think We Must,’” 
Carrie Rohman reflected on the harsh challenges women confront in 
academia and generated a rich and complex exchange of experiences and 
perspectives. 

There is much more to say about the conference, but other matters must be 
addressed. 

MLA 2022

The MLA 2022 Convention will be held in person from the 6th to the 9th 
of January in Washington, D.C.. The guaranteed IVWS panel, Virginia 
Woolf, Hope and Wonder, is scheduled on 8 January from 12:00 pm to 1:15 
pm. It was organized by Angela Harris and will feature Amy C. Smith’s 
“A Precarious Re-enchantment in Virginia Woolf’s Post–World War I 
Fiction,” Siân White’s “Terror and Ecstasy: Paradox in Virginia Woolf’s 
Fiction,” and Angela Harris’s own paper, “Woolfian Moments of Being: 
To the Lighthouse and the Ethics of Epiphany.” The presiding chairs of the 
panel will be Erin Kay Penner and Marlene Dirschauer. The second IVWS 
panel, Woolf’s Twenty-First-Century Academia, was organized by Emily 
M. Hinnov, and is scheduled for 8 January from 3:30 pm to 4:45 pm. The
papers will be Beth Rigel Daugherty’s “Taking Virginia Woolf Seriously:
What Do We Do or Should We Do?,” Matthew Cheney’s “Poor Queer
Studies for a Society of Outsiders,” Tonya Krouse’s “What Is a Woolfian?
Teaching Woolf to STEM Students at a Regional University,” and Erin
Greer’s “Outsider Pedagogy and Its Paradoxes.” (See page 4 of this issue).

The Louisville Conference

The deadline for the call for papers for the guaranteed IVWS panel for 2022 
Louisville Conference on Literature and Culture from 1900 (17-19 February 
2022) is 30 August 2021. Please send your proposal to Emily Hinnov 
(emhinnov@yahoo.com). (Also of relevance: the Louisville conference’s 
own call for individual proposals at https://www.thelouisvilleconference.
com/call-for-papers—individual submissions must be received by 15 
September 2021.)

The Annual Angelica Garnett Undergraduate Essay Prize

Every year, the Miscellany publishes the International Virginia Woolf 
Society’s own Annual Angelic Garnett Undergraduate Essay Prize (see page 
3 for the details). The prize honors Angelica Garnett, a writer and artist who 
was the niece of Virginia Woolf and the daughter of Woolf’s sister, Vanessa 
Bell. The essays can be on any topic relating to Woolf (the submission 
should not be longer than 2500 words including the Works Cited). The 
essay will be selected by the officers of the IVWS and will be published 
in the Miscellany. The author will also receive an award of $200 (USD). If 
you are interested in submitting a paper, you may want to peruse some of 
the prize-winning essays including: “Your House and My Fire: Escaping 
the Window in Virginia Woolf’s Three Guineas” by Ekalan Hou (VWM, 
Issue 96, Fall 2019-Fall 2020, pp. 28-30); “A Modern Gothic: Septimus 
Smith Haunts the Streets of Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway” by Halle 
Mason (VWM, Issue 92, Fall 2017/Winter 2018, pp. 9-11), or “Feeling the 
Glory, Feeling the Lack: Virginia Woolf, Terrence Malick, and the Soldier’s 
Sublime” by Allen Fulghum (VWM, Issue 89 and 90, Spring 2016 and 
Fall 2016, pp. 7-8) 

Call for Papers for the 31st Annual Conference on Virginia Woolf

Hosted by Amy Smith at Lamar University, the 31st Annual Conference 
on Virginia Woolf will be held from the 9th to the 12th of June 2022. As 
currently planned, the event will include both pre- and post-conference 
activities. The theme is Virginia Woolf and Ethics. As Amy states in her 
Call for Papers, the conference 

aims to promote conversation about the topic across disciplinary 
boundaries. We hope to explore Woolf’s engagement with specific 
ethical issues in her writing. These may include, but are not limited 
to, war and pacifism, human rights, human-animal relations, 
environmental ethics, bioethics, fascism, empire, patriarchy, racism, 
and bigotry.

The deadline for submissions is 31 January 2022. Individual proposals 
should be no longer than 250 words, and panel proposals should be 500 
words or less. Submissions and any questions should be sent to Virginia. 
Woolf@lamar.edu. (See page 5 for the full CFP).

And...there’s Issue 99 of the Miscellany
Valérie Favre (vrfavre@gmail.com) and Shilo McGiff (srm10@cornell. 
edu), the guest editors of Issue 99 of the Miscellany, are seeking 
submissions for Portmanteau Woolf by 3 December 2021 (see page 9).

We hope to see you in one or more of the Woolf Salons later this year and 
perhaps at MLA, Louisville and the Woolf conference next year. 

Vara Neverow, Ex Officio member, IVWS 
Susan Wegener, Secretary/Treasurer, IVWS 
Amanda Golden, Vice-President, IVWS

(Continued from page 60.)
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The Society Column

As 2021 has evolved, the International Virginia Woolf Society has 
welcomed the new slate of Officers and Members-at Large whose term 
began on 1 January 2021, has co-promoted multiple Woolf Salons (a 
platform for discussions first introduced in July 2020), and has determined 
the panels that will be held at MLA 2022 in Washington, D.C. (two were 
accepted!). This column also includes a commentary about the virtual 
30th Annual Conference on Virginia Woolf,1 hosted by Ben Hagen in June 
2021, and various calls for submissions including the guaranteed IVWS 
panel for the 2022 Louisville Conference and the IVWS Angelica Garnett 
Undergraduate Essay Prize as well as the 31st Annual Conference on 
Virginia Woolf, which will be hosted by Amy Smith at Lamar University in 
Texas. (The information below is organized roughly chronologically.)

Officers of the International Virginia Woolf Society

On 31 December 2021, the previous team of officers—all of whom had 
served two three-year terms (2015-2017; 2018-2020)—set aside their roles. 
Kristin Czarnecki had served as President, Ann Martin as Vice-President, 
Alice Keane as Secretary/Treasurer, and Drew Shannon as Historian/
Bibliographer. The Membership Coordinators, Lois Gilmore and Marilyn 
Smith, served from 2015 to 2019, when Erin Kingsley and Stephen Barber 
took on the responsibilities. 

The newly instated officers who will be serving from 2021-2023 are:

President: Benjamin Hagen (benjamin.hagen@usd.edu)

Vice-President: Amanda Golden (agolde01@nyit.edu)

Secretary/Treasurer: Susan Wegener (suswegener@gmail.com)

Historian/Bibliographer: Catherine Hollis (hollisc@berkeley.edu)

Archival Liaison: Karen Levenback (kllevenback@att.net)

Membership Coordinator: Erin Kingsley (ekingsley@king.edu)

Members-at-large: 

AnneMarie Bantzinger: (ambantzinger@hotmail.com)

Elizabeth Evans (evansef@gmail.com)

Emily Hinnov (emhinnov@yahoo.com)

Erica Delsandro (ericadelsandro@gmail.com)

Alex Nica (internationalvirginiawoolfsoci@gmail.com)

Patricia Laurence (pat.laurence@gmail.com)

Marcia James (marciahalstead@aol.com)

Ex Officio member: Vara Neverow (neverowv1@southernct.edu)

Erin Kingsley will step down from her position in 2022 (anyone interested 
in the position should contact Benjamin Hagen at benjamin.hagen@usd.
edu). Karen Levenback continues to serve as the Archival Liaison and Vara 
Neverow continues as an Ex Officio member. 

The Woolf Salons

As Kristin Czarnecki wrote in the Society Column for Issue 96, “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 launched the Woolf 
Salon Project (https://sites.google.com/view/woolfsalonproject/home/) in 
July 2020. The four Salon “Co-Conspirators” observe that their mission is 
“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.” Further, as the organizers indicate, 
they are eager for Woolfians to submit proposals to host a future salon (go 

1 The Annual Conference on Virginia Woolf is not affiliated with the International 
Virginia Woolf Society. The event is always hosted by the organizer’s institution.

to https://sites.google.com/view/woolfsalonproject/call-for-
hosts to submit your topic). As the organizers state:

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.

Starting with Salon 4, Planetary Woolf, a topic dedicated to a discussion 
of the Edinburgh Companion to Virginia Woolf and Contemporary 
Global Literature, all Salons have been recorded. Current members of 
the International Virginia Woolf Society can view the recorded Salons 
at https://v-woolf-society.com/woolf-salon-recordings-for-members/ 
(contact Benjamin Hagen at benjamin.hagen@usd.edu or Erin Kingsley at 
ekingsley@king.edu). 

The Salons that have been held in 2021 so far include “A Room of Your 
Own Will Not Protect You: Woolf & The Second Wave Feminists” (Woolf 
Salon 7) and “Virginia Woolf and Bloomsbury Men” (Woolf Salon 
9). The most recent of these incredibly rewarding Zoom gatherings—
Woolf Salon 11—was held on July 30 and focused on a series of “open 
mic” discussions of current and future projects including the value of 
collaborative annotation, several publishing endeavors related to Woolf and 
Bloomsbury, Woolf and biofiction, the Woolfs and their politics, the role of 
trees in Woolf’s work and life, and ways that Woolf can be depicted through 
the medium of virtual reality. (Salon 12, titled “...stay, this moment,” is 
scheduled for August 27 from 3:00 pm to 5:00 pm ET.)

Also included in Woolf Salon 11 was the call for chapters for “World 
Wide Woolf,” a volume that will be compiled by Elisa Bolchi, Maria Rita 
Drumond Viana, Hala Kamal, Monica Latham, Sayaka Okumura, Mine 
Özyurt Kılıç, and Helen Southworth (you can review the Call for Chapters 
on page 10 and can contact the editors at worldwidewoolf@gmail.com). 

The 30th Annual Conference on Virginia Woolf

Due to the pandemic, Virginia Woolf: Performance and Profession, the 
30th conference on Virginia Woolf, originally scheduled for 2020, was 
postponed until June 2021. The conference was held virtually at the 
University of South Dakota in Vermillion and hosted by Ben Hagen. Ben 
created something unique and truly inspirational. The event was (as has 
been every previous Woolf conference) a wonderful four-day gathering, but 
this time, the gatherings and exchanges of ideas transpired exclusively on 
the screen. Ben was indomitable. He hosted multiple panels. He chaired the 
plenaries. He answered zillions of questions. He fixed glitches. It was an 
amazing experience and a great joy to participate in such a splendid series 
of presentations.

Each panel featured a host who managed the Zoom features, a chair who 
introduced the panelists and oversaw the discussion that followed, and a 
chat moderator, who was responsible for reviewing and monitoring the 
comments. The panels and plenaries were recorded and made accessible 
for all conference attendees to review after the event, with the unusual 
benefit that one could still enjoy a panel that one was able not attend in 
real time (this is one of those few but cherished silver linings of what is 
now often called Life in the Time of Covid). There were more than 300 
participants from many time zones and nations—including China, Japan, 
Singapore, India, Australia, the Czech Republic, Norway, France, Great 
Britain, Canada and the United States. The specific time of an event was 
sometimes described only by its minutes since the hours were wildly 
different. With almost 50 panels, four plenaries, three “Friendly Breakfast 
Session” gatherings, the amazing Dreadnought Hoax discussion, and the 
readings presented by the Woolf Society Players, the conference itself felt 
as crowded with old and new friends as had always previously been the 
case and was as intimate and inspiring as any on-the-ground version that 
preceded it. 

(The Society Column continues on page 59.)


