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(Lecercle 48); they are “linguistic monsters” (see 
Grésillon, Milner). 

In his preface to The Hunting of The Snark, Carroll 
suggests that the portmanteau may be made of 
intermingled fragments whose simultaneous 
articulation demonstrates “the rarest of gifts, a 
perfectly balanced mind.” Thus the synchronous 
sounding of “fuming-furious” or “furious-fuming” 
will yield a resounding “frumious” (viv). The 
bane for linguistic taxonomists is that words don’t 
stay packed; they are themselves slithy. Gilles 
Deleuze takes up the portmanteau in his 1969 
treatise, The Logic of Sense, as he follows Carroll’s 
Alice, tracking meaning and nonmeaning from the 
frolicking surface to the dizzying depths through a 
number of “series” or paradoxes. For Deleuze, the 
portmanteau belongs to a class of esoteric words 
such as may be found in the fantastic zoologies of 
poems like “The Jabberwocky” or The Hunting of 
the Snark. Portmanteaus may coordinate distant 
similarities, as in case of the elusive “snark” made 
up of equal parts animal “snake” and animal 
“shark”1 or combine heterogeneous elements, 
so as to coordinate signifiers of different orders. 
Such may be the case of the Jabberwocky, made 
of “jabber” (to go on and on) and Old English 
“wocer” (for offspring) which, together, Carroll 
later reveals to make a kind of gibbering fruit 
or “much excited discussion” (see Gardner 195 
n21). The contemporary term “mansplain,” is 
a portmanteau of this nature, while a word like 
“Oxbridge,” first coined by Thackeray in Pendennis 
and put to famous use by Woolf in A Room of 
One’s Own, may be of the first. The true heuristic 
of portmanteaus, however, for Deleuze, lies in the 
branching consequences of their articulation—that 
is in the outgrowths, complexity, and range that 
follow them. The portmanteau, he notes, “brings 
about the disjunctive synthesis of divergent series, 
as it makes them resonate and ramify” (234). In the 
varying ramifications of the Deleuzean portmanteau 
can be found an early formulation of Deleuze and 
Guattari’s “rhizome”: a network that “ceaselessly 
establishes connections between semiotic chains, 
organizations of power, and circumstances relative 
to the arts, sciences and social struggles” (7).

We may not be surprised, then, that Hélène Cixous 
in her introduction to The Hunting of the Snark 
finds in the portmanteau an inducement to make 
transportive associations, chase wandering texts, 
navigate dream logics, and play: “Alice,” she 
writes, “following the rule of ‘let’s pretend’ […] 
opens the doors of the House of the text” (231). 
Such itinerancy comes with a danger, however. 
In Alice’s stories, where “language works at all 
1 Deleuze formulates a prospective etymology for “snark” 
in “snake + shark,” while Carroll provocatively leaves the 
eponymous entity unseen and unidentified. 
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To the Readers:

What Is a Portmanteau Woolf?  
What Is the Woolfian Portmanteau?

This special cluster of the VWM set itself the task of 
exploring the portmanteau—a word, in modernist 
studies, most often associated with the apotheosized 
linguistic acrobatics of James Joyce in Finnegans 
Wake or with the legacyworld of sense and nonsense 
traversed by an intrepid Alice in the fantasyscapes 
of Lewis Carroll’s Victorian novel. Yet very little 
has been said about Woolf and the portmanteau.

Where might we locate the “portmanteau” in 
Woolf’s own writings? In what way is Woolf herself 
a portmanteau figure? What might a reconsideration 
of the portmanteau have to offer to Woolf studies? 
To what degrees can we identify the portmanteau as 
a process or tool in cultural, literary, and feminist 
criticism? We’ve attempted to answer these 
questions by exploring intuitive echoes, unlikely 
pairings, interdisciplinary encounters, strange mash-
ups, and generative (mis)alliances in the Woolfian 
world. 

Borrowed from the French, the portemanteau, 
as “a case or bag for carrying clothing and other 
belongings when traveling,” has been in use in 
English at least as early as the 16th century. Changes 
in traveling, fashion, and tourism brought about our 
modern notion of the portmanteau as a suitcase “in 
the form of a stiff leather case hinged at the back 
to open into two equal parts.” The portmanteau as 
a carrying case enables its more metaphoric and 
prevalent usage as a “word formed by blending 
sounds from two or more distinct words” (OED). In 
Through the Looking Glass, Lewis Carroll famously 
packs up words in his poem “The Jabberwocky” just 
as one would pack a portmanteau and has Humpty 
Dumpty unpack them for Alice: “Well, ‘slithy’ 
means ‘lithe and slimy.’ ‘Lithe’ is the same as 
‘active.’ You see, it’s like a portmanteau—there are 
two meanings packed up into one word” (271). 

Following Carroll’s playful word coining, the 
portmanteau enters contemporary linguistics, as 
a process which most practitioners call lexical 
blending. Whereas contractions combine fragments 
from two words that usually appear in sequence, 
and compounds are constituted by merging two 
full words, portmanteau words are commonly built 
by combining fragments—or splinters—from two 
source words (see Renner, Maniez, and Arnaud 
2). A portmanteau, as an aggregate of splinters, 
may occupy a recognizable place in the syntactic 
order of a sentence, but it is excessive in its very 
nature and irregular in form, generating semantic 
voids and voluble explanations. Portmanteau words 
are instances of an “otherness within language” 



2

levels,” the characters themselves are already a “cleverly multiplied 
series of echoes” (232) that confound notions of identity, agency, and 
mastery in the text and outside it, necessitating one to question who it is 
that actually does the dreaming, the reading, and the writing after all: “If 
I make sentences, what do the sentences make of me?” (236). Better yet, 
if “we” make a portmanteau, what does the portmanteau make of “I”? 
And where does all this leave the critics?

A question of voluble mastery subtends many modernist theorizations of 
James Joyce’s portmanteau poetics. Critics alternately locate in Joyce’s 
portmanteaus a parodic subversion of the English literary tradition, the 
annunciation of artistic independence, and the deconstruction of aesthetic 
autonomy.2 In reading Joyce, Derek Attridge claims that the portmanteau 
disrupts processes of language acquisition that teach good students to 
keep sounds and meanings discrete and codified. This separateness, he 
contends, only begins to dissolve when subjected to the creative aspects 
of rhetoric and poetry (151-52). For Cixous, portmanteaus belong to 
an oscillating inside-outside of language dizzyingly and dramatically 
“situated between monologue, soliloquy, and dialogue” (239). Nicholas 
Royle, reading Attridge and Cixous together, claims the portmanteau 
comes to “designate the double logic of the ‘escaping text’ and what 
‘escapes text’” (242). In many dimensions, then, the portmanteau shows 
us that mastery over language, genre, and perhaps the self, is impossible; 
the portmanteau belongs only to the itineraries and specificities of a 
slithy lexicon and the wordmaking of its dreaming lexicographers. 

In exploring Woolf’s own word-coinages, Rowena Fowler points us to 
the word “scrolloping,” which she calls an “expandable portmanteau 
accommodating both sinister fecundity and heartless elaboration” (7). 
Here, in the “scroll” and “lollop” of the Woolfian portmanteau, we 
are reminded both of the Deleuzean rhizome and of the unlocked and 
overgrown garden at Fernham. Might not a similar (if yet unrealized) 
fecundity also be ascribed to Woolf’s fictional women’s college? As a 
blend not of “Girton” and “Newnham,” but rather “Newnham” and a 
“fern,” (itself a rhizome), Woolf’s portmanteau college encompasses 
the green possibility of women’s education in a highly suggestive and 
Edenic (dare we say “pastoral”?) metaphor.

Similarly generative are the sheer number of compound adjectives 
ascribed to Woolf by the OED as “first in sense” (OED online). While 
compound words are not made of blended fragments but rather of entire 
words stitched together, words such as “leaf-encumbered,” “heart-
shaking,” “fire-red,” “pearl-grey,” “moth-coloured,” “lily-sweet,” “rust-
red,” “snail-green,” “yellow-slashed,” “opal-shelled,” “sun-blazoned,” 
and “myriad-tongued” comprise the core of an ekphrastic imaginary that 
suggests to the rapt reader of Woolf’s sentences that words that may be 
complete in and of themselves for some are, for Woolf, only fragments 
of a wider, more supple language.3

Woolf, herself, is seemingly disinterested in the portmanteau word as 
a linguistic phenomenon. When an actual “portmanteau” appears in 
Woolf’s prose it appears almost exclusively as literal luggage, as in: 
“Bob T—laden with an infinitely shabby baggy portmanteau—full 
of books…” (Diary [D] 1 125) or the various “porters, wheeling 
portmanteaus” in The Years (183).4 And yet, on Friday 28th of July, 
1939, Woolf writes in her diary:

The use of this book is to write things out, hence: the Greenhouse. 
I’m so unhappy. A portmanteau word. Analysed: headache; guilt; 
remorse … The house, L.’s house, … oh dear, his hobby—his <pear 
tree> peach tree—to be pulled down because of me […] Oh dear—
the conflict—the ugliness. (D5 227)

2 For more on the prospective anti-imperial valences of the Joycean portmanteau 
see Brower, Borg.
3 For more on Woolf, the OED, lexicography, and “scrollop,” see Brewer.
4 Two other examples include “the urn which is to be taken to Rothiemurchus in a 
portmanteau” (Letters 3 103) and the prosaic carrying-case for the diary of “an old 
clergyman called Cole” in “All About Books” (Essays 5 220).

Woolf’s designation of the “Greenhouse” is one of just a handful of 
references in her writing to the “portmanteau” and the only one that 
reflexively refers to a word, in this case the “Greenhouse,” as one. Here, 
however, in designating the portmanteau, Woolf does not draw our 
attention, as one might expect, to the terms of the compound, “green 
+ house,” and the garden structure that it denotes, but rather to its 
phenomenological content—the “headache, guilt, remorse” of what she 
later in the entry calls “the Greenhouse morning.” Woolf’s “Greenhouse” 
condenses her domestic quarrels with Leonard over the Monk’s House 
gardens, the workers sent away, her distress, the bath, the greyness of 
the day, and the diary that she reads back through as she “compose[d]” 
herself (D5 227). Here, the Woolfian portmanteau emerges, not in 
endless play of sense and nonsense but as a way of organizing the 
complexity of daily experience. 

In Hooked, Rita Felski calls characters “portmanteau creatures 
assembled out of disparate materials drawn from fiction and life.” They 
are, she writes, “nodes in many networks […] distributed, adapted, and 
mediated[,] […] fabricated out of many things working together” (91). 
While Felski acknowledges how, in Woolf, she finds that “the very idea 
of character is shredded, dissolved” (93), she nevertheless wants to retain 
a sense of the “two-foldedness” (or “multi-foldedness”) of character in 
Woolf’s novels (94). Felski’s description of “character” reads a lot like 
the practice Woolf imagines for her own Common Reader who works 
to: “create for himself, out of whatever odds and ends he can come 
by, some kind of whole […] to run up some rickety and ramshackle 
fabric…looking sufficiently like the real object to allow of affection, 
laughter, and argument” (“The Common Reader” 19). Put together, 
both descriptions resonate with how we as critics, readers, students, and 
phrase-makers experience the curious portmanteau character of Virginia 
Woolf herself. 

The portmanteau is, then, both a condensation and a proliferation. There 
is something quite elegant and efficient, if not odd and charming about 
a portmanteau. How else to explain the delight of a cronut or the thrill 
of a sext? But the portmanteau also may be a monster that startles us 
out of old habits—a line of flight out of semantic and sometimes critical 
givenness. Portmanteaus are catalytic; they shape (non)sense into many 
possible senses and selves. Thus, the portmanteau as a form that begins 
with Carroll and Joyce but becomes a practice that helps us chart a 
course into weirder, queerer, more feminist terrains and to conceptualize 
our various Woolfs and Woolfian encounters seems both necessary 
and apt. Starting with Brenda Silver’s Virginia Woolf Icon but lifting 
away from the custody battles of Silver’s purview and taking up the 
“heterogeneous materials’’ of Recycling Woolf in Contemporary Art and 
Literature (Latham, Marie, and Rigeade 3), the Woolfian portmanteau 
is propelled by “the dynamism of making connections” (Ahmed 3). The 
Woolfian portmanteau flows outside-inside-outside normal channels 
of comparative literature and literary history, reception and influence 
studies, and affect theory where it becomes a frumious “survival 
kit” which reunites Woolf with those miscellaneous and sometimes 
mismatched “companion text[s] […] whose company enabled [us] to 
proceed on a path less trodden” (16).

The essays, vignettes, interviews, poems, and illustrations in this 
special issue cluster take up transnational feminism, fan studies, 
graphic novels, friendship, empathy, life-writing, listening, language, 
critical methodologies, pedagogy, and art-making. Eret Talviste 
invites us to bring our own shabby baggy portmanteau, board a 
train, and join Virginia Woolf and Estonian novelist Leida Kibuvits 
in rethinking patriotism and localized belonging. Marie Allègre 
meditates on the phenomenological effects and strangeness of Woolf’s 
figurative language, bringing together an “embodied nature of human 
understanding” with “the otherness of what escapes it” (xx). Poet 
Carolyn Oliver offers us a redoubled Woolfian portmanteau in lush 
lines as she asks us to imagine fictive feminist encounters in unexpected 
places. Melissa Johnson combines text and textile as she stitches 
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together and extends her reading of Woolf’s To the Lighthouse and The 
Waves as possible scenes of feminist instruction. Ana Quiring deftly 
takes up the hugely popular website, AO3, to lovingly reunite Chloe and 
Olivia and to explore the possibilities of fan fiction as a critical practice. 
Melodie Roschman unpacks Woolf’s “multi-folded” (xx) presence in the 
panels of Alison Bechdel’s graphic memoirs. Artist Ella Bucknall and 
playwright Melis Acker convene to discuss Ella’s stunning illustrations 
and the genesis of her own forthcoming graphic biography of Virginia 
Woolf. Jenny Ann Cubin interleaves an unexpected “moment of being” 
together with an account of her doctoral research on Woolf and sound 
studies. Ben Hagen invites Woolfians to “reconsider Woolf’s investment 
in a complex and committed” (xx) ‘feminine’ through the lens of Black 
studies, equipping us with both a model for doing so in his own reading 
of Hortense Spillers and a rich critical context derived from recent 
contributions of feminist scholars of color. Finally, Kabe Wilson traces 
structural echoes of Woolf in two reflective vignettes about isolation and 
connection, vulnerability, and care that lead us to consider how we as 
common readers might be portmanteaus, each carrying Woolfian texts. 

To sum up: the Woolfian portmanteau is a carrying-case, a traveling 
tool, an object in which one may pack essentials and nonessentials for 
a journey—hermeneutic or otherwise. A traditional portmanteau has 
two sides which come together. But what about hidden compartments? 
Who is to say how many sides there may be to the portmanteau? A tidy 
carry case may reveal itself to be a baroque cabinet, full of curios and 
cure-alls, panaceas and pancakes, after all. “How many adventures can 
we find under this organization?” asks Deleuze (234). “Curious and 
curiouser!” cries Alice. “Let us trespass at once,” writes Woolf (“The 
Leaning Tower” 278).

Shilo McGiff
Independent scholar

Valérie Favre
Université Paris 1 Panthéon-Sorbonne
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Department of Interdisciplinary Studies, martelljl@appstate.edu,  
“Virginia Woolf’s Aesthetic Ecologies and the Emergency of Industrial Food” 

—Christopher Westrate, PhD candidate in literature at the University of New 
Hampshire, christopher.westrate@unh.edu 

“Gendered Anger in A Room of One’s Own and To the Lighthouse”
kkk
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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 D. 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 2023.  
To receive an entry form, please contact Benjamin D. Hagen at  

Benjamin.Hagen@usd.edu 
ddd

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.

h h h

 

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 be 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

The Woolf Salon Project 
https://sites.google.com/view/woolfsalonproject/home

Founded in 2020 and hosted by Benjamin Hagen, Shilo McGiff, 
Drew Shannon, and Amy Smith, the Salon features discussions 
about Virginia Woolf and Bloomsbury and other related matters.

Proposals for future Woolf Salons can be posted using the 
following webpage:

https://sites.google.com/view/woolfsalonproject/call-for-hosts

The email address for the Salon is:  
woolfsalonproject@gmail.com

You can follow the Salon on Instagram: @woolfsalonproject

Be sure to check Paula Maggio’s Blogging Woolf  
for the history of many things Woolfian and for  

much up-to-date information. 
bloggingwoolf.wordpress.com

e
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Virginia Woolf and Ecologies 
32nd Annual International Conference on Virginia Woolf 

June 8 – 11, 2023 
Florida Gulf Coast University 

Fort Myers, FL, USA 
 

The organizers of the 32nd Annual International Conference on Virginia Woolf invite 
paper and panel proposals that engage with our 2023 theme, “Virginia Woolf and 
Ecologies.” We seek to foster conversations about a wide range of ecologically relevant 
topics. Proposals may address ecological concerns in or illuminated by Woolf’s work, 
but they might alternately explore artistic, social, political, economic, racial, decolonial, 
anti-ableist, and/or queer ecologies, among others, in or alongside Woolf’s novels, 
essays, letters, or diaries. 

How might Woolf’s writing invite us to think ecologically? How might her political, 
ethical, and aesthetic engagements open ways of perceiving, imagining, creating, and 
acting that radically revise the assumptions of anthropocentrism—among them, the 
separate, superior, and intrinsic value of the human?  

What implications might ecological thinking have for archival, decolonial, queer, and 
crip projects or inquiries shaped by postcolonial studies, digital humanities, or medical 
humanities? What are Woolfian ecologies?  

How might Woolfian ecologies help us map, explore, define, or disrupt concepts of 
time, place, and scale?  How does “ecology” help us think through circuits of exchange, 
consumption, and capital in Woolf’s writings?  Where might we position Woolf or her 
writings within larger constellations of literary and/or modernist studies? How might a 
consideration of Woolf and Ecologies together encourage us, as Woolf writes in The 
Years, “to live differently–differently”? 

(See the following page for the list of suggested topics.) 

Ecology (noun):  ecol-o-gy | \ i-ˈkä-lə-jē , e-\ 

plural ecologies  

1a: a. The branch of biology that deals with the relationships between living 
organisms and their environment. Also: the relationships themselves, esp. those of a 
specified organism. 
1c: In extended use: the interrelationship between any system and its environment; 
the product of this. 

– Oxford English Dictionary, “ecology, n.” 
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Proposals might address the following topics: 
• the Anthropocene and anthropocentrism, climate change and the environment, 

biodiversity and sustainability 
• writing and writing cultures, literary history and allusion, genre and form, 

intertextuality 
• philosophical or theoretical resonance(s), including non-human, animal and 

food studies, environmental and energy humanities, and others 
• cosmopolitan and transnational literary networks 
• economic and political structures 
• embodiment, mutation, formation and transformation 
• autopoiesis or symbiopoiesis 
• embeddedness, community, relation and interrelation 
• temporality, extinction, scarcity 
• technologies, landscapes, soundscapes, inscapes 
• affect and sensation, perception, psychogeography 
• naturecultures and culturenatures 
• ecofeminism, war and peace, institutions, and more. 

 
Papers on members of the Bloomsbury Group and other associates of Virginia 
Woolf in relation to the conference theme are also encouraged. In addition to 
traditional paper and panel proposals, we also welcome proposals for roundtables, 
workshops, and creative projects inspired by this year’s theme from scholars, 
students, artists, and common readers of all backgrounds and disciplines. 

 
The conference welcomes proposals for presentations in languages other than 
English to foster a more open exchange at this international conference. We ask, 
however, that all abstracts and proposals be submitted in English and that non- 
English presentations be accompanied by a handout or slide deck of main points in 
English. Please note that Q&A sessions will be conducted in English, as well. 

 
Abstracts of 250 words maximum for single papers and 500 words for panels, 
roundtables, and workshops will be due on January 25, 2023. The submission 
portal is available on the conference website: 

https://www.fgcu.edu/cas/departments/langlit/virginiawoolf2023. 
 
 

As in previous years, presenters will have the 
opportunity to submit their work for publication 
in the selected papers. Send queries to Laci 
Mattison at vwoolf2023@fgcu.edu. 

 
 

Note: If the QR scan does not work, please go to:  
https://www.fgcu.edu/cas/departments/langlit/virginiawoolf2023#Submissions
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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 (International) 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
Membership Information:

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, free regular email 

updates with news and information, and priority registration and  
discounts on events such as:

 Birthday Lecture—AGM (free to members only) with Conference—Study 
Days and Weekends—Online Talks (free to members only)

Subscriptions for the year ending 31 December 2022 are: 
£10 for UK-based students 
£15 for overseas students 

£20 UK, £26 Europe and £30 outside Europe 
Five-year memberships £80 UK, £104 Europe and £120 outside Europe

Memberships starting part-way through the year and continuing until 
December of the following year are also available

The Society is always delighted to welcome new members. 

If you wish to join, please email Stuart N. Clarke at 
stuart.n.clarke@btinternet.com for a membership form and information  

about how to pay, 
or write to:

Membership Secretary  
Lindsay Martin 

membershipvwsgb@gmail.com 
or post it to him at:  

12 Elm Park Road, London N21 2HN.  
(Please wait for a PePly before Paying).

Web: virginiawoolfsociety.org.uk 
Facebook: @VWSGB 

Twitter: @VirginiaWoolfGB 
Instagram: @virginiawoolfsociety

qqq

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 organizing 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)
• “Recycling Woolf” (2019)
• “Virginia Woolf, Lectures Françaises” (2022)
• “Virginia Woolf: For a Poetics and Politics of Intimacy” (2023)

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

Jon s. richardson rare books
yorkharborbooks@aol.com



9

 

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

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 has a Facebook page: https://
www.facebook.com/VWSGB/ and is on Twitter: @VirginiaWoolfGB and on 
Instagram: @virginiawoolfsociety.

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, and some current publications are also available. 

A Vision of Beauty: A Biography of Julia Duckworth Stephen: 
Marion Dell’s biography of Virginia Woolf’s mother is now available online 
in PDF format at: https://theelusivejuliastephen.com/ 

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

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 VWoolf Listserv, 
please go to https://lists.osu.edu/mailman/listinfo/vwoolf/ and click on it. 
Then, follow the instructions.

c

d
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i A Brief Overview of Publications and Archives 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.emeritus@pace.edu or 
markh102@gmail.com. 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 International Conference (Virginia Woolf 
and the Art of Exploration) and the 15th International 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 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 
Shahriari 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

The ModernisT Archives Publishing ProjecT 
hTTPs://ModernisTArchives.coM/

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 the 
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

WWW.HONEYANDWAXBOOKS.COM
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On Love and Power: A Remembrance of Jane Lilienfeld

Jane was famous in my life before we met. My father had been friends 
with her when he was an undergraduate at Brandeis and she a graduate 
student. She spoke on To the Lighthouse to an ardent crowd at a 
Cambridge café and became a local academic celebrity. I first heard this 
story from my father in high school, when my English teacher assigned 
the novel and inadvertently my fate. Then, as an undergraduate myself, I 
read “‘The Deceptiveness of Beauty’: Mother Love and Mother Hate in 
To the Lighthouse,” the published version of Jane’s standing-room-only 
talk. I think it was after reading this essay that, over dinner in the dining 
hall of our dorm, I asked my suitemates, “Do all daughters think their 
mothers are beautiful?” I knew my suitemates’ mothers, and they were, 
and are, beautiful, which made my question both safe and silly. I was 
met with baffled and amused silence. 

After graduation, I started going to Woolf conferences. My father mused, 
“Maybe you’ll meet Jane Lilienfeld.” At the 2007 conference at Miami 
University in Ohio, I did. But first, I heard the eager whispers: Jane’s 
here! She just arrived! Where? Over there! Jane spoke at a roundtable 
about pedagogy. Her paper, later published as “Versioning….,” described 
an assignment in which she would remove Woolf’s punctuation from a 
passage and ask her students to add their own punctuation and defend 
their choices. When I introduced myself—I’m the daughter of Richard 
Kopley, and I’m working on Woolf—she was warm and practical. Where 
was I going to grad school, and was it wise to focus on Woolf? She had 
been discouraged from studying Woolf in her day at the University of 
Chicago and was concerned about my job prospects.

After the conference, Jane emailed me and suggested a phone call. 
In this and many later conversations—over email, by phone, and in 
person—she was generous in her attention and her action. When I started 
my doctorate at Stanford, she offered to introduce me to Woolf scholars 
in the Bay Area. She sketched the history of Woolf studies, and advised 
me to read, for further details, Jane Marcus’s “Wrapped in the Stars and 
Stripes” (“Those footnotes will lead you to what passes for something 
like truth”). When I was trying to identify which poetry by women 
Woolf might have known when writing A Room of One’s Own, Jane 
pointed me to Margaret Ezell’s Writing Women’s Literary History, which 
answered some of my questions and became a model for my work. Jane 
asked to read some of my writing on Auden’s debt to Woolf and offered 
suggestions for revision. She remembered Auden—“affable but hardly 
approachable”—visiting a class of hers at Chicago, where he talked 
mostly about religion, mostly to a student who was a nun. About Auden 
Jane was interested to learn, she wrote to me, “that he respected Woolf as 
an equal.” 

Jane and I shared a personal and literary interest in Jewish studies. She 
urged me to read Grace Paley, whose stories I now give to friends and 
assign to students. She mailed me Amos Oz’s “Nomad and Viper” to get 
my thoughts on the story as she prepared to teach it again. Over email 
she voiced a thought we shared: “I can’t see VW approving of me (a Jew, 
an American, an academic).”

As my quotations so far imply, like the vital, knowing women in Paley’s 
stories, Jane was given to pronouncements. On Pat Moran’s “Cock-
a-doodle-dum”: “Her argument is so airtight you can stop breathing.” 
On an MLA panel she proposed we put together, in which I would be a 
speaker and she would be the chair: “I will do nothing but look thin and 
introduce people.” On my father, a scholar of Edgar Allan Poe: “Poe is 

his secret transvestite other self.” Her book on Regency romance novels 
would be “written in the voice of a feminist of my generation posing as 
a Borscht Belt comic.” When I got married, she sent a wooden cheese 
board in the shape of Missouri, where she lived. Original, amusing, and 
memorable, it is a material pronouncement.

On one occasion, she feared her pronouncements had been overly dra-
matic and wanted to make clear that she was not “writing down” to me. 
She emailed, “I am writing to you as an equal, which is what I hope is 
possible, in spite of the difference in our ages and our scholarly experi-
ence.” Respecting another as an equal—this is what had warmed her to 
Auden, and, in “‘The Deceptiveness of Beauty,’” what she describes as 
eluding Lily. Lily fails to “attain” with Mrs. Ramsay “the knowledge that 
comes from deep and open talk between equals” (354). Thanks to Jane’s 
inviting, confiding manner, she and I did attain that form of knowledge.

Jane’s scholarship imparted another kind of knowledge. Her essay 
subtitled “Editing the War in Mrs. Dalloway” revealed to me similarities 
between World War I poets’ descriptions of life in the trenches and 
passages in the novel’s drafts. And her talk at the 2010 Woolf conference 
in Kentucky, later published in the proceedings, showed that some of 
what Woolf had muted in Dalloway Willa Cather had said explicitly in 
her similarly-themed One of Ours (1922). “Reentering Paradise” alerted 
me that Cather and Colette, like Woolf, had formidable, somewhat 
remote mothers who served as muses to their daughters. From “The 
Gift of a China Inkpot,” I learned that Woolf’s friendships with women 
informed her changing views of Charlotte Brontë. And because of 
“‘Where the Spear Plants Grew’” and “‘Like a Lion…’” I saw more 
acutely how Mr. Ramsay and Mrs. Ramsay manipulate others and why. 

But my favorite of Jane’s publications is about herself. It is a fairly 
out-of-the-way publication: I know it because Jane inscribed a copy to 
my father’s mother. Jane’s beautiful cursive was distinguished by large 
loops in the capital letters. The essay is “‘The Getting of Wisdom’: 
The Story Behind The Possibility of Sisterhood: Women Writers, Their 
Mothers, and Their Texts, from Mary Wollstonecraft to the Present.” The 
projected book exists only in footnotes to feminist scholarship (“See 
the forthcoming study….”). But this essay exists, and it is wonderful. 
When my grandmother found it in her files, in 2010, I shared it with my 
former suitemates, those of the beautiful mothers. One of them shrieked 
in delight at hearing this remarkable storytelling voice on the page. In 
prose delivered in the first person, marked by appeals to the reader, 
deadpan declarations, exclamation points, vivid scene-setting, English 
modeled on Yiddish syntax, stage-ready dialogue, and laconic sentences 
offset by sentences of ascending hypotaxis, Jane tells of her close but 
charged relationship with her mother, Edna Lilienfeld, the Mrs. Ramsay 
to her Lily. Jane writes, “My reputation in academic circles, such as it is, 
depends on an article I delivered at Bread and Roses, the lesbian feminist 
restaurant in Cambridge, Massachusetts on January 25, 1975.” She then 
quotes at length the Lighthouse passage in which Lily leans against Mrs. 
Ramsay’s knee. This is the proof of my father’s memory, and dates the 
event to Woolf’s birthday, which was the day after Jane’s.

One prompt to Jane’s essay was that her mother was failing. She 
articulates another prompt: “I am the age Mom was when she had me. 
She was 37” (113). Well, I am the age Jane was when she wrote “The 
Getting of Wisdom.” I am 37. I wish that this fact were the only prompt 
to this essay. 

Some years into our friendship, I discovered a note Jane had sent my 
parents on my birth. I took a photo of myself holding the note and 
emailed it to Jane. The note reads, “For Emily Susan, born at six lbs. 
2 oz., and much love and power to you and to her. / Love, / Jane.” In 
Judaism, when someone dies, we say “may her memory be a blessing.” 
May the memory of Jane be a blessing of love and power.

Emily Kopley 
McGill University

In Memoriam

Jane Lilienfeld
January 26, 1945-December 24, 2021
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Recalling Jane Lilienfeld

I don’t remember now if it was at the 1988 MLA in New Orleans that 
I first met Jane Lilienfeld in person, but by then we certainly had been 
corresponding for a while. Perhaps we had met at an earlier conference. 
Jane had accepted my paper on the early novels of Leonard and 
Virginia Woolf for the panel she organized that year, “Dismembering 
and Remembering Virginia Woolf’s Family of Origin, of Writings, 
of Fictions, and of Friendships.” And so I found myself sitting next 
to Louise DeSalvo, Diane Gillespie, and Morgne Cramer, giving my 
first presentation at a conference. I remember Jane laughed when she 
discovered I had taken seriously her advice to read Cicely Hamilton’s 
Marriage as a Trade—she had not expected that I would!

So, I think of Jane as one my earliest mentors in the new world (to me) 
of American academia and Woolf studies. At the MLA in 1988, several 
people hanging out in J. J. Wilson’s hotel room hatched plans for a 
conference of our own, and so, in 1991, there I was again alongside 
Jane and Louise: my PhD supervisor, Roger Poole, had been unable to 
attend the conference but gave me a paper to read on his behalf. Jane 
read her brilliant “‘Like a Lion Seeking Whom He Could Devour’: 
Domestic Violence in To the Lighthouse.” It was one of those typical 
Jane Lilienfeld performances, where with quiet strength and absolute 

focus, she transformed our understanding of a text so many of us thought 
we knew intimately. One of my strongest impressions of Jane over 
the years was of her reading familiar quotations from one of Woolf’s 
novels (usually To the Lighthouse) in the context of her scholarly and 
interpretive framework and hearing in those words meanings that seemed 
at once obvious, now, and startlingly new.

In later years, Jane’s scholarship was a staple of any course I taught 
where Woolf was on the syllabus. It was her transformational readings 
of Mrs. Ramsay that helped undergraduates understand how scholarship 
changed readers, changed readings. But by then, Jane had also become a 
dear friend. One night during the second annual conference on Virginia 
Woolf, at the Quality Inn in Connecticut, Jane found me wandering 
rather aimlessly in the parking lot and invited me in to chat. She 
reassured me that the likely reason no one had invited me out for a drink 
or a meal was that they all assumed someone else had done so! I learned 
much that evening about Jane’s earlier life, her family, the centrality of 
her Jewishness to her personal history.

When my daughter was diagnosed with scoliosis and had to undergo 
major surgery aged ten, Jane was a rock. Her own untreated scoliosis 
led to lifelong health issues, but she was, as all of us who knew her 
will recall, indomitable. She was witty, kind, difficult at times, brilliant, 
deeply committed to her students at Lincoln University, proud to find 
a home at an Historically Black University, open-minded, and a dear 
friend whom I will miss very much.  As I write, I’m looking at a 1998 
letter from Jane that closes “yours in struggle, as we say at LU.”

Mark Hussey 
Pace University, Emeritus

g

A Tribute to Jane Lilienfeld

Jane Lilienfeld’s contributions to Woolf studies are deep and multi-
faceted. Her critical work on the family, embodiment, and trauma 
helped open a space for vital scholarly conversations that included the 
personal. Jane’s early lead in bringing an intersectional perspective to 
Woolf studies (e.g., her work on Woolf and Toni Morrison) and hosting 
the 3rd Annual Conference on Virginia Woolf at Lincoln University, a 
historically Black institution, which welcomed scholars such as Barbara 
Christian and Michelle Cliff to provide keynotes, forged new readings, 
and hosted scholarly pairings that recontextualized Woolf’s writing and 
life. Her mentorship of new scholars is what I am especially grateful 
for: Jane’s generosity in including undergraduate and graduate students 
on panels and supporting faculty new on the tenure track (as I was in 
those days) offered a model of collaborative scholarship and pedagogy 
that challenged the more competitive model I experienced in graduate 
school. I still have emails from her in which we exchanged syllabi, 
debated various critical theories, and talked about work in progress. Her 
persistence in securing publication for a collection of essays on “Woolf 
and Literary History” she co-edited (with Jeffrey Oxford and Lisa Low), 
which appeared across two volumes of Woolf Studies Annual, brought 
many of us more firmly within the community of Woolf studies. Jane 
modeled fortitude in the face of many obstacles and her scholarship and 
kindness made a tremendous impact on me. I feel very fortunate to have 
known and worked with her. 

Jeanette McVicker 
SUNY Fredonia 

g
Jane Lilienfeld’s Influences
I met Jane Lilienfeld at the December 1991 MLA Convention; Jane 
was the co-chair of a panel on which I gave one of my first MLA 
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presentations. I had read all of Jane’s articles published to date and I was 
in awe of her. I was just starting my career and I was so honored to be 
part of a panel she had organized. I adored her from the moment I met 
her, and I never stopped adoring her. Through the years, her warmth, 
generosity, humor, savvy, and intelligence were a constant. She was 
fearless. She taught me to be a better reader and critic. I lapped up her 
articles and often referred to them in my own work. She was always fun 
to talk to; I looked forward to meeting up with her at Woolf conferences 
and missed her when she was no longer able to attend. Her passing is a 
great loss to Woolf Studies and feminism, to me, and to all who knew 
her.

Jeanne Dubino 
Appalachian State University

g

Jane Lilienfeld: Achievements and Inspirations

Jane Lilienfeld was an exceptional scholar, dedicated teacher, and 
fabulous colleague whom I first knew through her publications. It was 
the early 1980s, and I was a graduate student writing a feminist essay 
on metaphor in To the Lighthouse. Jane’s two brilliant articles, “The 
Deceptiveness of Beauty” and “Where the Spear Plants Grew,” affirmed 
and transformed the ways I could read the novel. I met Jane in 1987, 
at a Woolf social that J. J. Wilson arranged at the MLA convention in 
San Francisco. I had so many questions for Jane, but she turned the 
conversation to me. She had read my article on Between the Acts and 
wanted to know more about my research and ideas. This was classic 
Jane—always spurring us on to move Woolf studies in new feminist 
directions, always willing to read and respond to our drafts, always 
encouraging the scholarship of others.

Our shared love of students and pedagogy solidified our friendship. Jane 
was extremely proud about teaching at an Historically Black University, 
Lincoln University in Missouri, and she willingly shared creative 
practices for teaching everything from basic writing to upper division 
seminars. I remember complaining that my students relied on Cliff 
Notes. Jane’s response—bring the Cliff Notes to class, discuss them, and 
show the students how much smarter they are than these pamphlets! She 
taught me to be transparent with my students about how we know what 
we know, and how they could read and write with confidence. I still have 
Jane’s handouts for group activities and peer reviews. 

Jane was brave and fearless in her writing. She was an early theorist 
of lesbian relationships in literature, and she did groundbreaking work 
on incest and sexual violation in nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
canonical works. Of the many awards and accolades, I think Jane was 
especially thrilled by receiving the CHOICE award for Outstanding 
Academic Book, Reading Alcoholisms: Theorizing Character and 
Narrative in Selected Novels of Thomas Hardy, James Joyce and Virginia 
Woolf. What I found most impressive in this multifaceted analysis was 
how Jane foregrounded discussion of alcoholism to show the implication 
for literary theory as well as for our lives.

When I heard about Jane’s death, grief took my breath away. But then 
I turned to all the things she had left me—the articles, essays, letters, 
and books brimming with wit, ideas, and insights. Rereading Jane’s 
contribution to Virginia Woolf: Lesbian Readings, I discovered sentences 
that capture Jane’s theory and practice of feminism: “The mutual love 
between Gaskell and Brontë and between Dickinson and Woolf,” Jane 
wrote, “demonstrates that women’s empathic love for women can create 
a safe space for the discovery and expression of feelings. This safe space, 
‘the gift of the china ink pot,’ may increase creativity and illumination, 
as well as model the challenge to love within the acceptance of 
difference” (55). Thank you, Jane, for creating this safe empathic space 
for so many of us.

Eileen Barrett 
California State University, East Bay
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What I Remember About Jane Lilienfeld

When I was in Boston visiting my son, Jane took me to Walden Pond and 
perhaps also to Bunker Hill. Though these are not Woolfian sites, Jane as 
usual carried on her understanding of Woolf scholars as a happy brigade 
of the like-minded joined in mutual support. Soon after Jane moved to 
the Midwest to teach at Lincoln University, she continued her support 
of our Grand Enterprise by hosting a Woolf Conference in 1993. She 
came to my classroom at Doane and also spoke at Nebraska Bookstore 
about James Joyce and alcoholism. When I visited her in Jefferson City, 
I admired how she had corralled and arranged the plenitude of books 
we tend to gather. As Carolyn Heilbrun observed—albeit in a mystery 
novel—academics acquire books like ships acquire barnacles. Jane was a 
superb friend, kind and true to many, and is irreplaceable. 

Evelyn Haller 
Doane College

g

Meeting Jane Lilienfeld for the First Time

The very first time I attended an annual Woolf conference was at 
Plymouth State University. There, I encountered the very same 
generosity and intellectual camaraderie of Jane Lilienfeld so many 
have shared reminiscences of. She was in the audience for the paper I 
read aloud, and she came up to me afterwards to offer encouragement, 
support, and enthusiasm. I went on to read her literary criticism, and 
to find there much to admire and learn from. She introduced me to the 
positive side of conferences, and I think of her as one of those academics 
and human beings who offered a humane, lively, and gracious model 
of professionalism and dedication to intellectual life, as well as of 
course to Woolf. I feel this loss alongside others who have written their 
appreciation. 

Rishona Zimring 
Lewis & Clark

g
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In Memoriam
Cheryl Hindrichs 

fff

Cheryl: A Tribute
We lost Cheryl Hindrichs in July 2022. She had experienced illness for 
much of her life—and wrote brilliantly about it. At Boise State University 
she directed the Hemingway Lecture Series, led the Literature for Lunch 
lecture series, and taught at the Osher Lifelong Learning Institute. 

In 2016 she edited an important selection of essays on “Virginia Woolf 
and Illness” In her own perceptive and sensitive introductory essay she 
argued for the need to “reassess our paradigms for reading modernism,” 
and showed how Woolf’s meditations on illness have implications “not 
only for new directions in disability and feminist studies” but also for 
“our understanding of modernism in its historical and cultural contexts.” 
Notably, her comments about the 1918 influenza pandemic, “one of the 
decisive shaping forces of the early twentieth century,” now seem—
given our own experiences with pandemic— both historically sharp and 
uncannily prescient. Clearly, one of the losses caused by her untimely 
death was of the book she had long been working on, Pandemic Modernity, 
about the significance of the flu pandemic for literary modernism. 

Cheryl Hindrichs was a truly exceptional graduate student at Ohio State. 
If I may make a personal comment, for the reception upon my retirement 
two decades ago, Cheryl coordinated the presentation of, and chose, the 
gift from the students in the graduate program: a giant poster of Stanley 
Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey, which still hangs in my home, and 
which showed a keen awareness of the recipient. More importantly, she 
knew herself, and understood the many and complex roles her illness had 
in her own life. For the journal Ars Medica, she published in 2018 a long 
poem, “The Professor,” which begins:

If I should die
in this sterile bed
think not this of me, 
me paging listlessly
through one of those magazines that eddy
as flotsam here. . . . 
Instead, when the monotone
drops from beating,
beating,
ceases.
Find me with Beckett or Barnes,
Whitman or Woolf.
Rather than Judy pronouncing justice,
let there be silence 
in this corner of a hospital wing,
or, if you must,
let a fly buzz. 

Morris Beja 
The Ohio State University

A Memory of Cheryl Hindrichs
Cheryl had a mind that was attuned to the music of language, and would 
construct elaborate whorls of speech, reveling in their complexity. Here’s 
an example: “One thing I like about [the mind] is that—for all its deep 
unfathomable caves, its ability to encompass and indeed create galaxies, 
its deep intuitive understanding of the contradictions of the human animal 
and mind (qualities that would indeed create a certain darkness in any 
consciousness)—there is nonetheless also there the spark of brilliant hope 
and wit and the absurd.” If anyone’s mind could encompass galaxies, it 
was Cheryl’s. In her last message to me she asked for a poem to be read 
“when I’ve gone.” It is Theodore Roethke’s “The Waking,” and I read it 
into the waves at the end of Brighton pier on the night that I heard that she 
was dead: 

This shaking keeps me steady. I should know.
What falls away is always. And is near.
I wake to sleep, and take my waking slow.
I learn by going where I have to go. 

It’s rare that a friendship between a dissertation student and an adviser 
stands the test of time: too often these relationships are fraught with 
difficulty. With Cheryl, we could exchange music, spy novels, memories 
of dressing up as Rhoda and Percival, hospital poetry, favorite books and 
favorite courses. I will mourn her as deeply as one of my own children.

Sebastian D. G. Knowles 
The Ohio State University
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Remembering Cheryl Hindrichs

I did not know Cheryl very well personally, but I did enjoy working 
with her on her amazing contribution to Issue 90 of the Virginia Woolf 
Miscellany. When Cheryl invited submissions for her special topic 
“Virginia Woolf and Illness,” she brought together eight essays—and a 
poem—that explore aspects of sickness in multiple contexts. 

In “On Being Ill in the Twenty-First Century,” Claire Barber-Stetson 
applies Woolf’s insights to contemporary approaches to illness (from 
a perspective voiced only three years prior to the pandemic). Elise 
Swinford’s “Gone Sideways: Woolf’s Empathetic Sick Bed Travels,” 
David Eberly’s “Gassed: Virginia Woolf and Dentistry,” and Lynne 
Mijangos’ in “Listening for the Voices of Women: A Close Reading of On 
Being Ill” all examine Woolf’s own encounters with illness. “Indifference 
over Sympathy: Transcendental Communication in Woolf’s On Being Ill 
and Mrs. Dalloway” by Eileen Yu Xiaoxi, “Flush, the Sickroom, and the 
Heroine” by Layla Colón Vale, and “War, Alienation, and the Concept 
of Parrēsia in Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway” by Douglas Rasmussen 
explore the ways that Woolf depicts of illness in her (bio)fiction. The 
concluding section of the collection is Sandra Inskeep-Fox’s “down, down 
into truth,” a poem that evokes the mysteries and nuances of sickness. 
Cheryl sums up her own introductory overview and describes the cluster of 
writings by stating that the special topic reveals how

modernist engagement with illness departs from popular fiction and 
non-fiction by staging and rejecting biomedical and commercial 
frameworks and examining alternative perspectives—illness as a site 
for reflection, personal and cultural analysis, affirmation of our human 
mortality, and a redirection of our desire for the immortal toward a 
desire to dwell in the present moment. (48) 

The narratives that Cheryl solicited, gathered, edited, and organized are 
of immense relevance in Woolf studies and in our understanding of illness 
and of pandemics. Writing this remembrance, I realized how radically 
COVID has informed and altered Cheryl’s collection. As I read a passage 
in Cheryl’s Introduction, I found it to be all too relevant to the moment just 
three years ago when COVID first emerged. Cheryl states, “Our paradigms 
for reading illness in modernism will need to be informed by the historical 
context of the pandemic and alert for articulate silences. revealing new 
understandings of what illness is.” In concert with the resonances between 
1918 and 2019, Pandemic Modernity, Cheryl’s project which never came 
to fruition, would have been of invaluable relevance and would have 
evoked innumerable fresh understandings of illness. 

I want to honor Cheryl by encouraging readers to revisit her contribution to 
Issue 90. It is of great value and is also a cherished reminder of her gifted 
presence in the world of Woolf studies.

Vara Neverow 
Southern Connecticut State University
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Call for Papers for the  
Virginia Woolf Miscellany

s

Special Topic: The Evolution of the Miscellany 
Issue 100, Fall 2022-Winter 2023

Editors: J. J. Wilson, Vara Neverow, and Alec Pollak
Submissions will be accepted through to December 31, 2022.

Submissions should be no longer than 750 words  
(unless you have more to say).

Please send submissions to:
neverowv1@southernct.edu and abp77@cornell.edu

We are seeking submissions for Issue 100 of the Virginia Woolf 
Miscellany that focus on the evolution of the journal itself. The 
Miscellany was founded in 1973 as a forum for readers of all sorts 
to come together in shared enthusiasm (and shared curiosity) for an 
intriguing, engrossing, but (then) underappreciated writer: Virginia 
Woolf. The Miscellany was able to bring Woolf into focus and attract 
her readers at a time when she was still a “minor” figure both in critical 
reception and in academia. In the pages of the Miscellany’s first 99 
issues, one can trace the rise of a complex and multifaceted readership, 
and we hope the 100th issue of the Virginia Woolf Miscellany will offer an 
opportunity to reflect on the publication’s 50-year history and influence.  
We welcome contributions from “common readers,” graduate and 
undergraduate students (and high school students as well!), independent 
scholars, adjuncts and full professors and faculty who have retired, those 
who have just discovered the Miscellany for the first time and those who 
have contributed work to the Miscellany just recently or multiple times, 
those who have served as guest editors, those who are members of the 
International Virginia Woolf Society and have opted to receive print 
copies (a membership perk), those who access the print versions held in 
their university library’s collection, and those who read the Miscellany 
only online.  
The three co-editors of this 100th issue represent different three 
generations of engagement with the Miscellany, and each is eager to 
explore a distinct set of questions that delve into the categories listed 
below, including such topics as: 

• When and how (and why) did you initially encounter the 
Miscellany?

• How, as a common reader or an independent scholar or an 
academic, has the Miscellany inspired you and affected your 
reading and thinking?

• How has the Miscellany contributed to your research and 
publication if you are an independent scholar or an academic? 

• How has the Miscellany informed or inspired your learning 
experience as a student?   

Below we have clustered a range of more specific possible approaches 
for the contributions that emphasize the interests and perspectives of 
each editor. 
J. J. Wilson, Miscellany Co-Founder (Professor emeritus, Sonoma 
State University), created the Miscellany and launched it in 1973. 
Consider the prompts below as possible inspirations.  

J. J. wonders if you would like to write a (love) letter to the 
Miscellany, or perhaps more to the point, describe some of the ways 
VWM over the years has contributed to your reading and teaching 
and scholarship on Virginia Woolf and her circle. Did it remind you 
of something which you already knew or tell you about something 
new? Maybe the Miscellany has inspired you or influenced you or 
created new friendships in a welcoming community or discuss how 
you perceive the Miscellany has survived, thrived, and changed, or 
give us some ways to make it better by suggesting new features. 
Or cover ALL of these topics (in 750 words or less by the due date 
mentioned above). Good luck with that! 

Vara Neverow, Current Miscellany Editor (Professor, Southern 
Connecticut State University), inherited the journal in spring 

2003 when J. J. Wilson retired at Sonoma State University. In the 
transition, the format and focus of the Miscellany evolved in new 
ways, including the online publication and the focus on special 
topics.   

Vara suggests that you might want to discuss one of your favorite 
issues of the Miscellany or compare two of them. If you are an 
academic or independent scholar, you could consider how the 
Miscellany has shaped your understanding of Woolf studies and 
reception, influenced your scholarship, or contributed to your 
academic career through the building of a community. If you are a 
“common reader,” you could consider how the Miscellany informed 
your engagement with Woolf—and with Woolfians. Do you think 
the non-peer-review status of the Miscellany is valuable for those 
who wish to share their work? Are your experiences of accessing 
the online version of the Miscellany significantly different from 
reading the print version? Do you prefer one format over the 
other? What features of the Miscellany particularly appeal to you 
as a reader? For example, how does the content, focus, style, and 
appearance engage you? How do you think the Miscellany is likely 
to evolve in the digital age and in today’s literary landscape? How 
does the Miscellany align with the conversations on the VWoolf 
listserv, with various social media, or with the recent emergence of 
Zoom events (including those hosted by the International Virginia 
Woolf Society, the Woolf Salon co-conspirators, the Virginia Woolf 
Society of Great Britain, and other Woolf societies)? 

Alec Pollak, PhD Candidate (Cornell University), is at work on a 
dissertation about literary estates, in which the Miscellany features 
prominently.  

Alec has had the luxury of taking Virginia Woolf for granted as 
a widely-read, well-regarded author worthy of publication and 
attention—as a cornerstone of modernist and feminist thought, of 
what we might call English literary “canon.” Alec quickly learned 
that this had not always been the case and that Woolf’s status was, 
in fact, hard-won. She wonders what role the Miscellany has played 
establishing Woolf’s merits, tracing changes in readerly tastes, and 
cultivating a literary landscape wherein young readers can take 
Woolf’s accessibility as a given.  

And, of course, you are welcome to devise your own topic.

rrr
Issue 101 of the Virginia Woolf Miscellany

Special Topic: Twenty-First-Century Perspectives on Virginia Woolf:  
Feminisms, Genders, Politics, and Patriarchy
Editors: Kimberly Coates and Vara Neverow

Submissions should be no longer than 2,500 words.
Submissions are due by March 31, 2023.

Please send submissions to:
kimbec@bgsu.edu and neverowv1@southernct.edu

Activists in the twentieth-century Second-Wave feminist movement 
coined the phrase “the personal is political” to confront the patriarchy. 
Today, at least half a century later, the concept still applies, and one 
must still hold the patriarchy accountable for the marginalization and 
exploitation of cis-women and transwomen alike.
In this Call for Papers, we invite a variety of contributions that explore, 
define, and document a range of topics that cluster around Virginia 
Woolf’s own viewpoints and texts regarding patriarchy and its impact on 
girls and women (whether cis-born or trans). These approaches can align 
or clash with differing contemporary sexual and gender-based politics. 
Contributions can be in the form of essays, poetry, and artwork (note: 
the electronic edition of the issue will include color, but the print version 
will be in black-and-white format).
We hope to examine the evolution of this complex historical moment 
from multiple perspectives. While we offer a range of rhetorical 
questions below, we also encourage contributors to feel free to craft their 
own approaches. 
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• How do Woolf’s works intersect with reproductive rights; 
reproductive justice; girls, women’s and trans healthcare; and 
the representation, construction, and control of “female” bodies 
whether cis-born or other? 

• How do Woolf’s political insights play into the current opportunities 
and constraints of women’s rights in the workplace, in professions, 
and in labor? 

• How does Woolf’s advocacy for women’s financial stability and 
independence intersect with twenty-first variants of exclusion and 
inclusion of feminisms and womanism? 

• How can Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw’s diagramming of 
intersectionality, discrimination, privilege, and marginalization 
(for example, ablism, ageism, class, gender and sex, race/ethnicity/
nationality, religion, physical appearance including skin-tone) be 
applied to Woolf’s own advocacy? 

We envision articles that might place Woolf in the context of creative 
twenty-first-century conversations with feminist writers and advocates 
from Asia, the Middle East, Eastern Europe, Africa and the Americas. 
So too are feminist voices from the late-nineteenth through to the mid-
twentieth century. For example, such British and Western European 
activists as Josephine Butler, Annie Besant, Sylvia Pankhurst, Millicent 
Fawcett, Margaret Llewellyn Davies, Ray Strachey, and Simone de 
Beauvoir might provide relevant perspectives.
Woolf’s own critical reception as feminist and activist evolved at the 
same time that Second-Wave Anglo-American advocates, scholars, 
and novelists were expressing their views and offering their insights 
to a feminist readership. Such works include Valerie Solanas’s SCUM 
Manifesto (1967), Andrea Dworkin’s Woman-Hating: A Radical Look 
at Sexuality (1974); Audre Lorde’s Sister Outsider (1984); Margaret 
Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale (1985); Marilyn French’s Beyond 
Power: On Women, Men and Morals (1986); Patricia Hill Collins Black 
Feminist Thought: Knowledge, Consciousness, and the Politics of 
Empowerment (1990); Catherine MacKinnon’s Women’s Lives, Men’s 
Laws (2005); and bell hooks’ Feminism Is for Everybody: Passionate 
Politics (2000).
Over the decades, Third-, Fourth-, and Fifth-Wave generations of 
feminists have addressed the increasingly complex perceptions 
associated with the evolving intersections of sexuality and gender while 
also tackling the politics of patriarchy. Similarly, Woolf’s reception has 
become ever more intricate and more global as patriarchy has continued 
to encroach on the lives of women and girls (whether cis-born or trans). 
We welcome multiple approaches. Contributions can be confrontational 
and passionate but must also speak to collaborative inclusive efforts. We 
hope that submissions will feature methods, solutions, and possibilities 
that foster hope as we rely on Woolf as an inspiration to confront and 
counter the rising patriarchal backlash of the twenty-first century. 

f
Issue 102 Fall 2023 

Special Topic: Woolf’s 21st-Century Academia
Please submit article proposals of approximately 300 words by 15 

March 2023 
Final article drafts (no more than 2500 words including Works 

Cited) are due
by 15 May 2023  

Guest Editor: Emily M. Hinnov
Please send your submissions to: ehinnov@ccsnh.edu

This issue emerges from the International Virginia Woolf Society panel 
titled “Woolf’s 21st-Century Academia” at the 2022 MLA convention 
and invites feminist pedagogical interventions into our current and future 
undergraduate classrooms. In our profession, we have an opportunity to 
create what Woolf envisioned in Three Guineas as a totally novel version 
of higher education in the 21st century, that of “an experimental college, 
an adventurous college”:

It should teach the art of human intercourse, the art of 
understanding other people’s lives and minds…The aim of the new 

college, the cheap college, should be not to segregate and specialise, 
but to combine. It should explore the ways in which mind and body 
can be made to co-operate; discover what new combinations make 
good wholes in human life. 

Woolf’s humanistic perspective on life and art is emulated in many of 
our approaches to teaching; she encourages collaborative discovery 
and meaning-making when it comes to future social outcomes of art 
and education. Woolf’s work also suggests a new lens through which 
we might view the ever-evolving field of literary modernism. Strictly 
canonical modernism engages in the predominant “master narratives” 
of early 20th-century transatlantic history which reinforce gender, race, 
and class conventions. Yet this is only a part of a wider, richer, more 
innovative, and increasingly interdisciplinary story of modernism that 
continues to be told. The essays in this issue will suggest an array of 
activist feminist learning strategies that are mutually generative for 
instructors, common readers, professors, scholars, and students alike—
offering us those “new combinations [that] make good wholes in human 
life.”
Further, this issue seeks to extend Woolf’s insights into our own 
pedagogical practices, perhaps building on the ideas of such scholars as 
bell hooks, Paolo Freire, Gayatri Spivak, Audre Lorde, Cathy Davidson, 
Cherríe Moraga, Gloria Anzaldúa, Kimberlé Crenshaw, Kathleen 
Fitzgerald, and Patricia Hill Collins. Proposals are open to discussions 
of a variety of feminist modernist writers; the issue will emphasize 
Woolfian pedagogy, or her ideas for a new university, but can address 
authors, movements, or themes other than Woolf. In so doing, essays 
could propose a renewed pedagogy that opens us to ways of moving 
forward—whether that be from places of precarity or positions of 
privilege—to envision a new kind of higher education. Essays might 
discuss how we can create more inclusive and collaborative learning 
spaces which resist the types of authoritative preaching that Woolf 
condemns yet are still often found in academe. As Beth Rigel Daugherty 
reminds us, Woolf “cared about education, teaching, learning, reading, 
and writing, and she modelled a pedagogy, one we might call ethical” 
(6). Essays here, then, might consider how to blend the personal and 
the professional in a manner that describes the ethics of teaching from a 
Woolfian feminist perspective.
This issue speaks to how we might put feminism into practice through 
our scholarly and pedagogical work. Woolf’s thoughts on pedagogy will 
anchor this issue, although proposals are encouraged to provide further 
discussion about how and why we teach feminist modernist works in 
our humanities classes at various types of institutions with various 
undergraduate audiences while at various stages of our careers in the 
profession. Papers could address topics such as the reconsideration of 
Woolfian-inspired pedagogies and their relationship to other feminist 
modernist writers and artists, as well as:

• Poor Queer studies;
• the Society of Outsiders;
• feminist, ethical, anti-racist, and anti-fascist commitments beyond 

elite academia;
• teaching first-generation college students;
• teaching non-English majors in STEM-focused institutions;
• critical university studies;
• the feminist knowledge commons for common readers;
• Woolfian workshopping and mentoring communities;
• open access publishing beyond class stratifications, elite power 

structures, and patriarchal knowledge production; intersectional 
approaches to teaching feminist modernism.

We also welcome essays that open the issue up beyond undergradu-
ate teaching, or link that to other kinds of teaching and power relations 
within academe. For instance, how might the feminist university respond 
to contemporary strains of fascism, war, or economic competition 
(within and beyond conventional universities)? What kinds of constraints 
and necessities emerge from the tension between Woolf’s feminist vision 
of education and the available material supports for higher education?

v v v v v v v
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Portmanteau 
Woolf
Edited by 

Shilo McGiff & Valérie Favre

Thoughts on Peace During a Train Ride:  
Rethinking Patriotism with Virginia Woolf and Leida Kibuvits1

If Virginia Woolf had packed a portmanteau and travelled to Estonia 
in the late 1930s, she would have probably ended up traveling by train 
within the country. Let’s imagine she did so, and that on a June evening 
she took a train from Tallinn to Tartu and was seated opposite Leida 
Kibuvits, an Estonian novelist. As the train passed through the Estonian 
countryside, they noticed one another and their similar portmanteaus; 
they found out that they both wrote novels and that the books in their 
bags held similar ideas. Kibuvits had in her bag her novel Rahusõit 
(“An Evening Ride,” 1933) and Woolf had her Three Guineas (1938), 
newly finished. They were struck by similarities. In Three Guineas, 
Woolf asks, “…what does ‘patriotism’ mean to [the woman]? Has she 
the same reasons for being proud of England, for loving England, for 
defending England?” (Three Guineas [TG] 130). No, she does not, 
Woolf concludes, because patriotism has been defined by men, for men, 
often going hand in hand with an aggressive and expansionist form 
of nationalism (see Heywood 175-87). In her careful argumentation, 
Woolf demonstrates how this aggressive patriotism in the public 
sphere reciprocates violence in the private sphere, as “the tyrannies 
and servilities of the one are the tyrannies and servilities of the other” 
(TG 240). In Rahusõit, Kibuvits explores a similar issue by further 
questioning the consequences of the violences enacted in public and 
private spaces: “when men kill in war to protect their home, they are 
deemed heroes” (Kibuvits 120), but “when a woman singlehandedly 
protects herself and her tiny home […] she is a murderer. And of course, 
a cruel one” (120).2 It appears from these exchanges that if Three 
Guineas and Rahusõit were to end up in the same portmanteau, one 
would enrich the other. More specifically, when reading Rahusõit in the 
light of Three Guineas, it becomes clear that both Woolf and Kibuvits 
envision, through their rethinking what peace and violence entail, a 
feminist love for one’s country that subverts patriarchal conceptions of 
patriotism and moves across political borders. 

Rahusõit was published when Hitler’s fascist nationalism was becoming 
an increasing threat to Europe. Because Estonia’s history was already 
one of successive occupations, developing and maintaining a sense 
of national pride and patriotism were doubly crucial.3 In a country 
whose autonomy was hard-won and remained under the threat of a 
powerful neighbour, Russia, writers from the first years of the Republic 

1 I’d like to acknowledge the Estonian Research Council for the PRG934 grant 
that made the writing of this paper possible. Thanks also to the ILCEA4 of 
Grenoble University for allowing me to use their library resources.
2 All translations from Estonian are mine, unless otherwise cited.
3 Estonia was recognised as a political nation for the first time in 1918, after the 
various foreign rules of Sweden, Denmark, and Tsarist Russia. During World War 
II, Estonia was successively occupied by the Soviets in 1940, by Nazi Germany in 
1941, and finally by Soviet forces, again, in 1944. Estonia remained under Soviet 
rule after the war due to the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact, which illegally allocated 
the Baltic countries to Soviet forces in the event of a victory by Allied forces. 
Estonia regained its independence in 1991, after a series of peaceful uprisings and 
mass demonstrations against Soviet rule, including the Baltic Way of 1989—a 
human chain that extended approximately 430 miles across Lithuania, Latvia, and 
Estonia.

(1919-1940) who were not openly patriotic, were not easily canonized. 
Accordingly, the existing literary canon from that period leans towards 
male-authored texts that are patriotic, nationalist, and reinforce the 
idea that nations are built, ruled, and defended by men. Few women 
novelists from the early twentieth century have made it into the Estonian 
canon. Those who have are mostly poets, such as Lydia Koidula—the 
great “national poetess”—who wrote sentimentally patriotic verses that 
reproduce the idea of women as passive and beautiful admirers of men 
and homeland.4 Kibuvits’s work is not nationalistic in the conventional, 
patriarchal sense. In her novel, Manglus Sepapoeg (Manglus the Smith’s 
Son, 1936), for example, she criticises the violent masculinity of the 
“hero” of the Estonian epic Kalevipoeg (Kalev’s Son, 1857-1861).5 
Moreover, Kibuvits, writing during a time of Soviet rule, sometimes 
expresses socialist ideas which, because of the communist occupation, 
might be read as anti-patriotic. Kibuvits’s work is not canonized at all; 
and yet, Rahusõit contains love for one’s country.6

In direct translation, the title of Kibuvits’s novel means “a ride of 
peace,” or “peace-ride.” The term “rahusõit” refers to the last train of 
the day, signalling a time to go to bed, to fall into a peaceful sleep. The 
characters feel the train coming “through the air” that smells like the 
“wild rosemary” that grows in the nearby marshes (Kibuvits 44, 45). 
The soothing effect of this routine, however, is accompanied by a rather 
sinister effect on the characters’ bodies. The vibrations of the train make 
the air “feel like it’s full of crumbling and crashing cobblestones. They 
chafe while they crackle” (44). Their houses “shake. Roofs ding” (44). 
Eege Praakli, Kibuvits’s protagonist, feels these sensations in her body 
as she lies in bed, or when she wanders along the railroad and “the 
flow of air grabs her by the scruff” (44, 60), and makes her fall to the 
ground. The coming train fills the air with implicit, agential violence. 
This agency, “stored” in the ambivalent image of the train, itself perhaps 
a masculinist/patriarchal symbol of force going through other bodies, 
signals a threat to Eege even as it suggests the very possibility of peace 
latent in the countryside.

Rahusõit takes place in an unnamed springtime of the early 1930s in 
an unnamed countryside somewhere in Estonia. Rahusõit’s protagonist 
Eege lives in a tiny house by the railway with her mother-in-law, Liisa, 
and her husband, Sammul, who works as a railway guard. Eege’s father 
was a wandering musician from an unnamed country who stopped at 
Eege’s grandfather’s bakery to play music, and “hug” Eege’s mother 
(38). All he left behind were some verses written in a foreign tongue, 
and, Eege. Eege’s mother found a name for Eege from these rhymes 
as “she rummaged through a few verses on the wall, and then stopped 
at one” (39). “Eegen,” which is closest to “eege,” means “odd,” 
“peculiar,” or “eccentric” in Luxembourgish.7 All these words describe 
Eege fittingly, because she inherited her father’s freckles, red hair, and 
inherited a desire to create art—characteristics which set her apart from 
the traditional Estonian woman. Eege is not like her “good mother,” 
who was blonde, large (that is, good for childrearing and housework), 
“obedient and religious” (95). In Eege lives the spirit of her “red-
4 In one of her most iconic poems, “Sind surmani” (“You ’til death”) published in 
1867, the daughters of Estonia are “blossoming and pretty like flowers” and the 
sons are “brave and strong” (20).
5 Kalevipoeg, written by Friedrich Reinhold Kreutzwald and first published in 
1857, is considered to be one of the most important literary works in the Estonian 
language and one that first created a sense of a nation in a literary work. Its 
twenty cantos are based on oral folk stories. The Son of Kalev, the national hero, 
is a giant mythical figure who has many violent adventures to protect Estonia. 
See the following site for an English version: https://www.gutenberg.org/
files/19438/19438-h/19438-h.htm.
6 The little criticism that exists today looks at Kibuvits’s difficult life. Maarja 
Vaino examines Kibuvits’s work most systematically and gives the most 
comprehensive overview of her life story. There is also a recent book called Kirev 
(Variegated, 2018), which is a combination of an overview of her life and work. 
A short overview of her life in English can be found here: https://kondas.ee/
exhibitions/2018/works-by-leida-kibuvits. 
7 See https://en.glosbe.com/lb/en/eegen.
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bearded, rebellious, wanderer father” (95). Eege’s paternal “origin” 
and her looks are important because they reveal the inherently violent 
attitudes towards otherness in Estonian society in the early twentieth 
century.

Eege’s mother-in-law refers to Eege as “a witch” (95) and hates her. She 
hates Eege, her 20-year-old daughter-in-law, so much that she attempts 
to kill her by trying to push her off a speeding train. Eege avoids the 
fall by biting into Liisa’s hand, which makes the older woman scream 
and attract the conductor’s attention. Eege survives, forgives, and tells 
her husband nothing. This, and many other more subtle violences that 
Eege experiences bring to mind Woolf’s writing in “Thoughts on Peace 
in an Air Raid,” where she observes that “Hitlers are bred by slaves” 
(Essays 6 243), meaning women yielding to patriarchal ideologies 
impose restrictive roles on both their daughters and sons which results in 
violence such as Eege experiences. Kibuvits’s portrayal of the mother-
in-law is a perfect example of a woman who might hold such patriarchal 
ideas of patriotism. This hatred for Eege is not simply embedded in 
an internalized misogyny but also in her mother-in-law’s xenophobia. 
Kibuvits indicates that Eege’s mother-in-law tries to kill her for not 
being a “good” woman and for carrying foreign genes in her freckles and 
red hair. 

Sammul, Eege’s husband, too, feels the pressure of these patriarchal 
violences. On a hot day, Eege is having a cold “bath” in a rain barrel 
outside their house. Sammul’s boss, Leevol, notices her and approaches 
her, forcing his hands into the barrel where Eege stands in her 
underwear. Leevol propositions Eege, but Eege refuses to have sex with 
him and runs to the house, leaving Leevol banging on the doors and 
screaming to be let in. Once Sammul returns from work, he learns that 
Eege did not let Leevol in, and gets angry because he anticipates that 
his boss will threaten to fire him—which he soon does. In the economic 
crises of the late ‘20s and early ‘30s, the potential loss of a job and 
the housing that comes with it, is a source of considerable anxiety for 
their family (see Varrak 106-29). Eege’s husband tells her that she is 
not “like other women” (Kibuvits 94) and forces her to apologise to 
Leevol to save Sammul’s job. When Eege stands up for herself and does 
not apologise, Sammul, following his mother’s advice, slaps her. Eege 
attempts to save Sammul’s job and her dignity by plotting to murder 
Leevol, who, eventually, being a drunk, stumbles and falls under the last 
train of the evening. Eege is witness to this fall, and the text remains 
unclear about her complicity in the final resolution of this “peace ride.” It 
is here that the narrative voice suggestively contemplates “when men kill 
in war to protect their homes, they are deemed heroes,” but when women 
kill at home, or to protect themselves, they are deemed murderers (90). 

Eege’s freckles, red hair, and her desire to create poems and melodies 
are eloquent then, as writers were expected to envision precisely the 
national ideal that Kibuvits critiques. By depicting a red-headed woman 
from an ambiguous ethnic background in Rahusõit, Kibuvits urges the 
readers to reconsider what patriotism means. Kibuvits thus puts forward 
a question that echoes Woolf’s reflection in Three Guineas: what does 
patriotism mean to a woman? how can she contribute to the “well-being” 
of a nation? Kibuvits develops an answer embedded in the environment 
and land where the novel is located. As mentioned above, Eege inherited 
a desire to create from her father: she has written poems in secret since 
childhood, she often drifts off to a world of her own, and is of little 
practical help in the household (itself a refusal to be a hard-working 
housewife), which leaves her plenty of time to pay intimate attention to 
her surroundings. 

On a sunny summer day, Eege lies with her “freckled chin in the sand, 
hands spread out on the grass” (89), feeling the train passing “rat, rat, 
rat,” looking at the fir trees that “shine golden green through the wheels 
of the train” (89). She sinks into her environment, as: 

[she] spreads out her palm, moves the fingers and presses the hand 
into a fist. Smells the fingers—yes, the air has a scent of honey. The 
air feels liquid, undulating heavily like glycerine. The sky pours out 

a pinkish glow. Down yonder, glycerine thickens into a mist at the 
edge of a marsh. Into bluish ointment. When you open your mouth, 
close it, and move it, you feel the air tastes like glycerine. Luscious-
sweet like honey […]. (114) 

This thick, sweet air vibrates with millions of insects flying and 
humming, and “perhaps even the train tracks hum, albeit quieter than the 
million tiny insects” (114). This attention to the environment and nature 
is present throughout the novel and almost always tied to the railroad and 
the passing train. These passages are also written in free indirect speech 
that blurs the lines between character, narrator, and reader and enhances 
the presence of the environment described. This style paints a vivid 
picture of what life in the Estonian countryside feels like in summer—
sweet, boring, and incredibly vibrant with nonhuman life.

The central presence of the railway and the daily repetition of the passing 
train is then paradoxically connected to the sense of peace that develops 
from knowing one’s surroundings and being attuned to them. Perhaps the 
ambivalence inherent to the train is Kibuvits’s way of showing that there 
are many ways to love one’s country. When framed with Woolf’s critique 
of patriotism, these passages become eloquent manifestations of Eege’s 
peaceful, feminist love for her country. In her work on Woolf and the 
pastoral, Shilo McGiff reminds us that Woolf’s oft-quoted claim in Three 
Guineas “as a woman I have no country. As a woman I want no country. 
As a woman my country is the whole world” (TG 185), which has been 
read as her anti-national cosmopolitanism, is immediately followed by: 

And if, when reason has said its say, still some obstinate emotion 
remains, some love of England dropped into a child’s ears by the 
cawing of rooks in an elm tree, by the splash of waves on a beach[,] 
[…] she will make serve her to give to England first what she 
desires of peace and freedom for the whole world. (185)8 

The drop of irrational love Woolf references is clearly articulated in the 
above passages of Kibuvits’s novel. Through Eege, Kibuvits develops an 
embodied sense of belonging to a place, stemming from being attuned 
to the specifics of that place. This might come across as a romantic, 
idealised version of patriotism, but when we read this through a feminist 
and ecocritical lens, it allows us to discover an attachment to a place that 
is concentrated on environmentally aware preservation of life.9 

At the end of the novel, Eege and Sammul sit in front of their house, 
thinking of the changes they can finally make now that “peace is in the 
house” (Kibuvits 122)—a common Estonian expression that marks the 
end of an argument. Now that Leevol is dead and Sammul’s mother has 
gone to live with her sister, Eege decides on getting a goat (122), instead 
of a cow as her mother-in-law previously insisted. Goats are not typically 
Estonian farm animals; cows are much more common. Yet, at Eege’s 
small household, in the marsh-dominated location where they live, a 
small goat makes more sense. This act then is also a way of letting go of 
clichéd national imagery, and building place-specific new ways forward, 
with goats and red-headed women.

The communion that settles upon Eege’s home might also have been 
felt in the encounter between Virginia Woolf and Leida Kibuvits, had 
Woolf taken an evening train in an unnamed June, through an unnamed 
countryside in Estonia. In that train, they would have realised that 
their portmanteaus, albeit each unique, could be repacked so as to 
create a transnational, feminist dialogue—a dialogue which would not 
be constrained by the political borders of a country, but which would 

8 In “Out of the Heart of Spring: Virginia Woolf and the Changing Shapes of 
Pastoral 1928-1938” (2018), McGiff explores the extent to which Woolf’s vision 
of utopian freedom and peace is located in the pastoral and how this pastoral 
sentiment significantly complicates Woolf’s disavowal of national belonging (see 
McGiff 222-224). 
9 See for example Kristin Czarnecki’s “Woolf and Nature” (2010) and Diana 
L. Swanson’s “Eco-Woolf” (2012), two special issues of The Virginia Woolf 
Miscellany.
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encompass various loves for various places that together result in the 
preservation of all places. 

Eret Talviste
The University of Tartu
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Woolf’s Arrows

Years ago, reading To the Lighthouse, I stumbled on one of Woolf’s 
phrases in “Time Passes”: “Night after night, summer and winter, 
the torment of storms, the arrow-like stillness of fine weather, held 
their court without interference” (To the Lighthouse [TTL] 110; my 
emphasis). I say “stumble” almost literally for, as many readers will 
know, words have this capacity to stop us dead in our tracks, demanding 

our attention, beckoning strangely. The “arrow-like stillness of fine 
weather”? I thought, what does that even mean?—And yet. Yet I could 
see what she was getting at here. The piercing quality of the sun in a blue 
sky; I could see it, feel it—on my own skin and retina, like an “arrow of 
sensation.”1 I wondered why Woolf’s strange blending had worked so 
well on me. Surely, Woolf being Woolf, she must have an extraordinary 
array of word-options at her disposal; so why the rather puzzling (albeit 
euphonic) association? Let us look more closely.

To describe this strange sun-soaked motionlessness, Woolf uses an object 
that generally connotes movement in one way or another. An arrow can 
be shot at a target, demonstrating its usefulness in motion, or indicate a 
direction or another object, thereby provoking movement on the part of 
whoever beholds it—but the reader knows that the house is “empty” at 
this point (TTL 110). Is it that movement occurs on the imperceptible 
scale of seasons as “night and day, month and year r[u]n shapelessly 
together” (TTL 110)? Or again, we might think of the even more abstract 
notion that, even in flight, at each of the points in its trajectory the 
arrow never actually moves: “the arrow is where it is, though at the next 
instant it is somewhere else. It is never moving, but in some miraculous 
way the change of position has to occur between the instants, that is 
to say, not at any time whatever” (Russell 140; original emphasis). 
In her phenomenological study of modernist art and philosophy, Ann 
Banfield cites Bertrand Russell and notes the affinity between his 
mathematical explorations and Woolf’s “description of unoccupied 
places and times” (Banfield 147). With this enigmatic arrow, it is as if 
Woolf forced her reader to confront the gap between their perception of 
physical reality and the counterintuitive data of physics, emphasizing 
at once the embodied nature of human understanding and the otherness 
of what escapes it. From this angle, this is a patchwork arrow, braiding 
human notions of movement or stillness, with the impersonal reality of 
mathematical time and non-human perspectives. 

Yet, even then, what are we to make of this strange, pointy sort of 
stillness and its apparent relevance to a fine day? Does this have to do 
with a blinding sunbeam and the (equally imperceptible) arrow-like 
speed of light? Or was it that Woolf, keenly aware that approximation—
contradiction, even—effectively triggers the readers’ investment and 
imagination in the creative process, deliberately chooses a puzzling 
phrase? There is the difficulty to reconcile an arrow with notions of 
stillness, but there is also the composition of the simile itself. The 
“arrow-like” blend, composed of two words separated by a hyphen, 
makes distance and difference visible on the page; its shape materializes 
the heterogeneity convoked by the phrase and this gives a form to 
approximation. Such maneuvering of difference connotes multiplicity: 
what the text does not describe, the reader must imagine and speculate 
about, as I have done. Writing on To the Lighthouse, Erich Auerbach 
speaks of the rendering of random everyday moments (Auerbach 548-
49) and of “overlapping, completing, and contradiction [as] yield[ing] 
something that we might call a synthesised cosmic view or at least a 
challenge to the reader’s will to interpretative synthesis” (Auerbach 549; 
my emphasis). Not only does the tension intrinsic to the simile create a 
sense of space and perspective, once more alluding to a “cosmic view” 
unavailable to us, but it also implicates readers in the writing by asking 
them to make sense of it for themselves.

In her “Phases of Fiction” (1929), Woolf describes a similar process in 
reference to Dostoevsky: “He strikes out a character or a scene by the 
use of glaring oppositions which are left unbridged. Extreme terms like 
‘love’ and ‘hate’ are used so lavishly that we must race our imaginations 
to cover the ground between them” (Essays [E] 5 68; my emphasis). The 
participative mode of reading Woolf describes here clearly originates 
in a specific “gap-magnifying” practice. I call it, after Merleau-Ponty, 
Woolf’s hyperdialectic tensions. Merleau-Ponty defines “hyperdialectic” 

1 There are several “arrows of sensation” in The Waves ([TW]14, 104, 144, 150); 
however; none of them is quite as confounding as the one shot at us in “Time 
Passes.”

Photo by Valérie Ungerer on Unsplash 
https://unsplash.com/photos/Vf7XHD9odZQ
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as “a dialectic ‘without synthesis’ which is not a sign of futility but of 
‘a good dialectic’” (Merleau-Ponty 94-95). The movement between 
things—be they affects, ideas, or, as in Orlando, gender identities—
never reaches a conclusion or final form, and it always leaves room for 
yet other groupings. It conveys a sense of the irreducible heterogeneity2 
of lived experience. Woolf’s counter-intuitive arrow implies just such 
open dialectic. It is one that does not close in on itself but gestures 
towards an outside, always to be invested by the reader’s imagination. In 
the end, it is precisely through these jarring images that Woolf makes us 
get at the feeling itself. 

Towards the end of her life, Woolf was concerned with what we might 
now call reader response. The posthumously discovered “Anon,” “The 
Reader” and “Notes for Reading at Random” edited by Brenda R. Silver, 
evidence Woolf’s increased focus on the influence of audience and 
reader responses on the artwork: 

The poet is no longer a nameless wandering voice, but attached 
to his audience[,] tethered to one spot and played upon by outside 
influences. […] As the book goes out into a larger, a more varied 
audience these influences become more and more complex. 
According to its wealth, its poverty, its education, its ignorance, 
the public demands what satisfies its own need—poetry, history, 
instruction, a story to make them forget. The thing that the 
writer has to say becomes increasingly cumbered. It is only to be 
discovered in a flash of recognition—Thus some say that their 
beards bristle when they come upon it; others that a thrill runs down 
the nerves of the thigh. (Woolf qtd. in Silver 390)3 

Perhaps there is a connection to be made between Woolf’s attunement 
to these dynamics and the “fluid” criticism she muses on in June 1940 
(Diary of Virginia Woolf [D] 5 298), one she describes in “The Reader” 
as “that state of mind in which it seems possible to us to write the book, 
not to read it” (Woolf qtd. in Silver 433). As early as 1906, a younger 
Woolf writes about the temple at Olympia that “[Baedeker] will count 
the statues; a dozen archaeologists will arrange them in a dozen different 
ways; but the final work must be done by each fresh mind that sees 
them” (A Passionate Apprentice 319). In the same way as a play needs 
to be performed to fully exist, these statues take on meaning only when 
they are looked at. Rita Felski thus argues that “[w]orks cannot be 
cordoned off from those who actualize them; they are constituted via 
the act of reception” (Felski 147; original emphasis); “any meaning 
can be activated only by [their] audiences” (Felski 157). Interestingly, 
Miss La Trobe’s pageant in Between the Acts ends with a scene which 
the programme given to guests refers to as “Present time. Ourselves” 
(105) and that brings the audience into the performance via the use of 
mirrors. As the gramophone’s tune changes, the actors come out from the 
bushes holding mirrors which “dar[t], fla[sh], expos[e]” (109), catching 
spectators who have no choice but to confront their “parts” (109)—their 
fragmented bodies as well as all the roles they play. This might also 
be yet another way to read Woolf’s oft-quoted belief that “we are the 
words, we are the music; we are the thing itself’” (“A Sketch of the Past” 
85). As readers, audience, spectators, “we are part of the work of art” 
(85). I am tempted to use a passage from Woolf’s 1917 short story “The 
Mark on the Wall” as a metaphor for the way we readers take part in the 
artwork. Its protagonist spots something on her living room wall above 
the mantelpiece and speculates on what it is. Resembling several things 
successively, provoking questions at once grand and unanswerable along 
the way, the mark triggers a free-associating moment. At some point, 
the mark seems to protrude from the wall, even “cast[ing] a perceptible 

2 This is a phrase I share serendipitously with, but developed independently of, 
Karen Barad (see Barad 149).
3 Woolf goes on: “To disengage the song from the effect of the audience becomes 
as time goes on a task for the critic—that specially equipped taster […]” (Woolf 
qtd. in Silver 390). Many a reader response scholar might disagree with the 
disengagement Woolf calls for. Nevertheless, this distancing from external 
influences appears to start with an acknowledgement of their effect on the creative 
process and form.

shadow” (80), appearing to be round like “a smooth tumulus like those 
barrows on the South Downs which are, they say, either tombs or camps” 
(80). The onlooker imagines a retired Colonel, an amateur antiquary and 
improvised archaeologist, digging up those “barrows” and finding—of 
all things—“arrowheads” (80-81). All that is needed is the removal 
of one letter4 (and a few layers of earth) to uncover arrows from our 
memory, either collective or individual. And so, the readers dig up their 
own reservoirs of sensations and images to fill in the gaps….

In “Poetry, Fiction, and the Future” (1927), Woolf asks herself: “Can 
[prose] leap at one spring at the heart of its subject as the poet does? I 
think not” (E4 436); and yet, she performs what she calls for here when 
she speaks of “the common and the complex—can prose say the simple 
things which are so tremendous?” (436). The common and the complex 
are not exactly opposites, but they can be thought of as somewhat 
distant from one another; yet it is as if their shared first syllables (com-) 
bring them together, as if the neutral coordinator (“and”), in keeping 
from qualifying their relation, juxtaposes them in an indiscriminate 
way, characteristic of everyday life in all its messiness. Simple and 
tremendous could also be conceived of as remote, but Woolf draws a 
direct line between them without much explanation; and this almost 
oxymoronic equating of the simple with the tremendous accurately 
conveys life’s strange combinations, even destabilizing what is thought 
of as distant. Woolf’s unlikely pairings thus seem to come as near as 
can be to “life itself”5 and, in the end, hit the mark. The impression we 
get is one of heterogeneity, approximation, and accuracy combined, 
reminiscent of Rhoda’s superimposition of the “square and oblong” 
in The Waves (95, 121, 136). As Gillian Beer has recently observed, 
it resolves experience in an abstraction so extreme that it’s all-
encompassing so that “the thing that lies beneath the semblance of the 
thing” (95) is there for the reader to feel.

Marie Allègre
University of Birmingham
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Eve and Virginia Woolf Peruse Flash at the Tattoo Parlor

with lines from Woolf’s “On Being Ill”

Ice, soft hills of ice
layered on the windowpane,
these liquid forms constrained
by the body’s death.

a strange beauty
this incessant making up of shapes

and casting them down

Both purposeful impermanence
and a way to fix meaning in the skin 
even if the mind wanders.

a snow field where even the print of birds’ feet is 
unknown

Jade paperweight
an open window:

any unblemished object
will prove transitory.

it is rashness that we chiefly need
planting evergreens in the face of ruin

Let us examine the rose. 

Not for me. Sometimes I feel sick to death
of flowers, ether-sweet.

also divinely heartless 
with prim cardboard collars
tinged apricot and amber

Birds, then. Swallows for home, 
speaking no language but their own. 

the rooks, rising in a net, fall 
in a net      upon      the elm trees

Here. Would you have me sly and smiling?
Should I choose to wear a woman?

witness her angel’s wings, scandalously 
unfinished

And bought with blood and sting.
But you would be the gaze itself,
the needle, not—

this monster,

the body, 
this miracle,            its pain

For thine is the kingdom: 

the solitude of the bedroom
the sheath of a knife

Note: All italicized lines (VW as speaker) in this poem are drawn from 
Woolf’s essay “On Being Ill.”

I happen to have a Woolf-related tattoo, which led me, in a fit of 
whimsy, to the setting for this poem, one in a series of Eve poems 
I’ve been writing (haphazardly) over the past few years. In the 
series—monologues at first, now verse dialogues—Eve is the 
perpetually curious Everywoman. She has history but no agenda. 
Usually the second speaker is mythological, or so far removed in 
history that I feel no qualms in ventriloquizing. Not so with Woolf; 
hence, I drew all her lines in this poem (italicized) from “On Being 
Ill,” hoping the contrast between source and setting would prove 
fruitful. 

Familiars

the last light handful remaining of that tall and abundant 
woman 

Sylvia Townsend Warner,  
from her diary entry of 26 January 1942

Virginia lights a cigarette and stretches her legs: timber-creak on the 
winter Thames. She must go for a walk. Sinking shadows twitch and 
jerk like Diaghilev dancers, all angles and sacrifice. In the corner 
Valentine and Vita play chess. Crimson and emerald pieces slide over 
a frozen board, which melts onto the floor in rivulets the dogs should 
lap up. Having declared herself a witch, Sylvia pours tea. A damselfly, 
that one, narrow and restless, no regard for place. The impulse to try on 
her spectacles, her iridescence. Virginia can almost hear the humming 
as the other woman takes notes—treble clef, bass staff. The trouble 
with having another writer to dinner, this mirroring of observer and 
observed. Assemble one’s public artifice and the performance is subject 
to speculation, will be recorded and played back in another register; 
offer no pose, expend one’s effort to resist withholding, and the exertion 
becomes the portrait regardless. Exhausting, deciding which version of 
the self to offer. And how much there is to regret: the roses on her burnt-
velvet skirt a disappointing burgundy; the agony of yet another lace 
shawl; gale of silent pages tumbling out behind her head. The chill—
how is it they are alone in the room? She must offer Sylvia a sweater. 
Something glazed in celadon. The ash from her cigarette spreads into a 
murmuration, familiars in someone else’s dream: salamanders, sparrows, 
stones from an uncrossed river. 

Epigraph source: Townsend Warner, Sylvia. The Diaries of Sylvia 
Townsend Warner. Edited by Claire Harman. London: Chatto & Windus, 
1994. 

After the success of Sylvia Townsend Warner’s delightfully odd 
novel Lolly Willowes, Virginia Woolf invited her to dine. During 
the dinner, when Woolf asked how Warner was so well informed on 
the doings of witches, Warner impulsively replied, “Because I am 
one.” I have carried this anecdote around like a particularly pleasing 
pocket pebble. “Familiars” is the result—a postprandial nested 
dreamscape. 
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“drawing finer and finer the thread between us”

The artwork “drawing finer and finer the thread between us” brings 
together two projects: Woolf Words (2019-present) and a series of hand-
stitched pieces on felt, Tactile Investigations (2016-present). The impetus 
for joining them came last summer when I participated in an exhibition, 
My Covid Year, featuring artists who had made work about their lives 
during the pandemic.1 The phrase—“drawing finer and finer the thread 
between us”—is from The Waves and speaks to an increasingly felt 
physical and emotional distance from family, friends, and community 
(The Waves [TW] 112). From March 29, 2020 to June 13, 2021 I posted 
phrases on Instagram I had extracted from Virginia Woolf’s writing that 
resonated with the pandemic.2 Bringing these phrases into juxtaposition 
with the stitchings posted during this time prompted me to think about 
how, while writing The Waves, Woolf exclaimed in her diary “never, 
in my life, did I attack such a vague yet elaborate design; whenever I 
make a mark I have to think of its relation to a dozen others” (Diary 
[D] 3 259). Woolf, I realized, considered words as an artist thinks of 
mark-making. My stitching is a practice of mark-making, as is how 
I reassemble, remix, and recreate Woolf’s words using operations of 
chance. 

The phrase “rolling me over the waves will shoulder me under” from 
The Waves initiated the Woolf Words project (TW 151). For years I’ve 
been considering how to articulate why Woolf is so meaningful for me. 
It has to do with the texture and structure of her writing (something 
Woolf herself wrote about), how her novels aren’t comprised of linear 
narratives, and how she asks me to pay close attention to words. The 
Waves and To the Lighthouse are especially resonant. “rolling me over 
the waves will shoulder me under” (TW 151) shimmers through me. 
I feel those words. And so, I read Woolf slowly, oftentimes out loud, 
keeping an ear out for words and phrases that move me emotionally and 
physically. 

Woolf Words and Tactile Investigations each developed from my research 
on contemporary artists who make work in response to Woolf. Why is 
Woolf so compelling for them? Artist Moyra Davey wonders this too and 
responds by asking: “What if the most gratifying reading is the one that 
also entails the risks of producing a text of one’s own?” (15). A book, she 
explains, “gives permission” and “asserts itself”; it “concretizes a desire 
in the process of becoming” (38). Woolf’s writing asserts itself on me 
and the artists I study. In the work that interests me most, an artist creates 
an experience that continues and reinvents some aspect of reading 
Woolf. The work speaks to experiences that are haptic and tactile, 
phenomenological, and embodied (only if I am permitted to handle work 
does my experience of it move from the haptic to the tactile). Woolf 

1 Melissa Johnson. Drawing finer and finer the thread between us. Text and textile 
installation comprised of typewritten text on vellum, thread, and embroidery floss 
on wool felt. My Covid Year. Heartland Community College, August 16-October 
8, 2021.
2 My Instagram account is: @maj64 

Words and Tactile Investigations emerged from my desire to speak with 
these artists from a place of creative and embodied knowledge. 

I use an online concordance of Woolf’s writing3 to search for 
words relating to textiles, the body, movement, and perception. The 
concordance captures thirty characters on both sides of the searched 
word and these form the extracted phrases. Chance plays an important 
role in the phrases individually and in how they sit in relation to each 
other. Sometimes I print the phrases as single lines and cut them into 
strips of paper. More often, I use a 1936 Royal Quiet Deluxe manual 
typewriter. The typewriter is unforgiving. I must strike the keys with 
pressure and intention. I often make mistakes of spelling and spacing, 
but by typing on a manual typewriter I more directly experience Woolf’s 
words. As I type, I sometimes shift the placement of the words from 
one to multiple lines, thus shifting the genre from prose to poetry. At 
times I sort the phrases into groupings based on words or ideas (colors, 
movements of the body, a reference to needle, thread, or fabric). Other 
times I play with the chance encounters that emerge when I pull a 
handful of phrases from an envelope filled with paper strips. Woolf’s 
words do not disappear, nor do I claim them as my own. I do, however, 
claim my rereading of Woolf. I draw upon Trinh T. Minh-ha’s strategy 
of “speaking nearby” her subjects (Minh-ha qtd. in Chen 87). This 
strategy offers the filmmaker and theorist a way to simultaneously create 
alongside another’s work without objectifying or appropriating their 
ideas or language. I also consider how Maggie Nelson writes of “leaning 
against” the writing of others as a way of “thinking-with-others” in order 
“to experiment, stumble around, live, and create” (Nelson 83). And so, 
I speak and create with and alongside Woolf as a way to continue and 
explore my experience of reading her novels, essays, correspondence, 
and diaries. I like to think that her 1937 essay “Craftsmanship” gives 
me permission to do so. In it Woolf asks: “How can we combine the old 
words in new orders so that they survive, so that they create beauty, so 
that they tell the truth?” Her response: “[A]ll we can say about [words] 
is that they seem to like people to think and to feel before they use them, 
but to think and to feel not about them, but about something different” 
(“Craftsmanship” 204-05). This thinking and feeling about “something 
different” articulates how I, and the artists I research, work in relation to 
Woolf. 

At the beginning of the pandemic, I began to read Woolf and my phrases 
differently. While rereading To the Lighthouse I came across Mrs. 
Ramsay’s question: “For how would you like to be shut up for a whole 
month at a time, and possibly more in stormy weather, upon a rock the 
size of a tennis lawn?” (To the Lighthouse [TTL] 11-12). I had begun to 
feel like a lighthouse keeper during lockdown, and on March 29 I circled 
this sentence, took a picture of the page, and posted it on Instagram. 
About a week later, on April 7, 2020, I posted the phrase: waves of 
hands, hesitations at street corners (TW 160). And on April 10, 
drawing finer and finer the thread between us (TW 112); underneath I 
wrote: “When I can’t find words, I look to Virginia Woolf.” 4 

Woolf was a great noticer, and I discovered that she wrote about many 
of the things I noticed: the cherry tree with lumps of clear gum on the 
bark (TW 30). “I have memories of climbing the cherry tree in our back 
yard in Toledo. I’d reach for a place to pull myself up and find a lump 
of sticky resin. Sometimes it would have hardened already into globular 
shapes. I’d sit in the tree and peel the resin off my hand. I was fascinated 
by this stuff. I like that Woolf noticed it too” (March 3, 2021). Woolf’s 
words and phrases stay with me; they itch at my brain. She speaks so 
simply and directly, often to the body, and to relations between the body 
and space that are based in geometry: a shadow falls like an elbow bent 
(TW 4) (February 28, 2021).

3 See http://victorian-studies.net/concordance/woolf/.
4 To differentiate between the typed Woolf Words phrases and my commentary 
in the Instagram postings different fonts have been used: the Woolf Words are 
formatted in American Typewriter and quotation marks indicate my comments. 

Florence home needle-work (1895) Nonotuck Silk Company
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Florence_home_

needle-work_(1895)_(14582598389).jpg
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Time has played tricks on me during the pandemic. As early as April 16, 
2020, I posted: must press my hand against the wall to draw myself 
back (TW 94). “It will be five weeks in quarantine tomorrow and I’m 
feeling it especially hard in the last few days. Time telescopes, moving 
quickly and slowly, simultaneously, and I have a hard time remembering 
what day it is. Woolf’s words tether me back to both my mind and my 
body, reminding me to mentally, emotionally, and physically move 
myself.” 

After gathering together my Woolf Word posts I saw I had reused the 
phrase when the white arm rests upon the knee it is a triangle (TW 
99-100), and, when I did, my lineation shifted. I don’t remember now 
what prompted me to post on September 21, 2020, and again on June 13, 
2021, the phrase typed this way:

when the white arm

rests

upon the knee

it is a

triangle

But for “drawing finer and finer the thread between us,” I first typed it 
as above, and then, down the page, changed its lineation to:

when the white arm rests 

upon the knee

it is a triangle

Had I paused to think or take a breath? I’m not sure, but I felt the words 
differently. I read and reread Woolf otherwise in those instances, and I 
will continue to. 

My mother and maternal grandmother taught me to embroider when I 
was six. I stitched regularly until age thirteen or so and only returned to 
the practice in 2016 when my research expanded from German Dadaist 
Hannah Höch’s collages to include a focus on craft. I have a vocabulary 
of shapes and stitches that I repeat and adjust. Stitching by hand is 
important to me. I work in very small stitches and I like the feel of 
pushing needle and thread through felt. Sometimes all I can do is stitch. 
Seeing the stitches gather and accumulate helps me settle and shift to a 
mental and emotional space in which I can think, write, and make. I use 
embroidery floss that I purchase, but I also use threads gifted to me and 
inherited from my mother and grandmother. 

A workshop at Haystack Mountain School of Crafts with poet and visual 
artist Jen Bervin prompted me to connect Woolf Words with my stitching. 
“What,” asked Jen, “would Virginia Woolf say about your embroidery?” 
I began to explore how my abstract stitching could visualize and 
resonate with Woolf’s writings. I consider her phrases and imagery, and 
I’m drawn to how she wrote using a textural and gestural vocabulary. 
In her 1917 diary, Woolf described a conversation with Roger Fry and 
Clive Bell. Fry asked Woolf if she “founded [her] writing upon texture 
or upon structure.” Woolf wrote: “I connected structure with plot, & 
therefore said ‘texture’. Then we discussed the meaning of structure & 
texture in painting & in writing.” (D1 80) Woolf’s answer has always 
reminded me of her opening of The Waves where she describes the sea 
using metaphors of textiles. First the sea is “slightly creased as if a cloth 
had wrinkles in it” and then a “grey cloth [...] barred with thick strokes.” 
Several sentences later, the air:

seemed to become fibrous and to tear away from the green surface 
flickering and flaming in red and yellow fibres like the smoky fire 
that roars from a bonfire. Gradually the fibres of the burning bonfire 
were fused into one haze, one incandescence which lifted the 
weight of the woollen grey sky on top of it and turned it to a million 
atoms of soft blue. (TW 3)

My stitched pieces don’t illustrate Woolf’s writing. In “drawing finer 
and finer the thread between us,” they speak to how time moved slowly 
during the months of lockdown and some resonate with Woolf’s imagery. 
The green concentric circles, for example, connect with I am wrapped 
round with phrases (TW 159). While listening to presentations at the 
2021 Woolf conference, I stitched sounds of people speaking in waves in 
pink, blue, and green. And on June 16, a few days after the conference, 
I pulled the phrase, Tuesday follows Monday; then comes Wednesday. 
The mind grows rings; the identity becomes robust (TW 190), and 
stitched ascending rings of pink.

Reading Woolf through extraction, finding resonant words she used 
again and again, and then rereading the phrases through juxtaposition 
makes me think of how Sara Ahmed writes of making arguments by 
listening for resonances to create a “scene of feminist instruction” 
(Ahmed 12). Rereading this essay, I see that my response to Woolf in 
this project emerges as a response to questions posed by Woolf and 
others whose work form my “companion texts” that help me “make 
sense of something [...] beyond [my] grasp” (16). Woolf Words and 
Tactile Investigations offer a space where that sense is concretized, if 
only momentarily, in “drawing finer and finer the thread between us.”

Melissa Johnson 
Illinois State University

Work Cited
Ahmed, Sara. Living a Feminist Life. Durham: Duke UP, 2017. 
Chen, Nancy. “Speaking Nearby: A conversation with Trinh T. Minh-

Ha.” Visual Anthropology Review 8.1 (Spring 1992): 82-91.
Davey, Moyra.. The Problem of Reading. A Documents Book. Images 

by Moyra Davey, James Welling, and Joann Verburg. Montpelier: 
Vermont College, 2003.

Nelson, Maggie. “‘A Sort of Leaning Against’: Writing With, From, 
and For Others.” The Writer’s Notebook II: Craft Essays from Tin 
House. Introduction by Francine Prose. Portland, OR: Tin House 
Books, 2012. 83-103.

Woolf, Virginia. “Craftsmanship.” Collected Essays: Vol. 2. New York: 
Harcourt, Brace & World, 1967. 245-51.

—. The Diary of Virginia Woolf: Volume I: 1915-1919. Edited by Anne 
Olivier Bell, with an introduction by Quentin Bell. New York: 
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1977.

—. The Diary of Virginia Woolf: Volume III: 1925-1930. Edited by Anne 
Olivier Bell, assisted by Andrew McNeillie. New York: Harcourt 
Brace Jovanovich, 1979.

—. To the Lighthouse. New York: Harvest/HBJ Book, 1978.
—. The Waves. Annotated with an Introduction by Molly Hite. Gen. ed. 

Mark Hussey. Orlando: Harvest/Harcourt, 2006.

http://www.clker.com/cliparts/1/a/b/8/1197093258759044031johnny_
automatic_typewriter.svg.med.png



25

Drawing finer and finer the thread between us.  
Text and textile installation comprised of typewritten text on vellum, thread, and embroidery floss on wool felt. 

(See next page for a more visually accessible version of the poem.) 
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for how would you like to  

be shut up for a whole month at a time, 

and possibly more in stormy weather,  

upon a rock the size of a tennis lawn?

waves of hands, hesitations  

at street corners

twiddling a bit of string,  

I feel my own solitude

drawing finer and finer 

the thread between us

must press my hand against the wall 

to draw myself back

“Wait,” I said, putting my arm 

in imagination.

I saw the first morning 

he would never see

the telephone with its lip 

stretched to my whisper

there was a star riding through 

clouds one night,  

and I said to the star, 

“Consume me.”

words, how they gallop

rolling me over  

the waves 

will shoulder me under

oh, but there is your face, 

I catch your eye

your voices sound like 

trees creaking in a forest

this random flicker 

of light in us 

that we call brain and feeling

lengthening its fine filament 

the quiet stitching of white cambric going 

in the shallow light 

in sheet now 

now and the infinite depths 

unvisual beneath 

round me I am in darkness - I am nothing 

outlast us all

when the white arm 

rests 

upon the knee 

it is a 

triangle

how could one express in words 

these emotions of the body?

we became clothed in 

this changing, 

this feeling 

garment of flesh

stay the thread 

at the eye of my needle

how curiously one is changed 

by the addition, even at a 

distance, 

of a friend

to sit beside, an idea 

to feel the line that is spun from 

us 

lengthening its fine filament 

a shadow falls like an elbow bent 

like a dangling wire 

when I have joined them 

another arrangement will form

the cherry tree with lumps 

of clear gum on the bark

I throw - catch it - my poem

things are huge and very small

her mind lodges in those white 

circles 

white loops … alone

I could not help letting fall 

the things that had made me 

a minute ago

I am wrapped round 

with phrases

When the white arm rests 

upon the knee 

it is a triangle

Poem from Drawing finer and finer the thread between us An Archive of One’s Own:  
Fan Fiction as Amateur Criticism of Virginia Woolf

When Virginia Woolf wrote that “Chloe liked Olivia,” she was careful 
not to say too much more on the subject. Nearly one hundred years later, 
anonymous writers online have moved in the other direction. On the 
relevantly named fan fiction database Archive of Our Own, one author 
(damozel) imagines a conversation between the mythical Chloe and 
Olivia, who are coworkers and lovers, as they discuss the controversial 
literature of the day, namely its representations of queer sex. “[H]ow 
would you write The Well of Loneliness?” Chloe asks. Olivia replies: 
“‘I’d change that awful, depressing title for a start […] Something like 
The Tub of Contentment,’ she continued with a wicked smile, warming to 
her theme. ‘And I’d put in a bit more proper description. How it looks. 
How it feels.’”

In her desire for “proper description” of lesbian intimacy, this 
reimagined Olivia gives a mission statement for the genre of fan fiction 
itself. This genre generally denotes amateur works of fiction based on 
characters from existing works of literature, television, movies, and 
videogames. Archive of Our Own, commonly known as “AO3,” is one of 
the internet’s most popular and prolific hosts for these stories. Its name, 
inspired by Woolf’s 1929 essay, marks its status as a fan-owned and 
fan-run web property, not subject to the censorship of corporate-owned 
sites like FanFiction.net. Although fan fiction has a long history, its 
contemporary iteration on AO3 often emphasizes queer lives, romances, 
and sex. Fan fic writers take to the web to reimagine mainstream 
culture’s stories as unapologetically queer. They are indeed invested 
in “how it looks, how it feels.” However, they also accomplish more 
ambitious intellectual ends, making critical interventions of their own on 
the works they adapt. Exploring this archive, especially when it comes 
to Woolf’s own adaptions, prompts us to explore the permeable barriers 
between fiction and criticism, amateur and professional, and sex and 
sexuality studies. 

Though fandoms like the Avengers movie franchise and TV show 
Supernatural dominate, there are a surprising number of fan works 
that concern literary history in general and Woolf in particular. I want 
to argue that these stories, though written by anonymous amateurs 
online, comprises a form of literary criticism that deserves our attention. 
In thinking about amateur criticism, I am indebted to theories of 
amateurism by professional literary critics Carolyn Dinshaw, Melanie 
Micir, and Aarthi Vadde. As Dinshaw writes, “Amateur literary 
activities can expose and critique professional literary activities. 
Amateur readings […] can help us to contemplate different ways of 
being, knowing, and world making” (24). Micir and Vadde point to 
Woolf’s own “deliberate amateurism” in Three Guineas (519). They 
argue that writerly amateurism emerged as a feminized pastime during 
the professionalization of English and other humanities disciplines 
in the early twentieth century. Woolf herself rejects the siloing of 
academic knowledge into narrow careerist pursuits; as Micir and 
Vadde demonstrate, Three Guineas embraces the amateur form of 
the scrapbook, cobbling together knowledge and insight in fragments 
from a wide variety of sources. Her method flies in the face of the 
modernist orthodoxy of the highbrow, positing a feminist alternative. 
“This Modernist criticism as amateur,” they write, “blends the trivial 
with the serious, the disposable with the preserved. These formal 
choices […] show these tactics to be at the vanguard of an institutional 
critique that ties the professionalism of the university to larger capitalist 
transformations in the management of knowledge” (519). If amateur 
criticism as pioneered by Woolf stands to exceed the neoliberal 
constraints of the university, An Archive of Our Own, a collectively 
fan-run and owned website, carries on that tradition. When students 
and fans of Woolf post their irreverent homework assignments or erotic 
reimaginings of canonical novels, they indeed “blen[d] the trivial with 
the serious,” and with no profit in mind. The result is a scrapbook-
archive made in Woolf’s own image. 
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Because AO3 is an anonymous site, the authority of its writers goes 
unchecked. Woolf famously wrote that “Anon, who wrote so many 
poems without signing them, was often a woman” (A Room of One’s 
Own [AROO] 51). This updated, digital anonymity, which allows 
writers to imagine queer sex and literary history alike, extends Woolf’s 
argument. And, in the online world, anonymity and amateurism go hand 
in hand. In this way, the fan fiction author comes to resemble Woolf’s 
figure of the “common reader,” a personage she borrows and updates 
from Samuel Johnson, and which gives the name to two volumes of her 
criticism, published in 1925 and 1935. The common reader is certainly 
an amateur, one who reads for pleasure. Woolf writes, “He never ceases, 
as he reads, to run up some rickety and ramshackle fabric which shall 
give him the temporary satisfaction of looking sufficiently like the real 
object to allow of affection, laughter, and argument” (“The Common 
Reader” 12). This description of promiscuous and pleasurable readership 
might also apply to the interpretative writing of AO3. Its authors, in 
constructing fantasies of Clarissa Dalloway and Sally Seton’s pillow 
talk, do create objects that “give […] the temporary satisfaction of 
looking sufficiently like the real object,” and, for their readers, there is 
great “affection, laughter, and argument” to be found. Fan fiction, in 
effect, allows “common readers” to inscribe and share their reading in a 
creative digital forum. 

As stories on the after-hours hobbies of Chloe and Olivia suggest, one 
of the freedoms of the anonymous “common writer” is the exploration 
of erotic themes that Woolf herself could only allude to. “Let us admit 
in the privacy of our society that these things sometimes happen. 
Sometimes women do like women,” she wrote in A Room of One’s 
Own (AROO 86). Her audiences at Newnham and Girton Colleges may 
have attempted such a community, but the internet offers us a different 
kind of privacy in society. In the fan fic I quote above, Chloe doesn’t 
only like Olivia; she kisses her, caresses her breasts and hips, holds 
her in her arms. In other stories on AO3, fic writers imagine embraces 
between Woolf’s characters Septimus Warren Smith and Evans, Clarissa 
Dalloway and Sally Seton, and Orlando and Sasha.1 In short, fan fiction 
offers readers and writers the opportunity to extend queer literary history 
to scenes of erotic intimacy and friendship, ones that may correspond to 
their own lives. 

In other stories, fan fiction provides readers and writers with the 
opportunity to articulate reactions and theses outside the literature 
classroom. Several users have shared Woolf-related essays originally 
written for class, creating a readership beyond their professors. One 
astute assignment switches Woolf’s and James Joyce’s trademark styles 
to impressive results.2 Another writer, dr_mrs_vandertrampp, who has 
seemingly created her AO3 account with the primary goal of critiquing 
To the Lighthouse (like so many male critics before her), ventriloquizes 
Woolf with irreverence both childish and thrilling: “For you see, I am 
a female moth who believes in the Oedipal complex and is just trying 
to make it big in the world by publishing all of my friends’ works 
because I can and I have that kind of power. Someone has blundered. 
It is certainly not me. Excuse me, I’m Virginia Woolf and I should be 
using less paragraph breaks” (dr_ms_vandertrampp). While this is not 
a particularly generous rendition, it does offer a synthesis of Woolf’s 
well-known works, turning them inside out with wry skill. In addition, 
it shares a sensibility with professional criticism: a frustration with a 
text so intense that it leads to obsession or passion, spurring a piece of 
writing to articulate just what has gone wrong. 

Fan fiction also offers insights into Woolf’s reception in the present 
day. While literary historians would recognize the precarious status 
of the Hogarth Press during its operation, younger readers perceive 

1 See argyle’s Mrs Dalloway fic “Once Before,” average_angie’s Mrs Dalloway 
fic “Her Secret Violet,” and breathedout’s Orlando fic “La Chasse à La Renarde 
(The Fox Hunt).”
2 See Alcanis’s fic “With Borrowed Plumes, Adorned,” which uses passages from 
Mrs. Dalloway and Ulysses. 

Woolf as always already canonical, an imperious figure who has 
“that kind of power.” Her canonical status makes her useful as a sage, 
legitimizing presence in epigraphs and allusive titles, as well. Fan fics 
about everything from the video game Minecraft to professional soccer 
players use Woolf’s language in quotation.3 Though we might call the 
combination of a passage from The Waves, “There was a star riding 
through the clouds one night, and I said to the star: consume me,” (The 
Waves 64) incompatible with a romantic story about Robert Downey, 
Jr.,’s Ironman, I find the juxtaposition funny, charming, even generative.4 
It aims to dismantle a hierarchy of literary taste, suggesting that we 
might find pleasure and leisure in Woolf’s language just as we find 
complex ideas in popular media.

The best examples of these stories make more ambitious interventions 
for the reception and interpretation of Woolf’s well-known texts. Writing 
fiction that reinterprets a previous canonical work is a longstanding 
tradition, perhaps inaugurated by John Milton in Paradise Lost, an itself-
canonical retelling of the Bible’s creation story. In the twentieth century, 
Jean Rhys made the feminist retelling famous. In Wide Sargasso Sea 
(1966), she repackages the story of Jane Eyre through the perspective 
of Mr. Rochester’s “mad” wife in the attic, chronicling her childhood of 
colonial violence and isolation in Barbados. While Rhys’s novel admits 
the centrality of Jane Eyre to the British literary tradition, her retelling 
constitutes a critique of its racism and narrow feminist vision. In Woolf 
studies, we have Michael Cunningham’s The Hours (1998), which 
manages to combine speculation about the lives of Mrs. Dalloway and 
Woolf herself. It would not be a denigrating label to call Cunningham’s 
novel fan fiction, though it has been legitimized by publication. Like 
the amateur authors on the Archive, Cunningham takes characters and 
themes from Woolf’s writing and, in writing in her voice, both interprets 
and extends her work. The same is true of fan fiction’s online denizens. 

In one particularly elegant example, entitled “La Chasse à La Renarde 
(The Fox Hunt),” AO3 user breathedout imagines a reunion between 
Orlando and her erstwhile paramour Sasha in 1929, just after the ending 
of the novel. In reflecting on their youthful entanglement, the characters 
grapple with the specter of gender transition. Sasha remarks, “‘You 
were always such a sweet girl.’” Orlando is astonished. “‘I believe you 
are misremembering,’” she protests. As she struggles to articulate her 
own gendered past, Sasha diverts her attention to other sense memories: 
remember the ice skating? Remember the suppers? In this encounter, 
Sasha both affirms Orlando’s womanhood and defers a hard-and-
fast account of gender transition. Breathedout’s interpretation of the 
novel thus updates Orlando’s experience with a more contemporary 
understanding of transgender identity, where one might experience 
womanhood before presenting externally that way. But breathedout also 
absorbs Woolf’s habit of coyly refusing the biological and metaphysical 
rules of gender. Orlando’s gender at the time of their ice-bound affair 
becomes a matter of contradictory memory between Sasha and Orlando, 
a matter they ultimately decide to let drop. “‘We were children,’ Sasha 
sa[ys]. ‘Children, playing on the ice.’” Orlando agrees. 

I take this evocative piece of writing as part of the larger movement 
of trans readings of Orlando, a scholarly tradition that includes work 
by Chris Coffman, Jessica Berman, Pamela Caughie, and Stef Craps. 
The fic even includes footnotes: translations of French and Russian 
phrases and explanations of historical allusions. It is a tour-de-force 
work of amateur criticism in lyrical style. Caughie, writing about 
Orlando’s contribution to modernist life writing, has coined the term 
“transgenre,” for “narratives treating transgender lives that transfigure 
conventions of narrative diegesis” (503). Breathedout’s fic is itself a 

3 See call_me_steve’s Minecraft and Video Blogging RPF (real person fiction) 
fic, which takes its title, “i am afraid to write the stronger word,” from Woolf’s 
letter to Vita Sackville-West, 8 February 1927; see dr_mrs_vandertrampp’s “The 
Virginia Woolf Complex,” tagged in the fandoms for To the Lighthouse, literary 
RPF, Women’s Soccer RPF, and All Dogs Go to Heaven (1989). 
4 See closingdoors’ Iron Man fic “from the dust comes all things beautiful.” 



28

piece of transgenre criticism, a work of fiction that uses the vagaries of 
Woolfian language to historicize transgender life. The anonymous and 
open access nature of fan fiction genres make them ideal environments 
to explore nonnormative embodiments and desires in literary history. 
This exploration may be tentative, or it may amount to a full-throated 
intervention into the original text, as in Rhys’s devastating account of 
Antoinette Mason’s life, her freedom traded for Jane Eyre’s happiness. 

Although AO3’s Virginia Woolf fan fiction rarely articulates as detailed a 
critique as Rhys’s, or as transhistorical a heritage as Cunningham’s, this 
archive can still make incisive interventions on the subject of Woolf’s 
legacy. One particular fic, a short piece by BlueFloyd entitled “A Gun 
of One’s Own,” approaches this task with the flair of a postmodern 
pastiche. The fic reimagines a central passage from A Room of One’s 
Own as a speech given by an alternative Virginia Woolf: a transplant to 
America, radical suffragette, vigilante, and gunslinger in the wild west 
of Arizona. This history is given in an italicized headnote, stylized like 
the introduction to an anthologized essay. The text of “A Gun of One’s 
Own” speech reproduces Woolf’s original, with noted differences: “A 
woman must have firearm practice and a gun of her own if she is to 
assert her political views; and that, as you will see, leaves the great 
problem of the true nature of woman and the true nature of politics 
unsolved.” In the author’s note to the fic, the writer makes it clear that 
they have integrated Woolf’s famous words of feminist autonomy with 
a prevalent form of American settler colonial logic, which persists in 
the present through the association between freedom and firearms. 
In their author’s note, BlueFloyd speculates of their own fabulation, 
“Wouldn’t this very famous speech by Woolf be gladly endorsed by the 
NRA or other unsavory ‘gun rights activists’? It would be all too easy to 
imagine femonationalist factions reclaiming this kind of legacy.” While 
BlueFloyd imagines a fictional appropriation, they allude to the all-
too-real way that feminist authors like Woolf have been repackaged as 
products and justifications for liberal feminist triumphs like Jane Eyre’s. 
It is indeed “all too easy to imagine” readers who would equate the 
demand for a room of one’s own with a gun of one’s own, turning acts of 
triumphant violence and gun ownership into feminist “empowerment.” 
BlueFloyd’s fic, thus, instantiates a faux anthology of pseudo-feminist 
reception. In critiquing the racism and settler colonialism of multiple 
radical suffrage movements, they implicitly argue that Woolf’s legacy 
must be disarticulated from generalized accounts of “femonationalist” 
power. The jarring revision of A Room of One’s Own demonstrates the 
centrality of pacifism to Woolf’s real politics (however imperfect they 
indeed were). This piece of anonymous online writing makes a complex 
intervention into Woolf studies in particular and feminist historiography 
in general. 

If we acknowledge that fan fiction is a critical genre that uses fictional 
situations and speculation to make an intervention, we might notice we 
are describing at least some of professional literary criticism as well. 
Learning to value amateur forms of criticism would also require us 
to acknowledge the invigorating presence of amateurism in our own 
scholarship. This is especially true in Woolf studies, where admiration 
and attachment are often present in scholarly interest. Might we think 
of literary criticism as a kind of fannish transgenre, shaped by historical 
rigor and imaginative extension alike? In so doing, we can express 
solidarity with Woolf herself, a self-published literary critic with no 
formal training, as well as with the irreverent queer critics of Archive of 
Our Own, who make her legacy feel more vibrant than ever. 

Ana Quiring
Washington University in St. Louis
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Queer Bastard Children and Childless Mothers:  
Alison Bechdel and Virginia Woolf

In “Drawing on Modernism in Alison Bechdel’s Fun Home,” Ariela 
Freedman points to “splicing, fragmentation, radical juxtaposition, 
[and] textual play” as defining features of “the modernist project.” 
By this definition, Freedman argues, graphic narratives are “the queer 
bastard children of high modernism” (138). If this is the case, then 
graphic novelist Alison Bechdel’s Are You My Mother? may be the queer 
bastard child of Virginia Woolf’s modernist imagination. In Are You My 
Mother?, Bechdel explores her fraught relationship with her mother, 
repeatedly invoking Woolf’s journals and novels as she deploys various 
modernist strategies to define her identity as a queer memoirist. She 
embeds long excerpts from Woolf’s writings in panels, depicts academic 
and personal discussions of her career, and illustrates imagined scenes 
from Woolf’s fiction and life. Bechdel refers to Woolf and Woolf’s 
writings interchangeably, suggesting that she sees Woolf’s archive as 
representative of Woolf herself. This is, perhaps, just as revealing about 
Bechdel’s self-understanding as it is regarding her reading of Woolf: she 
looks to Woolf in part as a model of how deeply personal experiences 
and memories can be integrated successfully into the creation of art. 
Throughout Are You My Mother?, Bechdel imagines Woolf in several 
roles: as a mentor and foremother in a genealogy of queer women 
writers, as a stand-in for herself, and as her own mother.

The question of maternal inheritance runs throughout Are You My 
Mother?. Bechdel looks for resonances between her mother’s neuroses 
and her own: they were both neglected by their mothers in favor of 
their brothers; they are both perfectionists; they both struggle with 
anxiety and depression. Even as Bechdel searches for connections with 
her mother, she bemoans their differences. While Bechdel has found 
fame for her public introspection, her mother dismisses memoir as 
“inaccuracy, exhibitionism, narcissism” (Are You My Mother? [AYMM] 
11). Most distressingly, her mother opposes Bechdel’s lesbianism, first 
ignoring it and then describing it as shameful. She is excited that her 
daughter will be publishing her first book—until she discovers that it 
will be a collection of her comic strip Dykes to Watch Out For. Bechdel’s 
mother’s discomfort with her daughter’s queerness also affects their 
casual conversation. Discussing her mother’s tendency to talk over her, 
Bechdel remarks, “I know it’s partly the lesbian thing. Like she’s afraid 
if I get a word in edgewise, it’ll be ‘cunnilingus’” (62). Bechdel wonders 
if her feeling of alienation from her mother as an adult is rooted in the 
subconscious rejection of her as an infant—as if her mother resented her 
unplanned pregnancy. Prior to her pregnancy, Bechdel’s mother wrote 
poetry; she would not write another poem until her husband was dead 
and her children were grown and had moved away. Perhaps, Bechdel 
muses, her own anxiety as a writer stems from her mother’s inability 
to write; her mother’s resentment has been passed down to her. Unable 

to find validation in her own mother, Bechdel turns to Virginia Woolf 
instead. 

Bechdel approaches Woolf within Are You My Mother? as a role 
model: both as a counterpart to herself and as a substitute mother. In 
an interview with John Killacky, Bechdel explains, “Virginia Woolf 
figures into my book because she talked about how the experience of 
writing about her parents in To the Lighthouse was a way of getting 
them out of her head” (Killacky 44). Bechdel, however, in adopting 
Woolf as a model, trades one authority for another: Woolf’s relationship 
with her mother frames Bechdel’s own. In a three-page series of panels, 
Bechdel depicts the moment that her mother abruptly stopped kissing 
her goodnight—an incident that she later realizes happened on the 
same day that her mother discovered sexually explicit drawings that 
she had made. Inset in a drawing of her mother tucking in her younger 
brother while Bechdel waits alone across the room, Bechdel quotes 
“A Sketch of the Past”: “I lay awake sometimes and longed for her to 
come” (“A Sketch of the Past” 82). On the next page, she notes that 
“Woolf combines these memories in the scene where Mrs. Ramsay puts 
Cam and James to sleep” (AYMM 136), then includes a single panel 
depicting text from To the Lighthouse.1 The anxiety Bechdel feels about 
proper bedtime rituals clearly parallels that of Woolf’s siblings and 
the Ramsay children. Using Woolf’s text to caption depictions of her 
own childhood, Bechdel directly compares herself to Woolf as a child. 
More subtly, however, the juxtaposition of this moment of emotional 
separation in Bechdel’s childhood and the foreshadowed death of both 
Woolf’s mother and Mrs. Ramsay suggests the devastating impact of her 
own mother’s lack of physical affection on Bechdel (AYMM 135-36). 
Taken alone, this contrast reinforces Bechdel’s interview statement about 
her identification with Woolf’s work as a model of coping with parental 
influences. One image, however, complicates this identification. Bechdel 
draws her mother standing in a field of shadow, head tilted downward, 
hair in an elegant bun (136). Whether intentional or not, her mother’s 
resemblance to George Charles Beresford’s iconic and widely circulated 
portrait of Woolf is unmistakable. By depicting her mother this way, 
Bechdel blurs the distinction between Woolf as herself and Woolf as 
Bechdel’s own mother. This replacement displays the possibilities of 
the graphic memoir as a form of hybrid revision: to protect herself from 
her mother’s rejection, Bechdel preemptively rejects her in favor of her 
literary mentor. 

Demonstrating the modernist possibilities of the graphic novel to create 
simultaneous visual and thematic connections while emphasizing the 
fragmentation of memory and slippage within time, Bechdel juxtaposes 
crucial developmental scenes from childhood and her emerging 
adulthood. When Bechdel is a young girl, her mother teaches her 
daughter to be ashamed of her body. Bechdel recollects taking baths with 
her brothers and being fascinated by their genitals. When she asks about 
the word for her own genitalia, her mother claims ignorance. “Why 
would my mother—who supposedly had this same apparatus—have to 
get back to me about what it was called?” Bechdel wonders. “When she 
reported in next evening, I understood why the term was not in common 
usage. Was it her tone? The suspicious delay? Or could a word actually 
convey distaste for its own meaning?” (169). In her discomfort with 
the word “vagina,” Bechdel’s mother demonstrates her own alienation 
from both the female body and from the words that constitute and 
describe women’s experiences. Bechdel herself would have inherited this 
disconnection from the body, she notes, if not for her queerness. “If it 
weren’t for the unconventionality of my desires,” she admits, “my mind 
1 “‘Well then,’ said Mrs. Ramsay, ‘we will cover it up,’ and they all watched her 
go to the chest of drawers, and open the little drawers quickly one after another, 
and not seeing anything that would do, she quickly took her own shawl off and 
wound it round the skull, round and round and round, and then she came back 
to Cam and laid her head almost flat on the pillow beside Cam’s and said how 
lovely it looked now; how the fairies would love it; it was like a bird’s nest; it was 
like a beautiful mountain such as she had seen abroad, with valleys and flowers 
and bells ringing and birds singing and little goats and antelopes[…].” (To the 
Lighthouse [TTL] 116-17).

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Art_Deco_Bird.jpg
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might never have been forced to reckon with my body” (156). Her desire 
for other women leads her to encounter a heretofore concealed body 
of women’s writings, as Bechdel turns to Woolf to help her construct a 
genealogy of foremothers who approve of both her words and her body. 

Within the pages of Are You My Mother?, Bechdel does not elaborate on 
Woolf’s own queerness or on her relationship with Vita Sackville-West. 
However, Bechdel’s knowledge of this relationship undeniably haunts 
the text. As she writes in her introduction to the 2021 edition of Woolf 
and Sackville-West’s love letters, “Vita Sackville-West was not the first 
companion I encountered [in the college library], but she was certainly 
the most indelible one” (Bechdel vii). In college, Bechdel also discovers 
the writings of Adrienne Rich: “She was apparently a respected poet of 
my mother’s generation,” Bechdel explains, “but she’d recently come 
out as a lesbian. A radical one. And a really smart one” (AYMM 170). 
Bechdel positions this statement directly over a panel depicting a page 
from Rich’s “When We Dead Awaken,” in which Rich discusses Woolf’s 
A Room of One’s Own. Bechdel combines the cerebral and the carnal in 
the next panel by portraying her girlfriend reading one of Rich’s poems 
aloud while straddling Bechdel. On the next page, quoting again from 
“When We Dead Awaken,” Bechdel depicts her own mother writing 
poetry while pregnant. As seen in this sequence, Bechdel implicitly 
connects Rich, her mother, Woolf, and her own queer desire: a web of 
connections that becomes more explicit as Bechdel focuses on A Room 
of One’s Own. 

Bechdel portrays a lecture by Rich that she attends in which Rich 
discusses the influence that an all-male canon had upon her writing. 
Immediately below this image, Bechdel notes that A Room of One’s 
Own also began as a lecture. Bechdel visually parallels the two women, 
depicting them both as tiny figures standing at lecterns lecturing large 
audiences of unidentifiable women. The two images connect Woolf 
and Rich across time in their call for a lineage of women writers, and 
symbolically position Bechdel as a student of both. Overlaid on the 
depiction of Woolf giving her lecture, Bechdel includes speech bubbles 
containing the portion of A Room of One’s Own in which Woolf speaks 
of men’s advantage in having both the freedom and resources to write 
as well as the archive to which to turn for reassurance that it could 
be done.2 While Bechdel quotes Woolf bemoaning the impossibility 
of a woman writer to “expre[ss] completely her thoughts,” and Rich 
similarly points to the overwhelmingly male canon of poets, Woolf’s 
very presence throughout the memoir demonstrates Bechdel has a female 
canon to draw on (AYMM 187).

Regardless of Woolf’s own anxieties about writing, Bechdel frames 
Woolf as a genius who was able to write, not painstakingly but 
spontaneously. She quotes a passage from “A Sketch of the Past” in 
which Woolf describes the rapid writing of To the Lighthouse as curing 
her personal obsession with her mother: “Then one day walking round 
Tavistock Square I made up, as I sometimes make up my books, To the 
Lighthouse, in a great involuntary rush” (“A Sketch of the Past” 81). 
Bechdel quips about the “annoying rapidity with which she [Woolf] 
dispatched this masterpiece” (AYMM 18), later reflecting on her own 
inability to similarly exorcise her own obsession with her mother 
through writing about her. “I can’t write this book until I get her out of 
my head,” Bechdel laments, the ambiguous “her” invoking both Woolf 
and her mother (23). 

Though Bechdel initially conceives of herself and her mother as 
impossibly different women, she eventually recognizes that Woolf bonds 

2 “[…] if ever a human being got his work expressed completely, it was 
Shakespeare. If ever a mind was incandescent, unimpeded, I thought, turning 
again to the bookcase, it was Shakespeare’s mind. That one would find any 
woman in that state of mind in the sixteenth century was obviously impossible. 
One has only to think of the Elizabethan tombstones with all those children 
kneeling with clasped hands; and their early deaths; and to see their houses with 
their dark, cramped rooms to realize, that no woman could have written poetry 
then” (A Room of One’s Own 57-58).

them as writers. For much of Bechdel’s life, she has seen her mother as 
distinct from the lineage of writers who have influenced her. Early in 
Are You My Mother?, she states that “I have never read Sylvia Plath. My 
mother has never read Virginia Woolf. In general, we have stayed out of 
each other’s way like this” (30), suggesting that she and her mother have 
different spheres, influences, and literary interests. Later, however, in a 
self-conscious revision demonstrating her ever-shifting understanding 
of herself and her mother, Bechdel collapses this false distinction. “Hey 
Mom…” she inquires. “In my book I say that I’ve never read Plath and 
you’ve never read Woolf. That’s true, right?” “Well,” her mother replies, 
“I’ve read A Room of One’s Own. But none of her novels” (172). This 
moment is pivotal to understanding how Woolf functions for Bechdel: 
not only as a replacement mother or model for herself , but also as 
a shared intertext with her mother. Though Bechdel has previously 
suggested that their reading habits do not overlap, this conversation 
between mother and daughter suggests they are more entangled than 
Bechdel wants to admit. Secondly, the fact that Bechdel’s mother has 
also read A Room of One’s Own emphasizes Bechdel’s similarity to her 
mother, and their mutual place in a lineage of women writers. They have 
both been “mothered” by Woolf and have both seen their own writing 
lives represented in her work. Bechdel’s mother, lacking an income or 
private space, stopped writing while working as a housewife and stay-
at-home mother; meanwhile, as a child Bechdel would create private 
“offices” within her house to work, suggesting she sought “a room of 
one’s own” even as her mother failed to write because she did not have 
one. Woolf bridges the space between the two women, illuminating the 
complexity of their relationship as both rivals and allies. 

As previously discussed, Bechdel initially turns to literary figures such 
as Rich and Woolf for affirmation when her mother rejects her queer 
sexuality. Ultimately, however, Bechdel can find her place in a lineage of 
queer women writers partly because of her own mother. Bechdel reflects 
that it was neither reading or college classes that ultimately trained her 
for her current career: “my mother taught me to write” (287). In fact, it 
is her mother who ultimately provides her with the “room of one’s own” 
and financial support necessary to write: when Bechdel is in her twenties 
(notably, after her father has died and her mother is again writing 
professionally), her mother frequently gives her money, allowing her to 
write full time (AYMM 222). Though Bechdel’s mother may have failed 
to give her full blessing to Bechdel’s identity as a queer woman, she still 
serves as a reminder that women can be writers and supports Bechdel 
both intellectually and financially through her journey to become one. 

Though Bechdel looks to Woolf and her other literary foremothers 
to escape from the influence of her parents, she finds that Woolf only 
complicates her connection to her mother. Though studying Woolf’s 
writing legitimizes Bechdel’s struggle to understand her positionality as 
a queer woman writer, she cannot use Woolf to escape her own mother’s 
influence, nor does Woolf replace Bechdel’s mother. Rather Bechdel 
relies on Woolf as a signifier of her own separation from her mother 
and self-determined writerly identity, Woolf forces her to recognize the 
complexity of their relationship. Bechdel’s mother does not embrace 
Bechdel’s queer body, but neither does she fully reject Bechdel’s queer 
body of writing. Her mother does not provide Bechdel with full self-
understanding, yet neither can her mother exist separately from the 
lineage of women writers who help Bechdel do so. Despite Bechdel’s 
best efforts either to unite or separate herself from her mother, their 
relationship to each other and to Woolf remains blurry, fragmented, 
and complicated. As Bechdel suggests in her epigraph to Are You My 
Mother?, itself a quotation from To the Lighthouse, “Nothing was simply 
one thing” (TTL 189). 

Melodie Roschman
University of Colorado Boulder
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Graphite & Rainbow:  
Melis Aker in Conversation with Ella Bucknall1

Virginia Woolf: A Graphic Biography by Ella Bucknall tells the life of 
Virginia Woolf afresh in graphic form. It first began as master’s thesis at 
Camberwell College of Arts. Since then, it has been evolving into a full-
length book, spanning Woolf’s life from her Victorian childhood, both 
rapturous and tragic in equal measure, to her suicide in the River Ouse. 
Through recalling the deaths and marriages, friendships and rivalries, 
creative droughts and floods of inspiration, Virginia Woolf: A Graphic 
Biography dispels some of the famous myths about Virginia Woolf—
that she was mad, frigid, a snob—and instead presents what she herself 
believed to be “a good draught of human life […] with much champagne 
in it” (Diary [D] 3 310). The book will approach biography as a form 
with Woolf’s own spirit of playful irreverence—from illustrated content 
pages and footnotes to a jacket which pastiches traditional biographical 
design. It will be printed in a format (royal or crown quarto) that will 
allow it to sit on biography shelves as well as graphic novel shelves, 
provoking and destabilising conventional genre boundaries and the 
traditional understanding of biographical endeavor. 

***

Melis aker: What drew you to Virginia Woolf?

ella bucknall: I initially became interested in Woolf in 2012 during 
the first year of my undergraduate degree in English at Oxford. 

1 Editorial note: British spellings are retained in this contribution.

John Glover, The Rainbow, 1794 
Watercolor over graphite (7 5/16 x 10 5/8 in. [18.5 x 27 cm]) 

This file was donated to Wikimedia Commons as part of a project by the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art. 

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The_Rainbow_MET_DP804273.jpg

It was quite a traditional course so the majority of the writers we 
were reading were men and Virginia Woolf was one of the first 
women that we read. I think I was attracted to her—not just her 
radical thinking—but the radical way in which she lived her life 
and loved. I also had a great tutor at the time, Professor Michael 
Whitworth, and I was very inspired by his teaching. 

MA:  Which is your favorite piece by her?

EB:  The Waves. I feel like I could read it every year for the rest of my 
life and find something new in it. 

MA:  What interests you in biography as a form? How did you approach 
Woolf’s life in this project?

EB:  What I’m fascinated by in biography as a form is what I think 
Woolf was fascinated by too, which is its limitations. She was 
interested in the interior of people’s minds, but she was also 
acutely aware of the boundaries of knowing another person. In 
her own experimentation with biography, she foregrounds this 
problem; how can one avoid ventriloquising or pinpointing or 
flattening one’s subject? She writes, “Let the biographer print 
fully, completely, accurately, the known facts without comment; 
Then let him write the life as fiction.”2 So, Virginia uses fiction 
to remind the reader that biography cannot be objective and, in 
doing so, it feels, paradoxically, more authentic. Illustration also 
draws attention to itself as a subjective interpretation, a personal 
response. Because it is demonstrably mediated through an artist’s 
hand, it cannot pretend at objectivity.

MA:  How do you think illustration as a medium affects the way you 
receive biography? Might you expand your thoughts on illustration 
as an art form?

EB:  A review of Monday or Tuesday said that Woolf had tried “to do 
in words what can only be done in music or painting.”3 Indeed, 
she did take inspiration from Post-Impressionist artists, attempting 
to do in her writing what they were doing in their portraits. I 
think there’s a looseness or a slipperiness to music and art which 
matches the unknowable element of biography. As a medium, it is 
expansive.

MA:  Could you describe the significance of water to you in the book?

EB:  I’m using water as a binding force in the book. Her earliest 
memory was the sound of the sea at St Ives and she drowned in 
the River Ouse, so it seemed like a natural way to structure the 
project. She also uses water as a metaphor for creativity. When 
she’s writing, she describes herself as being in “full flood”4 and 
when she’s having writer’s block she describes it as a “drought”5. 
She wanted to give “the feel of running water” in her work.6 So 
I wanted to have water flowing through the book. There’s also a 
curious section in the holograph draft of The Waves, where Woolf 
describes the tide as being like mothers rolling out babies onto 
the shore. It is a weird visual scene, but I think it was because she 
associated water with being generative. 

MA:  Can you say more about the embryonic, here? How water might 
connect Woolf and her mother and about your reading of Thalassa, 
which is “ocean” in Greek?

EB:  I was interested in Sandor Ferenczi’s psychoanalytic theory in 
Thalassa: A Theory of Genitality. He proposed that the embryo in 

2 See Lee 10.
3 See Licence 226.
4 Diary 1 168.
5 Diary 5 138.
6 Letters 1 383.
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the amniotic sac recapitulates our prehistoric beginnings in the sea, 
to which all humans compulsively wish to return. So I thought that 
this scene in the holograph of The Waves matched this association 
of water with maternity, the idea of wanting to return to the mother.

MA:  I was very moved by a scene in your book in which a young 
Virginia gazes up at her mother on the balcony, wanting her so 
desperately to look at her. Can you speak more about that scene?

EB:  I wanted a scene where the child was looking up at the mother who 
is preoccupied. I thought it could, wordlessly, say a lot about their 
relationship—the admiration, but also the distance.

MA:  Beautiful moment. I wondered, if their eyes had met, if Woolf 
could’ve perhaps looked into her mother to understand herself, 
to see “eye-to-eye,” so to speak. That kind of understanding is 
something many women yearn for, or at least I surely do—to peek 
into my maternal lineage, unpack all the ancestral baggage they’ve 
carried unwillingly onto me… All of that from the moment that 
you illustrated.

EB:  Oh, thank you.

MA:  You’ve mentioned, with the Bloomsbury Group, that 
psychoanalytic theory was in the ether, but I was curious if you 
know how Virginia’s interest in psychoanalysis influenced her 
writing or if we’re going to see her relationship to psychoanalysis 
as we progress through her life in the book?

EB:  Woolf was actually quite skeptical about psychoanalysis, but I do 
wonder whether her mistrust was related to her own experiences 
with mental health doctors who still believed in hysteria. She 
didn’t read Freud until later in her life and then, when she looked 
back at writing To the Lighthouse, she said she supposed she had 
done “for myself what psycho-analysts do for their patients.”7 
Many of Woolf’s preoccupations crossover with psychoanalysis 
and therapy, in terms of revisiting childhood and thinking about 
parents and interiority, but I am reluctant to artificially impose 
psychoanalytic theory onto her work or to try to diagnose her.

MA:  You have such a beautiful, detailed style of illustration; what 
inspiration have you drawn from existing graphic novels, novelists, 
comic book writers?

EB:  First and foremost, Alison Bechdel, not just her beautiful 
illustrations but the way she structures her books. She’s a genius. 
The dialogue between the images and the words and everything 
feels so threaded together—it’s just so beautifully crafted. So, I’m 
attempting to emulate her to a degree, although our styles are quite 
different. In terms of style, I really like Charles Burns who writes 
very different sorts of graphic novels but has similar black-and-
white, stylized, line drawings.

MA:  Do you use ink?

EB:  Yeah, I use pen and ink mostly. Also, I actually got the idea of 
writing a graphic biography from Red Rosa: A Graphic Biography 
of Rosa Luxemburg by Kate Evans; that definitely inspired me as 
well. 

MA:  I’m also thinking of Persepolis by Marjane Satrapi?

EB:  Yes, of course! 

Ella Bucknall and Melis Aker

Ella Bucknall is a writer, illustrator, and an LAHP funded PhD 
candidate in Creative Writing at King’s College London. Virginia 
Woolf: A Graphic Biography was sold in auction in the UK earlier this 

7 “A Sketch of the Past” 93.

year to Weidenfeld & Nicolson and will be published in July 2024. It 
was sold by pre-empt to Pantheon in the US, Grasset in France, Lumen 
in Spain, Companhia das Letras in Brazil, and, in auction, to Rowolht 
in Germany.

https://www.ellabucknall.com  

Melis Aker was recently named a “Woman to Watch” by Broadway 
Women’s Fund. She is a writer, actor, and musician who divides her 
time between London and New York. She will be premiering her play 
Hound Dog Off-Broadway and is currently working on her novel 
“The Procession” via her PhD at King’s College London. Melis is 
represented by CAA and Brillstein Entertainment Partners.

https://www.melisaker.com 
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“Surely, I may say [I] listened”1

In the summer months of 2016, one of the most intoxicating summers 
that I can recall, I experienced what Woolf termed an “exceptional 
moment”: a flash of intense realization where something previously 
hidden is revealed (“A Sketch of the Past” [SP] 83). I was in the early 
stages of my doctoral studies, exploring a subject that had fascinated 
me as a teenager but had subsequently crystallized into an obsession 
during my undergraduate days: popular musicology. Much of my 
time was devoted to studying the intersections between expressions 
of gender, identity, and feminist theory in popular music, reading 
Woolf’s The Waves, and listening to Kate Bush’s song cycle A Sky 
of Honey. My “exceptional moment” drastically altered the course 
of my thesis. In the two years prior, I had been coming to terms 
with a diagnosis of chronic bilateral tinnitus. Little did I know then 
that I would go on to develop hyperacusis, a condition defined by a 
hypersensitivity to sound. Adapting to the fluctuating quality of my 
hearing proved a great personal challenge, so much so that I found 
myself forced to reimagine my relationship with sound, music, and 
listening. It was also during these years that my obsession with 
androgyny took hold. 

I did question what relevance androgyny could have in a world 
where “new modalities of gender” (Hawkins 7) are constantly being 
opened. Despite this, I found myself called to the elusive figure of 
the androgyne for two reasons. Firstly, where androgyny had become 
unfashionable in feminist and gender theory towards the end of 
the 1980s, it maintains a significant presence in the exploration of 
gendered expression in popular music research. For example, Lucas 
Hilderbrand’s discussion of the “queer surge” in pop music released 
in 1981 contextualizes androgyny as part of a genderqueer strategy of 
ambiguity that interrogates and negotiates “nonnormative sexuality 
in tandem with new musical aesthetics” (Hilderbrand 416). Similarly, 
Timothy Laurie examines the androgynous performance style of 
Korean pop star Amber Lui to work through the “asymmetrical 
gender relations” of K-pop and identify a radical, culturally informed 
expression of androgyny (Laurie 223).2 Secondly, I was curious to 
account for the sound of androgyny, an undertheorized aspect of 
androgyny’s conceptualization. For example, while both Hilderbrand 
and Laurie emphasize the affective power of music alongside the 
transgressive potential of androgyny, their analytical methods are 
informed predominantly by the image of an artist, whether in on-
stage performances, music videos, or album artwork. Their emphasis 
represents a wider approach to androgyny in popular music studies, 
where the visual image of the artist is prioritized and the sound of 
androgyny is considered through a focus on lyrical content, the 
manipulation of genre, and vocal style. This interpretive gap led me 
to wonder about how androgyny might be presented in significant 
musical moments—for instance, harmonic structure, the construction 
of melody, manipulation of tempo, rhythm, gradation in dynamics—
prior to the identification of behaviors typically associated with 
androgynous expression. And so, my doctoral studies explore the 
sound of androgyny in the musical fabric of popular song.

Despite my focus on popular musicology, it is impossible to escape 
the influence of Woolf in debates on androgyny. My earliest plan, 
inspired by poet and musician Patti Smith’s improvisatory exchange 
with The Waves at the opening of her 2008 exhibition at the 
Fondation Cartier pour l’art contemporain in Paris, was to write a 
chapter about the “poetic androgyne” in the work of Virginia Woolf 
and Patti Smith.  But the more I read, the more my plan, so clear 
1  See Woolf’s diary entry for 29 April 1921, “surely I may say listened” 
(Diary [D] 2 114).
2 For further reading see Chapman and Johnson.

and narrow at the start of my studies, expanded.  I thought to write a 
comparative study of mimetic theatricality in Orlando and the early 
performances of Kate Bush that would focus on the mutable presentation 
of gender and strategies of masquerade, parody and camp in the creation 
of excessive subjects. Feeling I was starting to connect to Woolf’s 
framing of androgyny as a creative ideal, I ambitiously decided that I 
would pursue the possibilities opened by similar unlikely alliances and 
read the music of all my chosen artists—Kate Bush, The Cure, Björk, 
Nine Inch Nails, and Antony and the Johnsons—through the multiple 
expressions of androgyny in Woolf’s novels. My hope was that by 
developing an interpretive framework grounded in musico-literary 
intermediality—the study of words and music—I could further enrich 
the meaning of androgyny in popular music studies and in Woolf’s own 
formulation.

I remember with peculiar clarity that summer’s day in 2016. I had a 
beat-up copy of The Waves pushed into the pocket of my jeans with an 
old MP3 player carrying A Sky. I was walking, in the early hours of the 
day, a favorite route beside a local lake with androgyny on my mind 
and a song in my ears. Suddenly, I was stopped in my tracks by a wood 
pigeon, who landed at my feet. I took my headphones from my ears and 
just stood, staring at this china blue creature, as a moment later it up and 
flew. I was left dazzled and in the eerie serenity of that morning, Woolf 
spoke: “Then a wood-pigeon flew out of the trees. And being in love for 
the first time, I made a phrase—a poem about a wood-pigeon—a single 
phrase, for a hole had been knocked in my mind” (The Waves [TW] 
201). Through my headphones, I could hear the end of “Aerial Tal” 
from A Sky, playing the sound sample of a wood pigeon call that Bush 
integrates into her cycle, and so it was, guided by “strange oscillations 
and vibrations of sympathy” (TW 93), that androgyny stepped out from 
“behind the cotton wool” (SP 84) to show the fullness of its life. It was 
here, in the most unscholarly of moments, that I realized androgyny 
as a creative ideal speaks to an artistic practice that bolsters creativity 
through an openness to multiple sensory perceptions and multiple ways 
of being in the world; it was here that I came to embrace The Waves and 
A Sky as mutually responsive expressions of androgyny. 

Following this, albeit brief, moment of being, I adopted a practice 
where I “listened” to The Waves and “read” A Sky. Submerging myself 
under The Waves and climbing into the sonic structure of A Sky, I found 
expressive parallels in the worlds created by each text, in the stories they 
tell, in the technical strategies underpinning their articulations, and in 
the manipulation of conventions associated with their specific mediums. 
This practice allowed me to reconsider those aspects of androgyny’s 
history that have impacted its reception—androgyny as unity, androgyny 
as the reinforcement of the male/female binarism, androgyny as the 
elevation of male consciousness, and androgyny as the denial of 
difference. I “listened out” to androgynous expression and turned my 
ear towards its presence in the textural fibers of each work. I identified 
pluralistic perspectives, multiple narrative viewpoints, manipulation 
of grammar, punctuation and expected form as technical expressions 
of Woolf’s literary androgyny. Comparable gestures in Bush’s music 
include the manipulation of song form, the fusion of musical genres, the 
interruption of harmonic convention, sampling, rhythmic contradiction, 
and a focus on melodic development through the statement and 
variations of refrains. 

This ongoing dialogue between Woolf and Bush is one of persistent 
renewal and discovery. As Woolf is one of the great literary minds of 
her time, so too Bush has achieved legendary status in popular music 
history. She is a multimedia artist of no specific genre or style, yet her 
music “integrates intellectually challenging subject matter into complex 
and often experimental instrumental arrangements” (Kruse 450). Like 
Woolf, her aesthetic is one of constant evolution. Each album bears the 
marks of artistic progression, and when listening to her music, the ear is 
struck by the recurrent exploration of key themes, concepts, and ideas—
femininity, desire, myth, dance, love, and loss—all told through the 
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interconnection of complex sound worlds, shifting musical environments 
and an impassioned, mutable performance style. She “envoices” multiple 
subject experiences, often within the same song, and her music generates 
microcosmic worlds into which she invites her listeners. Bush creates 
characters and reveals their lives through song. Both Woolf and Bush 
push the boundaries of their mediums; both draw on other artistic 
disciplines for inspiration. As Woolf challenged the male dominance of 
literary history, calling for women to cultivate literary traditions of their 
own, so Bush’s career subverts and disrupts music industry norms. 

Early in her career, Bush secured control of her professional and artistic 
management, and, since the release of her third album in 1982, she 
has acted as sole producer, a role she has protected by founding her 
own record label and installing a private home studio. In this space of 
creative retreat, Bush has been free to develop a slower, more considered 
approach to composition and a progression to artistic independence that 
mirrors the editorial freedom afforded to Woolf by the Hogarth Press 
and also speaks to Woolf’s own relevance in ongoing debates about 
the absence of women in music production. Paula Wolfe’s research, 
for example, marks a clear trajectory between Woolf’s writing on the 
marginalization of women in literature and the exclusion of women 
from the recording studio: women need both “a room of one’s own’ 
and “a studio of one’s own” (Wolfe 99). Bush has achieved the material 
and economic freedoms called for by Woolf, and I have often found 
myself wondering if Bush is a living exemplar of Woolf’s vision of the 
androgynous artist. 

Elicia Clements highlights the significance of Woolf’s musicalization 
of fiction. In doing so, she elaborates an ethical practice of listening. 
Examining the structures of Woolf’s “experimental intermediality” 
(15), Clements states that it is not her aim to map one medium—music 
and literature—onto another. While I agree that such an approach can 
lead to “redundant assertions” (15), it was the “listening out” to textual 
similarities that allowed me to contextualize androgyny as a creative 
ideal and uncover an expression of musical androgyny. I am left 
wondering about what else we might learn if we encourage sympathetic 
connections between Woolf’s texts and popular music—connections 
which may seem misaligned on the surface but actually carry the 
potential to open new perceptive angles. While popular music is often 
relegated to the bottom of the hierarchy of music’s genres, for popular 
music researchers it represents “sites of cultural and social belonging, 
spaces for constructing and negotiating identities, and […] opportunities 
for critically assessing popular culture’s role in shaping our everyday 
lives” (Hansen, Askerøi, and Jarman 3).

One of the greatest lessons I have learned from listening to the textual 
transmissions between The Waves and A Sky is how to embrace 
perceptions that interrupt the “non-being” of life (SP 84); to renunciate 
control, widen my senses and listen to the “voice that says as I stroll 
past, ‘Look! Take note of that!’” (TW 94-95). The dialogue between 
Woolf and Bush, a conversation that still has my ear, continues to 
“spread in wider and wider circles” (TW 186). I think that, perhaps, an 
elective affinity connects Woolfian scholarship and popular musicology, 
an affinity that is waiting to be perceived, listened to, looked at and 
touched—an affinity that can hardly wait for the revelation of its untold 
connections. Surely, I may say I listened but “there is always more to be 
understood: a discord to be listened for” (TW 168).

Jenny Ann Cubin
Independent Researcher
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“… she was learning to love moments”1: Notes on Hortense Spillers, 
Virginia Woolf, and the Feminine

In “‘An Order of Constancy’: Notes on Brooks and the Feminine” 
(1985), Hortense Spillers investigates what Gwendolyn Brooks’s novel 
Maud Martha (1954) “teach[es] us, or illuminate[s] in us, concerning 
[…] the ‘feminine’” (223).2 Dissatisfied with masculinist—and some 
feminist—theories that fix the “feminine” as “a disposition in the eyes 
of a gazer” (226), Spillers turns to Maud Martha to theorize “what the 
‘feminine’ can do from its own vantage point”; she approaches the novel, 
in short, as an occasion to free this “name” from “wonted boundaries” 
(227).3 The quotation marks that Spillers places around feminine suggest 

1  “She pressed back, smiling beautifully to herself in the darkness. Though she 
knew that once the spell was over it would be a year, two years, more, before [her 
husband] would return to the World Playhouse [with her]. And he might never 
go to a real play. But she was learning to love moments. To love moments for 
themselves” (Brooks 220).
2 Hortense Spillers (1942—) is the Gertrude Conway Vanderbilt Professor at 
Vanderbilt University. As a scholar of American literature and culture, Spillers’s 
work may not be familiar to Woolfians; however, her criticism and theory—
particularly her 1987 Diacritics essay “Mama’s Baby, Papa’s Maybe: An 
American Grammar Book”—remains among the most cited secondary works 
in contemporary black studies. See, for example, Hartman, Jackson, Johnson, 
King, McKittrick, Sharpe, Snorton, and Yao. Spillers later republishes “An Order 
of Constancy: Notes on Brooks and the Feminine” as a chapter in Black, White, 
and in Color: Essays on American Literature and Culture (see 131-51). Because 
of slight but significant revisions she makes to this study in her book, I cite both 
versions though tend to privilege the 1985 article.
3 Spillers footnotes the work of Adrienne Rich, Simone de Beauvoir, and the 
book collection Feminist Theory: A Critique of Ideology (1982) as instances of 
theorists/texts that mandate an abandonment of the “feminine” (“An” 224-27; 
Black 132-35).
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that she associates with Friedrich Schiller’s definitions of “surface” 
and “extensivity” in Letters on the Aesthetic Education of Man 
(“‘An Order’” 226). In Letter XIII of this text, which Spillers cites as 
“considerably influential on [her] own thinking” (“‘An Order’” 226n10), 
Schiller elaborates two “contradictory” “tendencies” or “impulsions” 
of human beings: the sensuous impulsion that “desires change” and 
the formal or rational impulsion that “seeks unity and permanence.” 
The first of these impulsions coordinates several terms that can help us 
elaborate the receptive–surface–extensive quality that Spillers links with 
the “feminine”: namely feeling, physicality, existential plenitude, time, 
the body, and openness to and contact with the world. Though Spillers’s 
first move would have us include the rational in this list of body-related 
terms and qualities, her reference to Schiller seems to cut against this 
first move, since his model of the sensuous and rational impulse risks 
re-splitting the body and mind as well as feelings and reason, and (by 
implication) white–masculine–subject and black–feminine–object.

A reader trained to critique claims that the “feminine” is somehow more 
naturally or fundamentally oriented toward (or as) a receptive body or 
who may object to projects that treat this body as a site of subversive 
or political promise beyond or before the law: such a reader might also 
object that, no matter Spillers’s conceptual savviness, the sources she 
draws on to frame her definition of the “feminine” are male romantics 
rather than feminist foremothers. And yet it is here—as objections may 
start to percolate—that Spillers admits that the complex “trait of human 
personality” she calls “feminine” is not “alien to masculine potential” 
(“‘An Order’” 226). Brooks’s character Maud Martha may “refer […] 
primarily to the female,” but, as Spillers continues, “the resonance of 
the [‘feminine’] is not at all unlike Virginia Woolf’s ‘incandescence,’ 
which is not gender-rigid in its artistic practice and inspiration” (226-27). 
Spillers then footnotes a well-known passage from A Room of One’s Own 
(1929) where Woolf derives a provisional theory of “the androgynous 
mind”—“resonant and porous”—not from a feminist precursor but, 
rather, from Samuel Taylor Coleridge: another male romantic (AROO 
97).5 And so, even when Spillers turns to a feminist text to support 
and clarify her theory of the “feminine” ahead of her close reading of 
Maud Martha, she does not cite the pages re: Judith Shakespeare or 
Chloe and Olivia; she does not cite the pages about anger or money. 
She counterintuitively turns to Woolf’s Coleridgean–Shakespearean 
“incandescence”—and, implicitly, to the “androgynous.”

This move interests me, in part, because Spillers initially appears 
uncommitted to any position in the long debates about the value or 
meaning of the androgynous/incandescent mind in A Room of One’s 
Own. She also draws on Woolf in ways that are refreshingly distant 
from the commonplace worries about whether Woolf does or doesn’t 
erase the woman artist as woman in her speculations about androgyny. 
More specifically, Spillers affirms Woolf’s multivalent use-value [1] 
as a feminist theorist inspired—as Spillers is—by male writers (whom 
they both revise); [2] as an artist who, like Brooks, values powers of 
reception and perception; and [3] as a thinker, like Spillers, committed 
to the disarticulation of these powers from fixed gender(ed) distinctions. 
But the second conceptual move in Spillers’s introduction (her reference 
to Schiller) complicates this third point, for she seems to theorize the 
“feminine,” on the one hand, neither as sex nor gender even as, on the 
other, she remains “struck by the evidence of the ‘common senses’ in 
speculating that the woman’s intimate proximity to the theme of human 
continuance and nurture is prime material for her cultural apprenticeship 
in the feelings and notions of receptivity”—all components that Schiller 
associates with “extensivity,” the sensuous, non-rational impulsion of 
human being (226n10). In other words, Spillers theorizes the “feminine” 
as a human capacity that crosses sexes and genders—drawing on Woolf 
to support this claim—even as she remains compelled by a historical 
role that women variably play in maternal, communal, political, and 

5 Readers of the Miscellany will recall that Woolf also theorizes “incandescence” 
through her fantasy of William Shakespeare’s genius (AROO 56). For a defense of 
Woolfian incandescence, see Detloff 29-45.

that the term refers to a social category or cultural construct rather than 
a core identity manifested by essential, innate, or inherited traits. And 
yet, the associated “situations” (223), receptive and perceptive capacities 
(233), and sensuous states of being (241; 229n17) that Spillers draws 
together to remake the “feminine” seem to risk re-essentializing, at least 
in part, women’s relation to (or identification with) the body, intuition, 
emotion, and reproduction. In this essay, I step through and examine 
the social and ontological tensions in Spillers’s conceptual work; more 
specifically, I elaborate the implications of two references she makes to 
Virginia Woolf’s literary and theoretical writings along the way.4 My 
sense is that the risk Spillers takes to re-theorize the “feminine” while 
holding the “body” close raises compelling questions for Woolfians 
about how they too might reconsider Woolf’s investment in a complex 
and committed “feminine.”

Spillers first references Woolf near the end of her introductory section 
after two rich conceptual moves, both of which pertain to “the space 
of overlap between” the “feminine” and the “female body” (Black 
133). This space is “so broad,” Spillers posits, “that we cannot imagine 
one without deploying the other” (133). These two conceptual moves, 
in other words, establish that Spillers’s/Brooks’s invocations of the 
“feminine” involve reference to a “body.” But what kind of body? 

The first conceptual move obliquely answers this question with a 
complex analogy. For Spillers, the “body” that refers to or overlaps with 
the “feminine” parallels “William Blake’s Tharmas”—the container 
of “the rational will, the creative powers, the affective dispositions, 
[and] the erotic centers” (“‘An Order’” 226). In short, the body is to the 
“feminine” as Tharmas is to a wide set of human abilities and capacities. 
This Blake reference is jarringly obscure, but we don’t need to go 
searching for a copy of The Four Zoas (1797) to catch Spillers’s point. 
Her analogy establishes a principle. If we are to follow her “stipulative 
definition” of the “feminine,” we should assume its association with a 
range of “shadowy” activities—thinking, reasoning, making, imagining, 
feeling, and desiring—all of which are fundamentally embodied (225-
26). This principle disarticulates, from the get-go, otherwise resilient 
oppositions between reason and imagination or between mind and 
body that are often “orchestrated” by moral, gendered, and racial codes 
into the contest of good–white–masculine–mind against bad–black–
feminine–body (236). Spillers adapts from Blake’s mythology and 
relishes in Brooks’s novel a “body” with “considerable abilities”—
rational, sensuous, creative, and playful—“to shape and define the 
world as she encounters it” (231, emphasis added). And how does she 
encounter the world? For Spillers, it matters that the activities of a 
“feminine” body are conducted in private, unrecognized or unseen by 
the male gaze (i.e., “shadowy”), and also happening all the time and 
everywhere (see “ubiquitous,” 225-26).

Spillers’s second conceptual move joins this complex “feminine” matrix 
of abilities with an additional quality: a “receptivity to phenomena” 

4 While I only address two moments in Spillers’s essay where she directly 
references Woolf—A Room of One’s Own (227, 227n11, 228) and To the 
Lighthouse (228-29, 229n17)—she also draws on Woolf in clear but less direct 
ways: e.g., “[Maud Martha’s] talents are constrained by what we would now 
consider four narrow walls that provide her with neither a room of her own, nor 
the time to miss it” (230, emphasis added); “Maud Martha is permitted access to 
her own ‘moment of being,’ and the narrative itself is its record” (“‘An Order’” 
242; emphasis added). Moreover, many of Spillers’s critical descriptions of Maud 
Martha’s narrative form and style should resonate with the Woolf scholar. It is 
difficult not to think of Clarissa Dalloway or Lily Briscoe, for instance, when 
reading that “Maud Martha is herself as much an observer of her own scene as 
she is participant in it, a maker of it” (Spillers, Black 139); difficult, too, not 
to think of Woolf’s phrase “angle of vision” (“Joseph” 231) when reading that 
“Maud Martha roams her kitchenette for our benefit, with a passionate eye for the 
unique angle on human and object relations” (Spillers, Black 143); difficult, as 
a last example, to not think of Woolf’s experiment in perspective when reading 
Spillers’s description of Brooks’s “narrative strategies that blend the advantages 
and benefits of stream-of-consciousness and concealed narration in bringing to 
light a character whom we know in the interstices of her thought” (142).
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economic projects of “human continuance” linked to a long and often 
continual training in sensuous, perceptive, intellectual, and imaginative 
abilities.

Some readers may bristle at this last point, since they may sense a shift 
from and abandonment of social constructivism (the “feminine” is a 
construct available to anyone) to something akin to bio-reproductive 
determinism (women’s “femininity” is rooted in projects of “human 
continuance”). But this worry would miss major consequences. First, 
Spillers asks us to hold onto the first conceptual move elaborated above, 
with which she shepherds, under the “feminine,” the mind as one 
component of the body (continuous with it). Second, Spillers holds fast 
to the principle that for a construct to be in play within a culture or a 
symbolic order that flesh-and-blood persons (traditionally, in this case, 
women) have to live that construct out historically. Prompting us to hold 
onto and even revalue a cultural construct while also insisting on the 
presence of remarkable bodies, Spillers’s work questions the aptness of 
the social constructivist versus essentialist/determinist dyad. By drawing 
on Woolf at a key moment in her argument, she may teach us to consider 
that the same may be true of the claims and conceptual moves in A Room 
of One’s Own.

Though Woolf is often read as a thinker who offers us an escape from 
categories like the “feminine,” it is worth recalling Rachel Bowlby’s 
claim that Woolf’s affirmations of “a multiplicity of selves” in Orlando 
(1928) seems, upon a close reading, “characteristically feminine” (169). 
For “the potential for multiple selves” in Woolf’s work, Bowlby argues, 
“is not a neutral description, but generally valued as an affirmative sign 
of people’s (usually women’s) versatility and variation” (Bowlby 258-59; 
my emphasis). In a sense, then, Bowlby’s treatment of Woolf’s emphasis 
on multiple selves is, like Spillers’s “feminine,” available across genders 
and sexes and yet, like Spillers’s “feminine,” often associated with 
women characters: with Rachel Vinrace and Helen Ambrose in The 
Voyage Out (1915), Katharine Hilbery in Night and Day (1919), Clarissa 
and Elizabeth Dalloway in Mrs. Dalloway (1925), Mrs. Ramsay and Lily 
Briscoe in To the Lighthouse (1927), Rhoda in The Waves (1931), so 
many female characters in The Years (1937), and Lucy Swithin and Isa 
Oliver in Between the Acts (1941). Though Woolf does not explicitly key 
this association between women and gender-flexible multiplicity to “the 
theme of human continuance,” scholars who emphasize Woolf’s allergy 
to categorical thinking and her fascination with the multiple, fluid, 
queer, and posthuman may need to reckon with Bowlby’s point that such 
qualities, far from dispelling or escaping the “feminine,” are often coded 
as a “feminine” that nonetheless upends gendered or constructivist/
essentialist binaries (cf. Bowlby 13, 52, 95, 145, 170-71, 219, 231, 239, 
245-46).

Indeed, Spillers’s second direct reference to Woolf in her study of 
Brooks reinforces this point. Seeking an example of the incandescent 
“feminine,” she turns to To the Lighthouse and Mrs. Ramsay:

In GB’s poetic order of things, the “feminine” is neither cause 
for particular celebration, nor certain despair, but approximate to 
“incandescence,” it is coterminous with the “wedge-shaped core of 
darkness” through which vision we see things in their fluid passage 
between dream and waking as multiple meanings impinge on a 
central event. (228-29)

In her footnote to the “wedge-shaped core of darkness,” Spillers clarifies 
her interest in the wider context of this phrase in Woolf’s novel and its 
implication [1] for reading Brooks’s novel and [2] for redirecting the 
literary study of “peoples of color” away from a naturalistic focus on 
Maud Martha’s “blackness[,] […] femaleness[,] […and] poverty-line 
income” (“An” 242). The footnote reads:

Woolf’s central consciousness in To the Lighthouse Mrs. Ramsay 
provides an astonishing definition for the theme of “invisibility” 
or the condition of the severely private which I’d associate 

with the character Maud Martha, my own sense of the career of 
Emily Dickinson, and what I call in this essay the “feminine/
imaginative”—an activity under concealment […] [.] I am 
suggesting that Maud Martha’s profoundest creative impulses 
emanate from the core of her being and that it is that place (if 
we can fix it so sharply, so topographically) from which the 
autonomous and subjective ego arises, inviolate, whoever we are, 
whatever our condition of life. I state a belief, and my position 
on it is stridently metaphysical in the interest of redirecting our 
meditation concerning the laws of material necessity under which 
the peoples of color are captivated. (“An” 229n17)6

Though Mrs. Ramsay, Maud Martha, and Spillers’s figure of Emily 
Dickinson no doubt live under different (and unequal) material 
conditions and thus articulate different needs, what Spillers identifies 
as useful in Woolf’s novel for her interpretation/evaluation of Brooks’s 
novel is a conceptual, dramatic, and poetic link between the “feminine,” 
a narrative depiction of a woman, and the instance of a radical solitude 
in which this “feminine” self observes herself and takes and remakes 
the world into herself. Borrowing a phrase from Saidiya Hartman, we 
might say that Spillers sees in Mrs. Ramsay’s moment of being a “model 
of the possible” (“Intimate” 129) that can be put to urgent use as a lens 
through which to understand that Maud Martha is not a character wholly 
(naturalistically) determined by “the brute ‘facts’” of “the actual world” 
but, rather, is a character whose “internal resources” and “interior world” 
are brilliant, vivid, powerful, playful, and even free (“An” 241).7 It is 
only a certain kind of fiction—a kind of “feminine” literary portal—that 
lets other humans (as readers) observe what Spillers calls the “severe 
privacy” of another person: a privacy we cannot access in the actual 
world, since it would no longer be private, let alone severe (Black 147). 
Through this portal, ideas emerge of literary form and literary reading, 
which Woolf has helped Spillers construct. Through this same portal, 
Brooks becomes the occasion for Spillers to “assert […] the power of the 
‘feminine’ […] not [as] the condition of passivity but, rather, [as] the will 
to be receptive—an activity under concealment” (“‘An Order’” 242). 
“I mean primarily,” Spillers later elaborates, “the ability it grants us to 
stand still and see, or in one’s perceptual place, await a content, arrange a 
consequence” (245). A wedge-shaped core of darkness. Incandescent.

Though I’m tempted to overread Spillers’s references to Woolf as 
an instructive instance in which a black feminist scholar turns to a 
white feminist writer who is often (and should be) critiqued for racial 
oversights, missteps, and misjudgments, it may be wiser, as a concluding 
gesture, to turn things around and ask not how Woolf can be useful to a 
black feminist modernist studies but how Black studies—whether Woolf 
is taken up or not—might reconfigure our received readings of Woolf 
or reconsider readings we may have neglected (or never come across). 
Spillers prompts us, for instance, to return to Bowlby and reconsider the 
links Woolf scholars might make among perception, imaginative power, 

6 I’ve removed from this footnote Spillers’s fuller quotation from To the 
Lighthouse: the whole sentence in which the phrase “wedge-shaped core of 
darkness” appears (see TTL 65). Spillers’s phrase “material necessity” at the 
end of this block quote recalls her references to A Room of One’s Own in an 
earlier essay: “A Hateful Passion, A Lost Love: Three Women’s Fictions” (1983; 
reprinted in Black 93-118). Here she cites Woolf on the material conditions of 
writers in her analysis of Toni Morrison’s Sula (1970). In the 2003 reprinting 
of “An Order of Constancy,” Spillers shortens this footnote, stripping away 
commentary and leaving only the quotation from Woolf’s novel. The commentary 
regarding invisibility and secret privacy appears later in the 2003 book chapter, 
where Mrs. Ramsay is invoked again (Black 145). However, no commentary 
about “belief” or a “stridently metaphysical” “position” appears in the 2003 
chapter.
7 Spillers is not naïve. She admits that “we can (and we’d want to) drastically 
alter” Maud Martha’s “‘environment,’ change her clothes, where she lives, grant 
her a broader sphere of contact with the world, but,” she continues, “such is our 
fiction, and in spite of it, we suspect that [she] has the capacity to discover a larger 
and ever more refined self on her own terms on the solid basis of who she already 
is” (“An” 242).
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The Two Septimi

Some years ago I planned a trip to my hometown to visit a friend. 
The friend had had a difficult year, a few months earlier his struggles 
with addiction had landed him in hospital after he was rushed to A&E 
one night. He recovered, mainly thanks to the quick actions of his 
friend who, terribly sadly, lost his own battle with addiction from an 
overdose soon after that. These two experiences had left my friend with 
a determination to look after his health better, and in particular resist 
the dangerous presence of the drug in question, which was the poison 
of choice in his community at that point. This kind of determination in 
addicts is more successful when supported, so I wanted to make sure my 
own sobriety was as present in his life as possible in that moment.

However, being a dedicated pedestrian, I never learned to drive, and 
at that time I couldn’t easily afford the train fares to make the trip as 

sensuality, multiplicity, intelligence, and the powers of the “feminine.” 
And the many scholars I mention in a footnote earlier, all of whom take 
up Spillers to study a range of problematics and research topics, could 
also renew a study not only of what Woolf misses but what we have 
missed in Woolf and might only be able to see when equipped with the 
insights of Black studies.

For instance, Jessica Marie Johnson’s examination of “how African 
women and women of African descent used intimacy and kinship 
to construct and enact freedom in the Atlantic world” (1) and her 
elaboration, more specifically, of “black femme freedoms” (172-75) 
could provide Woolf scholars with a rich critical and historical context 
that challenges their understanding of the limits, contributions, and 
sources of Woolf’s and modernism’s (feminist) aesthetics, histories, 
and politics. Also: Christina Sharpe’s development of Black annotation 
and redaction (113-20), her theorization of time (51-52, 100-01), and 
her engagement with photographs of (potential) suffering (44-46, 113-
17); C. Riley Snorton’s historical investigations of a “blackness [...] 
transected by embodied procedures that fall under the sign of gender” 
(2), his medical genealogy of gynecology (17-53), and his theorization 
of time (vii-ix); Hartman’s development of critical fabulation as cultural 
historical method (“Intimate” 1; “Venus” 11), the combination of close 
narration (Wayward xiii) and scholarly endnotes, her invocation of a 
chorus voice (xiii-xiv, 297-349), her political critique of early twentieth-
century sociology (81-122), her investigation and theorization of the 
limits and violence of the archive, her dramatization and insistence 
on the (everyday) radical thought and practice of young black women 
and her affirmation of their “refusal to be governed” (xv); and Xine 
Yao’s investigation of “unfeeling” as “part of [the] legacies of survival 
and resistance intertwined with traumatic genealogies of hegemonic 
oppression” (12)—this rich cluster of concepts, ideas, investigations, 
examinations, narratives, critiques, and demonstrations might inspire 
us to reread Woolf’s use of the chorus, her narrative/lyrical experiments 
with time, the historical-archival imagination of Orlando (1928), the 
anticipation of recovery work in “The Lives of the Obscure” (1925), 
the affirmation in Three Guineas (1938) of indifference to the fascist 
values of patriarchy (freedom from unreal loyalties), free indirect 
style, experiments in point of view, women’s intimacies with other 
women, and the limits or absences that mark Woolf’s position in (and 
reproduction of) an antiblack world (cf. Jackson). Perhaps following this 
thread of Spillers’s influence—from her portmanteau packing of Woolf 
alongside Schiller, Blake, Brooks, and others to the research of Johnson, 
Sharpe, Snorton, Hartman, Yao, and others—signals one way to begin an 
anti-racist/-supremacist elaboration of Woolf’s own incandescence.

Benjamin Hagen
University of South Dakota
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regularly as I wanted. Recognising the viability of the idea from a map, 
I reached out to another hometown friend who now lived in London, 
and asked whether she might be able to give me a lift back any time she 
drove home to see her family, given that my current location was only 
slightly off route. She agreed to the plan, but as it happened, the next 
time she was expecting to drive there, for a school friend’s wedding, I 
was going to be in London anyway, staying with a mutual friend of ours 
not far from her flat. She therefore suggested I meet her on the Friday 
morning so that we could drive the whole way back to our hometown 
together.

My reason for being in London that Thursday was to lend my support 
to, and then hopefully congratulate, a friend who was running for public 
office. As expected, he easily won the vote to be elected to the local 
council, and upon hearing the good news I found myself visualising 
his future career—it seemed inevitable that this was to be the first step, 
he would, surely, one day be elected to parliament. Handsome, urbane, 
and personable, it was not difficult to imagine him ended up at parties 
surrounded by the ministerial class, even if at this point he would protest 
that council politics felt a better fit for him, in that it gave him the 
opportunity to stay connected to local people. I wasn’t able to attend his 
victory party that night, but that seemed to be for the best as I had to get 
up early for the car journey.

I turned up at my friend-cum-chauffeur’s flat on Friday morning, and 
as we were preparing for the drive I noticed that she had a poster on the 
wall of Vanessa Bell’s Hogarth Press cover of To the Lighthouse. This 
made sense, she was one of many old friends I knew to be Woolf fans 
and we had bonded over this shared appreciation in the past. Recalling 
the book I smiled at the poster, then joined her to the car and we set off.

On the drive I felt quite conscious of the very different reasons we were 
returning home for the weekend, though we talked much more about 
the wedding than the drug problems at my friend’s hostel. Aside from 
the emotional anxieties connected with the latter issue, a party is always 
a fun topic to discuss, so by the time she dropped me off I had quite a 
full sense of what her weekend plans were. I merely hoped that my own 
wouldn’t be thrown off course by the kinds of difficulties that haunt the 
world I was reentering.

Having initially visited the hostel to see my friend on Friday night I went 
back on Saturday to watch a boxing match with him. This was the night 
of the wedding, which was happening a mile or so away in town, and so 
I was still receiving updates about how that event was going, as I had 
been for most of the day. Watching the boxing was fun, I was happy to 
be able to make the comparison with the last time I had tried to watch 
a fight with him, at which point he had been too high and distracted to 
pay much attention, and I had instead spent the time getting to know 
his friend and neighbour, who, as noted above, had sadly overdosed not 
long after that. Mourning in the time since then had sobered my friend 
up, and we were therefore well set up to have a good time talking about 
the sport we’d always shared an appreciation for and often arranged to 
watch together. 

Near the start there was a knock at the door. He went to answer and 
seemed to be repressively telling a neighbour that he wasn’t able to help 
with a request, or didn’t want to accept an invitation. It was all in hushed 
voices. He clearly didn’t want me to hear what they were discussing, 
but it wasn’t difficult to guess at, so I appreciated his resolve to keep 
the matter out of our evening, and he sat back down to join me, without 
explaining or even mentioning what the neighbour had been saying.

A while later, after the fight had finished we noticed a flashing blue 
light outside the window. His flat was on the first floor above the front-
facing car park, so we looked outside to see what was happening. We 
could see someone struggling and getting stretchered into an ambulance 
below us. Alarmed, we rushed outside to find out what was going on 
and discovered the neighbour who had earlier come to the door now 
freaking out, saying that the man in the ambulance was his friend who 

had just overdosed in his arms. It was incredibly unsettling, this had 
probably happened just above us while we were watching the end of the 
fight. Fearing that it might prompt my friend to recall his own recent 
experiences I took him back up to his flat, hoping to distract him from 
what was happening. 

Sitting there trying to make sense of everything, my instinct was to reply 
to my friend at the wedding, who had just sent me a text asking how our 
evening was going. I began typing a message to explain, but found that 
it was an extremely difficult text to write to someone you knew to be 
having fun at a party so nearby. 

A strange feeling suddenly came over me, a sort of geometric shadow—I 
recognised the shape of what was occurring but I didn’t immediately 
understand why. Then I realised—the man in the ambulance was 
Septimus Smith, my friend at the wedding was Clarissa Dalloway, and 
I was Dr Holmes or Dr Bradshaw, passing on the news, feeling guilty 
at the prospect of disrupting a happy occasion with external tragedy. 
Woolf’s plot framing gave precedent to what I was going through, 
which both in the immediate moment, and in the years since, helped me 
make sense of the event. Thankfully our own Septimus was released 
from hospital the following day, so the parallel was pulled back from 
the brink, but I do wonder whether I’d have coped with the whole 
experience if I hadn’t been prepared by the structure of this great novel, 
which I could still remember first reading across two summer afternoons 
fourteen years prior to that evening, in the very same neighbourhood. 

A year or so after this night, my friend moved to a different hostel. 
The first time I visited I noticed that outside the dining room there was 
a framed poster on the wall, a simple calligraphic print of a sentence 
spaced across the paper:

“One cannot think well, love well, sleep well, if one has not dined 
well—Virginia Woolf”

It looked so out of context at first, but then it amused me to think how 
inaccurate this assessment was. I had grown used to seeing it framed in 
cafes and restaurants, but here, among people struggling with mental 
health, diet, and addiction problems, the sentiment seemed to be raised 
far above that of merely eulogising the merits of fine dining. Although 
in its original context Woolf wasn’t explicitly discussing mental health, 
I wondered whether it had been chosen because this writer’s own 
struggles meant that she had been deemed an appropriate figure to impart 
this message to those dealing with such issues. And so I was not the only 
one seeing shadows of her relevance in spaces one might not expect to 
find them.

* * *

One afternoon in the summer of 2020, an old friend came to visit us 
in the park closest to our house. Still living at a point of the pandemic 
where not enough was known about the virus for it to be deemed safe 
to socialise in the way we previously might have, a group of us sat 
two metres apart on the grass, and shared stories of how miserable our 
spring had been—how beset by isolation and anxiety, how confusing 
and depressing. Having always had a fairly sharp awareness of what is 
going on around me, and a slight phobia of crowded spaces, I felt very 
conscious of the fact that there was a man standing not too far from 
us, whose intentions were unclear. I couldn’t tell if he was looking at 
us, or about to come over and talk to us, or if he was drunk, or really 
anything at first. Months of lockdown and of only ever being near the 
friends I lived with had meant that I was even less comfortable with 
this uncertainty than I would normally have been. None of my friends 
seemed to have noticed, but my attention remained divided as I kept an 
eye out in the direction of the man in case the situation changed.

Gradually it became clear to me that he was muttering to himself, not in 
apparent distress, but definitely in the manner of someone in mental ill 
health, which changed how I viewed the scene, I stopped assuming he 
had been paying attention to where we were, and tried to imagine how 
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the park might appear to him, being so evidently caught up in the private 
space of his own mind. Then I saw that he turned away from us and 
approached a woman sitting alone on the grass. I looked over to see how 
she would react, expecting perhaps that she might be alarmed at anyone 
encroaching upon her two-metre virus-free personal zone, or wondering 
if she might use that excuse to politely refuse engagement with someone 
she could tell suffered from mental health problems that she didn’t 
feel comfortable around. I was surprised, and then quickly ashamed of 
myself, when he wordlessly sat beside her and she lovingly drew him 
near and caressed his hair for a moment, before he climbed back to his 
feet and walked away again, openly addressing himself as she watched 
on.

I could now see the scene properly—she was watching him with care 
the whole time, making sure that he was able to enjoy the space without 
interruption, and presumably having to watch for how his own social 
distance zone was maintained from others—such was our collective 
anxiety about catching this still mysterious virus. In that moment my 
brain immediately threw to me an echo of Mrs Dalloway, and of Rezia 
Smith caring for Septimus in the park as he dealt with the psychological 
effects of his war trauma. My shame at misreading the situation collided 
with a rush of empathy for both of them, and left me with a painful 
realisation at how incredibly difficult the year must have been for so 
many people isolated in relationships structured around vulnerability and 
care, relationships that were already so powerfully and unfairly marked 
by social isolation. Through the echo of Rezia and Septimus I suddenly 
felt able to pair the post-war era with our own. This really brought home 
what we had been living through, and the many unseen faces of crisis.

As I think back on this story now, against the backdrop of intense media 
discussion around a Westminster party attended by the Prime Minister 
in terms of its scandalous disparity from the pandemic world outside, it 
is very easy to admire Woolf’s prescience in Mrs Dalloway. But more 
than that, and more than ever I appreciate how her work enables us to 
encounter life with these structural echoes, knowing how important they 
can be in softening the shock of difficult moments of being.

Kabe Wilson
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Truly Miscellaneous

“In this book I practice writing”:  
Virginia Woolf’s Diary-keeping Practice and  
the Creative Process of Mrs. Dalloway (1925)

Diary writing is a practice that mingles life and fiction, the public and 
private, the real and the imaginary, the conscious and unconscious: an 
effervescent type of life writing that plays with the (many) dimensions 
of one’s memories, identities, and perceptions of the self and the 
world. Diaries are difficult to define, and, as they have been historically 
perceived as a medium for women, they were often attributed as 
inferior or secondary in literature, constituting what Desiree Henderson 
describes as the diary’s “gender paradox” (60); at the same time that the 
genre itself is considered feminine, the most celebrated diarists are men. 

In her groundbreaking study of diaries written by eighteenth and 
nineteenth century literary women, Judy Simons examines how keeping 
a diary could affect their lives, indicating the diary’s power as a tool 
of expression in a world dominated by “female silence” (39). In other 
words, she shows how the diary can play a fundamental role in one’s 
life, especially for women who struggled to have access to a male-
dominated literary world. One example of a prolific diarist is Virginia 
Woolf (1882-1941) who, in addition to novels, short stories, letters, and 
essays, has left us with a great number of diary entries, written over 
more than twenty-five years and filled with numerous different subjects. 
Although Woolf’s entries are considered by scholars such as Simons as 
the “consummate demonstration of the diary as art” (18), Woolf’s life 
writings are not often considered as important as her most well-known 
works, such as her novels. Nevertheless, Woolf would attribute many 
functions to her diary, such as examining her own self and evaluating 
her life, writing about her daily observations, and organizing, planning, 
and experimenting her life and work. 

In the preface of A Writer’s Diary (1953), Leonard Woolf sheds some 
light upon the idea of how Virginia Woolf would use her diary as a 
laboratory for her writing. As the title proposes, he explains that Woolf 
would use the space not only to talk about her daily life, but also to 
discuss the “day-to-day problems of plot or form, of character or 
exposition” (9). This idea, along with the conception of her diary as 
her “practice-ground” (Shannon 49), not only suggests how complex 



43

Figure 1: Timeline of the creative process of the novel  
Mrs. Dalloway (1925) in the diary entries of Virginia Woolf

and multifunctional diaries in general 
may be but also more specifically how 
the practice was relevant to Woolf’s 
professional life as a writer. For Woolf, 
the diary writing was a space for literary 
experimentation and an essential part of 
her creative process. 

Drew Shannon argues that Mrs. Dalloway 
(1925), one of Woolf’s best-known 
novels, marked “an advance of her use 
of the diary as a creative tool” (81). 
Although Woolf had already used the 
diary to explore ideas, voices, and styles 
for her fiction, this work marks the 
advance of her use of the diary, since 
“never before ha[d] she discussed a 
work in such depth; never before ha[d] 
she so often taken a book’s emotional 
temperature, and her own, while writing 
it” (91). The novel was developed through 
the combination and expansion of two 
short stories, “The Prime Minister” and 
“Mrs Dalloway in Bond Street”; Woolf’s 
references to Mrs. Dalloway (with the 
working title “The Hours”) appeared 
constantly in her diaries, especially during 
the years of its production. In addition, 
the passage of time and the anguish of 
mortality are common themes both in her 
entries and in the novel, which suggests a 
connection between the diary entries and 
the fictional work. 

In this brief textual journey, I aim at 
analyzing how Woolf would use her 
diary to experiment with her fiction, 
here exemplified by the creative process 
of Mrs. Dalloway. To do this, I have 
analyzed Woolf’s unabridged diary 
entries from 1922 to 1925 (the period that 
comprises drafting, rewriting, revising 
proofs, publication, and early reception 
of the novel) and examined the ways that 
Woolf would use her diary to experiment 
with her fiction. To visualize this better, I 
have produced a timeline with a panorama 
of the creative process of the book as 
shown in the diaries. (See Figure 1.)

I consider that, in a way, the creative 
process of Mrs. Dalloway starts with 
what I call as the ghost of Jacob’s Room 
(1922): after publishing this work, her 
previous novel before Mrs. Dalloway, 
numerous entries show how she felt 
haunted by it. Woolf entrusted to the diary 
the fear that she felt due to the pressure of 
the book, as some of her friends believed 
that  was her masterpiece (“Clive thinks 
it [Jacob’s Room] a masterpiece. Yet the 
private praise has been the most whole 
hearted I’ve yet had. They seem to agree 
that I have accomplished what in the other 
books I only got near accomplishing” 
(Diary of Virginia Woolf [D] 2 986); 
“People—my friends I mean—seem 

agreed that it is my masterpiece, & the 
starting point for fresh adventures” [D2 
989]). The anxiety of not being able to 
go on after such a great work would 
weigh hugely upon her, making her feel 
incapable of finishing the next novel. 
She manages, however, to overcome this 
ghost, producing something she had never 
done before: “in some ways this book is a 
feat; finished without break from illness, 
wh. is an exception […] I feel that I have 
exorcised the spell wh. Murry & others 
said I had laid myself under after Jacob’s 
Room” (D2 1069).

By overcoming the obstacle, Woolf was 
able to transition from one work to the 
next. The first mention of the name “Mrs 
Dalloway” in this period appears on 
June 23, 1922, where it was still an idea 
for a short story: “I shall produce Mrs 
Dalloway in Bond Street as the finished 
product” (D2 960). It is only some months 
later that the story develops into a novel 
(“Mrs Dalloway has branched into a 
book” [D2 983]). In her diary, Woolf 
analyzes and examines the ideas she had 
for the book, especially in relation to the 
characters: “I adumbrate here a study 
of insanity & suicide: the world seen 
by the sane & the insane side by side—
something like that. Septimus Smith?—is 
that a good name?” (D2 983). Some days 
later, she once again returns to the diary, 
this time to confess how she would like 
to anticipate and schematize the book and 
compares it to Jacob’s Room: “I want to 
think out Mrs Dalloway. I want to foresee 
this book better than the others, & get 
the utmost out of it. I expect I could have 
screwed Jacob up tighter if I had foreseen; 
but I had to make my path as I went” (D2 
985). 

The name “The Hours,” the novel’s first 
title, initially appears in an entry of 12 
May 1923: “They think of my next book, 
which I think of calling “The Hours”, 
with excitement. This does encourage 
me” (D2 1011). Here, it is also indicated 
how she felt motivated by her friends’ 
thoughts on her books. This excitement 
expanded largely in the following month: 
“I am a great deal interested suddenly 
in my book. […] I want to give [it] the 
slipperiness of the soul” (D2 1012). Her 
profound interest in writing this book 
marks the months of June to September 
of 1923. In these entries, it is possible to 
see Mrs. Dalloway growing, evolving, 
and flourishing, as Woolf explores in 
the diary her perception of the book 
and what she desired to do with it. She 
would constantly highlight the themes 
and ideas she wanted to develop, as well 
as emphasize her opinions about her 
own work: “In this book I have almost 
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too many ideas. I want to give life & death, sanity & insanity; I want 
to criticise the social system, & to show it at work, at its most intense” 
(D2 1014-15); “I foresee, to return to The Hours, that this is going to 
be the devil of a struggle. The design is so queer & so masterful. I’m 
always having to wrench my substance to fit it. The design is certainly 
original, & interests me hugely. I should like to write away & away at it, 
very quick and fierce” (D2 1015). In her diaries, Woolf would embrace 
both the blisses and the woes of writing, as at times she would feel very 
insecure about her writing, especially in relation to the “mad scenes” of 
the book: “Am I writing The Hours from deep emotion? Of course, the 
mad part tries me so much, makes my mind squint so badly that I can 
hardly face spending the next weeks at it” (D2 1015). The uncertainty 
about these scenes would stay with her during the whole process of the 
novel, where she felt insecure when she was revising it (“I am driving 
my way through the mad chapters of Mrs D. My wonder is whether 
book would have been better without them” [D2 1072]); and when she 
was anticipating the reviews after publishing it (“The reviewers will 
say that it is disjointed because of the mad scenes not connecting with 
the Dalloway scenes” [D2 1074]). In addition, besides talking about 
her feelings in relation to her works, she also used the diary to plan her 
novels by creating work schedules, as shown in the following entry 
where she describes the schedule of Mrs. Dalloway: “I will write at it 
for 4 months, June, July, August & September […] & I shall put it away 
for three months, during which I shall finish my essays; & then that will 
be—October, November, December—January: & I shall revise it January 
February March April” (D2 1058).

When writing about the death of Septimus, the interest she had in the 
story turned into a sensation of failure: “A feeling of depression is on 
me, as if we were old & near the end of all things. […] Then, being at a 
low ebb with my book—the death of Septimus,—I begin to count myself 
a failure” (D2 1062). Some days later, in the final stages of the novel, she 
examined and experimented ways that the ending could be done: “I think 
I can go straight at the grand party & so end; forgetting Septimus, which 
is a very intense & ticklish business, & jumping Peter Walsh eating his 
dinner, which may be some obstacle too” (D2 1064). When effectively 
writing the end of the story, she once again used the diary space to 
analyze possible ideas to finish the novel: “There I am now—at last 
at the party, which is to begin in the kitchen, & climb slowly upstairs. 
It is to be a most complicated spirited solid piece, knitting together 
everything & ending on three notes, at different stages of the staircase, 
each saying something to sum up Clarissa” (D2 1065).

From November of 1924 until the publication of her book in May 1925, 
Woolf started the process of revision. While retyping it (she argued that 
it was a great method to revise her works), Woolf says although the 
“mad scenes” were bothering her, she believed that Mrs. Dalloway was 
one of her most satisfactory works: “Really & honestly I think it the 
most satisfactory of my novels (but have not read it coldbloodedly yet). 
The reviewers will say that it is disjointed because of the mad scenes 
not connecting with the Dalloway scenes. And I suppose there is some 
superficial glittery writing” (D2 1074). In May 1925, she published it 
and started recording the “fate of the book” (D3 1091) in the diary, as 
Woolf kept track of the various contrasting reviews of the novel. The 
most precise and detailed review she remarked in the diary came from 
Lytton Strachey, a friend of hers, who called her novel a “flawed stone” 
(D3 1099): 

No, Lytton does not like Mrs Dalloway […]. What he says is that 
there is a discordancy between the ornament (extremely beautiful) 
& what happens (rather ordinary—or unimportant). This is caused 
he thinks by some discrepancy in Clarissa herself; he thinks she is 
disagreeable & limited, but that I alternately laugh at her, & cover 
her, very remarkably, with myself. (D3 1099)

Although this was not a positive review, Woolf confided that rather 
than feeling happy for the success she would like to acknowledge her 

effort: “None of this hurts me, or depresses me. […] I don’t see myself 
a success. I like the sense of effort better” (D2 1099). She then starts 
planning and organizing her next novel, To the Lighthouse (1927), in her 
diaries. 

By tracing a panorama of the creative process of Mrs. Dalloway as 
presented in Woolf’s diaries, it is possible to note the power that 
diary writing had in her life. Although the need to write daily would 
sometimes seem overwhelming to her and she would not write for some 
time, Woolf would always come back to her notebooks. Diary writing 
was a way for her to explore ideas, “help her style,” and “loosen the 
ligatures” (D2 1071), and serve as a “downy pillow” (D3 1111) for 
when she needed comfort. It was a place where diary and fiction would 
connect, where she could keep track of her ideas; it was a place for 
self-perception and development of her identity as a writer. Moreover, 
we can note Woolf’s insecurity in this analysis, especially in relation 
to the pressure of writing Jacob’s Room previously to Mrs. Dalloway 
and her confusion regarding the “mad parts” of the book. We can also 
observe in this period Woolf’s enthusiasm during peaks of inspiration, 
the hard work, and the extensive schedules that she would try to follow, 
her connection with the character of Clarissa Dalloway, and her constant 
need to improve herself as she described the process of revision and the 
reviews of her novel. As documented, we can perceive how her diaries 
were an extremely important part of her life. The diaries not only shed 
light on Woolf’s life and work during the period when she crafted of one 
of her most important novels but also serve an exemplar of diaries that 
can function as complex works of art.   

Gabriela Zetehaku 
Federal University of Santa Catarina (UFSC)
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Celebrating Jacob’s Room at 100:
Papers from the Plenary on Jacob’s Room 

at the  
31st Annual Conference on Virginia Woolf

l

(Re)looking at Jacob’s Room

It’s three and a half decades since I held the manuscript of Jacob’s Room 
in my hands, sitting—not a little awe-struck—in the Berg Collection 
in New York Public Library. An editor at Oxford University Press had 
taken a chance on me as someone who could edit the novel for the 
World’s Classics series: looking back, I can see what a combination of 
serendipity and privilege this represented. I was a young academic at 
Oxford who loved reading Woolf, and who taught her—as we taught 
most things from Shakespeare onwards—but all I had published on 
Woolf was a piece on “Virginia Woolf and the General Strike,” which 
was an exercise in historical contextualization and on the relationship 
between fiction and politics. I certainly had absolutely no training—
practical or theoretical—in editorial work, although my graduate class 
in paleography (thank you, Reggie Alton!) proved invaluable, especially 
when it came to deciphering Woolf’s erasures, inter-lineations, and 
marginal additions. However, I did some rapid self-education in what 
it means to edit a text, relying especially on Jerome McGann’s, Don 
McKenzie’s and G. Thomas Tanselle’s insights. Their shared insistence 
on the fundamental instability of printed texts was intellectually 
liberating. 

The experience of seeing that manuscript was instant, and visceral. Here 
was Woolf’s own production, in as unmediated a form as possible: a 
truly Benjaminian encounter with aura. To some extent, one can see 
what the holograph looked like in Edward L. Bishop’s transcription, 
which shows exactly what was excised, substituted, interwoven. Suzanne 
Raitt’s Norton edition usefully includes a number of transcribed pages, 
too. But turning handwriting into print cannot capture the material 
immediacy of observing where Woolf’s pen started to run out of ink, 
when she must have paused, re-loaded it, and begun writing again, the 
inscription thickening. And there was something extraordinarily intimate 
in seeing that she ruled her own margins in a thick, and usually fairly 
blunt blue pencil, a thread of connection to the blurring of ink and 
emotion in the novel’s second paragraph: “Slowly welling from the point 
of her gold nib, pale blue ink dissolved the full stop; for there her pen 
stuck; her eyes fixed, and tears slowly filled them” (Jacob’s Room [JR] 
3).

This first-hand encounter with the three notebooks that contain most 
of the manuscript, and with the eight pages of corrected typescript in 
the Monk’s House collection, brought me into corporeal as well as 
intellectual proximity to the act of writing and revision. The vehemence 
or tidiness of crossings out and insertions; the gaps and spaces on the 
page, spoke of the physical labor of composition. They, like the novel 
itself, manifested the interplay of body and mind.

But I didn’t write about this at the time. My edition neither addresses the 
affective properties of archive or manuscripts, nor, indeed, the book’s 
fascination with the materiality of texts, whether they are “many-paged, 
tear-stained” (JR 4) letters; books carried around in a pocket or used 
as an artist’s prop when posing a model; volumes that form a potential 
weapon against a young man in a railway carriage, or are marked in the 
margin by a reader, or fall, unheeded, off boats.1 In the relatively brief 
number of pages allocated me by OUP for the Introduction, I tried to 

1 For how one might approach a reading along these lines, see Price. 

cover some basic, if important ground—the kind of things I would have 
hoped to have covered if teaching Jacob’s Room: the work’s emphasis 
on the elegiac and the transient, and on the undertones of war, balanced 
against its stress on the importance of living in and recording the 
present; attentiveness to the moment even as it melts away. I wrote about 
Woolf’s interest, at that point in her career as a novelist, in depicting 
the everyday; on stressing subjectivity and the mind’s freedom to range 
over the matter in front of it; on exploring the impossibility of ever 
knowing someone—not least Jacob, who is both individualistic enigma 
and a generational archetype. I drew attention, of course, to her attack 
on the complacent nature of pre-First World War patriarchal formations; 
and to the novel’s sustained, quiet feminism. And, trained as an art 
historian as well as a literary critic, I addressed the novel’s interest in 
structure and in architectural space, in the ever-changing qualities of 
colors and light; and considered the many shifts of scale—much of 
this related to what Winifred Holtby, as early as 1932, understood as 
“cinematographic technique” (Holtby 117). But even if the introduction 
covered a fair amount of ground, when I look back at the edition after 
thirty years, I have to acknowledge that in some important—even, 
now, embarrassing—ways, it is somewhat blinkered. The scanty pages 
of notes at the back reflect all too well the cultural and educational 
assumptions underpinning OUP’s editorial policy at that time: that one 
should only annotate references that might be “obscure.” I never thought 
to stop to ask—“obscure” to whom?2

More important than anything that I had to say in the Introduction, I 
now think, was the excised material that I included in the appendix to 
the World’s Classics edition, and that I wrote about in a separate article, 
“Revising Jacob’s Room: Virginia Woolf, Women, and Language.” 
Coming across these completely unexpected portions of the text, and 
transcribing them, was completely thrilling. A significant proportion 
of these passages are about women’s private, physical, even sexual 
lives—passages that—as the numerous crossings-out indicate—Woolf 
herself may have found hard to write, and then awkward or too personal 
to include. Seeing these passages in the manuscript felt as though I was 
transgressing; reading text that Woolf hadn’t ultimately intended to 
be public; discovering a hidden, suppressed text; feeling—which was 
true, at that moment—that I was in a particularly intimate relationship 
with the novel. Although I didn’t realize this until much later, it was an 
archival experience that meshed with the novel’s concerns with privacy 
and intrusion; with entering rooms or staying on the threshold—a 
choice shared, in Jacob’s Room, by characters and narrators alike. I 
was especially struck—shocked to find, even—mentions of women’s 
menstruation, of “copulation,” of a woman’s self-consciousness at her 
thickening, aging body. But re-reading the omitted passages in their 
entirety, I see another type of intimacy on display, which is the narrator’s 
terror at life’s precarity; the recognition that “the waters slipped by – 
unremarked. There must be something one could hold onto?—something 
enduring” (JR 269). Sandra Wentworth Williams, wondering whether 
she wants to kiss Jacob—or more—can’t quite put her desire into 
words, nor quite nail down his sentiments towards her: “Presumably 
they both wished for only one thing—certainly that something survives, 
still means, yet even in the chasms of dark years the thing we felt” (JR 
269). This sense of the fragility of life is a central component of Woolf’s 
writing: again, I can only hypothesize that these passages felt too 
revealing, too vulnerable to include.

This experience of intimate encounter with the raw material of a text has 
stuck with me over the years, even as my own scholarship has largely 
moved away from Woolf studies. But a couple of years back some 
graduate students asked me if I’d teach a course on “The Visual World 
of Virginia Woolf,” and I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to go back to 
her writing, and, in the process, to revisit Jacob’s Room. Our core critical 

2 Inviting students to take a few pages from an under-annotated text like this 
edition of Jacob’s Room, inviting them to identify what annotations they would 
like to have had to make best sense of it, and inviting them to supply this 
additional material is an illuminating, and often rewarding, teaching exercise.
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Blurring boundaries: Woolf criticism has long encouraged the splicing 
of the personal with the academic, and to structure this piece around 
my particular engagements with Jacob’s Room works perfectly to 
illustrate the inevitable meshing of individual, circumstantial responses 
with changing critical emphases that likely characterizes any of our 
encounters with a single text over a number of decades. Bell wrote 
appositely of Woolf’s representation of the “kaleidoscopic experience” 
(Bell 462) of seeing the world as being unified by her own personality: 
in my own case, I’ve shaken up the novel’s colored-glass fragments 
several times.  

Undoubtedly, my most significant encounter with Jacob’s Room came 
when I opened each of the three manuscript notebooks, and I cherish the 
memory of that sensory impact. And yet, even if one’s not had the rare 
tactile and emotional privilege of holding the manuscript oneself, Jacob’s 
Room depends, re-reading after re-reading, on its appeal to the senses, 
and to the power of affect. This remains true even as one’s attention is 
differently applied, every time, according to the shifting patterns and 
colors of one’s own life, and according to different intellectual priorities 
that allow one to pose new questions of the text, its material shape-
shifting, and its readers and reception. It’s because of its sensory charge 
that its prose seems so immediate, its impact so direct: it’s quite a shock 
to realize it’s a hundred years old.

Kate Flint 
University of Southern California
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text during this semester was Maggie Humm’s Edinburgh Companion 
to Virginia Woolf and the Arts (2010), and we read the novel by way of 
Jane Goldman’s chapter on “Virginia Woolf and Modernist Aesthetics” 
and Vara Neverow’s on “Virginia Woolf and City Aesthetics”—both 
invaluable. As others have done, we considered Jacob’s Rooom 
alongside Vanessa Bell’s paintings from the immediate pre-war period.3 
We thought about the work performed by painting and by sculpture 
within the novel itself. We picked up shifting perspectives, seeing them 
not just as a product of different subjectivities and different emotions, 
but of different modes of looking. We considered angles of vision, and 
the implications of noting eyes themselves—like Nick Bramham’s, when 
sculpting Fanny Elmer: “rather prominent, and rather bloodshot, as if 
from staring and staring” (JR 157). We took on board the implications of 
Clive Bell’s 1924 essay on Woolf that he published in the Dial: what he 
might have meant by her “almost painterlike vision” and the comparison 
that he makes (following in the footsteps of Abel Chevalley) between her 
vision and verbal style and that of the Impressionists (Bell 459).

As I often do in graduate classes, I asked participants to contribute to 
a class blog on a weekly basis. They had to choose a passage—even 
a sentence—on which to center some remarks about the visual that 
then get woven into the structure of the seminar. What did they see?  
And did they see differently from my close encounter with the novel, 
thirty plus years ago? There was, in fact, some considerable overlap: 
an emphasis on colors—the yellow stamps and green stamps on letters; 
orange trees as “brief balls of yellow among green leaves” (JR 213). 
This time round, I was certainly more struck, myself, by the “astonishing 
agitation and vitality of colour” that animates the novel—and that also 
creates less cheerful undertones (JR 9). What, indeed, does one make 
of the proliferation of yellow?—yellow teeth in a sheep’s jaw; a yellow 
novel; yellow slippers and waistcoats and boots and dresses and flowers; 
yellow skies; yellow paths and pebbles in Hyde Park. Some of this 
shades into sickliness, as with the “yellow and jaded” rapidly fading 
chrysanthemums (JR 112), and the mustard that spreads over a tablecloth 
as an unknown woman storms out of a restaurant. It’s a color that subtly 
permeates the novel with a jaundiced and ominous tone, that—unlike 
the multiple shades of grey—doesn’t become reanimated with daylight. 
Woolf’s chiaroscuro techniques were picked up as the students advanced 
a good deal of speculation about filmic influence, noting the novel’s 
constant, consistent stress on ephemerality and visual elusiveness, its 
processions of shadows, its sudden cuts of scenes. We looked at effects 
of lighting—“the diamond flash of little glass houses in the sun” (JR 18); 
the “unshaded electric light” of Bramham’s studio (JR 157); “plane trees 
spangled in electric light” (JR 226); “the fog, the lamplight, the shades 
of London” (JR 101). We considered the visual tropes through which 
absence, emptiness, and trauma are brought home. 

That emphasis on trauma, and on the availability of theoretical 
formulations through which to articulate it is, indeed, one pointer 
to broad shifts in critical attention since I edited the novel. Another 
prominent theme in our class, reflective of a number of interests in the 
room, was that of ecocriticism, and here I was especially pleased when 
one student, Sarah Frontiera, took up this highly specific description 
from early in the novel: “The upper wings of the moth which Jacob held 
were undoubtedly marked with kidney-shaped spots of a fulvous hue. 
But there was no crescent upon the underwing” (JR 26). She used this 
to expand on the recurrent emphasis in Jacob’s Room on patterning, 
from irregularly “piebald” cows (JR 236) to the “chequered” interplay of 
light and shade made by leaves in sunlight on an English lane (JR 186), 
and—this is where the ecocritical came into play—the way Woolf’s 
descriptions dissolve distinctions between human and non-human pattern 
making. Clive Bell’s identification of “the bright fragments which are the 
author’s sense of life” (Bell 462) is especially relevant here, as he calls 
attention to how the “little touches and divisions of tones” (Bell 459) are 
brought together both by the elusive, but central figure of Jacob, and by 
Woolf’s own personality.
3 See, for example, Kostkowska, and for a broader aesthetic context, Tickner.
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Jacob at 100

2022 sees the hundredth anniversary of one of the most celebrated years 
in the history of experimental literature in Britain. As scholars of British 
literary modernism know, it was in 1922 that T. S. Eliot’s The Waste 
Land, James Joyce’s Ulysses, Virginia Woolf’s Jacob’s Room, and May 
Sinclair’s Life and Death of Harriett Frean appeared.1 1922 has been 
hailed as a “definitive break in literary history” (North 3), the dawn of a 
new era that embraces cultural innovation and disruption. What does it 
mean for us now to re-read these books, after a hundred years of rapid 
and profound cultural transformation? Are books, like the dead, “at our 
mercy,” to be viewed with pity and “a little contempt,” as Lily says of 
the dead Mrs. Ramsay (To the Lighthouse, 260)? Or do they overwhelm 
us with the energy with which they survive, their determination to outlast 
us? As Woolf wrote in 1922: “Hamlet may change; we know, indeed, 
that Hamlet will change; but tonight Hamlet is ours” (“On Re-Reading 
Novels” 337). We possess them for a moment, and then they continue on 
their journey. Do they age? Do they die? Are they still alive at 100?

Jacob, of course, was not. If Stuart Clarke is to be believed, Jacob died 
at 27 (Jacob’s Room 303). Jacob was spared—or denied, depending on 
your point of view—the experience of aging, the transformations that 
shape old people (and, according to Woolf, old books). His creator, 
Virginia Woolf, however, knew what it meant to feel your age, even 
if she did die at 59. This essay reads Jacob’s Room as a meditation on 
aging—or, more precisely, as an encounter between a woman newly 
encountering middle age, and the youthful unreality of the young man 
about whom she writes. We need not to be surprised that Jacob died so 
young. Woolf’s experience in her immediate family was that people 
often died in their 40s, or even sooner. Her mother died at 49; her sister 
at 28; and her brother Thoby—a possible model for Jacob—at 26. 
During the years before Woolf started to write Jacob’s Room in 1920, 
Britain was convulsed by wave after wave of early deaths, during the 
Great War and the influenza epidemic that followed. Jacob and his fellow 
students at Cambridge in the first decade of the twentieth century are 
“simple young men […] who would—but there is no need to think of 
them grown old” (JR 67). Many of them will not do that. And Jacob is 
among those who do not.

The men do not grow old, but their possessions—their rooms, their 
clothes, the books that sit on their shelves—do. When people die, their 
belongings take on a strange and awkward aura. Holding out Jacob’s 
“old shoes” after his death, his mother Betty asks the question which 
is the point of the book: “What am I to do with these, Mr. Bonamy?” 
(JR 290). “These” are not just Jacob’s “old shoes.” The shoes embody 
the imprint Jacob left on the world, as well as on his shoe-leather: the 
memories, the yearning, the absence. Old shoes hold the unique wrinkles 
left by their wearer’s feet. In some way, having read the novel, we are 
all those shoes, altered by our reading, remembering not the real Jacob, 
but his imprint on the page. Like the book that tells his story, we survive 
him. As Woolf says in Jacob’s Room, “either we are young, or growing 
old” (JR 115). Jacob stays young, while we, his relics, age, and dim. 
What are we to do with our memories, our superfluity, our awkward 
continuance in a world that is diminished?

Jacob’s youth is such a vital part of his identity that one contemporary 
reviewer, Sylvia Lynd, objected to his name on the grounds that it 
conjures up visions of an old—and Jewish—man. “How came Mrs. 
Woolf to give him that name? Hitherto Jacob has always been an old 
man with a crumpled back and knotted hands resting on a knotted stick 
[…] He has never been young and handsome and English before” (qtd. 

1 See North 3-30 for a discussion of the canonical status of the year 1922 in 
scholarship on modernist literature.

in JR 302). The association—at least in Lynd’s mind—of old age with 
Woolf’s Jacob, the epitome of youth, is startling and wrong. There must 
be no contamination of his youthfulness by anything related to age (or to 
Judaism, apparently).2 

Woolf was very aware that in writing Jacob’s Room, she was a middle-
aged woman imagining the experiences of someone much younger than 
herself—hardly unusual for an author of fiction, of course, but in this 
case, it mattered to the author. Woolf started to imagine the novel the 
day after she turned 38. And she noticed the coincidence. In January 
1920, she wrote in her diary: “The day after my birthday; in fact I’m 38. 
Well, I’ve no doubt I’m a great deal happier than I was at 28; & happier 
today than I was yesterday having this afternoon arrived at some idea 
of a new form for a new novel” (Diary of Virginia Woolf [D] 2 13). Her 
achievement in Jacob’s Room was meaningful to her partly because she 
felt herself entering middle age at the same time. She turned 40 about ten 
months before it was published, writing after Leonard read (and praised) 
the manuscript: “There’s no doubt in my mind that I have found out how 
to begin (at 40) to say something in my own voice” (D2 186). Turning 
40 was as much of a milestone as publishing her first truly experimental 
novel, and the two were intertwined in her mind. 

Woolf’s late 30s were not an easy time. The writing of Jacob’s Room 
was interrupted several times by lengthy bouts of illness, some of them 
apparently serious. Woolf wrote nothing for two months in the summer 
of 1921, “all the horrors of the dark cupboard of illness once more 
displayed” (D2 125), and in mid-August, considered making her will. 
In early 1922, a heart specialist diagnosed a heart murmur and warned 
of premature death. Entering her 40s was to be confronted with her own 
mortality: it was a turning point (Lee 454-55). “My theory is that at 40 
one either increases the pace or slows down” (D2 259). The Jacob we 
know is blissfully unaware that he will not live for long. But Woolf, as 
she worked on the novel, was acutely conscious that she would not live 
forever. Survivors are merely the dead in waiting. 

Hermione Lee, in her magisterial biography, notes that Jacob’s Room is 
Woolf’s last novel “centered entirely on a single youthful character or 
placed entirely in a pre-war world. From now on she would deal more 
with middle age and growing old” (Lee 455). My reading of Jacob’s 
Room contradicts this observation. I think Woolf’s exploration of middle 
age has started already in Jacob’s Room. In the final brief section of 
this essay, I will explore the depiction of middle and old age in Jacob’s 
Room—the time of life that Jacob himself will never experience. 

In turning 40, Woolf was getting closer psychologically to the ranks of 
the “elderly,” which, in Jacob’s Room, is the definitive condition of the 
over 50s. Jacob’s companion on the train to Cambridge, Mrs. Norman, 
at 50 is “elderly” (JR 46); ); and Sir Edward Grey, the Foreign Secretary, 
is also described as an “elderly man” in 1914 (JR 282), when he was 
52.3 The “elderly” are generally unimpaired: indeed, Betty Flanders is 
“in her prime” (JR 20) when she is in her mid-40s. There are, however, 
a number of “old” people in the novel who are not in such good shape. 
We meet them only in passing. Most of them are unsteady on their 
legs—as if struggling to walk is an inevitable marker of age—or they 
are dead. “Old” Mr. Dickens, who pushes Ellen Barfoot’s bath-chair, 
“[leans] forward unsteadily, like an old horse” with “one knobbed 
boot [swinging] tremulously in front of the other” (JR 38). “Poor old 
Huxtable” “lurched, unsteadily, near the wall” (JR 61); “that old woman 
fairly hobbles towards Waterloo” (JR 184); and “that old man” “shuffles 
on” (JR 185). “Old” is also an adjective applied to those who have 
died: Betty Flanders reports to Jacob that “old Miss Wargrave” is “dead 
at last” (JR 146), and “Old Miss Birkbeck […] died last June and left 
[Jacob] a hundred pounds” (JR 204). To be old is to be infirm, to have 

2  See Stalla for a discussion of Jacob’s “Jewishness.”
3 Though the “elderly man” is not named, Clarke (JR 705) identifies him as Sir 
Edward Grey. In my Norton Critical Edition of JR, I suggest he is Prime Minister 
Herbert Asquith, who was 62 when war was declared (JR 139).
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Strange Overture: Jacob’s Room  
(Transcript of the video for the plenary at the 31st Annual 
Conference on Virginia Woolf)

I want to thank Vara Neverow for inviting me, and Amy Smith for 
pressing me, to participate in the 2022 Woolf conference. By the time 
you see this video I’ll be out of the country, off of the continent—and 
a good thing too because Vara said “Give us your insights!” But I have 
no insights, only the opposite (would that be “unsights”?). I’m retired 
from the University of Alberta, and now work from a gazebo of my 
own, here on what I’m pleased to acknowledge as Treaty 6 land, home 
and gathering place of the Métis and many Indigenous Nations. I can’t 
believe I ever thought I understood Jacob’s Room. Part of the problem is 
that editorial work takes you to a granular level that obscures a sense of 
the whole. Nevertheless, it is a book that unsettles.

I 
One of the first things that hit me, reading it in my 1922 edition, is the 
printing conventions.

The author who wrote “Mind the Gap,” which looks at the space breaks, 
neglected to note how in the early editions there are spaces surrounding 
the semicolons that break up the prose. Look at this sentence at the 
bottom of the page from chapter 2 (you can find the first edition on 
MAPP at https://www.modernistarchives.com/files/jacobs-room.pdf):

The whole city was pink and gold ;  domed ;  mist-wreathed ;  
resonant ;  strident. (24)

There’s a space between the word and the semicolon, and then two 
spaces afterward. The spaces enhance the sense of strangeness ;  of a 
whole built up of shards ;  like the poetry of Pound or Eliot. These were 
standard printing conventions, but they are a reminder—in this temporal-
levelling age of the Internet—that this is a book, as well as a text, that is 
not of our era.

Further, the fragmentation extends to the dialogue (this is obvious, but 
I’d never been so aware of it before): people never answer each other, 
or rather the narrator doesn’t record the whole conversation. With over 
170 characters I suppose she has to get on with it. So we’re always being 
tugged onward.

Yet, curiously, we are not.

II 
I read Jacob’s Room first as a man younger than Jacob, having spent 
part of the winter in Greece and travelling overland to Afghanistan and 
discovering “how tremendously pleasant it is to be alone […] on one’s 
own, cut off from the whole thing” (229). I remembered the novel as 
being all about Italy and Greece. This time, however, it seemed to take 

Photo by Oziel Gómez on Unsplash 
https://unsplash.com/photos/x7gz40Z9ObM

died, or to be about to do so: “There was old Jevons with one eye gone, 
and his clothes the colour of mud, his bag over his back, and his brains 
laid feet down in earth among the violet roots and the nettle roots” (JR 
165). His body seems already half merged with the mud of the grave. 
Old age, in this novel, is a state of weakness and decay. The text spends 
little time on these ancient people: they have walk-on parts at best. This 
is not a novel for old people or about old people. Even old cats stimulate 
an uncharacteristic moment of aggression for Betty: “’Poor Topaz,” 
she said (for Mr. Floyd’s kitten was now a very old cat, a little mangy 
behind the ears, and one of these days would have to be killed)” (JR, 
33).4 Mange and decrepitude have no place here, even though some of 
these “old” people seem to be only in their late 50s or 60s, if the novel’s 
chronology is reliable.5 

The “elderly,” however, are key. The perspective of “elderly” women 
frames the text. Betty is in her mid-40s when the novel opens and in her 
late 60s when it ends. It is her written words, “ʻSo of course’” (JR 7), 
that open the novel and plunge us immediately into her certainties. As 
she weeps, we see the world literally through her tears: “The entire bay 
quivered; the lighthouse wobbled; and she had the illusion that the mast 
of Mr. Connor’s little yacht was bending like a wax candle in the sun” 
(JR 7). The novel closes with her grief as she holds out Jacob’s shoes, as 
if this is her story as well as her son’s. The novel itself is narrated by a 
woman who is briefly characterized in the text as ten years older than her 
youthful subject. Her feelings towards Jacob, like Betty’s, are maternal. 
She feels excluded, she feels protective: “Granted ten years’ seniority 
and a difference of sex, fear of him comes first; this is swallowed 
up by a desire to help” (JR 153). Difference of sex is key, of course. 
Indeed, Kate Flint notes that the text is organized around a “generalized 
perception of difference between the sexes” (Flint 362). And I would add 
that it is also organized around a perception of the difference between 
youth and middle age. The novel is the story of an extended encounter 
between elderly women and doomed youth. Anxious, “elderly” mothers 
struggle to find their place in a world of young men. Woolf mourns the 
young even as she embraces her own middle age and confronts her own 
mortality. Jacob at 100? No. But Woolf at 40? Emphatically yes.

Suzanne Raitt 
William & Mary
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forever to get to Greece. True, that sojourn is three-quarters of the way 
through the book, but there’s little narrative drive, not much plot. Just 
chronology. 

There is more movement at the syntactical level, as in that great line in 
chapter eight about the “unpublished works of women, written by the 
fireside in pale profusion, dried by the flame, for the blotting-paper’s 
worn to holes and the nib cleft and clotted” (147). We zoom down from 
Betty Flanders’s musings about Mrs. Jarvis to that clotted nib—but in 
terms of the action the narrator seems to be meandering, dawdling. 

The asides struck me now as attempts to avoid the inevitable: Jacob’s 
early death. Each flash-forward to a middle age for a minor character, 
such as the Reverend Floyd, who in a single time-lapse paragraph 
evolves from the young man who declares his love to Mrs. Flanders to 
the distinguished editor who feeds the ducks in Hamstead (32), or the 
painter Edward Cruttendon, who winds up savagely painting orchards in 
Kent (213), is poignant for the narrator because there will be no middle 
age for Jacob. So there is this tension between chronology pulling her 
forward and her desire to forestall the ending, that empty room. The 
narrative arc darts forward and back, loops to one side then the other, a 
record of her resistance.

But there is more than avoidance at play.

In Steven Dietz’s play Bloomsday, Robert, the young American boy, says 
of Caithleen, the Irish girl he’s fallen in love with,

To her, Time is not a series of neat single notes called “the 
present”—one played after another. No, to her Time is a chord: 
many notes, past-present-future, all real…all alive…and all played 
at once. (6)

I think Woolf had this sense of time as a chord, and is trying to render 
it here, as she will in different ways throughout her life. Probably most 
of you came to Jacob’s Room as I did, after reading her later work, 
and found echoes of Mrs. Dalloway, To The Lighthouse, Orlando, The 
Waves, as well as essays such as A Room of One’s Own and “On Not 
Knowing Greek.” 

But of course, they are not echoes, they’re anticipatory motifs. Jacob’s 
Room is a heuristic, an exploration rather than the crystallization of a 
vision, yet the book became an unwitting overture to her writing career, 
giving us brief melodies that would be developed later. We read it with 
our minds going out and back in Woolf’s canon, each moment a chord.

III 
Those chords hold discordant notes. A touch of the grotesque creeps in. 
There are the character mongers in chapter twelve who “stuff out their 
victims’ characters till they are swollen and tender as the livers of geese 
exposed to the fire […]” (253). It’s there in nature too. I’ve always loved 
the line, “The feathery white moon never let the sky grow dark” (59), 
but this time what emerged for me is that nature—the rain, the river, the 
wind—is active, has agency. (I’m sure several of you have written about 
this; I haven’t kept up with the scholarship.) The river at Cambridge 
swims “green and deep over the bowed rushes, as if lavishly caressing 
them” (56). That’s erotic and lovely. 

Yet often the images are unpleasant, verging on the perverse. In the first 
chapter we’re told “Eyelids would have been fastened down by the rain” 
(18). And on the last page of chapter one, “The wind actually stirred the 
cloth on the chest of drawers […] until a white shape bulged out” (19). 
This seemed a little creepy, and sure enough by chapter ten that wind is 
engaged in a sado-masochistic session:

What can be more violent than the fling of boughs in a gale, the 
tree yielding itself all up the trunk, to the very tip of the branch, 
streaming and shuddering the way the wind blows, yet never fling 
in dishevelment away?

 And that’s not all:

The corn squirms and abases itself as if preparing to tug itself free 
from the roots and yet is tied down.

And then the narrator implicates us:

[…] you see a swelling run through the street, an aspiration, as 
with arms outstretched, eyes desiring, mouths agape. And then we 
peaceably subside. For if the exaltation lasted we should be blown 
like foam into the air. The stars would shine through us. We should 
go down the gale in salt drops—as sometimes happens. (196)

Well, yes. I wondered how I passed over this as a student in my 20s, or 
as an editor in my 40s. It’s more than a weather report; there’s something 
monstrous in those multiple “mouths.”

IV 
Speaking of which, what’s happening right now in Ukraine is genuinely 
monstrous.

Putin justifies the war against Ukraine by insisting that it has no culture, 
that the country doesn’t exist in any sense of the word. To oppose the 
tyrants we need not only boots on the ground but books on the table, an 
active archive with people who know how to negotiate it, how to defend 
it. Kipling in “A Time for Prayer” writes of how in peacetime people 
resent soldiers, think of them as violent louts, then when war comes, they 
say, in effect, “You’re great! We love you! Defenders of our land!”

As we speak, my university is making plans to demolish the Humanities 
Centre. Perfect. A just reflection of the academic-industrial complex. 
The humanities are not valued, we’re regarded as non-violent louts. But 
you need to keep the humanities alive, for there will come a time when 
the general populace will value you, will say, “You’re great! We love 
you! Defenders of our land and culture!” And they will shower you with 
massive research grants!

Okay. Maybe not.

Yet your work is important. The narrator observes that the young men at 
Cambridge hold “their books as if they had held in their hands something 
that would see them through” (67). We need books, we need you, to see 
us through. The assaults on our culture are many and various.

V 
I want to thank Eric Savoy, who first suggested I edit the manuscript 
(he’d been bounced out of the Berg Collection in the New York Public 
Library by the irascible Lola Sladizts who had declared, “I won’t have 
my material being used for cheap theses!”); Gerald Wandio, my graduate 
research assistant, who was a far more insightful transcriber than I; and 
the young Elizabeth Willson Gordon, who provided incisive guidance 
with the Shakespeare Head edition. So much of scholarship depends on 
assistants, adjuncts, sessional lecturers. Their unsung devotion sustains 
the culture.

Again, my thanks to Vara for giving me the opportunity to return to 
Jacob’s Room, to recover the essential strangeness of the book. Maybe 
that’s the mark of a work of art. You think you know it, you’re maybe 
even a bit bored with it, then you go back to it and you discover passages 
you would swear you have never seen before, astonishment renewed. 

Ted Bishop
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In addition to the workshop and the two participations in the conference, 
I also produced, as a surprise keepsake for participants and attendees 
to the presentation, a short pamphlet with the “finished” translations 
some of the workshop participants had worked on during the days 
following the meeting and submitted to me just before the conference. 
The pamphlet is only fifteen pages long and contains (in addition to a 
photograph of the first page of the 1922 Hogarth Press edition of Jacob’s 
Room and a short note by me) translations into nine different languages: 
Czech (by Veronika Krajíčková), Estonian (by Eret Talviste), French 
(by Nina Eldridge), Swiss German (by Nik Cyril Fischer), Hindi (by 
Mridula Sharma), Brazilian Portuguese (by Carla Faria e Ana Carolina 
Guedes), Romanian (by Laura Cernat), Rioplatense Spanish (by Betina 
Cunado), and Turkish (by Mine Özyurt Kiliç). Not all participants were 
able to submit their versions by the deadline so if I ever undertake a new 
“edition,” more can be included.

Ahead of the June 3rd meeting, after responding to the call for 
participants, all those interested were given access to a Google 
Classroom where they could fill in a spreadsheet with information about 
the languages they were able to read in and work with. Even though 
monolingual speakers of English had been invited to participate as 
experts in their own language and able to weigh in on the discussion, all 
who signed up reported being able to read in at least two languages, one 
of which was English. With the exception of Nina and Mridula, all had 
learnt English as a second or foreign language and would translate into 
the language they had been raised in, even if that language was no longer 
their most proficient language. In addition to English, more than half the 
participants reported being able to understand French. Unfortunately, 
despite the importance of our Italian friends in the Woolf community, no 
speaker of the language could come. The two Brazilians (besides myself, 
Carla, and Ana Carolina) and the two Romanians (Laura and Adriana 
Varga) worked together but all others preferred to focus on translating 
into their first language. I tried to keep “homework” to a minimum but 
those who so desired could reread “How Should One Read a Book?” as 
well as Gayatri Spivak’s “Translation as Culture” ahead of the meeting.

After presenting the objectives and ethos of the workshop, I invited 
participants to introduce themselves and discuss their experience with 
translation. The group ranged from professional translators to those 
who were only then starting to translate. Despite there also being 
a wide variation in terms of the number of translations available in 
each of the languages and countries, participants were able to discern 
connections between the genres translated and how Woolf is received 
(high modernist, experimental writer of fiction for women, mad genius, 
feminist icon, etc.), very much in line with what has been studied more 
concretely by others. Inaugural translations of the essays and other non-
fiction were also said to be in progress, as part of projects spearheaded 
by participants themselves. I was particularly struck by Nik’s perception 
that 

if you read a literary text with a translation mindset, you are 
doing the most literary thing you could possibly do, […] and what 
people in Modernism Studies are doing, finding the strangeness in 
language and so on, this is what translators deal with all the time.

This sentiment was echoed by Adriana, who stated that “because we 
have to struggle so much with absolutely every word and punctuation 
sign in the original when we translate, there’s a lot we can discover about 
the original through translation.”

After discussing some beliefs about translation and the metaphors they 
commonly associated with both process and product, the group split up 
to work on their draft translations of the incipit of Jacob’s Room. When 
we regrouped half an hour later, I modelled some of the ways we could 
talk about our choices with the very first sentence which creates what 
Vara Neverow calls the “in medias res” (lv) effect of the narrative, a 
point she makes in the Introduction to her excellent Harcourt Jacob’s 
Room of 2008. The two most common ways would then be to use back 

How (Else) Should One Read Jacob’s Room? 
A Workshop in Translation as a Mode of Reading

In the essay version published in her second Common Reader series 
(1932), Virginia Woolf highlights the interrogation mark in the title of 
“How Should One Read a Book?” Despite having been originally written 
and footnoted as “A paper read at a School,” Woolf typically eschews 
didacticism in favor of readerly independence and the provisionality of 
individual answers reached at in “the spirit of freedom” (258) which 
gives libraries their sanctuary status. Her advice is radically empathetic; 
rather than coming to books with “blurred minds” (259), she suggests 
it might be more productive to stop dictating to authors and to try to 
become the author, their fellow worker and accomplice. The exercise she 
suggests “as quickest way to understand the elements of what a novelist 
is doing is not to read, but to write; to make your own experiment with 
the dangers and difficulties of words” (259).Yet this empathic reading 
would only be the first step and must be completed with its other, more 
complex half, comparison (see 266). 

Bearing in mind the pedagogy of reading presented in the essay, I 
suggest a variation to her exercise of writing-to-read: what if we 
translated to read? In her “Translation as Culture,” Gayatri Spivak relates 
her discovery that “translation was the most intimate act of reading” 
(20) to her concern “for the constitution of the ethical subject” (14) in 
the figure of the reader-as-translator, a concept she further develops in 
“Politics of Translation.” Barbara Cassin is similarly concerned with 
the paradoxes involved in the task and proposes a definition for the 
“untranslatables” not as something that one does not translate but as 
“something that never ceases to (not) be translated” (26). Would not 
the act of attempting to translate Woolf’s untranslatable but repeatedly 
translated words perfectly combine the two halves of reading, since as 
translators we both become the author and constantly make comparisons 
across two languages, two cultures in the effort? 

With this in mind, I submitted a proposal to the organisers of the 2022 
Woolf Conference for a workshop that would include a pre-conference 
meeting of four hours with participants from our global Woolf network 
to be followed during the conference itself by a lunchtime discussion of 
the experience and presentation of the translated texts. I kept it a secret 
as to which piece we were going to focus on to prevent the overanxious 
from starting their translations before we had discussed the project and 
parameters, but one person guessed it was going to be excerpts from 
Jacob’s Room. For this reason, after the successful presentation by the 
participants, the organizer Amy Smith got in contact with me to see if 
I wanted to be part of the centenary commemorations at the end of the 
conference, and I most certainly did. 

Photo by Spencer Davis on Unsplash 
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The Evolving Reception of Jacob’s Room  
over the Decades of a Century

In this essay, I trace the way that Woolf’s third novel, Jacob’s Room, 
shifts from one moment or perspective to another without continuity in 
the narrative—but not by analyzing the gaps and intersections in the text. 
Rather, I have created a small-scale collage of the random patterns in 
instances of criticism and reception that have emerged decade by decade, 
starting with the reviews in 1922, when the novel was published and 
concluding with an essay on Jacob’s Room that was published in March 
2022.1

As documented in Robin Majumdar and Allen McLaurin’s Virginia 
Woolf: Critical Heritage, published in 1997, the reviews of the novel 
in 1922 were mixed, but only a few of them were scathing. The 
unsigned review for the Times Literary Supplement (95-97) engages 
enthusiastically with the novel and concludes that what “we relish as 
much as anything in Mrs. Woolf’s method is its adventurousness” (97). 
Although Rebecca West does have some reservations, she argues that 
if the reader takes the work not as “a novel but as a portfolio,” one 
recognizes it as “indubitably precious” and “connected closely with the 
pictorial arts” (101). Gerald Gould sums up Jacob’s Room as “something 
wholly interesting and partly beautiful” (106). W. L. Courtney’s 
review is particularly intriguing given the final statement: “In its tense, 
syncopated movements, its staccato impulsiveness, do you not discern 
the influence of Jazz?” (105). Clearly, the novel garnered a degree 
of respect and engagement from Woolf’s contemporaries, despite its 
experimental approach.

Published in 1932, Winifred Holtby in Virginia Woolf: A Critical 
Memoir dedicates a chapter to Jacob’s Room, appropriately titled 
“Cinematograph.” The discussion traces the narrative from “the 
indifference of fate which abandons opal-shelled crabs to the 
mercilessness of children, and abandons children to the mercilessness of 
war. Its melancholy, its extraordinary desolation, are indefinable” (120). 
On a different thread, amusingly, Holtby observes that Woolf (unlike her 

1 Included in the article is a bibliography of works that focus on Jacob’s Room 
from decade to decade. 

translation into English (one of the Brazilian translations read back as 
“there was no other way but to leave” since the indeterminate “it” cannot 
be used in English) and also recourse to French as the most known 
language after English (which would render the same translation as 
“alors, naturellement”). 

Other languages required even more information that Woolf can 
withhold because of characteristics of English syntax: who was leaving? 
Only Betty Flanders or were there more people involved? Did it include 
the addressee of the letter (in which case the use of “we” could be 
warranted)? Translators were faced with the choice of possibly revealing 
too much and not causing the in medias res effect, having to rely on 
information that only comes after or in guesswork, or trying to find 
alternatives that followed a different syntactical pattern but that allowed 
for similar withholding of information. Laura reported that Romanian 
allowed for the use of an impersonal “you” that would inflect the verb 
at the end as well: “you could do nothing but leave.” An alternative was 
nominalization: “there was nothing to it but the departure.” Adriana then 
pointed out that the problem was not the excerpting; having a longer 
section would not solve the issue, because nowhere else do we find out 
who was leaving or why and leaving that information out was an integral 
part of Woolf’s technique.

We then moved from syntax to the lexical problem of Betty Flanders’ 
heels. I was surprised, when collating the existing Brazilian translations, 
that every translator went for “saltos” as in shoe heels. I expected other 
languages might also use different words for the body part as opposed to 
the shoe and this meant that translators in those languages had to grapple 
with how they imagined Betty Flanders to be dressed in the scene. Was 
she wearing shoes or was she barefoot? This meant truly visualizing 
the scene and letting us consider her whole presentation and posture: 
there was sand, so she was sitting on the actual beach but how was she 
writing? Was she sitting at some desk or wooden beach table or was 
she, like Jane Austen is described in A Room of One’s Own, writing on 
a portable lap desk? Having to translate “heels” we had to compose the 
image in ways that a reading in English would not necessarily require. 
Another choice, however, revealed how translation can add to meanings 
rather than being just about what is lost. Betina reported how in Spanish 
the word for the sails in a boat is “vela,” which is the same word for 
a candle. This could give Betty’s tear-filled perception of the mast 
“bending like a wax candle in the sun” a further echo because it involved 
two different kinds of “vela,” the one that we use for lighting the way 
and the other we would for sailing the seas.

There were many other very interesting issues raised that proved 
my point about translating being the closest kind of reading. I hope 
to expand on these in a longer piece soon. Moreover, working with 
such a multilingual group meant some passages that could be more 
straightforwardly translated in one language required a more complex 
solutions in others and we were made to think about all of them. The fact 
that the group was made up of Woolf scholars and students who knew 
the text very well also meant we were all particularly attuned to issues 
in Jacob’s Room, including the aforementioned need for indeterminacy 
in Betty’s letter writing, while different groups I have worked with were 
not. 

As a final point, I really wish I had had more time since the Woolf 
Conference to keep on working with this group to translate, in addition 
to the first page we have done, the last chapter of Jacob’s Room this 
centenary year. We are approaching the end of the 2022 and I have 
not been able to run another workshop, something that quite a few 
participants requested. I do plan, however, to make the translation 
workshop a fixture of the Woolf Conference because it is one of the ways 
we can truly showcase what an amazingly international group we truly 
are.

Maria Rita Drumond Viana 
Universidade Federal de Ouro Preto, Brazil
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Wilson’s viewpoint is prescient and predicts the significant shift in the 
scholarship3 that is evident in Barry Morgenstern’s article “The Self-
Conscious Narrator in Jacob’s Room,” published in 1972. Morgenstern 
observes that prior scholars were oblivious to Woolf’s nuanced 
intentions in presenting her narrator as a character, instead perceiving 
the storyteller’s voice as Woolf’s own. He also brings into focus the 
narrator’s feminist inclinations, observing that she not only creates for 
the reader a portrait of Jacob but also identifies herself as a “true cynic” 
who speaks with “sarcastic whimsey” (354) in this layered and nuanced 
story of a young man told by a woman ten years his age. 

Howard Harper’s 1982 Between Language and Silence: The Novels of 
Virginia Woolf offers an exceptionally in-depth analysis of Jacob’s Room, 
examining, for instance, the closing passages in each chapter. Harper 
asserts that, “as Jacob grows older and his personality more ‘masculine,’ 
the narrator finds it more and more difficult to enter his consciousness—
or even see him from outside” (89). Harper is also fully aware of the 
patriarchal forces in Jacob’s world as well as the “difference of sex,” the 
problematic term used by the female narrator herself (93). 

In 1992, Edward L. Bishop published “The Subject in Jacob’s Room,” 
one of his many contributions to the study of Woolf’s third novel. He 
argues that “the minor characters in Jacob’s Room often have more 
interior life than Jacob” (150) and draws on the holograph held in 
the Berg Collection when documenting his assertion that “Woolf, far 
from creating character, seems to be going out of her way to uncreate 
character” (151). One of Bishop’s key points is that “the narrator is 
both character and device, and we are meant both to watch as well as to 
identify with her search for Jacob, to feel her desire and yet to appreciate 
the moral and political dimensions of her project” (163).

Kathleen Wall in her 2002 “Significant Form in Jacob’s Room: 
Ekphrasis and the Elegy” brings Clive Bell’s aesthetic theory to bear 
on Woolf’s novel, suggesting that, in keeping with Bell’s own views, 
Woolf resists representation in the novel. Yet, Wall also speculates that 
in the novel Woolf counters the views of Bell and Roger Fry, who value 
the appreciation of art as a “private aesthetic experience” (304). Wall 
also contends that their understanding of the arts is restricted solely to 
“privileged men” (304) while “Art, for [Woolf], was not disconnected 
from social questions about the relations between men and women” 
(304).

Adolfe Haberer’s 2012 “Virginia Woolf’s Non-Hero: ‘My Name 
Is Jacob. Catch Me If You Can’” emphasizes “the epistemological, 
aesthetic, and cultural disruption caused by the Great War.” In his closing 
statement, he notes that Jacob “is elusive, silent, missed by his mother 
and those who love him. At the end, his death is not even mentioned: 
he simply becomes radically absent, leaving his room empty” (66). 
Haberer connects Jacob’s Room to The Waves, where “Percival is the 
consummate form of non-hero which Jacob intended to be,” noting that 
“Percival […] after his death in India, is nothing but a blank, an empty 
space, an absence, around which the others [in the novel] weave their 
grieving and disenchanted monologues. As a monument erected in 
memory of Thoby, it is par excellence a cenotaph. And so is already, to a 
large extent, Jacob ‘s (empty) Room” (67).

Christopher James Wells’s “Doubt, Havelock Ellis, and Bisexuality 
in Jacob’s Room” was published in March 2022 and was the first of a 
number of essays on the novel (see the Bibliography). Wells approach 
“focuses on how the ‘polymorphous perversity’ and unclassifiable nature 
of bisexuality in sexology influenced Woolf’s aesthetic technique of 
narrating a polyvalent sexual subjectivity, one that was dissimilar to that 
of the ‘invert’ of sexology (Ellis 1915, p. 3).” His goal is to “demonstrate 
that in the context of Jacob’s Room a mononormative lens of gay and 
lesbian studies can only look at the characters’ sexual acts, whereas 
3 It is worth noting that J. J. Wilson is one of the founders of the Virginia Woolf 
Miscellany. For a fascinating history of the early years of the Woolves, see 
Wilson’s “From Solitude to Society through Reading Virginia Woolf.”

male peers, D. H. Lawrence, James Joyce, and Middleton Murry), dares 
to “put Sex in its place” (130). Holtby concludes her discussion of the 
novel by tagging its profound “cruelty”—“the crab tries to escape from 
the bucket; kind Mrs. Flanders smiles at Topaz [the cat she had gelded]; 
Jacob neglects Clara; Florinda has a baby by the wrong man; Sandra 
Wentworth Williams is heartless; Jacob dies” (136).

David Daiches’ concise discussion of Woolf’s work Virginia Woolf 
was published in 1942. In the Preface of the second edition (which was 
released in 1963),2 Daiches offers his reflections on and recollections 
of the origins of his project. As he writes, the volume “was barely 
begun when the unexpected and shocking news of Virginia Woolf’s 
death was announced” (xi). Due to the situation, he chose to offer “a 
preliminary clarification, a first attempt to ‘place’ Virginia Woolf as 
a novelist” and explicate “the meaning and significance” of Woolf’s 
oeuvre (xi) and to value her work as an author, but he realizes that the 
passing years enhanced his understanding of Woolf and ponders a more 
sophisticated approach that could never come to fruition. In the chapter 
titled “The Semi-Transparent Envelope,” he focuses on Jacob’s Room 
and traces the novel’s origins not only to Woolf’s experimental style 
in Monday or Tuesday but also to techniques wielded by James Joyce 
and Marcel Proust that Woolf seemed also to have adapted. In keeping 
with Daiches’s stated approach—clarification and explication—the brief 
commentary offers well-chosen (and rather long) quotations from the 
novel, providing an accurate though extremely compact overview of 
the characters, narrative, structure, and techniques offered in the narrow 
span of nine pages (there are also six passing references to the novel 
elsewhere in the volume). 

In 1952, James Hafley, after he finished his dissertation, began to work 
on a revised monograph which was published as The Glass Roof: 
Virginia Woolf as Novelist by the University of California Press in 1954. 
In the work, Hafley offers a brief but sophisticated analysis of Jacob’s 
Room, devoting about ten pages to the novel. One of his points is of 
particular interest. He suggests there are “two narrators in charge of 
Jacob’s Room” (a feature which he regards as a flaw in the novel [58]) 
and observes that: 

while one […] is saying that Jacob is essentially unknowable, the 
other is doing a very good job of disproving that by making the rest 
of the characters as knowable as they can possibly be. The result is 
an unresolved disparity in point of view. (52)

Hafley also applies Bergsonian theory to the novel (somewhat 
haphazardly), extending his analysis beyond the characters, plot, and 
structure of the novel. 

Dorothy Brewster’s slim 1962 volume Virginia Woolf devotes only 
about eight pages to Jacob’s Room and provides a summary rather than 
an analysis. She refers to Holtby’s “cinematic” description of the novel 
(100) and is particularly interested in referencing London features in the 
novel. In fact, there are overlaps with Brewster’s earlier discussion of 
Jacob in Virginia Woolf’s London (1959) and a few selected passages are 
quoted in both iterations. Brewster’s assessment of the book is mixed, 
and she snarkily observes that “some of the flights” in the novel are 
“flops” (101). As an intriguing sidebar, J. J. Wilson, in a 1963 review 
that includes both Brewster’s small volume and Jean Guiguet’s huge 
1962 analysis of Virginia Woolf et son oeuvre, devotes three pages 
of her review to Jean Guiguet’s study but allots only a brief segment 
of the closing paragraph to Brewster. Calling the reader’s attention 
to the emerging new and more sophisticated ways of addressing the 
interweaving of theory, history, and context in Jacob’s Room, Wilson 
praises not only Guiguet but also Hafley, both of whom she views as 
avant-garde advocates for the future reception of Woolf, while she states 
in an offhandedly dismissive fashion that Brewster is “not of this new 
wave” (281). 
2 There are no revisions other than the addition of the Preface itself and the 
expansion of the bibliography.
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bisexuality enables us to analyse the roots of Jacob’s sexual identity,” an 
approach that further explores the complex and fluctuating sexualities in 
the novel. 

Decade by decade, these approaches in the critical reception of Jacob’s 
Room both reflect and reveal the shifting cultural capital of Woolf’s 
third novel. In a larger context, they illuminate the ways that her entire 
oeuvre is situated in the historical, theoretical, and aesthetic contexts of 
a century. 

Vara Neverow 
Southern Connecticut State University
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on Woolf were completed in 1952. No other dissertations are included in this list.) 
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Geraniums and the Long ‘Fingers of the European War’ 
in Mrs. Dalloway

In Mrs. Dalloway [MD] (1925) we learn that when World War I broke 
out in 1914, a young clerk, Septimus Warren Smith, was “one of the 
first to volunteer” (MD 77.171) for military service. His superior at the 
London office of “Sibleys and Arrowsmiths, auctioneers, valuers, land 
and estate agents” (MD 77.3-5), Mr. Brewer, lost one of “his ablest 
young fellows” (MD 77.13). But “so prying and insidious were the 
fingers of the European War” (MD 77.13-14) that they also reached 
Brewer at home. They “smashed a plaster cast of Ceres, ploughed a 
hole2 in the geranium beds, and utterly ruined the cook’s nerves at the 
establishment at Muswell Hill” (MD 77.14-16). 

How should this rare flashback in Mrs. Dalloway from 1923 to the home 
front during the recent war be read?3 

The “fingers of the European War” looks like a reference to the 
Zeppelin airships involved in the earliest raids on both central, and even 
suburban, London (Parker). They did rather suggest monstrous fingers 
reaching out from the continent onto the English mainland. Woolf 
never describes them,4 but she does record the effect of air-raids on her 
household at Hogarth House in Richmond. The servants’ nerves were 
shredded, much like those of Mr. Brewer’s cook. In October 1917, when 
Nelly Boxall and Lottie Hope, her cook and maid, took refuge with her 
in a cellar and German airplanes passed overhead, “Nelly nearly had 
hysterics” (Letters 2 877). A month later there was a false alarm, but 
“with our nerves in the state they are (I should say Lottie’s & Nelly’s 
nerves) the dipping down of the electric lights was taken as a sign of 
warning” (Diary 1 70).  

The north London suburb of Muswell Hill, near which a few bombs did 
fall during the war,5 was never considered “truly smart” (Swinnerton 

1 All citations are from the Cambridge University Press edition of Mrs. Dalloway, 
edited by Anne Fernald. 
2 Woolf used ‘plough’ similarly in referring in 1917 to ‘the great bomb which 
ploughed up the pavement opposite Swan and Edgar’s’ (Diary 1 63), a store 
in Piccadilly Circus. In a novel published during the war Rose Macaulay had 
someone say of Chancery Lane that “the most recent airship raid had ploughed it 
up” (Macaulay 64). In 1916 Rebecca West invoked the image of a Zeppelin that 
“drops bombs that plough up the back garden” (West 1).
3 There were other flashbacks, as when Clarissa recalled Lady Bexborough and 
a Mrs. Foxcroft confronting the loss of their sons (MD 4.25-8), while the elderly 
Miss Helena Parry at her party was someone for whom the war had “dropped a 
bomb on her very door” (MD 159.31-2), probably echoing an incident involving 
Virginia Woolf’s aunt, Anne Thackeray (Clarke). 
4 People did look out for them (Letters 2 64 and 88), and they were visible 
sometimes even in daylight (Letters 2 112), but only once (Letters 2 189) does 
Woolf even suggest having seen them.
5 A raid of 4-5 September 1917 by one of the later Gotha aircraft damaged a 
garden on Crouch End Hill, while an unexploded bomb was left in Middle Lane, 
Hornsey (Parker 2.136). 
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than to repair flower beds let alone deal with a neurotic cook. Brewer’s 
clerk Septimus Warren Smith, back from wartime service, disliked his 
boss’s “waxed moustache, coral tie-pin, white slip,8 and pleasurable 
emotions—all coldness and clamminess within” (MD 80.28-30), 
emblematic of the stifling ethos of his office (MD 80.31-81.2). Although 
promoted on his return (MD 79.21-22), Septimus had not moved with 
Rezia, the wife he had brought back from Italy (MD 78.4-23), into a 
suburban house with a garden, like Brewer’s, but into sarcastically 
labelled ‘admirable lodgings’ in central London, “off the Tottenham 
Court Road” (MD 79.24-25).9 Brewer had hoped that “in ten or fifteen 
years” Septimus would succeed him as managing clerk (MD 77.6-9). 
He is even profiled as superficially resembling someone destined for 
a “house at Purley,” an outer suburb south of London favored by the 
socially mobile, “and a motor car” (MD 75.25-26).10 But as his mental 
state deteriorated, he turned on his boss. Brewer had welcomed him back 
by saying “You have done your duty,” adding “it is up to us—” (MD 
79.22-3) before being overcome by emotion about what they owed him.11 
But to Septimus, after harrowing military service (MD 63.4-22), his 
boss’s talk of a destroyed garden and a disturbed servant seemed trivial, 
and his self-satisfied persona and suburban life-style unappealing. He 
could not construct a future along such lines to cancel out his past, and 
to give Rezia, whose tears left him unaffected, the son she craved (MD 
81.9-17).12

The vignette of the bombing-raid on Muswell Hill in Mrs. Dalloway 
evokes suburban life on the wartime home front, echoing, if only 
implicitly, the civilian role in food production, and its royal endorsement. 
But that raid and its aftermath were insignificant to a traumatized 
combatant returning to a country recovering (MD 4.24-5.14; 103.24-
26) and changing (MD 64.26-65.5), and, as his eventual suicide (MD 
133.19-134.3) showed, still haunted by the memory of war.13

Robert B. Todd 
Emeritus, University of British Columbia
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16), and for Woolf, who used suburbs to indicate status,6 geranium beds 
probably highlighted the district’s petit-bourgeois character. They appear 
elsewhere in the novel in an unfavorable light, in hanging baskets “of 
vague impropriety” outside a house into which a young lady (perhaps 
not “respectable,” MD 48.12) has disappeared (MD 49.6-7), or on the 
windowsill of a cheap boarding house (MD 52.28-29). William Morris, 
read by Clarissa Dalloway and Sally Seton in their youth (MD 30.15), 
even considered geraniums so ugly that he wanted them completely 
excluded from gardens (Morris 127). 

The “plaster cast of Ceres,” the Roman Demeter, served the same 
purpose, singled out as a down-market version of that deity’s marble 
statues located in aristocratic flower gardens, such as the Bassin de 
Ceres at Versailles, where a playful reclining figure is similarly a 
decorative complement to flower beds rather than the authentic goddess 
symbolizing agrarian productivity.7 

But the statuette of Ceres in Muswell Hill had an analogue elsewhere in 
London. Around the Queen Victoria Memorial in front of Buckingham 
Palace, in the midst of other symbolic figures, was an imposing bronze 
statue of Ceres, nursing a sheaf of wheat and holding a scythe, with beds 
of red geraniums beside it, their status assured in that milieu by their 
matching the color of the uniforms of the Palace’s guardsmen (https://
www. royalparks.org.uk). Early in Mrs. Dalloway, a post-war crowd 
surrounded “Victoria billowing on her mound” among “her geraniums” 
in hope of catching a glimpse of royalty (MD 17.18-33). But during the 
war King George V had ordered potatoes to be planted in the Memorial’s 
geranium beds in response to the government’s call for gardens 
and lawns to be converted to vegetable production (Boddy 133-35: 
Hockenhull; Uglow 255; Anon. has a photograph of a potato patch by 
the Palace). There were even propaganda films urging food production 
aimed at middle-class households like that of Mr. Brewer (Hockenhull 
589-90). 

Readers of Mrs. Dalloway with memories of the recent war could easily 
have seen a parallel between the fictional geraniums uprooted by enemy 
action in Muswell Hill and those actually removed from Buckingham 
Palace’s forecourt by royal decree. Ceres was central to both events: 
the decorative suburban statuette presiding over floral decoration 
was smashed, while the genuine Ceres in front of the palace was left 
presiding over agrarian productivity. Kasia Boddy rightly suggests that 
King George’s ‘gesture’ “had a lasting resonance […] in Mrs. Dalloway” 
(Boddy 133): Mr. Brewer’s garden being cleared by enemy action does 
parallel, albeit implicitly and perhaps ironically, the general national 
effort at food production, and its support by royalty. That hierarchical 
combination is arguably evoked by a verb like ‘plough,’ recycled from 
agrarian productivity to describe the bomb that fell on Muswell Hill 
(MD 77.15), as it is also by the reference to post-war geraniums, recent 
replacements for the wartime vegetables around the Victoria Memorial 
(MD 17.20-21). 

By 1923, the year of the novel, flowers would have bloomed where 
vegetables once grew in suburban gardens as well as in the beds in front 
of Buckingham Palace. Yet Mr. Brewer was still complaining about “his 
geraniums ruined in the War—his cook’s nerves destroyed” (MD 80.30-
1), having perhaps found it easier to replace the cheap statue of Ceres 

6 On Purley, see n.8 below; on Putney Diaries 2 15; on Kentish Town as a 
respectable working-class enclave, see Jacob’s Room 177.21-22 and MD 25.3-8; 
for Barnes and Surbiton as places where the petit bourgeois could have a “pretty 
little villa” see “Street Haunting” (Essays 4 488).
7 Some critics have seen a larger symbolism in the destruction of this statue, 
either as the “goddess of fertility and mother love” destroyed by the force of 
war (Abel 94), or as the “goddess of the land’s cultivation and renewal” whose 
destruction symbolizes “something broken in the psyche of the nation” (Graham 
and Lewis 98). These, and any possible additional claim that ‘plough’ carries a 
sexual sense as a ballistic analogue to a rape, run up against the fact that Virginia 
Woolf linked the bombing raid, overtly at least, only with Septimus’s post-war 
reintegration (MD 80.28-81.02; see below).
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How to Respond to Hopkins’s “Beauty and Horror”?1

Certainly, one cannot read this poem without effort. […] To read 
this poem one must have myriad eyes, like one of those lamps that 
turn on slabs of racing water at midnight in the Atlantic, when […] 
suddenly the waves gape and up shoulders a monster. […] The lines 
do not run in convenient lengths. Much is sheer nonsense. One 
must be skeptical, but throw caution to the winds and when the door 
opens accept absolutely. Also sometimes weep[.]

—Virginia Woolf, The Waves ([TW] 128)

“Have you read the poems of a man, who is dead, called Gerard 
Hopkins? I liked them better than any poetry for ever so long[.]” So 
Virginia Woolf inquired, in July 1919, of her friend and former Greek 
tutor Janet Case (Letters [L] 3 379). Six months later, Woolf loaned Case 
her copy of Hopkins’s Poems, with the caution, “Some are very lovely 
and quite plain; others such a mix of beauty and horror that it takes hours 
to sort them—for instance the long one on the wreck”  
(L3 415). What lessons about writing could the novelist possibly have 
learned from this “difficult” poet? As this essay will demonstrate, 
the experience of reading Hopkins intently was instrumental in the 
development of Woolf’s theory and practice of rhythm and “prose 
poetry” (Eliot 17). 

I. Writing beyond “mere rhythms and sense”

In Woolf’s letters to Case, the pleasures and challenges of Hopkins’s 
poetry are equally acknowledged: “I liked [his poems] […]  partly 
because they’re so difficult, but also because instead of writing mere 
rhythms and sense as most poets do, he makes a very strange jumble; 
so that what is apparently pure nonsense is at the same time very 
beautiful, and not nonsense at all. Now this carries out a theory of mine” 
(L3 379). “The Wreck of the Deutschland” is singled out for praise, 
and so too is “Heaven-Haven” (“But how I love” it, Woolf enthused; 
“Yes, I should like to have written that myself” [L3 415]). Well aware 
of Robert Bridges’s role in publishing Hopkins’s verse, Woolf seized 
on the opportunity to meet Bridges (whose wife, Monica, was Roger 
Fry’s cousin) during a visit to Ottoline Morrell’s Garsington Manor. 
On 1 July 1926, Bridges entertained Woolf at Chiswell House, near 
Oxford. During the tour of his library, Bridges might have wanted to 
show Woolf some of his papers—but she “asked to see the Hopkins 
manuscripts; & sat looking at them” (D3 92‒3). Thus, Woolf was able 
to see what Bridges omitted (or silenced): how Hopkins marked up his 
manuscripts for oral delivery, highlighting his rhythmical innovations. 
To oversimplify, a Hopkins poem typically counterpoints common 
metrical arrangements, or “running rhythm,” with the deliberately 
irregular stressed syllables of his “sprung rhythm” (a phrase or line 
can have any number of unstressed or “slack” syllables). According 
to Hopkins, sprung rhythm is the formalization of “that irregularity 
which all natural growth and motion shews. If however the [rhythmic] 
reversal is repeated in two feet running, especially so as to include the 

1 An extended version of this essay, “‘Such a Mix of Beauty and Horror’: Two 
Modes of Modernist Response to Hopkins” was published in The Fire That 
Breaks: Gerard Manley Hopkins’s Poetic Legacies, ed. Daniel Westover and 
Thomas Alan Holmes. Clemson: Clemson UP, 2020. 37-56.

Photo by Héctor J. Rivas on Unsplash 
https://unsplash.com/photos/jvitXXO6KdM
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rhythm, broadly conceived, involves the control of tempo; the propulsive 
energy of alliteration is best offset, modulated, by carefully punctuating 
caesurae. One engages with the text on multiple levels, like reading a 
musical score. 

Similar effects of phrasing animate “A Haunted House” and “Monday 
and Tuesday” (both 1921). “Monday and Tuesday” also shows Woolf’s 
enjoying the pleasures of compounding words, as in this description of a 
heron (akin to Hopkins’s “Windhover”) “shaking space easily from his 
wings” in full flight: 

absorbed in itself, endlessly the sky covers and uncovers, moves 
and remains. A lake? Blot the shores of it out! A mountain? Oh, 
perfect—the sun gold on its slopes. Down that falls. ferns then, 
or white feathers for ever and ever—flaunted, leaf-light, drifting 
at corners, blown across the wheels, silver-splashed, home or not 
home, gathered, scattered, squandered in separate scales, swept up, 
down, torn, sunk, assembled—and truth? (CSF 131). 

This is neither pastiche nor parody; Woolf has absorbed the ability to use 
everything from energizing participles (shaping, drifting) to emotionally-
charged phrases (Blot the shores of it out!) to the grace of assonance, 
interior rhyme (white/light), and catalyzing questions. She has also 
learned to juxtapose intense imagery-rich particularity with sudden, 
tantalizingly oblique inquiries (—and truth?). 

Not surprisingly, phrases crafted to excite sensory experience are acute 
in “The String Quartet” (1921). The reader attuned to Hopkins’s poetry 
sees and hears its traces throughout the story, from phrases such as “it’s 
all a matter of flats and hats and sea gulls” to the description of the four 
musicians as they begin to play: “Flourish, spring, burgeon, burst! The 
pear tree on top of the mountain. Fountains jet; drops descend” (CSF 
133). As the performance continues—the quartet’s and Woolf’s—so 
Hopkins’s techniques are avidly endorsed: “Tramp and trumpeting. 
Clang and clamour. Firm establishment. Fast foundations. March of 
myriads. Confusion and chaos trod to earth” (CSF 135). Woolf also 
demonstrates how Hopkins’s poems encourage the exploration of acute 
emotions. As the bass clef notes “soar and sob, sink to rest, sorrow 
and joy,” strains of “Spring and Fall” and “Carrion Comfort” can be 
discerned in “Why then grieve? Ask what? Remain unsatisfied. I say 
all’s been settled; yes; laid to rest under a coverlet of rose leaves, falling. 
Falling. Ah, but they cease” (CSF 134).

Not every tree in Woolf’s canon is related to the “goldengrove” of 
“Spring and Fall” or “Binsey Poplars,” nor is every bird cousin to 
Hopkins’s kingfishers, but the combined attention to nature imagery 
and verbal dexterity is certainly marked after 1919, whether informing 
the presentation of birds in the Olivers’ barn in Between the Acts, 
the sensuous prose of “Time Passes” in To the Lighthouse, or the ten 
interludes of The Waves. In the third interlude, to cite just one example, 
“the birds that had sung erratically and spasmodically in the dawn” are 
now 

swerving high over the elm tree, singing together as they chased 
each other, escaping, pursuing, pecking each other as they turned 
high in the air. And then tiring of pursuit and flight, lovelily they 
came descending, delicately declining, dropped down and sat silent 
on the tree, on the wall, with their bright eyes glancing, and their 
heads turned this way, that way; aware, awake. (The Waves [TW] 
46-47). 

The interludes emerge only in the fourth draft of The Waves. In the first 
draft, the prototype of the passage just quoted features more obvious 
Hopkinsian compounds:

And then, . . .  the beak gummy, sticky with the flesh, snailflesh they 
soared, gloriously, to the fence or highest twig where only the sun 
burnt

sensitive second foot, it must be due either to great want of ear or else is 
a calculated effect, the superinducing or mounting of a new rhythm upon 
the old” (“Author’s Note,” Poetical Works [PW] 118). According to 
Hopkins, sprung rhythms are found everywhere in common speech, folk 
verse, Shakespeare, and Milton; his experiments are acts of linguistic 
and metrical renewal as much as invention. Woolf, I suggest, mines 
Hopkins’s theory and techniques to develop prose that is capable of 
taking great formal risks and that heightens the affective quality of her 
“common reader’s” language.

From 1919 onwards, Hopkins is always on the periphery of Woolf’s 
critical gaze, readily summoned, so that a 1928 essay on George 
Meredith concludes with a reference to those writers who “will be 
forgotten and discovered and again discovered and forgotten like 
Donne, and Peacock, and Gerard Hopkins” (E5 552). In the early 
1930s she can tease her nephew Julian Bell, an aspiring poet, about 
writing derivatively, “in the manner of Gerard Hopkins” (Platform 
of Time 33‒4).2 “A Letter to a Young Poet” (1932; discussed below) 
depends upon Hopkins to craft an apologia for contemporary poetry. 
In November 1933, she comments to David Cecil that “it needs real 
intelligence to see the point” of Hopkins (L5: 246).

Three aspects of Woolf’s sustained textual ties with Hopkins are briefly 
examined: how his poetry encourages, in her prose, an “intense, sensual 
apprehension of landscape” (Lee 421); how “figure[s] of sound”—what 
Seamus Heaney terms the “bumpy alliterative music, the reporting 
sounds and ricocheting consonants typical of Hopkins’s verse”—are not 
merely “decorative” but “important agent[s]” of meaning in Woolf’s 
writing (Heaney 44); and the insight that rhythm should be both 
performative and meaning-constitutive, a method of manipulating the 
inflections and stresses inherent in the language, mobilizing them, to 
shape the reader’s experience. The role of Hopkins in Woolf’s continual 
efforts to develop an “authentic cadence” (PW 84) for each project is 
best explained in the context of her post-World War I experimental short 
fiction and the manuscript drafts for To the Lighthouse and The Waves. 

Woolf began reading Hopkins while correcting the proofs for Night 
and Day in spring and summer 1919. Her dissatisfaction with the 
realist mode of The Voyage Out and Night and Day was intense; as of 
1917, she began using short stories and sketches to develop a more 
supple, impressionistic narrative mode that would communicate both 
the textures of “ordinary” life and variegated states of interiority. 
“An Unwritten Novel” (January‒July 1920) incorporates Hopkinsian 
strategies of address (“Ah, but my poor, unfortunate woman”) and 
alliterative and assonantal verve (“the sun shoots straight between the 
leaves to the grass; the geraniums glow red in the earth”). The final 
paragraph is unabashedly exuberant:

And yet the last look of them—he stepping from the kerb and she 
following him round the edge of the big building brims me with 
wonder—floods me anew. Mysterious figures! . . . Oh, how it 
whirls and surges—floats me afresh! I start after them. People 
drive this way and that. The white light splutters and pours. Plate-
glass windows. Carnations; chrysanthemums. Ivy in dark gardens 
[...][.] This, I fancy, must be the sea. Grey is the landscape; dim 
as ashes; the water murmurs and moves. If I fall on my knees [...] 
it’s you, unknown figures, you I adore; if I open my arms, it’s you 
I embrace, you I draw to me—adorable world! (Complete Shorter 
Fiction [CSF] 115) 

Verbal play and patterning are only two facets of the agile prose. The 
writing is also more cadenced because of the trochaic and dactylic 
effects Woolf is now using, as in “floods me anew,” “floats me afresh,” 
“dim as ashes.” Many of the latter are made possible by the same kind 
of syntactical inversions favored by Hopkins. Woolf is learning that 
2 For Bell’s friendship with John Lehmann and the enthusiasm for Hopkins among 
their Cambridge “set” in the 1930s, see Lehmann, Whispering Gallery, 141, 148, 
253. For Woolf’s comments to Bell about Hopkins and Bridges, see L5 448.
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. . . with the snailslime on its beak, with the arrow in its heart, . . . 
whose energy has been broken; tapping snailshell . . . with leaves & 
spires beneath, laments—laments. (The Waves: Holograph Drafts 
[TW‒HD] 1: 831)

As Louis observes in the draft, “Let us suppose that I make a moments 
music” (TW‒HD 1: 327).

Echoes of Hopkins one finds in the drafts and published texts of To the 
Lighthouse and The Waves reveal how carefully Woolf worked “to sort” 
out his poems. To imagine how Mrs. Ramsay can be both so enmeshed 
(at times, submerged) in the lives of others yet capable of moments of 
separateness, Woolf’s narrative (a fusion of the omniscient observer and 
hostess) assumes the perspective of a windhover:

Just now, (this cannot last, she thought) she hovered, like a hawk, 
suspended; like a flag flutt floating, in the element of joy which 
filled every nerve in her body & without fully & sweetly, & not 
noisily, & the rather solemnly; for did it not arise, partly, from 
the solemn things? . . .  ^suddenly, wonderfully^ to rise up, . . 
.  like a smoke, an incense, or a fume. . . . & then like the hawk 
which lapses suddenly from its high station poise, flaunt & sink, 
on laughter, easily, reposing her whole weight upon what at the 
other end of the table her husband was saying. (To the Lighthouse‒
Original Holograph Draft [TTL‒D] 172-73)

The windhover’s “ecstasy! . . . forth on swing, / As a skate’s heel sweeps 
smooth on a bow-bend” (PW 144) may have inspired how Lily Briscoe 
and William Bankes are “excited by the swift cutting skating movement 
of a b b sailing boat which, having sliced a curve in the bay, stopped 
shivered, lets its sails fall” (TTL‒D 46). Hopkins’s pied evocations of 
spring and the “immortal diamond” of “Heraclitean Fire” contribute to 
the “extraordinary stimul[us]” of spring in “Time Passes”: “hither & 
thither as if in search of some good, ^the^ some hard crystal it might be . 
. . something bright & fierce & hard, let f a crystal laid on a sandy floor, 
a diamond glittering in the white dust” (TTL‒D 218). 

Overall, one is struck by the authors’ congruent need to express the 
evanescence of life—for Woolf, “the incessant shadows & colours of 
a room full of change . . . the shadows of the trees gravely ^stooping 
& brandishing^ indicated with a shv shivering shadows a kind of 
obeisance” (TTL‒D 208)—yet, also, the permanence of patterns within 
existence. The latter, for Hopkins, are theorized as inscapes; for Woolf, 

the tree’s strength & the cliffs nobility & the clouds majesty were so 
brought together purposely, to body forth a might which & beauty 
in which was in them; & now, being expressed outside of them . 
. . signified the beaut pattern of the whole: signified a design & 
purpose its purpose, its design. (TTL-D 215).

When, in the final episode of The Waves, Bernard tries to imagine his 
creativity, it is with a Hopkinsian flourish: “The first whirr of wings 
had gone up, the carol, the exclamation” (TW 165; see also 161) is a 
golden echo of the poet’s leaden “explanation” in “To R. B.” as to how 
he “wants”—both desires, and is lacking—“The roll, the rise, the carol, 
the creation” (PW 204). The first two drafts of The Waves are flush 
with the intensifying techniques I have outlined, so that the “oddity” 
of Dr. Crane’s voice while preaching is “sounding against the surly 
whirl of the water pump,—min & against the dancing butterflies; out 
in the flower beds” (TW‒D 1: 103); Bernard hears “the fainter further 
music of ordinary life” even in the “stir of creatures moving about in 
the undergrowth . . . when the reins are flung, & the horse of laughter 
[leaping?] foamflushed fly & race up to biting at the trees; trampling 
the shrubs”  (TW‒D 1: 335–36). There are numerous scenes in which 
a sudden apprehension of how easily life is “unmade” is figured in 
terms of shipwrecks (alluding to “The Wreck of the Deutschland” and 
“The Loss of the Eurydice”). I will limit myself to two. After Bernard 
acknowledges Rhoda’s suicide, darkness is imagined:

As if there were waves in the air, even in its stillness, darkness 
moved across, uneasy, blue one wave blacker than the other, now 
. . . uncovering now a some great mound, it might be a tree, a hill, 
or house. like the waves of water round wreckage, in the washing 
by the ribs of a ship, or some sunk steamer lying with its with its 
funnels on the bed of the sea[.] (TW‒D 1: 342).

In his final peroration, “sheathed” in the “dark wings” of “Silence” (an 
updating of “sheathe- and shelterless” from “Sibyl’s Leaves,” PW 191), 
Bernard looks again at the sea:

at first only vacant waters . . . & the light of a few stars . . . . 
^[Then?]^ a ship rose ^was lifted^ on its monstrous breast, until 
the masts barred the moon; & . . . the rocks roared ^[out?]^ leapt 
upon them & mounted them & rode victoriously to where the dry 
samphire & the lies with broken ^empty^ shells & old the seaweed 
dried ^[stretched?]^ in many suns. (TW‒D 1: 398) 

Bernard suggests that his poetic role models were Shelley and Byron, but 
Woolf’s inspiration in this and so many passages was clearly Hopkins. 

Examining Woolf’s texts in draft reveals how serious she was about 
writing rhythmically. In the following passage from The Waves, for 
example, “All was dark; & [houses?] [————] & hilled in a thousand 
glassy hollows” (TW‒D 1: 341), rather than pause to find the right word 
she plunges ahead as the cadenced phrasing demands. (Susan Dick 
notices similar practices in the holograph of To the Lighthouse: the “great 
number of incomplete sentences” and the way in which Woolf “appears 
to have begun each writing session by first reading over what she had 
last written,” partly “to start a particular rhythm in her mind” [14]). 
Intimations of “the vast possibilities that lie within the power of rhythm” 
were always part of Woolf’s writing life. I am suggesting that the desire 
to “invent—or rather remember—the innumerable metres which we 
have so long outraged, and which would restore both prose and poetry 
to the harmonies that the ancients hear and observed” (E1 31) was 
answered, catalyzed, by the experience of reading Hopkins (including 
the “Author’s Preface,” the dense explanation of “running rhythms” and 
“sprung rhythms” that communicates how, in Woolf’s words, “the sense 
of rhythm was thoroughly alive” in the poet’s mind [E1: 31]). 

The “difficulty” of “writing to a rhythm and not to a plot” was something 
Woolf tried to explain to various correspondents. In March 1926, she 
corrected Vita Sackville-West, who had observed that style begins with 
le mot juste: 

Style is a very simple matter; it is all rhythm. Once you get that, 
you can’t use the wrong words . . . . Now this is very profound, 
what rhythm is, and goes far deeper than words. A sight, an 
emotion, creates this wave in the mind, long before it makes 
words to fit it; and in writing (such is my present belief) one has to 
recapture this, and set this working (which has nothing apparently 
to do with words) and then, as it breaks and tumbles in the mind, it 
makes words to fit it. (L3 247)

Four years later, she commented to Ethel Smyth (not simply a friend, but 
a composer and a conductor): “And thus though the rhythmical is more 
nature to me than the narrative, it is completely opposed to the tradition 
of fiction and I am casting about all the time for some rope to throw 
the reader” (L4: 204). Bernard, the professional writer in The Waves, 
acknowledges that “the rhythm is the main thing in writing” (TW 50); 
Neville, sometimes a poet, exults in Hopkinsian fashion, “Now begins 
to rise in me the familiar rhythm; words that have lain dormant now lift, 
now toss their crests, and fall and rise, and fall and rise again” (TW 52). 

A year after publishing The Waves, Woolf gathered her insights about 
rhythm into a long essay for the Yale Review entitled “Letter to a Young 



59

Poet.”3 Her opening gambit: Woolf imagines “that old gentleman” who 
loves to opine on how the “penny post” has “killed the art of letter-
writing” or the dangers of the telephone and “so to the value of criticism 
to a writer; so to Donne, so to Gerard Hopkins; so to tombstones; so to 
gold-fish” (E5 307). Unlike that fustian figure, Woolf refuses to accept 
that 

there can be no relation between the poet and the present age. But 
surely that is nonsense[.] [...] All you need now is to stand at the 
window and let your rhythmical sense open and shut, open, and 
shut, boldly and freely, until one thing melts into another [...] until a 
whole has been made. (E5 315; my italics). 

Thus the “primitive [...] instinct of rhythm” is recaptured (E5 315). In the 
italicized phrase especially, Woolf punctuates, like Hopkins, to generate 
caesurae that make meaning performatively. In the following passage, 
one sentence that is clipped to evoke the dreary regularity of quotidian 
existence is immediately juxtaposed with a kind of prose enjambment 
in which the rhythm “gathers [thinking] to a greatness”: “On the floor of 
your mind, then,” Woolf demands, is it

not this that makes you a poet?—rhythm keeps up its perpetual 
beat. Sometimes it seems to die down to nothing; it lets you eat, 
sleep, talk like other people. Then again it swells and rises and 
attempts to sweep all the contents of your mind into one dominant 
dance. (E5 309)

Hopkins is among the poets who have taught Woolf to teach her “young 
poet” to

let your rhythmical sense wind itself in and out among men and 
women, omnibuses, sparrows—whatever come along the street 
until it has strung them together in one harmonious whole[....] [F]
ind the relation between things that seem incompatible yet have 
a mysterious affinity, to absorb every experience that comes your 
way fearlessly and saturate it so completely so that your poem is a 
whole. (E5 316)

As I have tried to demonstrate, Woolf’s prose became saturated with 
Hopkinsian techniques; the experience of reading and re-reading his 
“strange jumble” sharpened her appreciation of how, by crafting apt 
rhythms, “one could keep” emotions and ideas “rising & moving & 
taking new shapes” (TW‒D 1: 167) and thus create a new hybrid kind 
of writing, “prose poetry.” She defined and defended the latter in a 
September 1926 review of Thomas De Quincey’s “impassioned prose”: 
“But happily there are in every age some writers who puzzle the critics, 
who refuse to go with the herd. They stand obstinately across the 
boundary lines, and do a great service by enlarging and fertilizing and 
influencing” (E4 362). So too Woolf does “great service” to modernist 
writing, “charged” with the lessons of Gerard Manley Hopkins.

Lesley Higgins 
York University
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The Lingering Presence of Death in Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway
“Death was defiance. Death was an attempt to communicate;  
people feeling the impossibility of reaching the centre which, 
mystically, evaded them; closeness drew apart; rapture faded, 
one was alone. There was an embrace in death.”

—Virginia Woolf, Mrs. Dalloway 

Herbert Marder suggests that death “takes on a complexity of 
significance far greater than in Woolf’s earlier work” in Mrs. Dalloway. 
Indeed, in Mrs. Dalloway, Death1 plays a key role whether it is lingering 
in the background or undeniably noticeable in the plot. Death haunts 
every step that Mrs. Dalloway takes within the novel; she is constantly 
thinking about it, and Virginia Woolf is as well. Death is represented as 
past events that are continually revisited. There is a sort of immortality 
given to memories in the novel, but memories also live and repeatedly 
die each time someone recalls them. This revival also gives Death a 
more distinct form of presence through the lives of those it took. Kritika 
Nepal argues that when the characters recollect the past, “the dead 
come alive in these visions, unlike the real world where time cannot be 
turned backwards to revive the deceased” (66-67). Death also acts as 
both a passive and active character within the novel’s plot. It influences 
the choices characters make, like Septimus Warren Smith, who opts for 
suicide, and it also advances the plot of the novel significantly. 

Furthermore, J. Hillis Miller argues that, “The novel depends on the 
presence of a narrator who remembers all and who has a power of 
resurrecting the past in her narration. In Mrs. Dalloway, narration is 
repetition as the raising of the dead” (178). Woolf has created something 
immortal that struggles with the forces of mortality. She is, as Miller has 
highlighted, bringing the dead into the moment. Caroline Webb adds that 
“J. Hillis Miller views Woolf’s narrative in Mrs. Dalloway as primarily 
concerned with reviving the past, giving life to dead shadows” (280). 
Woolf elegantly weaves the presence of Death into the narrative of Mrs. 

1 I use an upper-case “D” to present Death as a force and a presence in the novel 
and, as I note later, as a character.
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Dalloway as an actual character alongside the many others in the novel. 
Death behaves as a being that moves the story along a plot line while 
performing actions that align with the attributes that define a character. 
While Death does not have any dialogue, it is not completely silent. 
Death’s presence speaks louder in the novel than a voice would. 

Clarissa and Septimus in particular confront and experience the presence 
of Death. We have the chance to see their thoughts, with Woolf creating 
a split narrative voice, jumping from one to the other. For instance, the 
anxiety of Death moves Clarissa to avoid certain things because this 
thought of dying is constantly in the back of her mind. Nepal notes, 

Clarissa Dalloway state[s] that it is a dangerous task to get through 
even a single day. Existence, here, is portrayed as nothing short of 
a constant war with one’s own self, with external events and with 
one’s memories of those events and the emotions attached to them. 
(64) 

Clarissa is trying to live in the moment and avoid being troubled 
by her past, but she is continuously haunted. She feels invisible and 
disconnected and is constantly aware of fleeting time, which reminds her 
of impending death. She describes the strike of Big Ben on the hour as 
“irrevocable” (Mrs. Dalloway [MD] 5), since she will never get the time 
that passes back. Clarissa struggles with constant anxiety, overthinking 
simple everyday tasks, which further links to her lingering fear of Death 
within the novel. Her questioning of life is evident: 

Did it matter then, she asked herself, walking towards Bond Street, 
did it matter that she must inevitably cease completely; all of this 
must go on without her; did she resent it; or did it not become 
consoling to believe that death ended absolutely? (MD 12) 

While Death continues to haunt Clarissa, it also moves her towards 
a revelation at the end of the novel when she finds out that Septimus 
Warren Smith, a person whom she does not know, has died. Septimus 
himself receives the most influence from Death when he embraces it 
himself. His choice to take his own life was influenced by Death, whom 
he had already encountered particularly intensely in the war when he 
witnessed his friend Evans dying, an experience which left him broken 
inside. 

Woolf chooses to have the story take place on a single day. The novel 
being told over this brief time span serves as a metaphor of Death. 
According to Martin Brick, Woolf’s narrative style “allows […] 
contemplating death [in ways] […] relevant to contemporary readers 
[…] with the perspective that knowledge of an end [of the world] brings 
to present understanding” (16). The day starts, evolves, and then is over. 
The day itself has died—ended—but also has not because the story is 
revived—read and reread—throughout time. 

When Miller quotes the narrator’s observation that “Nothing exists 
outside us except a state of mind,” he argues that the narrator herself 
is this “state of mind that exists outside the characters” and “surrounds 
them, encloses them, pervades them, knows them from within” (178). 
I would argue that, while the narrator acts as a surrounding presence in 
the novel, Death does as well. Jacqueline Rose observes in her review 
of Hermione Lee’s biography of Virginia Woolf, that, “in modern times, 
dying has been pushed further and further out of the perceptual world 
of the living” and quotes Lee’s assertion that ‘[Al]though almost all 
[Woolf’s] novels are dominated by a death, […] in almost all the death 
is not written in’” (Rose). Death is the absent presence which stalks 
Virginia Woolf’s writing, turning it back as well as forward through 
literary and historical time.

Clarissa and Septimus are more aware than others in the novel of the 
all-knowing, continuously present state of Death. In this sense, Death 
functions on a level comparable to the narrator. As Miller argues, 
“Though [the characters] are not aware of [the narrator], it is aware of 
them” (178); Death’s own voice similarly is a presence recognized by 
Clarissa and Septimus. 

Clarissa does not have a direct confrontation with Death in the novel 
but instead confronts Death in the form of recalling past events as she 
remembers them at intervals throughout the day. Clarissa’s explicit 
attention to detail makes it seem almost as if she never again will see 
mundane things such as the taxi cabs, the plane flying above, the motor 
car, the shops. She appears to be taking every bit of London in as she 
goes out to buy the flowers.

She felt very young; at the same time unspeakably aged. She sliced 
like a knife through everything; at the same time was outside, 
looking on. She had a perpetual sense, as she watched the taxi cabs, 
of being out, out, far out to sea alone; she always had the feeling 
that it was very, very dangerous to live even one day. (MD 11)

Clarissa’s traumatic experiences with life and death flash before her eyes 
as she recalls various people she encountered early in her life including 
her young sister, Sylvia, who was killed by a falling tree at Bourton; 
her intimate moments with Sally Seton; her time with Peter Welsh, who 
wanted to marry her. She also reflects on widespread trauma such as the 
deaths of young men in the war:

The War was over, except for some one like Mrs. Foxcroft at the 
Embassy last night eating her heart out because that nice boy was 
killed and now the old Manor House must go to a cousin; or Lady 
Bexborough who opened a bazaar, they said, with the telegram in 
her hand, John, her favourite. (MD 5) 

And Clarissa is very aware of the Spanish flu that killed millions, an 
illness that she herself survived but that damaged her heart (MD 4).

Woolf originally intended her heroine to perish at the end as she herself 
says in the Introduction to the 1928 Modern Library edition, writing 
that “in the first version Septimus, who later is intended as [Clarissa’s] 
double had no existence”; instead, “Mrs. Dalloway was originally to kill 
herself, or perhaps merely to die at the end of the party” (vi). Stephanie 
Coartney argues that, “Throughout the entire novel, Clarissa repeatedly 
thinks about death” and cannot bring herself to believe “that a person 
with so many feelings and thoughts can suddenly cease to exist.” In 
her reflections regarding the presence of Death, she describes people 
long deceased as being: “but bones with a few wedding rings mixed up 
in their dust and gold stoppings of innumerable decayed teeth” (MD 
23). Even as Clarissa buys flowers, mends her dress for the party, and 
meets various people from her past at her party, she reflects on her 
own fragility. Throughout the novel Clarissa’s aura is somber, almost 
melancholy, but still with a bit of hopefulness glimmering. She yearns 
for her party to be perfect no matter what, and she experiences a sort of 
“rebirth” toward the very end of the novel as she reflects on Septimus’s 
choice to take his own life. This moment is highlighted by the chiming 
of Big Ben, time passing as the constant reminder of Death growing 
closer and as her party comes toward its end. Clarissa is inspired and 
energized by this courageous decision.

Septimus’s death is, of course, central to the novel. Not only does Death 
haunt and stalk him, but Death succeeds in taking his life. Septimus 
shows signs of PTSD and schizophrenia from his experience in the war, 
and this suffering affects his everyday life. He experiences hallucinations 
and behaves strangely. When he and his wife, Lucrezia, are in Regent’s 
Park together, his wife walks away for a moment and as she returns 
sees him “sitting alone on the seat with his shabby overcoat, his legs 
crossed, staring, talking aloud” (MD 35). Much like Clarissa, Septimus 
is also filled with anxiety involving everyday tasks. During the motor car 
incident at the beginning of the novel when traffic accumulates around 
the mysterious car with its curtains drawn (the only moment when 
Clarissa and Septimus are near each other), Septimus thinks: 

This gradual drawing together of everything to one centre before 
his eyes, as if some horror had come almost to the surface and was 
about to burst into flames, terrified him. The world wavered and 
quivered and threatened to burst into flames. (MD 21)
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As Septimus begins to become more aware of the events surrounding 
him, his anxiety increases. He continues, “It is I who am blocking 
the way, he thought. Was he not being looked at and pointed at; was 
he not weighted there, rooted to the pavement, for a purpose? But for 
what purpose?” (MD 21). Jean Thomson highlights just how much 
Septimus obsesses about these moments: “In his state of excitement 
everything is meaningful, and he sees objects as moving and changing 
but when depressed he loses meaning” (Thomson 58). Because of his 
apprehension, Septimus pays intense attention to details. For example, he 
thinks as he glances up at the sky-writing plane:

They are signaling to me. Not indeed in actual words; that is, 
he could not read the language yet; but it was plain enough, this 
beauty, this exquisite beauty, and tears filled his eyes as he looked at 
the smoke words languishing and melting in the sky and bestowing 
upon him in their inexhaustible charity and laughing goodness one 
shape after another of unimaginable beauty and signaling their 
intention to provide him, for nothing, forever, for looking merely, 
with beauty, more beauty! Tears ran down his cheeks. (MD 31)

Life is overwhelmingly beautiful to Septimus, but also dark and 
dangerous. His feelings are reflected as he becomes anxious that 
everyone is looking at him during the motor car incident pondering on 
his life purpose in the given situation and as the plane passes over head, 
in his mind, signaling something important to him in shapes and beauty 
provoking a “laughable goodness” (MD 31). He struggles to process 
and take it all in from the traumatic experiences of death and war that 
constantly surround him like the death of Evan. Thomson says that, 
“through Septimus, Virginia Woolf is able to describe both death and the 
brink of insanity where it is difficult to know what is really there, and 
the deep depression which the sufferer believes is only to be resolved by 
suicide” (56). 

Septimus completes this “Dance of Death” (Thomson 57) as Clarissa 
grapples with the thought. She acknowledges that Death has entered her 
party: “Oh! thought Clarissa, in the middle of my party, here’s death” 
(MD 279). After hearing of Septimus’s death and envisioning a very 
detailed scene of Septimus’s body impaled on a railing with the “thud, 
thud, thud, in his brain, and then a suffocation of blackness” (MD 280), 
Clarissa has a sort of revelation of what comes next for her and everyone 
she cares about,

She had once thrown a shilling into the Serpentine, never anything 
more. But he had flung it away. They went on living […].They 
would grow old. A thing there was that mattered; a thing, wreathed 
about with chatter, defaced, obscured in her own life, let drop every 
day in corruption, lies, chatter. This he had preserved. Death was 
defiance. Death was an attempt to communicate; people feeling the 
impossibility of reaching the centre which, mystically, evaded them; 
closeness drew apart; rapture faded, one was alone. There was an 
embrace in death. (MD 281)

She has come to the realization that Septimus embraced this Death that 
she has spent so long fearing. Clarissa recalls thinking just that morning 
that “there was the terror; the overwhelming incapacity, one’s parents 
giving it into one’s hand, this life, to be lived to the end, to be walked 
with serenely; there was in the depths of her heart an awful fear” (MD 
281). 

Both Clarissa and Septimus share a phrase from Shakespeare’s late play 
Cymbeline, “Fear no more the heat of the sun” (Cymbeline 4.2.259). 
The passage refers to Imogen’s revival from a drugged sleep, a rebirth 
invoked in Clarissa’s own reflections about Septimus’s death:

the words came to her, Fear no more the heat of the sun. She 
must go back to them. But what an extraordinary night! She felt 
somehow very like him—the young man who had killed himself. 

She felt glad that he had done it; thrown it away. The clock was 
striking. (MD 283)

Clarissa comes to the awakening that “she need fear neither death nor 
life once she understands the promise and the possibilities of both. The 
phrase from Cymbeline punctuates each step toward this goal” (Samuels 
388). The sun acts as a symbolic image that offers a clear way to combat 
darkness, or Death, and Clarissa acts as a sort of “sun” at the end of the 
novel. While her celebratory nature in relation to the death of Septimus 
is haunting, it is appropriate when thinking about the constant battle 
Clarissa herself experiences between life and death in the novel, much 
as Woolf did in her own life. It is this celebratory revelation that is 
Clarissa’s closure in the novel just as Septimus’ closure is his untimely 
but chosen meeting with Death. 

Virginia Woolf’s elegant incorporation of Death acting as a character, 
a hidden narrative presence, and as death itself shows both intentional 
and strategic placement into the novel’s plot. Woolf herself experienced 
this “persistent urgent tussle between life and death” (Forward 14), a 
conflict which she expressed through fiction in Mrs. Dalloway. Her 
constant references to deaths in the novel place Clarissa and Septimus 
in an unavoidable situation in their interactions with Death’s character. 
Death’s lingering presence in the novel leaves a mark on the characters 
and on the reader. 

Emilee Calametti Quinn
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REVIEW 
Reading Virginia Woolf’s Semicolons 
“Expansion: Woolf’s Semicolons” 
by Lee Clark Mitchell.  
MARK MY WORDS: PROFILES OF PUNCTUATION  
IN MODERN LITERATURE,  
New York and London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2020, pp. 65-76. 
166 pages. $19.95; £13.49 paper.

“Virginia Woolf, Carnal Hermeneutics, and Democratic Reading” 
by Ariane Mildenberg.  
VIRGINIA WOOLF, EUROPE, AND PEACE, VOL. 1: 
TRANSNATIONAL CIRCULATIONS.  
Edited by Ariane Mildenburg and Patricia Novillo-Corvalán. Clemson, 
SC: Clemson University Press, 2020, pp. 65-84. $120.00; £85.00 cloth.

Near the beginning of his chapter on the “Penelope” episode of Ulysses 
(1922) in Joyce Effects: On Language, Theory, and History (2000), 
Derek Attridge inserts punctuation into a passage from Molly Bloom’s 
monologue to demonstrate that “the syntax […] is not particularly 
transgressive” (95). To read Molly’s newly punctuated stream of 
consciousness is “to be aware of free mental energy moving rapidly 
from topic to topic, but it isn’t to experience a marked transgression 
of fixed laws of grammar or a capacity to take language to new realms 
of freedom and formlessness” (96). In this revealing experiment—one 
that I gratefully borrow when teaching “Penelope” to undergraduate 
students—punctuation appears to clarify and order. Indeed, contrary to 
how many critics have read Joyce’s unpunctuated prose in this section 
of the novel, the insertion of punctuation marks paradoxically helps the 
text to “flow.” Attridge’s approach is itself partly inspired by Joyce’s 
fellow modernist Rebecca West, who wrote of the episode’s “wildness” 
as “typographical cheating, a surface effect which is created by the lack 
of punctuation and would instantly disappear and show a groundwork 
of ordinary ecstatic prose if a few commas and full stops and dashes 
and exclamation points were inserted” (The Strange Necessity 48; qtd. 
in Attridge 95). And yet, among all these trickster dashes and evasive 
ellipses, the two critical interventions under review here suggest that 
punctuation performs much more than a regulatory function—and they 
turn to Virginia Woolf to make their point.

In Mark My Words: Profiles of Punctuation in Modern Literature (2020), 
Lee Clark Mitchell sets out to ask how “nonverbal marks of celebrated 
writers’ prose reveal at once characteristic styles and encompassing 
visions”; and, more specifically, to assess how “distinctions between 
punctuation and syntax help clarify what so often goes unnoticed, with 
some writers acceding to word order (embracing punctuation that seems 
nearly invisible) and others requiring sharp deflections (making us 

wonder at weird verbal rhythms)” (4). In exploring these questions, the 
book’s tone is refreshingly light and playful where it might easily have 
become pedantic and repetitive. Punctuation has, in Mitchell’s view, a 
wonderfully varied significance and is read as an almost living, beathing 
feature of the text: it may “encroach on meaning as if from within, 
with a dash or parenthesis,” in such a way that these marks “dictate 
the message, making words seem momentarily secondary, teetering us 
initially on the edge of an Oxford comma, hesitating at a shy semicolon, 
reversing course with a swung dash, or,” he adds, “unexpectedly sliding 
down slippery inclines without our having been exhorted to pause before 
the fiction we traverse” (5-6). Far from markings made “after the fact” of 
verbal description, punctuation makes meaning.

Mitchell’s book ranges widely from Ernest Hemingway’s periods to 
Vladimir Nabokov’s parentheses, but it is the middle chapter on Virginia 
Woolf’s semicolons that will be of obvious interest to Woolf scholars. 
Woolf’s semicolon “seems defiantly to jettison Hemingway’s full stop 
and Henry James’s and Emily Dickinson’s reversible maneuvers in favor 
of sliding things along, doing so more delicately than commas” (66), 
Mitchell writes. “Woolf adapts the semicolon in strictly ungrammatical 
ways,” and often with the result that “revelation occurs gradually, 
incrementally, parsed semicolon by semicolon” (69). 

To offer an example of the accumulative meaning to be found in Woolf’s 
use of semicolons, Mitchell pauses on Mrs. Dalloway. In one passage 
from early in Woolf’s 1925 novel—when Clarissa has “the oddest 
sense of being herself invisible; unseen; unknown;” (Mrs. Dalloway 9; 
qtd. in Mitchell 67)—the semicolons “calmly serve to confirm” what 
Mitchell calls “the dull beat of negations that constitute her present 
sense of self” (67). The semicolons add a certain rhythm to the prose 
that distinguishes it from “abbreviated sentences (with firm full stops) 
or accumulating clauses slightly slackened (through dilatory commas)”; 
we instead become attuned to “a more percussive beat that separately 
marks each clause” (67-68). Of course, semicolons deal not only in 
negation; at other times in the novel they “unfold and blossom into a 
certain psychological reassurance” (70). Mitchell asks us to consider 
the example of Peter Walsh, who in trying to articulate what is most 
captivating about Clarissa, switches from negation to affirmation with 
the help of semicolons: “Not that she was striking; not beautiful at 
all; there was nothing picturesque about her; she never said anything 
specially clever; there she was, however; there she was” (Mrs. Dalloway 
65; qtd. in Mitchell 70). It is because these flashes of insight are so 
tantalizing that readers wishing for more extended analyses will be left 
disappointed by the brevity of the chapter (and the others in the book). 
This is not a thesis-driven monograph, and it is often suggestive where it 
might, with further evidence and a more sustained argument, have been 
persuasive. Nonetheless, Mitchell’s lively discussion always engages as 
it points the way to how we might traverse “textual landscapes” which 
are “shaped by punctuation” (147). 

The semicolon has long been seen as Woolf’s favored punctuation 
mark. For Jane Goldman it is a kind of “hinge” that becomes Woolf’s 
“trademark” (“London, New York, Paris” 71). Woolf’s knowing use of 
this mark is seen clearly in the opening to Mrs. Dalloway when we read 
that “[t]he doors would be taken off their hinges; Rumpelmayer’s men 
were coming,” the combination of words and semicolon opening the 
text to the sociohistorical detail of Rumpelmayer’s tea rooms catering 
to high society in both Westminster and Paris’s rue de Rivoli (Mrs. 
Dalloway 3; qtd. in Goldman, “London, New York, Paris” 71). Building 
on Goldman’s and others’ readings, Ariane Mildenberg’s essay, “Virginia 
Woolf, Carnal Hermeneutics, and Democratic Reading,” reflects on the 
significance of the semicolon in Woolf’s 1931 novel The Waves. For 
Mildenberg, these punctuation marks “are integral to the composition 
of this novel’s music, capturing the rhythm of life, thought, relations, 
and expression” (65); they are “a kind of pivot between different but 
connected ideas resisting bifurcation […] a distance that is at the same 
time a proximity, like the intangible divergence between the articulation 
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of an experience and its inevitable passing in The Waves” (69); “[t]he 
semicolon, simultaneously dividing and joining, upholds the book’s 
wave-like falling and rising, opening and shutting movement” (70). 
Viewed in this way, the presence of semicolons in The Waves suggests 
that Mitchell is too quick to assert that “Woolf’s preference in Mrs. 
Dalloway for the accretive possibilities of semicolons does not extend 
as fully to her other, later works” (72). This is not merely a question 
of quantity. A quick search of Woolf’s texts online confirms that Mrs. 
Dalloway contains more semicolons (1,473) than any of Woolf’s other 
novels, with the exception of The Years (which contains 2,188 but is far 
longer). Yet as Goldman herself has shown, even Flush: A Biography 
(which has the fewest number – 509 to be exact – of these punctuation 
marks) contains at least one very significant usage, with the semicolon 
in “[s]he was woman; he was dog” pointing to cross-species alliance as 
well as asymmetries by “dividing but also uniting the human and canine” 
(“Speaking” 164).

Mildenberg’s essay is more immediately inspired by a multimedia 
performance piece, “The Particle and the Wave,” by Himali Singh Soin 
and David Soin Tappeser. Featured at the 28th Annual International 
Conference on Virginia Woolf in Canterbury, Kent, the performance 
involved a video scroll through Virginia Woolf’s The Waves in search 
of the text’s 1,265 semicolons. While Soin added marginalia next to 
some of these marks (striking images of the process are included in 
Mildenberg’s essay) Tappeser used the distance between each semicolon 
to create sound waves via improvised drumming – together this created 
“at once embodied readings and critical reflections upon reading itself,” 
an approach to Woolf’s text that was “carnal and hermeneutic” or “a 
space that welcomed physicality as much as textuality” (70-71). Not 
only a matter of musicality and style, the politics of punctuation are 
foregrounded in this performance. Mildenberg considers a question Soin 
scribbled in the margins on the large screen: “Are semicolons against 
capitalism?” (78). As surprising and provocative as this question at 
first appears, Mildenberg understands it as a signal towards “Woolf’s 
paratactic semicolons that promote equality and openness as opposed to 
the subordination of hypotaxis” and as a potent reminder of “the ways 
in which The Waves promotes an anti-capitalist and anti-imperialist 
openness to meaning and becoming” (78). Soin and Tappeser therefore 
offer an inventive example of the kind of “democratic reading”—which 
runs counter to “disembodied and hierarchical reading practices” and 
undermines the imperialistic desire “to conquer and possess” the text 
(66, 79) —that is invited by Woolf’s novel more generally and her use of 
semicolons in particular.

Like Mitchell, Mildenberg zooms in on passages in Woolf’s writing 
wherein the significance of the semicolon is telling. In The Waves, there 
are plentiful instances of this “decentring mark reflecting the decentered 
nature of subjectivity” (79), but Mildenberg’s close reading of Louis’s 
words best illustrates her claim:

Flowers toss their heads outside the windows. I see wild birds, 
and impulses wider than the wildest birds strike from my wild 
heart. My eyes are wild; my lips tight pressed. The bird flies; the 
flower dances; but I hear always the sullen thud of the waves: and 
the chained beast stamps on the beach. It stamps and stamps. (The 
Waves 33; qtd. in Mildenberg 79).

Attentive to the rhythm of this sentence as well as its political resonance 
in “foreshadowing fascist rule” (80), Mildenberg writes that “opposite 
and yet interconnected characteristics” are on display: Louis’s “wild” 
eyes signal his “passion and desire” at the same time as his “lips tight 
pressed” hint at a “refusal to speak” (80). More starkly, Mildenberg 
notes, the peacefully flying bird and dancing flower are distinct from but 
belong to the same sphere as stamping beasts and endless violence (80). 
Here, then, is an arrangement of words and semicolons that perfectly 
captures Mitchell’s metaphor of the “textual landscapes” punctuation 
helps to shape.

REVIEW 
TALLAND HOUSE. 
By Maggie Humm. Berkeley, California: She Writes Press, 2020. 353 
pages. $16.95 paper. 

Emeritus Professor Maggie Humm is well known for her acclaimed 
academic publications, many on Woolf Studies, Modernism and Visual 
Cultures. Talland House, her first published novel, is complex and 
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If other recent publications such as Modernism and Close Reading 
(2020) and Sentencing Orlando: Virginia Woolf and the Morphology 
of the Modernist Sentence (2018) have reminded us of the importance 
of close readings of modernist texts, then Mitchell and Mildenberg, in 
different ways, show us that there is no mark too small in literature to 
demand our critical attention. They teach us that far from taming prose, 
punctuation can be understood as animating the wildness of language 
itself.

Derek Ryan 
University of Kent
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multi-layered, taking its main character, Lily Briscoe, from the pages of 
Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse. Part fast-paced murder mystery, part 
literary detective puzzle, part romance of love and loss, Talland House 
is also a fascinating historical novel set in Cornwall and in London just 
before, during, and after WWI. It thus roughly follows the time span of 
Woolf’s novel, from 1900-1919, and interacts with it in intriguing and 
illuminating ways. While drawing on characters, locations, and events 
in To the Lighthouse, Humm also draws, as Woolf does in her novel, on 
the biographical details of Woolf’s childhood holidays at Talland House 
and the activities of the Stephen family in St Ives. Readers who are well 
acquainted with To the Lighthouse, “Sketch of the Past,” Hyde Park 
Gate News, and Woolf’s letters and diaries, will enjoy spotting the many 
echoes and references. Humm allows herself dramatic license to alter or 
invent some characters, events, or dates, but Mr. Carmichael still snoozes 
in his beehive chair on the lawn, and the children run on the beach 
and play cricket in the garden. Prue develops her photographs in the 
darkroom at the Porthminster Hotel, Mr. Ramsay flings a plate through 
the window and harasses his wife about the weekly housekeeping 
accounts. Mrs. Bast and Mrs. McNab clean the house, Sophie Farrell 
cooks in the kitchen. At the end of Humm’s novel, as in To the 
Lighthouse, Mr. Ramsay with Cam and James sail to the lighthouse and 
Lily completes her portrait of Mrs. Ramsay by painting a strong central 
line down her canvas.

Humm achieves the same complex mix of fact and fiction, past and 
present, light and shade, and granite and rainbow, so well-known to 
readers of Woolf’s work. This multi-layering is especially apparent 
in her main theme: the lives of women and especially women artists. 
Humm’s extensive knowledge of the thriving arts colony at St Ives at 
the end of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, reveals not just 
the well-known artists, Julius Olsson and Louis Grier, who become 
main characters in her novel, but the women artists who were battling 
to make their way against the sort of prejudice epitomised by Mr. 
Ramsay’s withering, “Women can’t paint, women can’t write.” Humm’s 
Lily Briscoe, a student of Louis Grier, is based in part on the real-life 
Lily Kirkpatrick who initially lived near Talland House, and was one 
of the members of the St Ives Art Club, of which Leslie Stephen was 
once elected president. Like Humm’s Lily, Kirkpatrick had studied art in 
Paris and showed works at the Royal Academy, but unlike her she had 
independent means and was not trying to make a living from her art. In 
Humm’s novel, Lily’s first friend in St Ives, Emily Carr, is based on the 
actual Emily Carr, a young Canadian painter who did visit St Ives. Lily’s 
later friend, and fellow nurse and suffragist, Eliza Stillman, is closely 
based on Lisa Stillman, the artist daughter of Julia Stephen’s friend, the 
Pre-Raphaelite artist and stunner, Marie Spartali. Lisa was particularly 
friendly with Vanessa, on whom Woolf’s character Lily Briscoe is 
largely based, and visited Talland House, drawing Julia Stephen there.1 
Actually Lily Kirkpatrick’s great friend in St Ives was Edith Ellis, 
another source for Humm. Edith was also a young painter, writer, and 
active feminist who later married Havelock Ellis, the social reformer 
and early sexologist. At Christmas 1901 Lily Kirkpatrick and Edith Ellis 
visited the St Ives Arts Club for the last time, signing their names in the 
Visitors’ Book and taking part in the annual festivities—scenes which 
feature large in Humm’s novel.

While time passes slowly in a period of stasis in the central section of 
To the Lighthouse, times change radically, especially for women, in 
Talland House, largely as a result of the war. Lily and Eliza have rooms 
of their own, become nurses at Queen Alexandra’s Hospital, and join the 
suffrage cause. One of the most fascinating of Humm’s transpositions is 
the character of Mrs. Beckwith, who appears only very briefly in To the 
Lighthouse, as a guest at the Ramsay’s house along with Lily Briscoe 
and Mr. Carmichael after the war and the death of Mrs. Ramsay. In 
Humm’s novel, she is a fully developed central character; a professional 

1 For a photograph of Lisa Stillman with Vanessa Bell at Talland House, and one 
of her drawing of Julia Stephen, inscribed “LS to JS,” see Dell and Whybrow 
74-74. 

hospital pharmacist, an independent working woman, and an inspiration 
and fellow investigator for Lily. 

Humm’s novel both fills out the character and back-story of Lily Briscoe 
and leads the reader back to Woolf’s novel to re-read with a new 
perspective the scenes in which Lily is silently present, quietly observing 
people and events with her sensual artist’s eyes. It is only at the end of 
the war that Lily meets up again with Louis Grier and Holman Hunt 
at the Royal Academy where Lily’s painting Dahlias, inspired by Mrs. 
Ramsay’s favourite flowers in the Talland House garden, is prominently 
hung in the Summer Exhibition. Here she learns the shocking news of 
the death of Mrs. Ramsay.

Themes of the absent mother circulate through Talland House, as they do 
in To the Lighthouse. Mrs. Beckwith becomes a mother-surrogate after 
the death of Lily’s mother, as Julia Stephen became for Lisa Stillman. To 
the Lighthouse is famously Woolf’s memorialisation of Julia Stephen, 
published on the anniversary of her death. In her Author’s Note, Maggie 
Humm movingly describes how she first read To the Lighthouse as an 
adolescent after the death of her own mother and fell in love with the 
mother-figure, Mrs. Ramsay. Later Humm discovered that Julia Stephen 
was 49 when she died and Virginia 13—the exact ages of Humm and 
her mother. Woolf famously claimed to have exorcised the ghost of her 
mother by writing To the Lighthouse, but Julia Stephen remains “an 
invisible presence” (Schulkind 93, 92) for the rest of Woolf’s life, as 
Mrs. Ramsay does for Lily in both Woolf’s and Humm’s novels. 

There is a frisson of pleasure in following Humm’s Lily in her quest to 
find a solution to the mystery of what actually happens during “Time 
Passes.” How did Mrs. Ramsey die, so suddenly, “in parentheses”? 
Talland House is a brilliant read and worthy of the many accolades it 
has received. I’m longing for Maggie Humm’s next novel, again on the 
theme of women artists, this time about Gwen John and her relationship 
with Rodin.

Marion Dell 
Virginia Woolf Society of Great Britain
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REVIEW 
VIRGINIA WOOLF: MUSIC, SOUND, LANGUAGE 
by Elicia Clements. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2019. 304 
pages. $55 cloth.

Virginia Woolf’s well-known remark, “I always think of my books as 
music before I write them” was made in a letter to Elizabeth Trevelyan, 
who compared Woolf’s biography about Roger Fry to a piece of music. 
Woolf went on to say that that there was so much information to sift 
through that the only way she could hold the biography together was by 
“abstracting it into themes. I did try to state them in the first chapter, and 
then to bring in developments and variations, and then to make them 
all heard together and end by bringing back the first theme in the last 
chapter” (4 September 1940, Letters 6 426,). After reading Woolf’s The 
Waves, her friend Ethel Smyth, the composer, also remarked on Woolf’s 
music: “There is something in your vision no one else has ever seen and 
it affects me like music.”1 Each—the composer and the writer—uses the 
elastic word “music” metaphorically, but Woolf explains her music as the 
combination and flow of themes, variations and voices; Smyth ‘hears’ 
and ‘feels’ this flow as thought, sensation, theme, image and sound, 
one running into the other in the novel. This is just one example of the 
myriad meanings of music that have inspired a trove of books in Woolf 
studies in the past decades that examine the crossover among music, 
language, theme, sound, space, and social themes in Woolf’s writing. 

Elicia Clements in Virginia Woolf, Music, Sound and Language (2019) 
takes a deep dive into these relationships and argues that the concepts 
of sound and music enabled Woolf to develop a new understanding of 
her own writing and literature. This is new and exciting. Though earlier 
Woolf studies in the 1980s and early 90s focused on the influence of the 
visual arts, philosophy, ideology, and, to some degree rhythm, sound, 
and silence on Woolf readers,2 recent studies delve more deeply into the 
role of music in the broader frameworks of Modernism, musicology, 
feminism, film theory and sound and performance studies. Clements—
like the critics Adriana Varga, Emma Sutton, and Emily Kopley—creates 
new paths for researchers and draws her approach and language from 
multiple fields and theories: musicology; genre studies; listening, 
sound, and performance studies (Blesser, Salter, Picker); feminism; 
actor-network theory (Latour); film theory; architecture; and poetry. 
She follows Varga’s early edited collection of essays, Virginia Woolf 
and Music (2014), that brought deserved critical attention to music 
and rhythm—a turn from the visual arts and Woolf’s relationship with 
painters and their works that earlier critics like Diane Gillespie brought 
into view. Varga maps the field including essays that compare Woolf’s 
art and the music of her contemporaries; Emma Sutton follows in 
Virginia Woolf and Classical Music: Politics, Aesthetics, Form (2019) to 
provide a background for studying the formative influence of classical 
music on Woolf’s writing as well as the politics of national identity, 
war, and anti-Semitism; and Emily Kopley contributes an innovative 
and deeply researched study, Virginia Woolf and Poetry (2021), that 
explores Woolf’s blurring of the genres of poetry, music and prose. 
This elusive intermixing is a response to both what Woolf writes about, 
how she writes it, and how her readers respond. We are affected by the 
music—the rhythmic sensation, themes, sounds, images, and language of 
Woolf’s style, her gift to the modernist novel. But as these introductory 
comments and new studies attest, the term music, is elusive: individual 
readers and critics may experience the word “music” differently and 
various disciplines, media formats, and theoretical approaches define it 
in myriad ways.

Elicia Clements adds to the analysis of music and literature in an 
innovative and well-researched book that limns new paths to Woolf’s 
1 Smyth to Virginia Woolf, 8.11.3. New York Public Library, Berg Collection, 
May 2, 1930-March 14, 1931.
2 See Mark Hussey, The Singing of the Real World: The Philosophy of Woolf’s 
Fiction (1986); Patricia Laurence, The Reading of Silence (1991): Diane F. 
Gillespie, ed., The Multiple Muses of Virginia Woolf (1993).

“music.” She attunes our “hearing” and “listening” first, to the cries, 
utterances, and songs of women—answering Rhoda’s question in The 
Waves, “what is a cry?” (61)—as well as, later, the sounds in nature 
and the environment. Part 1 of Clements’ study, one of the most 
interesting parts of her book, concentrates on sounds that exceed the 
usual boundaries of language, uncovering the significance of singers, 
noises, songs, utterances, and cries. Here Clements draws our attention 
to female characters who sing or vocalize in some way, many of whom 
share “the derogatory links among women of colour, homelessness, 
and working-class homelessness” (35), a devaluation in the society. 
Clements offers many examples: both the woman who sings but “‘not 
for coppers’ in Jacob’s Room and ‘the battered woman’ from Mrs. 
Dalloway” (55), Mrs. McNab’s song as she rolls from room to room 
cleaning the home in To the Lighthouse, and even Rhoda’s pondering 
of the “cry” in a musical performance in The Waves. In an important 
critical turn, Clements approaches these cries and songs not just as 
‘sound’ or ‘music,’ but also in their cultural context—as Sanja Bahun 
has in earlier work—developing a politics of listening. “Materialist 
feminism,” Clements states, “thrives in the intersection of music 
and literature” (16). A perceptive observation, but perhaps narrowly 
focused on Woolf’s feminist gestures, often targeting patriarchy as the 
main system readers should be aware of as they ‘listen’ to the sounds 
or language of homeless, immigrant, impoverished or working-class 
women. As Clements mentions, other explanations are possible through 
an examination of colonialism, imperialism and capitalism and the social 
systems developed within these ideologies. Feminism has nothing to do 
with the government’s neglect of returning veteran soldiers after WWI, 
like Septimus Warren Smith or his suffering wife.  There is a need for a 
feminism that intertwines with the economic philosophy of capitalism 
that bolsters social inequities. 

In part 2, Clements thoughtfully explores what she terms a model 
of layered listening indebted to the theorist Michel Chion, who 
distinguishes among causal listening (to gather information), semantic 
listening (to a code), and reduced listening (focus on language as an 
object or instrument only). In part 3, Clements changes the focus from 
sound to scenes of musical performance that Woolf includes in her 
novels, such as Miss LaTrobe’s village pageant in Between the Acts. 
Woolf also exploits the sounds of Big Ben, pistol shots from a car and 
aeroplanes connecting them with city life in Mrs. Dalloway, and, at other 
times, she propels the sounds of shots, shells, soldiers marching to war 
and the “thud” of Andrew’s death in To the Lighthouse or presents a 
“cradle song murmured by nature” in The Waves.

Though stimulating and new, the vocabulary employed in these fields 
and in Clements’ crossover analysis is various, technical, formal, and 
sometimes alienating. For example, Clements begins her explorations 
with a definition of “earcon,” a term and concept that streams through 
the book, albeit somewhat awkwardly. The acoustic critics Barry Lesser 
and Linda-Ruth Salter, define the concept as “‘the aural analogue of 
a visual icon … a sonic event that contains special symbolic meaning 
not present in the sound wave’” (Lesser and Salter qtd. in Clements 
83). The words “analogue to a visual icon,” “icon,” “sonic event” 
and “sound wave” leave this reader spinning. How do we acquire 
the nuances of the words “space” and “sound” when used in acoustic 
theory? Or “container” and “network” in actor-network theory? Does 
this technical jargon drawn from different fields bring us closer to 
‘hearing’ Woolf’s music? Can we assume equivalency of meaning in 
language, perceptions, and experience drawn from different fields in 
critical discussion, as previous critics have queried? Isn’t this the crux of 
the matter in the frequent references to “interdisciplinary” thinking and 
writing and the newly coined “intermediality” and also to the concept of 
“intersectional” connections? A reference, for example, to Mrs. Ramsay 
as a “consummate auscultator” (118) adds no poetry or insight to her as 
a listener to the whole, not only the people who sit at her dinner table in 
To the Lighthouse, but to her own mind and thoughts about life and how 
people grow apart as “the world outside wavers.” Is there room in critical 
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VIRAL MODERNISMS:  
THE INFLUENZA PANDEMIC AND INTERWAR LITERATURE 
By Elizabeth Outka. New York: Columbia University Press, 2020. 344 
pages. $105 cloth; $35 paper.

Virginia Woolf notes in “On Being Ill” that illness is “the great 
confessional” (11), laying bare secrets we prefer to hide while in good 
health. We have become familiar with the primal emotions a pandemic 
releases: fear, anxiety, aggression, depression, grief, fatigue, dislocation, 
anger, and despair over an uncertain future. We also can bear witness to 
a pandemic’s outsized power to disrupt daily life and influence political 
discourse, altering not just our human bodies but also bodies politic 
around the globe. 

Perhaps our hard-earned experience can offer insight as we contemplate 
the complicated questions involving mass death’s intersection with the 
determined characters and radical aesthetics of high modernism. How 
did a pandemic that killed fifty million or more human beings, at least 
five times more than the Great War, inspire or influence great works of 
literature and art? Or did it instead disrupt creativity, leading to trauma, 
silence, and invisibility, as the sociologist Alfred Crosby argued in his 
foundational work America’s Forgotten Pandemic: The Influenza of 
1918? The 1918 flu is more often chronicled in terms of history (as in 
John Barry’s The Great Influenza) or epidemiological research powered 
by the Center for Disease Control (see Jeffery Taubenberger’s “1918: 
The Mother of all Pandemics”). Fundamental facts about the 1918 
pandemic are still emerging; for example, America mortality calculations 
for the 1918 flu have almost doubled since the advent of COVID-19.1 
Even on its centennial, key aspects of the 1918 flu pandemic still remain 
unknown and perhaps unknowable.

Elizabeth Outka’s substantial critical study Viral Modernisms: The 
Influenza Pandemic and Interwar Literature addresses the cultural 
interchanges surrounding the 1918 flu and creates a corresponding 
archive of literary and contextual material addressing the pandemic. 
Outka does an admirable job of tracing the 1918 flu through canonical 
works of literary modernism and suggesting original readings of lesser-
known popular works such as Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Lost World 
and a series of H. P. Lovecraft’s horror stories published in the 1920’s. 
Through detailed close readings, she successfully links the flu pandemic 
to the tropes of grief and guilt, fire and drowning, death-in-life, and 
resurrection found in many modernist works such as T. S. Eliot’s The 
Waste Land and convincingly argues for popular culture representations 
of contagion in the figures of mist, coffins, and zombies. She builds on 
earlier work in these fields and offers productive directions for future 
conversations, as in her chapter on W. B. Yeats, where she connects 

1 The CDC reports in the web article “1918 Pandemic (H1N1 Virus)” that, “The 
number of deaths was estimated to be at least 50 million worldwide with about 
675,000 occurring in the United States.”

discussions for comparative thinking and discussion about the words that 
emerge from different disciplines—the sweep, sometimes overwhelming, 
of different theories now informing our discussions? How can we find 
our way through the labyrinth of language in these new publications to 
the music? 

Woolf reminds us in her essay “Craftsmanship” that “words, English 
words, are full of echoes, memories and associations” (95)—and I add 
to this, utterances, sounds, and cries. It is in their nature to change as 
the truth that words and sounds capture is “many sided.” Woolf warns, 
“when words are pinned down, they fold their wings and die,” given 
that they have “been out and about, on people’s lips, in their houses, in 
the streets, in the fields for so many centuries” (97). Let us not then—as 
critics—clip their wings.

Patricia Laurence 
City College, City University of New York
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But there is another way of fighting for freedom without arms; we 
can fight with the mind. We can make ideas […]. But to make ideas 
effective, we must be able to fire them off. We must put them into 
action. 

At its best, Outka’s study “think[s] against the current” (“Thoughts of 
Peace”) providing original readings of canonical texts, demonstrating 
how much new there is still to say as modernism enters its second 
century. Our challenge lies in following Woolf’s counsel to fight for 
freedom with our minds, not only to make new ideas but to find ways of 
putting them into action. 

Jane Fisher 
Canisius College

Works Cited
“1918 Pandemic (H1N1 Virus).” Centers for Disease Control and Pre-

vention. Web. 22 June 2022. https://www.cdc.gov/flu/pandemic-
resources/1918-pandemic-h1n1.html. 

Barry, John M. The Great Influenza: The Epic Story of the Deadliest 
Plague in History. New York: Viking Press, 2004.

Crosby, Alfred. America’s Forgotten Pandemic: The Influenza of 1918. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1989. 

Eghigian, Greg. “The Spanish Flu Pandemic and Mental Health: A 
Historical Perspective.” Psychiatric Times 37.5 (28 May 2020). 
Web. 21 June 2022. https://www.psychiatrictimes.com/view/
spanish-flu-pandemic-and-mental-health-historical-perspective..

McCall, Sherman, Joel A. Vilensky, Sid Gilman, and Jeffery K. 
Tautenberger, “The Relationship Between Encephalitis Lethargica 
and Influenza: A Critical Analysis.” Journal of Neurovirology 14.3 
(2008): 177-85. Web. 21 June 2022. https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.
gov/?term=McCall%20S%5BAuthor%5D. 

Taubenberger, Jeffery and David Morens. “1918: The Mother of 
all Pandemics.” Emerging Infectious Diseases 12.1 (Jan. 
2006): 15-22. Web. 21 June 2022. https://wwwnc.cdc.gov/eid/
article/12/1/05-0979_article. 

Woolf, Virginia. “Modern Fiction.” The Common Reader, First Series. 
Edited with an Introduction by Andrew McNeillie. London: The 
Hogarth Press, 1984. 146-54.

—. On Being Ill with Notes from Sick Rooms, introduction by Hermione 
Lee. Ashfield, Massachusetts: Paris Press, 2012.

—. “Thoughts of Peace in an Air Raid.” The New Republic. 21 Oct. 
1940. Web. 27 July 2022. https://newrepublic.com/article/113653/
thoughts-peace-air-raid#:~:text=We%20can%20make%20ideas%20
that,must%20put%20them%20into%20action. 

Yeats, W. B. “Introduction” The Oxford Book of Modern Verse 1892-
1935. Ed. W. B. Yeats. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1936. Web. 
21 June 2022. https://archive.org/details/in.ernet.dli.2015.459263/
page/n31/mode/2up.

the poet’s well-known poem “The Second Coming” with his family’s 
experience of influenza, offering viral disease as a potentially generative 
kind of violence.

Yet parts of Outka’s argument seem forced and overstated. Her repeated 
focus on the neurological impact and aftereffects of the 1918 flu, making 
symptoms of hallucinations and mental instability a decisive marker of 
viral disease in modernist literature, is ultimately unconvincing. This 
approach clearly has promise, given modernist literature’s engagement 
with interiority and stream of consciousness. In her 1919 essay 
“Modern Fiction,” Woolf herself famously focused attention on “the 
dark places of psychology” (52) as part of an emerging aesthetic of 
psychological realism. Outka assembles some evidence, both anecdotal 
and clinical, linking the 1918 flu to delirium and suicide (see 126-27). 
More recent studies, however, do not support the weight she gives 
to recurring hallucinations as a long-term outcome of the 1918 flu. 
This flu could initially cause very high fevers in the 104-106 degrees 
Fahrenheit range leading to febrile delirium, and survivors suffered from 
sleep disturbances, depression, mental distraction, and dizziness (see 
Eghigian). Yet encephalitis, inflammation of the brain itself, was a very 
rare complication of the 1918 flu and would most likely result in coma 
rather than any form of hallucination.2 Think COVID fog here rather 
than delusions.

Examining this critical framework matters because much of Outka’s 
argument about Mrs. Dalloway depends upon her assertion that Septimus 
is a “composite of the war and influenza body,” and that he has suffered 
double trauma leading to his “hallucinatory-delirium mode” (105-
06). The content of Septimus Warren’s hallucinations, however, point 
to their origin in either actions occurring during the war (involving 
travel aboard a ship or his fellow soldier Evans) or post-war memorial 
ceremonies (involving flowers). Perhaps most tellingly, flu survivors 
did not continue to have hallucinations after they had passed the febrile 
delirium part of the disease, which generally occurred soon after onset. 
In 1923, Septimus would be far past that point if he had ever suffered 
from the flu at all, for the novel offers the reader no reason to think 
that he did. Clarissa’s empathetic relationship to the young soldier 
resonates precisely because they seem to be opposites in every material 
way (gender, class, experience). Woolf’s most compelling narrative of 
feverish delirium occurs in The Voyage Out during Rachel Vinrace’s 
final illness, underscoring how the author’s interest in exploring disease 
and the mind-body relationship predated Mrs. Dalloway. (Since Clarissa 
Dalloway first appears as a quite different character in The Voyage Out, 
comparisons of illness between these two novels are always profitable.) 
An argument that Outka makes convincingly in her study’s later chapters 
regarding how medical helplessness during the 1918 pandemic became 
thematized as “good and “bad” doctors could also apply in relation to Dr. 
William Bradshaw in Mrs. Dalloway.

The 1918 influenza pandemic has emerged from its cultural oblivion to 
a position of influence because it offers possible clues about our own 
futures. Reading/teaching Virginia Woolf in these charged moments—as 
we wear our masks or watch the missiles fly in Ukraine—helps shake off 
the forgetfulness that Yeats tried to impose on both war and disease: “If 
war is necessary, or necessary in our time, it is best to forget its suffering 
as we do the discomfort of fever, remembering our comfort at midnight 
when our temperature fell, or as we forget the worst moments of more 
painful disease” (xxxv).

Woolf offers more courageous advice in her 1940 essay “Thoughts of 
Peace in an Air Raid”—that in times of crisis we instead engage in what 
William Blake calls “mental fight” and try to think “against the current.”3

2 See McCall et al. Encephalitis lethargica was not an outcome of the 1918 flu, 
but most likely a disease occurring simultaneously. An outbreak of encephalitis 
lethargica began in 1916 and continued through 1930. 
3 Editoral note: see https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Jerusalem_(Blake) and https://
en.wikisource.org/wiki/Jerusalem._The_Emanation_of_the_Giant_Albion/
To_the_Christians to access these quotations.
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from Crohn’s disease, an autoimmune disorder, which is treated by 
a daily dose of immunosuppressant drugs, she was placed in “the 
category that the British government eventually termed Clinically 
Extremely Vulnerable” (67). Herd immunity, as we all know now, 
seeks the contamination of most of the population to build immunity 
to the disease-causing virus or bacteria. Dominic Cummings, senior 
adviser to the Prime Minister in May of 2020, put it simply when he 
explained to Parliament “how brazen the government’s approach was 
to letting the sick and disabled amongst us die from COVID-19 in 
order to achieve immunity for the herd” (67). Osborne-Crowley cites 
Cummings not only for his words but also for what he revealed to the 
parliamentary committee: “a whiteboard on which senior government 
figures hashed out their herd immunity plans. In one offshoot of the 
plan, a thought bubble, a side note, someone had written: who do we not 
save?” (68). This question, scribbled on a whiteboard in a committee 
meeting, transforms into a more personal question, illustrating the way 
chronic sufferers can internalize the survival-of-the-fittest ideology at 
the heart of herd immunity: do I deserve to be saved? It is in a therapy 
session that Osborne-Crowley first articulates her internalization of the 
question of who deserves care, protection, and life-saving assistance. 
This conversation with her therapist resides in the middle of her essay, 
thus creating a hinge linking the macro to the micro, the public to the 
private. Herd immunity asserts a hierarchy of health regarding who 
“deserves” access to health and who does not, forcing everyone to 
recognize where they and others reside in the hierarchy. Yet, as Osborne-
Crowley reminds us, disability is a state that we all, if we live long 
enough, will enter. Unfortunately, Covid-19 has hastened the onset of 
disability for too many. Consequently, Osborne-Crowley closes her 
essay with an important reframing, one that asks us—and particularly 
British lawmakers—to recognize the various states of existence between 
illness and health: “This [the Covid-19 pandemic] was not just a mass 
extinction event, but a mass disability event, made far worse by the 
fact that we still live in a world that cannot look squarely at illness and 
disability” (87).

As a whole, this collection amplifies the words of Lorde: “My visions of 
a future I can create have been honed by the lessons of my limitations” 
(159). The essays here do not foreclose upon the future, but rather think 
carefully about what kind of future will unfold before us if we continue 
to dismiss and devalue the experience of illness. Woolf, in On Being 
Ill, anticipated the contemporary reflections articulated so poignantly 
by the authors included in this collection by attending to the experience 
of illness, recognizing both the physical limitations and the perceptual 
possibilities therein. Each author, in her own way, asks us to confront the 
limitations of our current systems, ideologies, and assumptions, while 
also imagining beyond them to a potential world in which everyone 
deserves to be saved.

Erica Gene Delsandro 
Bucknell University

REVIEW 
ON BEING ILL 
by Sophie Collins, Audre Lorde, Sinead Gleeson, Jameisha Prescod, 
Nadia De Vries, Nafissa Thompson-Spires, Mieke Van Zonneveld, Lucia 
Osborne-Crowley, Lieke Marsman, Deryn Rees-Jones, and Virginia 
Woolf. Translated by Sophie Collins. Introduction by Deryn Rees-Jones. 
Newcastle upon Tyne UK: Menard Press, 2022. 169 pages. € 22,50; 
$18.21 paper. 

Like many of you reading this, I am familiar with Virginia Woolf’s On 
Being Ill. And as many of you likely did, I turned to Woolf’s poignant 
essay during the early months of the COVID-19 pandemic for insight 
and comfort. In seeking solace in Woolf’s essay during times of sickness, 
we are not alone. On Being Ill: Virginia Woolf, Audre Lorde1 showcases 
seven contemporary meditations that reside in close proximity to On 
Being Ill, each reflecting on the singular and structural experience of 
chronic or acute bodily and mental distress. The architecture of the book 
leverages this thematic proximity by placing Woolf’s essay at the start 
where it acts as a portal into the sickbed, the world of chronic pain, 
the rhythms of treatment regimes, the questions without answers, and 
the surprise of unexpected joy amidst the clinical backdrop of hospital 
wards. But even before we encounter Woolf’s words, Deryn Rees-Jones 
introduces the thematic thread that is woven throughout the essays: 
“illness is political” (21). Audre Lorde, whose fierce intersectional 
praxis provides the most effective diagnosis of our social world, closes 
the collection, amplifying the diversity of voices between the covers. 
Illness, like everything else trapped within the overlapping systems of 
oppression, is not neutral. It befalls bodies differently based on race, 
gender, sexuality, and class. And by prioritizing the diversity of bodies 
rendered variously disabled by illness, these women’s voices both extend 
and expand Woolf’s meditation, carrying her insights into the twenty-
first century.

The collection as a whole is powerful in the way the essays come 
together as a kind of chorus, each essay contributing a particular 
note to the song. One can read this collection and easily lose track of 
the particulars of each essay in favor of an overarching commentary 
on living with illness within gendered and raced bodies amidst our 
contemporary political discourse. That said, a few essays stood out to me 
for the way they contextualized sickness. 

Jameisha Prescod, a London-based filmmaker, artist, journalist, and 
advocate, writes “Believing Your Pain as Radical Self-Care,” in which 
she argues that to believe in and care for one’s own sick body is a 
strategy of radical survival: “To believe in yourself, your body and 
that your pain is real is a radical act of self-care. It’s an act of survival. 
Essentially, it forces you to question your relationship with the current 
medical system and envision a more collaborative future between patient 
and practitioner” (125). Prescod’s perspective derives from her own 
experiences of being second-guessed by medical professionals as well 
as the larger, political and historical context in which women—and 
women of color especially—are dismissed, so often told that “‘it’s all 
in your head’” (126). Thus, Prescod compels us to examine the ways 
that histories of sexism and racism are folded into the structure of 
healthcare today, keeping us imprisoned both in these histories and in 
the bodies always already diagnosed by them. Her essay, then, is as 
much a reflection as it is a call to action. As Prescod argues, “We also 
need a system that can reflect and unlearn the lies of its past. Western 
medicine’s history is steeped in discrimination” (130).

Similarly, Lucia Osborne-Crowley, a journalist focusing on women, 
law, and politics, makes the politics of illness an imperative with which 
everyone—sick or healthy—should be grappling, especially in our 
pandemic moment. For Osborne-Crowley, the onset of the pandemic and 
England’s embrace of herd immunity combined to create a significant 
and inescapable threat to her health. Because Osborne-Crowley suffers 

1 This is the format of the title of the book. 
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NANCY CUNARD: PERFECT STRANGER 
by Jane Marcus.  
Ed. with an Introduction and Afterword by Jean Mills. 
Clemson University Press, 2020. xviii + 325 pages. $128.80 cloth.

Mother’s Day, 2022

When Virginia Woolf wrote that “we think back through our 
mothers,” she had, as usual, a triple point to make […].  
She meant here, I think, to assert that fiction had long been 
female territory, but, more than that, that each generation 
of women writers influences each other, that style evolves 
historically and is determined by class and sex. 

—Jane Marcus, Art and Anger: Reading Like a Woman, 80

Nancy Cunard: Perfect Stranger reframes Cunard, opening important 
radical elements to the lineage of intellectual mothers within modernism. 
Both Jane Marcus and Jean Mills have, throughout their careers, offered 
us access to a genealogy of these mothers, a line within which they have 
indeed become included. Virginia Woolf has long held her place in our 
fictional and philosophical traditions in part due to Marcus’s enormous 
recovery and politicizing efforts of Woolf. In the introduction, Mills 
asserts that “Perfect Stranger does for Nancy Cunard what Marcus 
did for Woolf—it reshapes our understanding of a woman whose 
reputation and role in key historical, political, and cultural moments 
were either dismissed and attacked, or undervalued” (2). Through this 
work, Marcus speaks to us posthumously about the legacies of women’s 
intellectual and political traditions, recovering as a source Nancy 
Cunard, reinscribing into history Cunard’s role as wartime poet, activist, 
anthologizer, and anti-racist. As she did for Woolf, Marcus re-radicalizes 
Cunard and unveils her as the force that she was. In the process, Marcus 
also channels her own force and power into the work. Perfect Stranger 
reverberates with Marcus’s signature voice: bold, uncompromising, 
fierce, unflinching, and brilliant. 

In his contribution to Virginia Woolf, Europe, and Peace: Volume 2 
(2020), Jeff Wallace asks us to reconsider the way in which we conduct 
literary criticism and outlines the dearth of love embedded within 
it. Wallace proposes that we think about a “post-critical affirmative 
criticism” (46) that considers “our general critical duty” essential as 
a way “to help or accompany literature towards the composition of a 
common human world” that rests on a “rigorous, severe labor of reading 
which was also a rigorous, severe labor of love” (50). It is from this 

posture, then, from the affirmative criticism-as-a-labor-of-love, that I 
write. As a former student of Marcus and a friend of Mills, I can only 
claim critical intimacy, and in the process share with you what I value 
deeply about this contribution to the canon of scholarship from our 
intellectual mothers. 

Nancy Cunard: Perfect Stranger is a posthumous book, written by 
Marcus and edited by Mills. When cataloguing the Marcus papers, which 
have now been housed at Mount Holyoke College, Mills realized that 
Marcus had left us a book in manuscript form and took to organizing and 
arranging it. In addition to the two Introductions (one from Mills and one 
from Marcus) and the Afterword by Mills, Perfect Stranger has sixteen 
chapters written by Marcus organized into five parts by Mills, suggesting 
the comprehensiveness and breadth of the study and demonstrating the 
range of Cunard’s career in a modernist context.

In Part I, Marcus traces Cunard’s poetic entrance into modernism, 
recovering extensively Cunard’s work on the Great War and post-war in 
Wheels (1916-1921), an oft-overlooked “anthology of new verse begun 
and edited by Cunard with Edith Sitwell, and later edited by Sitwell 
alone” (24). Marcus contextualizes Cunard as collaborator, editor, and 
passionate anti-war poet. Marcus also reads Cunard as informing the 
character Fresca of the manuscript drafts of T. S. Eliot’s “The Waste 
Land,” “the scatological character of the woman poet as filthy whore in 
Eliot’s draft, edited out by Pound” (82).  In Marcus’s analysis, Cunard 
is the source for Fresca, the “woman writer, a figure who aroused Eliot’s 
fury, envy, and sexual panic” (84). Perfect Stranger here conducts an 
extensive and revolutionary analysis of the male modernist scene’s 
reaction to Cunard’s poetry as a form of fear and misogyny, figuring the 
edits from “The Waste Land” as a form of “renunciation of the world and 
women as the life force” (85).

Part II offers an incredible mise-en-scene of what is problematically 
called modernist “primitivism,” where Marcus breathes the ballet into a 
portrait of the post-war cultural moment and its ensuing relations. Part 
III offers insight into two understudied biographies that Cunard wrote in 
the 1950s, GM: Memories of George Moore and Grand Man: Memories 
of Norman Douglas. Marcus argues that Cunard finds her intellectual 
linage in constructing Moore and Douglas as “her own personal grand 
hommes” (149). In doing so, “Cunard left us her own story. We find it, 
hidden between the lines of the lives of two distinctly odd gentlemen, 
a skeleton in their closets” (149). This “skeleton” is laced with a 
destructive jouissance of “rage and red wine” (149) and an attempt, with 
Moore, “to come to terms with racism and homophobia in someone she 
dearly loved” (161). Part IV of Perfect Stranger offers a stunning cross-
reading of Cunard’s monumental documentary project of the 1930’s, the 
855-page Negro anthology with Sylvia Leith-Ross’s African Women. 
Part V closes with a recouperation of Nancy Cunard’s Spanish Civil 
War journalism for the wire service the Associated Negro Press (ANP), 
headquartered in Chicago.

Jane Marcus took intellectual risks, and unapologetically laid on the 
line the issues as she saw them. Perfect Stranger is no exception, and 
throughout the text Marcus exposes the problematic nature of Cunard’s 
fetishization of black men and modernist primitivism. Marcus worked 
on this manuscript for over 30 years. From the range of materials and 
from the range of scholarly practices and language, it demonstrates that 
time span. As such, it is, according to Mills, “a historical document in 
and of itself—a window into Nancy Cunard and Jane Marcus, and a very 
specific moment in feminism and feminist theory” (personal interview). 
In an uncanny way, the experience of reading Perfect Stranger is like 
the experience of reading Virginia Woolf’s Between the Acts. The 
posthumous nature of Perfect Stranger forces one to ask, what changes 
would Jane have made? How would she have treated the proofs? What 
passages would Jane have revised? 

The language of Perfect Stranger resounds with Marcus’s acute and bold 
voice. This book is a gift to anyone who knew or read Marcus because 
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REVIEW 
ELIZABETH BOWEN: A LITERARY LIFE 
By Patricia Laurence. New York: Palgrave Macmillan 2021, 2nd 
edition. 357 pages. $24.99 paper.

As Hermione Lee says in her biography of Virginia Woolf:

A self that goes on changing is a self that goes on living: so too 
with the biography of that self. And just as lives don’t stay still, so 
life-writing can’t be fixed and finalised. Our ideas are shifting about 
what can be said, our knowledge of human character is changing. 
(Lee 11)

This thinking explains and validates a return to the biography, making it 
subject to revision and re-evaluation. 

Patricia Laurence opens her 2021 biography of Elizabeth Bowen noting 
that Bowen saw biographers as “misguided by the notion of a fixed or 
coherent life [, that] [sic] generally falsifies” (4). Laurence continues, 

People can never be fully known, she reflected, an observation 
that transferred to her characters. […] Following her lead, this 
biography presents a life that spotlights scenes or offers glimpses 
of her hidden faces and unexplained aspects of her life. It presents 
her flickering “I”s—a modernist stance—rather than a conventional 
story. (4)

The book then avoids forging a coherent linear narrative, instead 
focusing on important events and preoccupations in Bowen’s life. 
As a modernist, Bowen suspected that the coherent biography was a 
“falsification” (9). During her lifetime, Bowen and her publishing agent 
sought to maintain silence over certain aspects of Bowen’s life, such 
as her sapphism and her work in neutral Ireland for the Ministry of 
Information during the Second World War, and Bowen expressed a wish 
for certain kinds of privacy. To address these complexities, Laurence 
then invokes the metaphor of the kaleidoscope—one that Bowen herself 
liked—to describe her biography’s aims.

Laurence addresses too the difficulty of assessing the relationship 
between a writer’s life and the biography by linking these directly, 
considering the life alongside the works showing how Bowen’s 
experience produces events and characters in the fiction. While 
the biography builds this case, and perhaps takes time to convince, 
increasingly Laurence makes her case for the process that Bowen 
herself described as, “objectifying one’s inner life. And projecting one’s 
thoughts and emotions into a form—a book” (138). Even Charles Ritchie 
noted in his journal that The World of Love, written during a tumultuous 
period in their relationship, “contain[ed] our shared illusion of life, 
and could not as they say in prefaces, have been written without me” 
(172). He observed the feeling of “being carried along on the tide of her 
imagination, being transmuted into literature” (172).

Impressively researched with explorations of new archival materials, 
Laurence’s life of Bowen places emphasis on Bowen’s privileging 
of feeling over intellect which creates an engaging sense of Bowen’s 
personality. Feminist literary history misleads though, as for example 
the puzzling claim, “Bowen was of the first generation of women writers 
to attempt to earn a living through writing” (300), which belies what 
we know of many eighteenth-century literary women, and those who 
followed them.

Woolf’s friendship with Bowen emerges in Laurence’s account 
as socially important to Bowen since Woolf introduced Bowen to 
contemporary writers and artists. Bowen, nevertheless, maintained a 
separation from Bloomsbury, never sharing their atheism, self-conscious 
display, or left-wing politics, observing to Rosamond Lehmann towards 
the end of her life, “Noble tho’ they all were, they were smug” (Bowen 
qtd. in Laurence 253). Unlike Woolf, Bowen rejected feminism 
while also preserving her independence from literary groups such as 
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we can hear her in every sentence. The Introduction and Afterword by 
Mills reinforce this point. The Afterword makes a “plea” (277) to attend 
carefully to the endnotes, which, Mills argues, “give one both the gift 
of closure, and paradoxically an open door. For it is within the endnotes 
[…] we pose further questions, build on ideas suggested there, and 
create a multitude of other conversations” (277). Indeed, Nancy Cunard: 
Perfect Stranger does just that: creates a multitude of conversations for 
us to engage with, debate, take to task, challenge, and insists that we 
think in an interactive way to come up with our own suppositions and 
responses to Nancy Cunard, a woman with problematic positioning who, 
in Marcus’s estimation, “remade her life as a fighter for good causes” 
(12). 

J. Ashley Foster 
California State University, Fresno 
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and/or queer ecologies, among others, in or alongside Woolf’s 
novels, essays, letters, or diaries.

Individual proposals of 250 words or panel, roundtable, or workshop 
proposals of 500 words should be uploaded to the main conference site 
at: https://www.fgcu.edu/cas/departments/langlit/virginiawoolf2023. The 
deadline for submissions is 25 January 2023.

Benjamin Hagen 
President, IVWS
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Bloomsbury and Ottoline Morrell’s circle, even though she needed 
contact with other writers early in her career to compensate for her 
comparatively slight education. Developing an enduring friendship, 
nevertheless, Woolf and Bowen corresponded for many years—letters 
that provide valuable biographical source material to Laurence—
although at times Bowen became a lax correspondent. Laurence 
comments on the apparent need Bowen felt to be humorous in her letters 
to Woolf, mimicking Woolf’s own epistolary style to her, but perhaps 
suppressing her feelings. She observed Woolf’s mental decline. Woolf 
read and commented on Bowen’s writing, although Woolf did not request 
a return of the favor. Woolf’s tendency to causticity emerges: after 
meeting Bowen for the first time she commented on Bowen’s stutter; 
Woolf described Bowen’s Court as “a stone cold Georgian box” (Woolf 
qtd. in Laurence 253); Woolf commented on The House in Paris that the 
novel “had more of an architecture because she had something to write 
about” but also commented “that it had ‘the air of something too exact 
too definite for the context’” (Woolf qtd. in Laurence 260). Laurence’s 
deep knowledge of Woolf informs the telling of Bowen’s life.

Particularly strong, Chapter 8 “The Roving Eye” conveys the potency of 
Bowen’s visual imagination, her sense of memory as photographic, and 
of her sense of writing as putting visual images into language. Laurence 
portrays Bowen’s modernist sensibility in its sympathy for surrealism, 
pictorial landscape, hauntings, speed and movement, and the cinematic. 
These chapters are the highlights of a highly readable and illuminating 
study of Bowen.

Ann Rea 
University of Pittsburgh at Johnstown
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The Society Column

This year has been a busy one for the International Virginia Woolf 
Society! In this issue’s Society Column, I will cover a few events that 
took place in 2022 as well as a few other items.

New Officers and Initiatives

I’m happy to announce that the Society has elected two new officers who 
will serve their term together as membership co-coordinators: Leanna 
Lostoski-Ho and Annaliese Hoehling. Please join me in welcoming them 
to these positions!

The IVWS officers and members-at-large also asked members to vote on 
two initiatives, which passed unanimously. The first initiative concerns 
the future of the Selected Papers of the Annual Conferences on Virginia 
Woolf series. Starting with the most recent Woolf Conference (organized 
by Amy Smith), the Society will fund a move of the annual series to 
an open-access digital format. I will be sharing more information with 
members about this initiative soon. Clemson University Press will 
continue to work with the Society and conference organizers as the 
publishers of this series.

The second initiative is the establishment of the Suzanne Bellamy 
Travel Fund. In honor of Suzanne, who passed away this past June, the 
fund will support the travel of students, international travelers, folks in 
contingent and/or precarious positions, and others in need of financial 
support to attend Annual Conferences on Virginia Woolf and/or IVWS 
sessions at the MLA Annual Convention or the Louisville Conference 
on Literature and Culture Since 1900. The IVWS will match up to 
$1500 in donations to the fund per year. The Society will put together a 
subcommittee that will review submission and manage the awarding of 
funds. I will share more information with members about this initiative 
soon. (Note: the Society is always open to donations. Visit https://
www.v-woolf-society.com/membership for instructions on how to 
donate.)

The Edward Hungerford Collection

The family of the late Edward Hungerford has donated his collection 
of Virginia Woolf and Woolf-related books to the IVWS. If you have 
an Instagram account, consider following us @international_v_woolf_
society to see images of these books as we post them. (There are a lot 
more to come!) The Society has not yet decided what the future of Ed’s 
books are, but we will be inviting members to a wider discussion about 
this issue soon.

MLA 2023

The 2022 MLA Annual Convention this past January was set to feature 
two IVWS sessions, though one of them was postponed to next year’s 
convention. The virtual session, “Woolf’s Twenty-First-Century 
Academia,” organized by IVWS member-at-large Emily Hinnov, 
featured four presentations. These presentations were 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,” Erin Greer’s “Outsider Pedagogy and Its Paradoxes,” and 
Beth Rigel Daugherty’s “Taking Virginia Woolf Seriously: What Do and 
Should We Do?” The session was well attended—between 25 and 30 
registrants—and concluded with a wonderful discussion. My thanks to 
Emily and all four presenters for sharing their work!

In addition to the session, “Virginia Woolf, Hope, and Wonder” 
(originally scheduled for the 2022 MLA Annual Convention), 

the guaranteed IVWS-MLA 2023 session is “Woolf and Illness: 
Pandemic Then and Now,” organized by Maren T. Linett. The featured 
presentations are “‘Her Poor Dog Was Howling’: Zoonotic Illness 
and Cross-Species Suffering in Mrs. Dalloway” by Caylee Weintraub, 
“Fleshing Out the Chinese: Virginia Woolf and Her Opium-Eaters” by 
Hor Yau Serena Wong, “‘What Kind of Wuss Was Woolf?’: Woolf and 
Abstract Illness” by Megan Quigley, and “‘An Indescribable Pause’: 
Mrs. Dalloway and the Disruption of Pandemic Time and Space” by 
Amanda Caleb. I am planning to organize a Society dinner or party at the 
2023 MLA Convention; more information about that get together will go 
out to members soon, who will be invited to join us if they plan to be in 
San Francisco in early January. The convention takes place from January 
5th-8th, 2023. Learn more about the convention here: https://www.mla.
org/Convention/MLA-2023.

Society Events and the Woolf Salon Project 
On April 8th, the Society hosted a virtual Zoom event celebrating the 
publication of The Oxford Handbook of Virginia Woolf (2021), edited by 
Anne E. Fernald. Several of the thirty-nine contributors to the volume 
attended, including several members of the Society. Anne and attending 
contributors shared how the collection came together, discussed what 
new work it makes possible in Woolf/modernist studies, and raised a 
glass to celebrate its publication with the attendees. If anyone missed 
the event, it was recorded and is currently available to Society members. 
Write to me at vwoolfsociety@gmail.com if you are not sure where to 
find the recording or how to access it.

The winter and summer of 2022 saw several Woolf Salon events as well, 
including:

Woolf Salon No. 16: Friendships Gallery (hosted by Eret Talviste)

Woolf Salon No. 17: Woolf, Beauvoir, and Phenomenology (hosted 
by Marie Allègre and Luca Pinelli)

Woolf Salon No. 18: A Simple Melody and A Walk by Night 
(hosted by Veronika Krajíčková)

Woolf Salon No. 19: Open Mic Woolf 2

Woolf Salon No. 20: Let It Blaze! Let It Blaze!

Woolf Salon No. 21: Our Mothers Will Laugh

Woolf Salon No. 22: Unnatural Daughters

Woolf Salons No. 20 to No. 22 offered a series of three salon discussions 
on Three Guineas. If you were unable to make it to one (or all) of these 
events, IVWS members have access to all IVWS and IVWS-affiliated 
event recordings. Please contact me (vwoolfsociety@gmail.com) if you 
are an IVWS member and need help accessing them.

Call for Papers for the 32nd Annual Conference on Virginia Woolf

Hosted by Laci Mattison at Florida Gulf Coast University, the 32nd 
Annual Conference on Virginia Woolf will be held from the 8th to the 
11th of June 2023. The theme is “Virginia Woolf and Ecologies.” As 
Laci states in the official Call for Papers (see page 6-7), the conference:

seek[s] to foster conversations about a wide range of ecologically 
relevant topics. Proposals may address ecological concerns in or 
illuminated by Woolf’s work, but they might alternately explore 
artistic, social, political, economic, racial, decolonial, anti-ableist, 


