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 Virginia Woolf

VIRGINIA WOOLF was born into what she once described as "a very communicative, literate, letter writing, visiting, articulate, late nineteenth century world." Her parents, Leslie and Julia Stephen, both previously widowed, began their marriage in 1878 with four young children: Laura (1870—1945), the daughter of Leslie Stephen and his first wife, Harriet Thackeray (1840—1875); and George (1868—1934), Gerald (1870—1937), and Stella Duckworth (1869—1897), the children of Julia Prinsep (1846–1895) and Herbert Duckworth (1833–1870). In the first five years of their marriage, the Stephens had four more children. Their third child, Virginia, was born in 1882, the year her father began work on the monumental Dictionary of National Biography that would earn him a knighthood in 1902. Virginia, her sister, Vanessa (1879—1961), and brothers, Thoby (1880—1906) and Adrian (1883–1948), all were born in the tall house at 22 Hyde Park Gate in London where the eight children lived with numerous servants, their eminent and irascible father, and their beautiful mother, who, in Woolf's words, was "in the very centre of that great Cathedral space that was childhood."

Woolf's parents knew many of the intellectual luminaries of the late Victorian era well, counting among their close friends novelists such as George Meredith, Thomas Hardy, and Henry James. Woolf's great-aunt Julia Margaret Cameron was a pioneering photographer who made portraits of the poets Alfred Tennyson and Robert Browning, of the naturalist Charles Darwin, and of the philosopher and historian Thomas Carlyle, among many others. Beginning in the year Woolf was born, the entire Stephen family moved to Talland House in St. Ives, Cornwall, for the summer. There the younger children would spend their days playing cricket in the garden, frolicking on the beach, or taking walks along the coast, from where they could look out across the bay to the Godrevy lighthouse.

 The early years of Woolf's life were marred by traumatic events. When she was thirteen, her mother, exhausted by a punishing schedule of charitable visits among the sick and poor, died from a bout of influenza. Woolf's half sister Stella took over the household responsibilities and bore the brunt of their self-pitying father's sorrow until she escaped into marriage in 1897 with Jack Hills, a young man who had been a favorite of Julia's. Within three months, Stella (who was pregnant) was dead, most likely from peritonitis. In this year, which she called "the first really lived year of my life," Woolf began a diary. Over the next twelve years, she would record in its pages her voracious reading, her impressions of people and places, feelings about her siblings, and events in the daily life of the large household.*


In addition to the premature deaths of her mother and half sister, there were other miseries in Woolf's childhood. In autobiographical writings and letters, Woolf referred to the sexual abuse she suffered at the hands of her two older half brothers, George and Gerald Duckworth. George, in one instance, explained his behavior to a family doctor as his effort to comfort his half sister for the fatal illness of their father. Sir Leslie died from cancer in 1904, and shortly thereafter the four Stephen children—Vanessa, Virginia, Thoby, and Adrian—moved together to the then-unfashionable London neighborhood of Bloomsbury. When Thoby Stephen began to bring his Cambridge University friends to the house on Thursday evenings, what would later become famous as the "Bloomsbury Group" began to form.

 In an article marking the centenary of her father's birth, Woolf recalled his "allowing a girl of fifteen the free run of a large and quite unexpurgated library"—an unusual opportunity for a Victorian young woman, and evidence of the high regard Sir Leslie had for his daughter's intellectual talents. In her diary, she recorded the many different kinds of books her father recommended to her—biographies and memoirs, philosophy, history, and poetry. Although he believed that women should be "as well educated as men," Woolf's mother held that "to serve is the fulfilment of women's highest nature." The young Stephen children were first taught at home by their mother and father, with little success. Woolf herself received no formal education beyond some classes in Greek and Latin in the Ladies' Department of King's College in London, beginning in the fall of 1897. In 1899 she began lessons in Greek with Clara Pater, sister of the renowned Victorian critic Walter Pater, and in 1902 she was tutored in the classics by Janet Case (who also later involved her in work for women's suffrage). Such homeschooling was a source of some bitterness later in her life, as she recognized the advantages that derived from the expensive educations her brothers and half brothers received at private schools and university. Yet she also realized that her father's encouragement of her obviously keen intellect had given her an eclectic foundation. In the early years of Bloomsbury, she reveled in the opportunity to discuss ideas with her brother Thoby and his friends, among whom were Lytton Strachey, Clive Bell, and E. M. Forster. From them, she heard, too, about an intense young man named Leonard Woolf, whom she had met briefly when visiting Thoby at Cambridge, and also in 1904 when he came to dinner at Gordon Square just before leaving for Ceylon (now called Sri Lanka), where he was to administer a far-flung outpost of the British Empire.

 Virginia Woolf's first publications were unsigned reviews and essays in an Anglo-Catholic newspaper called the Guardian, beginning in December 1904. In the fall of 1906, she and Vanessa went with a family friend, Violet Dickinson, to meet their brothers in Greece. The trip was spoiled by Vanessa's falling ill, and when she returned to London, Virginia found both her brother Thoby—who had returned earlier—and her sister seriously ill. After a misdiagnosis by his doctors, Thoby died from typhoid fever on November 20, leaving Virginia to maintain a cheerful front while her sister and Violet Dickinson recovered from their own illnesses. Two days after Thoby's death, Vanessa agreed to marry his close friend Give Bell.

While living in Bloomsbury, Woolf had begun to write a novel that would go through many drafts before it was published in 1915 as The Voyage Out. In these early years of independence, her social circle widened. She became close to the art critic Roger Fry, organizer of the First Post-Impressionist Exhibition in London in 1910, and also entered the orbit of the famed literary hostess Lady Ottoline Morrell (cruelly caricatured as Hermione Roddice in D. H. Lawrence's 1920 novel Women in Love). Her political consciousness also began to emerge. In 1910 she volunteered for the movement for women's suffrage. She also participated that February in a daring hoax that embarrassed the British Navy and led to questions being asked in the House of Commons: She and her brother Adrian, together with some other Cambridge friends, gained access to a secret warship by dressing up and posing as the Emperor of Abyssinia and his retinue. The "Dreadnought Hoax" was front-page news, complete with photographs of the phony Ethiopians with flowing robes, blackened faces, and false beards.

 To the British establishment, one of the most embarrassing aspects of the Dreadnought affair was that a woman had taken part in the hoax. Vanessa Bell was concerned at what might have happened to her sister had she been discovered on the ship. She was also increasingly worried about Virginia's erratic health, and by the early summer 1910 had discussed with Dr. George Savage, one of the family's doctors, the debilitating headaches her sister suffered; Dr. Savage prescribed several weeks in a nursing home. Another element in Vanessa's concern was that Virginia was twenty-eight and still unmarried. Clive Bell and Virginia had, in fact, engaged in a hurtful flirtation soon after the birth of Vanessa's first child in 1908. Although she had been proposed to twice in 1909 and once in 1911, Virginia had not taken these offers very seriously.

Dropping by Vanessa's house on a July evening in 1911, Virginia met Leonard Woolf, recently back on leave from Ceylon. Soon after this, Leonard became a lodger at the house Virginia shared with Adrian, the economist John Maynard Keynes, and the painter Duncan Grant. Leonard decided to resign from the Colonial Service, hoping that Virginia would agree to marry him. After some considerable hesitation, she did, and they married in August 1912.

By the end of that year, Woolf was again suffering from the tremendous headaches that afflicted her throughout her life, and in 1913 she was again sent to a nursing home for what was then called a "rest cure." In September of that year, she took an overdose of a sleeping drug and was under care until the following spring. In early 1915 she suffered a severe breakdown and was ill throughout most of the year in which her first novel was published.


 Despite this difficult beginning, Virginia and Leonard Woolf's marriage eventually settled into a pattern of immense productivity and mutual support. Leonard worked for a time for the Women's Cooperative Guild, and became increasingly involved with advising the Labour Party and writing on international politics, as well as editing several periodicals. Virginia began to establish herself as an important novelist and influential critic. In 1917 the Woolfs set up their own publishing house, the Hogarth Press, in their home in Richmond. Their first publication was Two Stories—Leonard's "Three Jews" and Virginia's experimental "The Mark on the Wall." They had decided to make their livings by writing, and in 1919, a few months before Woolf's second novel, Night and Day, was published, they bought a cottage in the village of Rodmell in Sussex. After moving back into London from Richmond in 1923, Woolf would spend summers at Monk's House, returning to the social whirl of the city in the fall.

"The Mark on the Wall" was one of a number of what Woolf called "sketches" that she began to write around the time she and Leonard bought their printing press. Night and Day was the last of her books to be published in England by another press. In 1919 Hogarth published her short story Kew Gardens, with two woodcuts by Vanessa Bell, and two years later came Monday or Tuesday, the only collection of her short fiction published in Woolf's lifetime. Her next novel was Jacob's Room (1922), a slim elegy to the generation of 1914, and to her beloved brother Thoby, whose life of great promise had also been cut short so suddenly. Woolf had written to her friend Margaret Llewelyn Davies in 1916 that the Great War, as it was then called, was a "preposterous masculine fiction" that made her "steadily more feminist," and in her fiction and nonfiction she began to articulate and illuminate the connections between the patriarchal status quo, the relatively subordinate position of women, and war making. Thinking about a novel she was calling "The Hours," Woolf wrote in her diary in 1923 that she wanted to criticize "the social system." Her inclusion in the novel of a shell-shocked war veteran named Septimus Warren Smith would confuse many of the early reviewers of her fourth novel, Mrs. Dalloway (1925), but others recognized that Woolf was breaking new ground in the way she rendered consciousness and her understanding of human subjectivity.

 By the time she wrote Mrs. Dalloway, Woolf was also a sought-after essayist and reviewer who, like many of her celebrated contemporaries, was staking out her own particular piece of modernist territory. The Hogarth Press published radical young writers like Katherine Mansfield, T. S. Eliot, and Gertrude Stein. Approached by Harriet Shaw Weaver with part of the manuscript of James Joyce's Ulysses in 1918, the Woolfs turned it down. Their own small press could not cope with the long and complex manuscript, nor could Leonard Woolf find a commercial printer willing to risk prosecution for obscenity by producing it. In 1924 the Hogarth Press became the official English publisher of the works of Sigmund Freud, translated by Lytton Strachey's brother James. Woolf's own literary criticism was collected in a volume published in 1925, The Common Reader—a title signaling her distrust of academics and love of broad, eclectic reading.

The staggering range of Woolf's reading is reflected in the more than five hundred essays and reviews she published during her lifetime. Her critical writing is concerned not only with the canonical works of English literature from Chaucer to her contemporaries, but also ranges widely through lives of the obscure, memoirs, diaries, letters, and biographies. Models of the form, her essays comprise a body of work that has only recently begun to attract the kind of recognition her fiction has received.

In 1922 Woolf met "the lovely and gifted aristocrat" Vita Sackville-West, already a well-known poet and novelist. Their close friendship slowly turned into a love affair, glowing most intensely from about 1925 to 1928, before modulating into friendship once more in the 1930s. The period of their intimacy was extremely creative for both writers, Woolf publishing essays such as "Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown" and "Letter to a Young Poet," as well as three very different novels: To the Lighthouse (1927), which evoked her own childhood and had at its center the figure of a modernist woman artist, Lily Briscoe; Orlando (1928), a fantastic biography inspired by Vita's own remarkable family history; and The Waves (1931), a mystical and profoundly meditative work that pushed Woolf's concept of novel form to its limit. Woolf also published a second Common Reader in 1932, and the "biography" of Flush, Elizabeth Barrett Browning's dog (1933). She went with Sackville-West to Cambridge in the fall of 1928 to deliver the second of the two lectures on which her great feminist essay Room of One's Own (1929) is based.

 As the political situation in Europe in the 1930s moved inexorably to its crisis in 1939, Woolf began to collect newspaper clippings about the relations between the sexes in England, France, Germany, and Italy. The scrapbooks she made became the matrix from which developed the perspectives of her penultimate novel, The Years (1937), and the arguments of her pacifist-feminist polemic Three Guineas (1938). In 1937 Vanessa's eldest son, Julian Bell, was killed serving as an ambulance driver in the Spanish Civil War. Woolf later wrote to Vanessa that she had written Three Guineas partly as an argument with Julian. Her work on The Years was grindingly slow and difficult. Ironically, given Woolf's reputation as a highbrow, it became a bestseller in the United States, even being published in an Armed Services edition. While she labored over the novel in 1934, the news came of the death of Roger Fry, one of her oldest and closest friends and the former lover of her sister, Vanessa. Reluctantly, given her distaste for the conventions of biography, Woolf agreed to write his life, which was published in 1940.

 In 1939, to relieve the strain of writing Fry's biography, Woolf began to write a memoir, "A Sketch of the Past," which remained unpublished until 1976, when the manuscripts were edited by Jeanne Schulkind for a collection of Woolf's autobiographical writings, Moments of Being. Withdrawing with Leonard to Monk's House in Sussex, where they could see the German airplanes flying low overhead on their way to bomb London, Woolf continued to write for peace and correspond with antiwar activists in Europe and the United States. She began to write her last novel, Between the Acts, in the spring of 1938, but by early 1941 was dissatisfied with it. Before completing her final revisions, Woolf ended her own life, walking into the River Ouse on the morning of March 28, 1941. To her sister, Vanessa, she wrote, "I can hardly think clearly any more. If I could I would tell you what you and the children have meant to me. I think you know." In her last note to Leonard, she told him he had given her "complete happiness," and asked him to destroy all her papers.





BY THE END of the twentieth century, Virginia Woolf had become an iconic figure, a touchstone for the feminism that revived in the 1960s as well as for the conservative backlash of the 1980s. Hailed by many as a radical writer of genius, she has also been dismissed as a narrowly focused snob. Her image adorns T-shirts, postcards, and even a beer advertisement, while phrases from her writings occur in all kinds of contexts, from peace-march slogans to highbrow book reviews. That Woolf is one of those figures upon whom the myriad competing narratives of twentieth- and twenty-first-century Western culture inscribe themselves is testified to by the enormous number of biographical works about her published in the decades since her nephew Quentin Bell broke the ground in 1972 with his two-volume biography of his aunt.

 Argument continues about the work and life of Virginia Woolf: about her experience of incest, her madness, her class attitudes, her sexuality, the difficulty of her prose, her politics, her feminism, and her legacy. Perhaps, though, these words from her essay "How Should One Read a Book?" are our best guide: "The only advice, indeed, that one person can give another about reading is to take no advice, to follow your own instincts, to use your own reason, to come to your own conclusions."

—MARK HUSSEY, GENERAL EDITOR


 Chronology

Information is arranged in this order: 1. Virginia Woolf's family and her works; 2. Cultural and political events; 3. Significant publications and works of art.





	1878
	Marriage of Woolf's parents, Leslie Stephen (1832—1904) and Julia Prinsep Duckworth (née Jackson) (1846–1895). Leslie Stephen publishes Samuel Johnson, first volume in the English Men of Letters series. England at war in Afghanistan.



	1879
	Vanessa Stephen (Bell) born (d. 1961). Edward Burne-Jones paints Julia Stephen as the Virgin Mary in The Annunciation. Leslie Stephen, Hours in a Library, 3rd series.

Somerville and Lady Margaret Hall Colleges for women founded at Oxford University.

Anglo-Zulu war in South Africa.



	1880
	Thoby Stephen born (d. 1906).

William Gladstone becomes prime minister for second time. First Boer War begins (1880–81). Deaths of Gustave Flaubert (b. 1821) and George Eliot (b. 1819). Lytton Strachey born (d. 1932).

Fyodor Dostoyevsky, The Brothers Karamazov.




	 1881
	Leslie Stephen buys lease of Talland House, St. Ives, Cornwall.

Cambridge University Tripos exams opened to women. Henrik Ibsen, Ghosts; Henry James, The Portrait of a Lady, Washington Square; Christina Rossetti, A Pageant and Other Poems; D. G. Rossetti, Ballads and Sonnets; Oscar Wilde, Poems.



	1882
	Adeline Virginia Stephen (Virginia Woolf) born January 25. Leslie Stephen begins work as editor of the Dictionary of National Biography (DNB); publishes The Science of Ethics. The Stephen family spends its first summer at Talland House.

Married Women's Property Act enables women to buy, sell, and own property and keep their own earnings. Triple Alliance between Germany, Italy, and Austria. Phoenix Park murders of British officials in Dublin, Ireland. James Joyce born (d. 1941). Death of Charles Darwin (b. 1809).



	1883
	Adrian Leslie Stephen born (d. 1948). Julia Stephen's Notes from Sick Rooms published.

Olive Schreiner, The Story of an African Farm; Robert Louis Stevenson, Treasure Island.



	1884
	Leslie Stephen delivers the Clark Lectures at Cambridge University.

Third Reform Act extends the franchise in England. Friedrich Engels, The Origin of the Family, Private Property and the State; John Ruskin, The Storm-Cloud of the Nineteenth Century; Mark Twain, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.




	 1885
	First volume of Leslie Stephen's Dictionary of National Biography published.

Redistribution Act further extends the franchise in England. Ezra Pound born (d. 1972); D. H. Lawrence born (d. 1930).

George Meredith, Diana of the Crossways; Emile Zola, Germinal.



	1887
	Queen Victoria's Golden Jubilee.

Arthur Conan Doyle, A Study in Scarlet; H. Rider Haggard, She; Thomas Hardy, The Woodlanders.



	1891
	Leslie Stephen gives up the DNB editorship. Laura Stephen (1870—1945) is placed in an asylum.

William Gladstone elected prime minister of England a fourth time.

Thomas Hardy, Tess of the D'Urbervilles; Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray.



	1895
	Death of Julia Stephen.

Armenian Massacres in Turkey. Discovery of X-rays by William Rontgen; Guglielmo Marconi discovers radio; invention of the cinematograph. Trials of Oscar Wilde.

Thomas Hardy, Jude the Obscure; H. G. Wells, The Time Machine; Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest.



	1896
	Vanessa Stephen begins drawing classes three afternoons a week.

Death of William Morris (b. 1834); F. Scott Fitzgerald born (d. 1940).

Anton Chekhov, The Seagull.




	 1897
	Woolf attends Greek and history classes at King's College, London, and begins to keep a regular diary. Vanessa, Virginia, and Thoby watch Queen Victoria's Diamond Jubilee procession. Stella Duckworth (b. 1869) marries Jack Hills in April, but dies in July. Gerald Duckworth (1870—1937) establishes a publishing house.

Paul Gauguin, Where Do We Come From? What Are We? Where Are We Going?; Bram Stoker, Dracula.



	1898
	Spanish-American War (1898—99). Marie Curie discovers radium. Death of Stéphane Mallarmé (b. 1842).

H. G. Wells, The War of the Worlds; Oscar Wilde, The Ballad of Reading Gaol.



	1899
	Woolf begins Latin and Greek lessons with Clara Pater. Thoby Stephen goes up to Trinity College, Cambridge University, entering with Lytton Strachey, Leonard Woolf (1880–1969), and Clive Bell (1881–1964).

The Second Boer War begins (1899—1902) in South Africa. Ernest Hemingway born (d. 1961).



	1900
	Woolf and Vanessa attend the Trinity College Ball at Cambridge University.

Deaths of Friedrich Nietzsche (b. 1844), John Ruskin (b. 1819), and Oscar Wilde (b. 1854).

Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams.



	1901
	Vanessa enters Royal Academy Schools.

Queen Victoria dies January 22. Edward VII becomes king. Marconi sends messages by wireless telegraphy from Cornwall to Newfoundland.




	 1902
	Woolf begins classics lessons with Janet Case. Adrian Stephen enters Trinity College, Cambridge University. Leslie Stephen is knighted.

Joseph Conrad, Heart of Darkness; Henry James, The Wings of the Dove; William James, The Varieties of Religious Experience.



	1903
	The Wright Brothers fly a biplane 852 feet. Women's Social and Political Union founded in England by Emmeline Pankhurst.



	1904
	Sir Leslie Stephen dies. George Duckworth (1868—1934) marries Lady Margaret Herbert. The Stephen children—Vanessa, Virginia, Thoby, and Adrian—move to 46 Gordon Square, in the Bloomsbury district of London. Woolf contributes to E W. Maitland's biography of her father. Leonard Woolf comes to dine before sailing for Ceylon. Woolf travels in Italy and France. Her first publication is an unsigned review in the Guardian, a church weekly.

"Empire Day" inaugurated in London and in Britain's colonies.

Anton Chekhov, The Cherry Orchard; Henry James, The Golden Bowl.



	1905
	Woolf begins teaching weekly adult education classes at Morley College. Thoby invites Cambridge friends to their home for "Thursday Evenings"—the beginnings of the Bloomsbury Group. Woolf travels with Adrian to Portugal and Spain. The Stephens visit Cornwall for the first time since their mother's death.

Revolution in Russia.


Albert Einstein, Special Theory of Relativity; E. M. Forster, Where Angels Fear to Tread; Sigmund Freud, Essays in the Theory of Sexuality; Edith Wharton, The House of Mirth; Oscar Wilde, De Profundis.



	 1906
	The Stephens travel to Greece. Vanessa and Thoby fall ill. Thoby dies November 20; on November 22, Vanessa agrees to marry Clive Bell.

Deaths of Paul Cézanne (b. 1839) Henrik Ibsen (b. 1828). Samuel Beckett born (d. 1989).



	1907
	Woolf moves with her brother Adrian to Fitzroy Square. Vanessa marries Clive Bell.

First Cubist exhibition in Paris. W. H. Auden born (d. 1973).

Joseph Conrad, The Secret Agent; E. M. Forster, The Longest Journey; Edmund Gosse, Father and Son; Pablo Picasso, Demoiselles d'Avignon.



	1908
	Birth of Vanessa Bell's first child, Julian. Woolf travels to Italy with Vanessa and Clive Bell.

Herbert Asquith becomes prime minister.

E. M. Forster, A Room with a View; Gertrude Stein, Three Lives.



	1909
	Woolf receives a legacy of £2,500 on the death of her Quaker aunt, Caroline Emelia Stephen. Lytton Strachey proposes marriage to Woolf, but they both quickly realize this would be a mistake. Woolf meets Lady Ottoline Morrell for the first time. She travels to the Wagner festival in Bayreuth.

Chancellor of the Exchequer David Lloyd George (1863—1945) introduces a "People's Budget," taxing wealth to pay for social reforms. A constitutional crisis ensues when the House of Lords rejects it. Death of George Meredith (b. 1828).

Filippo Marinetti, "The Founding and Manifesto of Futurism"; Henri Matisse, Dance.



	 1910
	Woolf participates in the Dreadnought Hoax. She volunteers for the cause of women's suffrage. Birth of Vanessa Bell's second child, Quentin (d. 1996).

First Post-Impressionist Exhibition ("Manet and the Post-Impressionists") organized by Roger Fry (1866—1934) at the Grafton Galleries in London. Edward VII dies May 6. George V becomes king. Death of Leo Tolstoy (b. 1828).

E. M. Forster, Howards End; Igor Stravinsky, The Firebird.



	1911
	Woolf rents Little Talland House in Sussex. Leonard Woolf returns from Ceylon; in November, he, Adrian Stephen, John Maynard Keynes (1883—1946), Woolf, and Duncan Grant (1885—1978) share a house together at Brunswick Square in London.

Ernest Rutherford makes first model of atomic structure. Rupert Brooke, Poems; Joseph Conrad, Under Western Eyes; D. H. Lawrence, The White Peacock; Katherine Mansfield, In a German Pension; Ezra Pound, Canzoni; Edith Wharton, Ethan Frome.



	1912
	Woolf leases Asheham House in Sussex. Marries Leonard on August 10; they move to Clifford's Inn, London.

Captain Robert Scott's expedition reaches the South Pole, but he and his companions die on the return journey. The Titanic sinks. Second Post-Impressionist Exhibition, for which Leonard Woolf serves as secretary.

Marcel Duchamp, Nude Descending a Staircase; Wassily Kandinsky, Concerning the Spiritual in Art; Thomas Mann, Death in Venice; George Bernard Shaw, Pygmalion.



	 1913
	The Voyage Out manuscript delivered to Gerald Duckworth. Woolf enters a nursing home in July; in September, she attempts suicide.

Roger Fry founds the Omega Workshops.

Sigmund Freud, Totem and Taboo; D. H. Lawrence, Sons and Lovers; Marcel Proust, Du côté de chez Swann; Igor Stravinsky, Le Sacre du printemps.



	1914
	Leonard Woolf, The Wise Virgins; he reviews Freud's The Psychopathology of Everyday Life.

World War I ("The Great War") begins in August. Home Rule Bill for Ireland passed.

Clive Bell, Art; James Joyce, Dubliners; Wyndham Lewis et al., "Vorticist Manifesto" (in Blast); Gertrude Stein, Tender Buttons.



	1915
	The Voyage Out, Woolf's first novel, published by Duckworth. In April the Woolfs move to Hogarth House in Richmond. Woolf begins again to keep a regular diary. First Zeppelin attack on London. Death of Rupert Brooke (b. 1887).

Joseph Conrad, Victory; Ford Madox Ford, The Good Soldier; D. H. Lawrence, The Rainbow; Dorothy Richardson, Pointed Roofs.




	 1916
	Woolf discovers Charleston, where her sister, Vanessa (no longer living with her husband, Clive), moves in October with her sons, Julian and Quentin, and Duncan Grant (with whom she is in love) and David Garnett (with whom Duncan is in love).

Easter Rising in Dublin. Death of Henry James (b. 1843).

Albert Einstein, General Theory of Relativity; James Joyce, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man; Dorothy Richardson, Backwater.



	1917
	The Hogarth Press established by Leonard and Virginia Woolf in Richmond. Their first publication is their own Two Stories, with woodcuts by Dora Carrington (1893–1932).

Russian Bolshevik Revolution destroys the rule of the czar. The United States enters the European war. T. S. Eliot, Prufrock and Other Observations; Sigmund Freud, Introduction to Psychoanalysis; Carl Jung, The Unconscious; Dorothy Richardson, Honeycomb; W. B. Yeats, The Wild Swans at Coole.



	1918
	Woolf meets T. S. Eliot (1888–1965). Harriet Shaw Weaver comes to tea with the manuscript of James Joyce's Ulysses. Vanessa Bell and Duncan Grant's daughter, Angelica Garnett, born; her paternity is kept secret from all but a very few intimates.

Armistice signed November 11; Parliamentary Reform Act gives votes in Britain to women of thirty and older and to all men.

G. M. Hopkins, Poems; James Joyce, Exiles; Katherine Mansfield, Prelude (Hogarth Press); Marcel Proust, A l'ombre des jeunes filles en fleurs; Lytton Strachey, Eminent Victorians; Rebecca West, The Return of the Soldier.



	 1919
	The Woolfs buy Monk's House in Sussex. Woolf's second novel, Night and Day, is published by Duckworth. Her essay "Modern Novels" (republished in 1925 as "Modern Fiction") appears in the Times Literary Supplement; Kew Gardens published by Hogarth Press.

Bauhaus founded by Walter Gropius in Weimar. Sex Disqualification (Removal) Act opens many professions and public offices to women. Election of first woman member of Parliament, Nancy Astor. Treaty of Versailles imposes harsh conditions on postwar Germany, opposed by John Maynard Keynes, who writes The Economic Consequences of the Peace. League of Nations created. T. S. Eliot, "Tradition and the Individual Talent," Poems; Dorothy Richardson, The Tunnel, Interim; Robert Wiene, The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (film).



	1920
	The Memoir Club, comprising thirteen original members of the Bloomsbury Group, meets for the first time. The Voyage Out and Night and Day are published in the United States by George H. Doran.

Mohandas Gandhi initiates mass passive resistance against British rule in India.

T. S. Eliot, The Sacred Wood; Sigmund Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle; Roger Fry, Vision and Design; D. H. Lawrence, Women in Love; Katherine Mansfield, Bliss and Other Stories; Ezra Pound, Hugh Selwyn Mauberley; Marcel Proust, Le Côté de Guermantes I; Edith Wharton, The Age of Innocence.



	1921
	Woolf's short story collection Monday or Tuesday published by Hogarth Press, which will from this time publish all her books in England. The book is also published in the United States by Harcourt Brace, which from now on is her American publisher.

Aldous Huxley, Crome Yellow; Pablo Picasso, Three Musicians; Luigi Pirandello, Six Characters in Search of an Author; Marcel Proust, Le Côté de Guermantes II, Sodome et Gomorrhe I; Dorothy Richardson, Deadlock; Lytton Strachey, Queen Victoria.



	 1922
	Jacob's Room published. Woolf meets Vita Sackville-West (1892–1962) for the first time.

Bonar Law elected prime minister. Mussolini comes to power in Italy. Irish Free State established. British Broadcasting Company (BBC) formed. Discovery of Tutankhamen's tomb in Egypt. Death of Marcel Proust (b. 1871).

T. S. Eliot, The Waste Land; James Joyce, Ulysses; Katherine Mansfield, The Garden Party; Marcel Proust, Sodome et Gomorrhe II; Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus.



	1923
	The Woolfs travel to Spain, stopping in Paris on the way home. Hogarth Press publishes The Waste Land.

Stanley Baldwin succeeds Bonar Law as prime minister. Death of Katherine Mansfield (b. 1888).

Mina Loy, Lunar Baedeker; Marcel Proust, La Prisonnière; Dorothy Richardson, Revolving Lights; Rainer Maria Rilke, Duino Elegies.



	1924
	The Woolfs move to Tavistock Square. Woolf lectures on "Character in Fiction" to the Heretics Society at Cambridge University.

The Labour Party takes office for the first time under the leadership of Ramsay MacDonald but is voted out within the year. Death of Joseph Conrad (b. 1857). E. M. Forster, A Passage to India; Thomas Mann, The Magic Mountain.



	 1925
	Mrs. Dalloway and The Common Reader published. Woolf stays with Vita Sackville-West at her house, Long Barn, for the first time.

Nancy Cunard, Parallax; F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby; Ernest Hemingway, In Our Time; Adolf Hider, Mein Kampf; Franz Kafka, The Trial; Alain Locke, ed., The New Negro; Marcel Proust, Albertine disparue; Dorothy Richardson, The Trap; Gertrude Stein, The Making of Americans.



	1926
	Woolf lectures on "How Should One Read a Book?" at Hayes Court School. "Cinema" published in Arts (New York), "Impassioned Prose" in Times Literary Supplement, and "On Being 111" in New Criterion. Meets Gertrude Stein (1874—1946).

The General Strike in support of mine workers in England lasts nearly two weeks.

Ernest Hemingway, The Sun Also Rises; Langston Hughes, The Weary Blues; Franz Kafka, The Castle; A. A. Milne, Winnie-the-Pooh.



	1927
	To the Lighthouse, "The Art of Fiction," "Poetry, Fiction and the Future," and "Street Haunting" published. The Woolfs travel with Vita Sackville-West and her husband, Harold Nicolson, to Yorkshire to see the total eclipse of the sun. They buy their first car.

Charles Lindbergh flies the Atlantic solo.

E. M. Forster, Aspects of the Novel; Ernest Hemingway,

Men without Women; Franz Kafka, Amerika; Marcel Proust, Le Temps retrouvé; Gertrude Stein, Four Saints in Three Acts.



	 1928
	Orlando: A Biography published. In October, Woolf delivers two lectures at Cambridge on which she will base A Room of One's Own. Femina-Vie Heureuse prize awarded to To the Lighthouse.

The Equal Franchise Act gives the vote to all women over twenty-one. Sound films introduced. Death of Thomas Hardy (b. 1840).

Djuna Barnes, Ladies Almanack; Radclyffe Hall, The Well of Loneliness; D. H. Lawrence, Lady Chatterley's Lover; Evelyn Waugh, Decline and Fall; W. B. Yeats, The Tower.



	1929
	A Room of One's Own published. "Women and Fiction" in The Forum (New York).

Labour Party returned to power under Prime Minister MacDonald. Discovery of penicillin. Museum of Modern Art opens in New York. Wall Street crash.

William Faulkner, The Sound and the Fury; Ernest Hemingway, A Farewell to Arms; Nella Larsen, Passing.



	1930
	Woolf meets the pioneering composer, writer, and suffragette Ethel Smyth (185 8—1944), with whom she forms a close friendship.

Death of D. H. Lawrence (b. 1885).

W. H. Auden, Poems; T. S. Eliot, Ash Wednesday; William Faulkner, As I Lay Dying; Sigmund Freud, Civilisation and Its Discontents.



	1931
	The Waves is published. First of six articles by Woolf about London published in Good Housekeeping; "Introductory Letter" to Life As We Have Known It. Lectures to London branch of National Society for Women's Service on "Professions for Women." Meets John Lehmann (1907—1987), who will become a partner in the Hogarth Press.

Growing financial crisis throughout Europe and beginning of the Great Depression.



	 1932
	The Common Reader, Second Series and "Letter to a Young Poet" published. Woolf invited to give the 1933 Clark Lectures at Cambridge, which she declines.

Death of Lytton Strachey (b. 1880).

Aldous Huxley, Brave New World.



	1933
	Flush: A Biography, published. The Woolfs travel by car to Italy.

Adolf Hitler becomes chancellor of Germany, establishing the totalitarian dictatorship of his National Socialist (Nazi) Party.

T. S. Eliot, The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism; George Orwell, Down and Out in Paris and London; Gertrude Stein, The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas; Nathanael West, Miss Lonelyhearts; W B. Yeats, The Collected Poems.



	1934
	Woolf meets W B. Yeats at Ottoline Morrell's house. Writes "Walter Sickert: A Conversation."

George Duckworth dies. Roger Fry dies.

Samuel Beckett, More Pricks Than Kicks; Nancy Cunard, ed., Negro: An Anthology; F. Scott Fitzgerald, Tender Is the Night; Wyndham Lewis, Men Without Art; Henry Miller, Tropic of Cancer; Ezra Pound, ABC of Reading; Evelyn Waugh, A Handful of Dust.




	 1935
	The Woolfs travel to Germany, where they accidentally get caught up in a parade for Goring. They return to England via Italy and France.



	1936
	Woolf reads "Am I a Snob?" to the Memoir Club, and publishes "Why Art Today Follows Politics" in the Daily Worker.

Death of George V, who is succeeded by Edward VIII, who then abdicates to marry Wallis Simpson. George VI becomes king. Spanish Civil War (1936–38) begins when General Franco, assisted by Germany and Italy, attacks the Republican government. BBC television begins.

Djuna Barnes, Nightwood; Charlie Chaplin, Modern Times (film); Aldous Huxley, Eyeless in Gaza; J. M. Keynes, The General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money; Rose Macaulay, Personal Pleasures; Margaret Mitchell, Gone with the Wind.



	1937
	The Years published. Woolf's nephew Julian Bell killed in the Spanish Civil War.

Neville Chamberlain becomes prime minister.

Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God; David Jones, In Parenthesis; Pablo Picasso, Guernica; John Steinbeck, Of Mice and Men; J. R. R. Tolkien, The Hobbit.



	1938
	Three Guineas published.

Germany annexes Austria. Chamberlain negotiates the Munich Agreement ("Peace in our time"), ceding Czech territory to Hitler.

Samuel Beckett, Murphy; Elizabeth Bowen, The Death of the Heart; Jean-Paul Sartre, La Nausée.




	 1939
	The Woolfs visit Sigmund Freud, living in exile in London having fled the Nazis. They move to Mecklenburgh Square.

Germany occupies Czechoslovakia; Italy occupies Albania; Russia makes a nonaggression pact with Germany. Germany invades Poland and war is declared by Britain and France on Germany, September 3. Deaths of W B. Yeats (b. 1865), Sigmund Freud (b. 1856), and Ford Madox Ford (b. 1873).

James Joyce, Finnegans Wake; John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath; Nathanael West, The Day of the Locust.



	1940
	Roger Fry: A Biography published. "Thoughts on Peace in an Air Raid" in the New Republic. Woolf lectures on "The Leaning Tower" to the Workers Educational Association in Brighton.

The Battle of Britain leads to German night bombings of English cities. The Woolfs' house at Mecklenburgh Square is severely damaged, as is their former house at Tavistock Square. Hogarth Press is moved out of London.

Ernest Hemingway, For Whom the Bell Tolls; Christina Stead, The Man Who Loved Children.



	1941
	Woolf drowns herself, March 28, in the River Ouse in Sussex. Between the Acts published in July.

Death of James Joyce (b. 1882).

Rebecca West, Black Lamb and Grey Falcon.







 Introduction by Maria DiBattista


Genesis

ORLANDO IS THE wayward child born of Virginia Woolf's fanciful imagination. Like many an unruly offspring, it was a puzzle to its mother, an oddity to its contemporaries, and a curiosity to succeeding generations of readers. After the formally traditional but spiritually restless works of her apprentice years, The Voyage Out (1915) and Night and Day (1919), Woolf had delivered, with astounding and increasing confidence, three novels in which she fashioned a modernist "method" to rival James Joyce's "mythic method" as a way "of giving a shape and a significance to the immense panorama of futility and anarchy which is contemporary history."1 Jacob's Room (1922), Mrs. Dalloway (1925), and To the Lighthouse (1927) all were fictions that responded in different but complementary ways to the fact that in or about December 1910, as Woolf proclaimed in drastic but earnest overstatement, human character changed ("Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown" 320). That change was magnified into historic, indeed catastrophic, proportions during the First World War, in which an estimated eight to nine million lost their lives. Writing in 1923, Woolf surveyed the postwar world and reported how it struck a contemporary like herself: "A shift in the scale—the war, the sudden slip of masses held in position for ages—has shaken the fabric from top to bottom ..." ("How It Strikes a Contemporary" 357).


 Woolf thought hard and continuously about the gravity, the scale, and the impact of these changes, and about the need for new literary forms to confront and interpret them. She was in the vanguard of a new generation of novelists for whom the traditional conventions of the novel no longer served to represent modern realities: the crumbling of established social and political orders, the sexual disquiet and jagged nerves, the moral revolt and cultural revolutions, the agitation for rights long denied, freedom unreasonably curbed or stupidly repressed. In "Modern Fiction," an early and influential manifesto of her aesthetic principles, Woolf argued that "the quality which distinguishes the work of several young writers, among whom Mr James Joyce is the most notable, from that of their predecessors" was their "attempt to come closer to life, and to preserve more sincerely and exactly what interests and moves them, even if to do so they must discard most of the conventions which are commonly observed by the novelist" (150). This was all very serious business, and this essay, like many of her critical reflections from this period, adopts a suitably grave, if generally optimistic, tone in considering whether the art of fiction will be "renewed and her sovereignty assured" ("Modern Fiction" 154). Woolf herself, meanwhile, is privately convinced of her achievement and can feel the future germinating within her. "I have made my method perfect," she writes in December 1926 as she is completing revisions of To the Lighthouse, "& it will now stay like this, & serve whatever use I wish to put it to" (Diary 3: 117). She feels the incipient pull of a new artistic "wish"—to write a "semi mystic very profound life of a woman, which shall all be told on one occasion; & time shall be utterly obliterated" (Diary 3: 118).

And then comes Orlando, a "joke" from beginning to end. A joke made without apology and pursued defiantly to the last page of the novel's recorded time, midnight on the eleventh of October, 1928, presumably the day, if not the exact time, on which the book is published (Orlando 241). Woolf's haunting vision of a semi-mystic, very profound life of a woman is displaced by an irreverent, often coarse, and occasionally trivial life of a man who becomes a woman. The mystic project to condense time into a single epiphanic occasion temporarily disappears into a distended and episodic narrative spanning three centuries. It will rematerialize later as The Waves (1931), a novel that disperses its mystical moments across the lifetime of its central characters. Still, Woolf's original hope to write a narrative in which time would be utterly obliterated is fulfilled in Orlando, but in an implausibly ironic form. Orlando obliterates time not by transcending it but by blithely ignoring its power to limit the life of its hero or end that of its heroine. Regarded in this light, Orlando may seem a major detour in Woolf's quest for an expressive form that will capture "the essence of reality" (Diary 3: 113) that hovers on a horizon just beyond her imaginative grasp.

 Woolf shows no evident signs of distress over this time-consuming digression into fantasy. She actually cherishes Orlando as a writer's holiday from the "serious poetic experimental books whose form is always so closely considered" (Diary 3: 131). She is happy to be writing something that is not serious or closely considered but droll and reckless. "I have written this book quicker than any other," she notes in her diary, "[and] it is all a joke; & yet gay & quick reading I think; a writers holiday. I feel more and more sure that I will never write a novel again" (Diary 3: 177). Poetic seriousness is undone by the gaiety of parody and satire; exactness gives way to an irresponsible freedom in writing about things not as they are but as they might be. Rather than attempting to come closer to human life, as a proper modernist should, Woolf seems eager to distance herself from it. Death, that hard, impinging fact of human life that had cut short the promise of Jacob Flanders in Jacob's Room, intruded on Mrs. Dalloway's party, and in To the Lighthouse surprised Mrs. Ramsay during her sleep, her daughter Prue in childbirth, and her son Andrew on the battlefields of France, ceases to enthrall her imagination. Besides Night and Day, Orlando is the only one of her fictions where death does not figure as a central presence and fact of her narrative, and the only one where death doesn't seem even a remote possibility for a protagonist who is more than three hundred years old at book's end.

 The first glimmerings of Orlando's deathless narrative appeared to Woolf's imagination as a "Defoe narrative for fun," to be called "The Jessamy Brides," which she envisioned as a satire centering on "[t]wo women, poor, solitary at the top of a house" (Diary 3: 131). The proposed tide, which couples Jessamy, a slang term for perfumed, foppish, or simply naive manhood,2 with Brides, a more genteel word that carries romantic suggestions of unsullied maidenhood, indicates the satiric vein Woolf hoped to pursue. She seems to be looking for a way to write outside or beyond the stylistic proprieties of her more "seriously considered" novels. She appears eager to admit, as she will in Orlando, all variety of human speech and expression into her fiction: slang and oaths as well as the euphemisms of the Court, the witticisms of the salon and coffeehouses; the jargon of the professions—maritime, diplomatic, and legal—but also the gibberish of lovers, their endearments, pet names, and the cipher language, like "Rattigan Glumphoboo" (208), they devise to indicate complicated emotional states known only to each other. She welcomes the prospect of self-mockery, especially as applied to her "own lyric vein." She will "suggest" (Diary 3: 131) rather than declare her heroine's Sapphism, perhaps in order to avoid the public fate of Radclyffe Hall's The Well of Loneliness, the lesbian novel tried and convicted as an obscene libel the same year Orlando was published.3

The "whole fantasy" she had conceived for "The Jessamy Brides," in which "no attempt is to be made to realise the character," never materializes, however, in its projected form (Diary 3: 131). As Orlando begins to gestate, there appears to be every attempt to realize character, and not just any character, but the creative, Sapphic, seductive character of Vita Sackville-West, writer, noblewoman, friend, and, on and off since 1925, Woolf's lover. The diary entry that records this change in the nature of the "fun" she envisages begins on a note of dejection. When an acquaintance, Philip Ritchie, dies at the pitifully young age of twenty-eight, Woolf notes her reactions with her customary pitiless candor: "I think for the first time I felt this death leaves me an elderly laggard; makes me feel I have no right to go on; as if my life were at the expense of his" (Diary 3: 156). Yet immediately her mood changes. Her survivor's guilt yields to the survivor's gladness in the life that is left to her to enjoy, explore, understand, represent. Her mind turns to a more immediate concern about whether to buy a house she and Vita had seen.

 The very incongruity of her thoughts prompts her to note "the strength & vividness of feelings which suddenly break & foam away" (Diary 3: 156). Out of these more buoyant and vivid feelings comes a new literary idea:


One of these days, though, I shall sketch here, like a grand historical picture, the outlines of all my friends.... It might be a way of writing the memoirs of one's own times during peoples lifetimes. It might be a most amusing book. The question is how to do it. Vita should be Orlando, a young nobleman. There should be Lytton. & it should be truthful; but fantastic. (Diary 3: 156—57)



The changes in subject and perspective accumulate with surprising consequences. A book that was to have no character was becoming a book to commemorate character. A book that would satisfy her desire to escape and obliterate time now promises to contain the very substance and temper of her times. Ritchie's death and her consciousness of time, her own time in particular, subtly infuse her conception of an amusing, truthful Defoe narrative and transpose it into the register of a grand and fantastic joke.

 Not everyone got the joke, or liked it, but few could resist or deny its charm. Orlando became the most popular of her books to date, selling six thousand copies and going into a third edition two months after its publication.4 Suddenly, the reigning Sibyl of Bloomsbury culture, the high priestess of modernism, was an entertaining madcap who had taken leave of her senses, writing an amusing but feigned biography of an Elizabethan nobleman of the sixteenth century who changes sex (without benefit of surgical intervention or psychological counseling) in the eighteenth and seems to be at her sexual and imaginative peak in the twentieth. Reviewers, both those who were friendly and those predictably unsympathetic to her literary views and methods, were not sure what to make of such a starding, if admittedly witty, performance. The American poet and critic Conrad Aiken, who found Orlando "exceedingly, not to say disconcertingly clever," predicted that readers would be unsure "whether to regard it as a biography, or a satire on biography; as a history, or a satire on history; as a novel, or as an allegory" (Aiken 234). He put an end to their uncertainty by pronouncing the genetically puzzling work a "jeu d'esprit" that Woolf "had taken a shade too far towards an arid and ingenious convention" (Aiken 235). Yet what Aiken determines to be a work of literary burlesque, Desmond MacCarthy, who is thanked in Orlando's acknowledgments, just as emphatically pronounces "a pure romance." Orlando, he enthuses, is "a wonderful phantasmagoria, in which imagination has all its own way and all matter-of-factness is exorcised from the start; in which, not without frequent flashes of laughter at her own extravagance, the writer combines images and historic facts, possibilities, and impossibilities, reflections upon history and manners with scenes from a dream-world" (MacCarthy 225).

 The combinatory magic of Orlando, in which fact and fancy, dream and history indiscriminately mix and alter each other, dismayed as many of its readers as it enchanted. The novelist Elizabeth Bowen, revisiting Orlando in 1960 on the occasion of a paperback reissue, remembers how her generation, then the "young generation" of modernists, "scented the book as a transgression" (Bowen 131). Bowen relates how the serious young artists of the twenties, who venerated Woolf for "sublimating personality into poetry," felt Woolf had desecrated the sacred precepts of her art by writing a thinly disguised fictional biography of her intimate, Vita Sackville-West. They perceived the book Woolf had hoped would "revolutionize biography in a night" (Letters 3: 429) not as a bold innovation but as a reactionary swerve into coterie art. Personality was not sublimated but exhibited in the self-satisfied and flattering form of a roman a clef: "Inspired by a romantic friendship, written for the delectation of the romantic friend," Bowen recalls feeling, "it was likely to be fraught with playful allusion" (131). To be inspired by friendship may be forgiven, but to produce a work for the private "delectation" (the "hauteur" conveyed by that word!) of a lover violated all canons of modernist impersonality. In Bowen's youthful opinion, the offense of writing a work inspired and destined to be savored by a circle of intimates was compounded by the self-delighted face Orlando turned to its larger audience of common readers.

Bowen's youthful chagrin at her idol's distressing lapse into literary frivolity was countered by Winifred Holtby's more appreciative view of the highly expressive uses to which Woolf put her gift for fantasy. Holtby, whose wonderfully perceptive, even prescient, book was the first full-scale study of Woolf written 
during her lifetime, demonstrated the ways in which Orlando was not a scandalous departure or a disappointing aberration but a fiction that elaborated and refined a gift for caricature and exaggeration already evident in her more "serious" books. "That Mrs Woolf should write a fantasy," Holtby insisted, "was not at all surprising":


 She had already, in A Society, shown how well she could design a light-hearted squib. In To the Lighthouse she had enjoyed Mrs. Ramsay's gift of extravagant speech. Mrs. Ramsay cried that she would not keep dinner waiting for the Queen of England, "not for the Empress of Mexico." It was, after all, only going one step further to make Orlando actually late for dinner with a Queen. Mrs. Woolf had in Society described the girl Rose going aboard one of his Majesty's ships disguised as an Ethiopian prince; it was only one step further to make the woman Orlando actually to have been British Ambassador at Constantinople. She had, in all her books, played with the notion of time and its importance. In Mrs. Dalloway the whole significance of fifty years had been gathered into twenty-four hours; it was only going one step further, in Orlando, to spread the experience of some forty years out over three centuries. (162)



Holtby's critical view is not just among the first but among the most satisfying accounts of Orlando's imaginative genesis, reminding us, as she does, that Orlando exhibits the same disposition to exaggerate and comically distort reality that helped sustain the party spirit of Mrs. Dalloway and lift the anxious spirits of To the Lighthouse. (It is, after all, the comically inappropriate "What beautiful boots!" that relieves Lily Briscoe's dumb distress before Mr. Ramsay's importuning grief and allows her to resume her painting in the final panel of To the Lighthouse [157].)


Orlando is a fiction that is best regarded, then, as Holtby regards it—as "one step further" in Woolf's creative drive to overcome the constraints, including those originating within her own mind, that would impede her imaginative encounter with reality. It may be a spirited escapade, a writer's holiday from the matter-of-fact, but its liberties in expression and experiments in form are continuous with the masterworks that preceded it. The great Argentine modernist Jorge Luis Borges indeed considered Orlando, which he translated into Spanish, as Woolf's "most intense work and one of the most singular and maddening of our age" (92). Orlando is only apparently a changeling; in truth it belongs to the same great family of fantastic fictions that bear the genetic imprint of Woolf's literary genius. In her diary, Woolf speculated that "there are offices to be discharged by talent for the relief of genius: meaning that one has the play side; the gift when it is mere gift, unapplied gift; & the gift when it is serious, going to business. And one relieves the other" (Diary 3: 203). Orlando is the gift Woolf's talent makes to her own genius. Such gifts are serious business, as Orlando, that long, at times bad, joke, joco-seriously demonstrates.



 Vita and Harold

ONE OF the offices that talent can discharge is to relieve genius of the "musts" of the novel, which, as Elizabeth Bowen remarked, bored Virginia Woolf (134). Talent cannot ignore or dispense altogether with these "musts," but it can show genius how to have fun with them. The fun starts even before Orlando properly begins, in its preface, in Woolf's comically profuse acknowledgments of the "many friends [who] have helped me in writing this book." One name, however, is conspicuously missing—its dedicatee, Vita Sackville-West. This odd, even glaring oversight—the first of many embarrassing lacunae in a book full of blanks and all variety of narrative omissions—might be excused on the ground that the book is a portrait of Vita and so an acknowledgment writ large of Woolf's debt to her. While this reasoning may exculpate Woolf of the charge of ingratitude, it leaves her open to renewed objections that Orlando does not amount to much more than a clever insider's joke for the benefit of the Bloomsbury coterie. It might be more prudent to dismiss this excuse as a transparent alibi, one inadequate to absolve Woolf for having borrowed—without explicit attribution—Vita's character and ransacked her writing, especially Knole and the Sackvilles, Vita's history of her family and its ancestral home, published in 1922. Woolf not only confiscated the grounds and furnishings of Knole in her description of Orlando's estate but commandeered incidents from the annals of the Sackville family history to tether her flight of fantasy to the firm ground of historical fact: the visit of Queen Elizabeth to Knole, the travels to Turkey, the irregular union with a gypsy, a legal suit to determine who should inherit Knole.

 Given the extent and narrative importance of these personal allusions to the Sackville family history, Woolf's forgetting—or is it her refusal?—to name Vita in the preface seems to make a statement of quite a different sort. It is a sign of how completely she had assimilated Vita's historical existence to her imaginary biography of a fictional character named Orlando. The photographs of Vita that are meant to represent Orlando on her "return to England" from Constantinople, as she is said to appear "about the year 1840," and "at the present time," are a measure of how thoroughly her identity had been assimilated into Woolf's imaginary creation and subordinated to Woolf's determination to reinvent the novel in the guise of a realistically fanciful biography.


 Acting as midwife for this fantastic birth was Some People, an unusual memoir written by Vita's husband, Harold Nicolson, which Woolf reviewed in 1927, in the midst of writing Orlando. Some People is an engaging collection of anecdotal portraits "of real people in imaginary situations and imaginary people in real situations" (qtd. Nigel Nicolson, "Introduction" vii). Some People Nicolson describes are famous and retain their name, like Lord Curzon; Some People are obscure and so have less need of an imaginary or protective cover, like Nicolson's governess, Miss Plimsoll. Some People are metamorphosed into characters with names and habits Max Beerbohm might have invented (but did not), like Lambert Orme, who was modeled after the novelist Ronald Firbank. Nicolson's refusal to distinguish his real acquaintances from his imaginary ones, what actually took place from what, given such a character, could have taken place (and, presuming it had, would provide an even better clue to their character), appealed immensely to Woolf. She praised the book as an example of the "new" biography, pioneered by Lytton Strachey's Eminent Victorians (1918) and Queen Victoria (1921), that made original and exciting "use [of] the novelist's art of arrangement, suggestion, dramatic effect to expound the private life" ("New Biography" 234).

Woolf was perfectly aware that the collaboration between the biographer and novelist is not always an easy, or even a cordial, one. She acknowledges the intrinsic antagonisms that might jeopardize their collaboration at the very start of her essay. Quoting the biographer Sir Sidney Lee to the effect that the art of biography entails the "truthful transmission of personality," Woolf remarks that


no single sentence could more neatly split up into two parts the whole problem of biography as it presents itself to us today. On the one hand there is truth; on the other there is personality. And if we think of truth as something of granite-like solidity and of personality as something of rainbow-like intangibility and reflect that the aim of biography is to weld these two into one seamless whole, we shall admit that the problem is a stiff one and that we need not wonder if biographers have for the most part failed to solve it. ("New Biography" 229)



 Orlando is Woolf's outlandish solution to the biographer's problem of welding the rainbow and granite, the aura of personality and the truth of fact. It is a solution fashioned in response to her belief that "the life which is increasingly real to us is the fictitious life; it dwells in the personality rather than in the act" (234). This is an amazing, one could even say preposterous, claim, and one can readily pity the biographer who is made responsible for adhering to its precepts. Nevertheless, this is the task she appoints to the biographer she creates to narrate Orlando. Whenever the truth of fact and truth of fiction are on the verge of destroying each other, the rainbow-like intangibles of personality triumph over the granite-like solidity of truth. Does Orlando fall into a deep sleep that lasts for days and weeks? However dubious the medical facts, such trancelike states are a necessity of his personality. Does Orlando change from a man into a woman? In the regime of fact, such a metamorphosis would be violently rejected as outright fantasy, but the truth of Orlando's sexual identity dwells in his fictitious "personality." The normally circumspect biographer is so overwhelmed by the force of Orlando's sexual personality that he drowns out the realist's expostulations with trumpets blasting forth "The Truth and nothing but the Truth!" (99)—turning historic and legal fact's own formula for incontestable reality against itself.


 Vita made such an irresistible subject for Woolf's satire because she answered in crucial ways to Woolf's literary sense of what a personality is. Woolf wrote Vita that the book to come would be "all about you and the lusts of your flesh and the lure of your mind" (Letters 3: 429), imperious passions and seductive charms to which she had already succumbed. But it was a rather different sort of power, one might call it Vita's historic personality, that seems to have attracted Woolf to Vita as a subject for fictionalized biography. That attraction is evident in Woolf's account of a visit to Knole she made in mid-January of 1927. She records in her diary how she had seen Vita


stalking in her Turkish dress, attended by small boys, down the gallery, wafting them on like some tall sailing ship—a sort of covey of noble English life: dogs walloping, children crowding, all very free & stately: & [a] cart bringing wood in to be sawn by the great circular saw.... They had brought wood in from the Park to replenish the great fires like this for centuries: & her ancestresses had walked so on the snow with great dogs bounding by them. All the centuries seemed lit up, the past expressive, articulate; not dumb & forgotten; but a crowd of people stood behind, not dead at all; not remarkable; fair faced, long limbed; affable; & so we reach the days of Elizabeth quite easily.... One had a sense of links fished up into the light which are usually submerged. Otherwise no particular awe or any great sense of difference or distinction. They are not a brilliant race. (Diary 3: 125)



Viewed impartially through the lens of facts uncompromising, the Sackvilles register as an unremarkable, if affable, family. What compels Woolf's novelistic attention is the power of Vita's personality to evoke a fictitious idea of British nobility, an idea she then exploits to explore the expressive, articulate past. Vita's historic personality would be especially appealing to a writer who had argued in "How It Strikes a Contemporary" that the moderns were "sharply cut off from our predecessors" and "perhaps too vividly conscious of the present" (236). Whatever value—and it is not negligible—Orlando possesses as a historical novel that re-creates the past derives in large part from the details she learned from Vita about the clothes worn, the rooms appointed for royal and private use, the furnishings and utensils, the food consumed, the retinue of servants employed, and the pattern of life pursued at Knole. But it was in scrutinizing the portraits of succeeding generations of Sackvilles that Woolf most vividly imagined herself going back in time, reaching, quite easily as she says, the days of Elizabeth, where Orlando in fact begins.

 What Woolf does not record in her musings about the Knole family portraits is that Vita viewed her ancestors precisely in the same light. Woolf's sense of Vita's "excellence as a subject" (Letters 3: 429) imaginatively conforms to Vita's own valuation of her Sackville ancestry: "Such interest as the Sackvilles have," she writes in Knole and the Sackvilles, "lies, I think, in their being so representative. From generation to generation they might stand, fully equipped, as portraits from English history" (28). Orlando's life span does not seem so inordinately long if he, then she, embodies a succession of representative English types, each of whom, as Vita proposed, might stand "as the prototype of his age, and at the same time as a link to carry on, not only the tradition but also the heredity of his race." Surveying the ancestral portraits hanging in the gallery of Knole, Vita reconstructs the genetic and historic links that united the first "grave Elizabethan, with the long, rather melancholy face" to his grandson, "the Cavalier by Vandyke hanging in the hall," who in turn is linked to the "florid magnificent Charles, fruit of the Restoration, poet and patron of poets, prodigal, jovial, and licentious," who in his turn is linked to "the beautiful sensitive face of the gay and fickle duke, spoilt, feared and propitiated by the women of London and Paris, the reputed lover of Marie Antoinette." The family chain breaks off with the fourth Duke of Dorset, a friend of Byron's, who was "the last direct male of a race too prodigal, too amorous, too weak, too indolent, and too melancholy" (28—29). These racial attributes—prodigality, amorousness, weakness, indolence, and melancholy—are recombined in different proportions in a female descendant who, as a fictional personality named Orlando, will successively incarnate various Sackvilles in her long and adventurous life.

 It is not love that chooses to represent Vita this way. It has been one of the sentimental commonplaces attaching to Orlando criticism that it is "the longest and most charming love letter in literature" (Nicolson, Portrait 202). So Nigel Nicolson, Vita and Harold's son, characterized this fanciful biography of his mother. Sons may be forgiven for exaggerating both the intensity and duration of the ardor their mothers inspire and may be further forgiven for mistaking the literary form such ardent affection might take. Readers most likely will experience the book differently. Certainly some of its most interested readers did. Vita herself wrote Woolf after first reading the book praising her for having "invented a new form of Narcissism,—I confess,—I am in love with Orlando—this is a complication I had not foreseen" (Letters of Vita Sackville-West 289). One wonders exactly what Vita saw mirrored in the anamorphic lens of Woolf's art. Vita's mother was outraged by what she saw. So distressed was she that she wrote J. L. Garvin, editor of the Observer, pleading with him not to review the book. "'Love is slipping off one's petticoats'...All that is so coarse and will be so shocking to the middle classes, mostly.... I have spent years, hiding what Harold and Vita really are. I am sorry to confess it. And it makes it twice as dreadful now and such food for indecent gossip" (qtd. Glendinning 206). What Harold and Vita "really are" is in fact exposed in the great sexual recognition scene that concludes Orlando's search for life and a lover: "'You're a woman Shel!' she cried. 'You're a man, Orlando!' he cried" (184). The gratifying ecstasies of transgender identification are not, however, what an aristocrat jealous of the family honor might immediately appreciate. Vita's mother had objected to Woolf's portraying her daughter as a sexual adventuress, which in fact she plausibly can be said to have been. But what she did catch was a certain ruthlessness, even cruelty, in the subordination of Vita to Woolf's artistic design.5 What made Vita excellent as a novelistic subject of a mock biography is precisely what disqualified her as an artist of the first rank—what I have been calling her historic personality.

 In an essay dating to this period called, in fact, "Personalities," Woolf remarks that "the people whom we admire most as writers, then, have something elusive, enigmatic, impersonal about them":


They rise slowly to their heights; and there they shine. They do not win fame directly, nor are they exposed to the alternations of praise and blame which rise from the passion and prejudices of our hearts. In ransacking their drawers [as Woolf had figuratively ransacked Vita's] we shall find out little about them. All has been distilled into their books. The life is thin, modest, colourless, like blue skimmed milk at the bottom of the jar. It is the imperfect artists who never manage to say the whole thing in their books who wield the power of personality over us. (171)



The perfect artist is Shakespeare, who appears in Orlando as a nondescript, shabbily dressed man who is oblivious of his surroundings and, indeed, of his physical self. He is not named in the book, but we know who he is, such is the charisma of the perfect, if unassuming, genius figured in his globed eyes and transfixed gaze as he rolls "some thought up and down, to and fro in his mind till it gathered shape or momentum to his liking" (17). It is only the imperfect artist who wields the power of personality over us, as Woolf shows by giving us a portrait of Orlando as a young, then mature, man-woman of modest gifts. Orlando is hardly a flattering portrait drawn by a besotted lover. Not only does Woolf refuse to endow Vita's family with a distinction it lacks; she declines to flatter a talent that does not impress her. Rather, she portrays Orlando as a distinctly modern type—the person of artistic temperament with questionable artistic talent. To Vita, Woolf would write: "The danger for you with your sense of tradition and all those words—a gift of the Gods though—is that you help this too easily into existence.... I mean I think there are odder, deeper, more angular thoughts in your mind than you have yet let come out" (Letters 3: 321). But privately she is more candid and more generous to those qualities in Vita's art that do attract, if not enthrall, her: "Vita's prose is too fluent. I've been reading it, & it makes my pen run.... But she is very skilful & golden voiced" (Diary 3: 126).

 Woolf's complex representation of Vita as a ravishing historic personality (the rainbow) melded with a limited talent (the granite) may explain how Orlando, which began by reimagining Vita as a transhistorical representative of her family, race, and even species, evolved into a self-portrait. Woolf had foreseen this as one of the consequences of the "new biography." In her review of Some People, she remarked how Nicolson "is as much the subject of his own irony and observation" as his real and imaginary subjects. "Indeed," she concluded, "by the end of the book we realize that the figure which has been most completely and most subdy displayed is that of the author" (233).




 Woolf and Fantasy

ORLANDO IS A writer's biography in a double sense, both of them fun and serious at the same time. It is a mock biography of a friend with literary ambitions but no genius, and of a genius who is the subject of her own irony and observation. The first biography depends on Vita's personality. The second and complementary one depends, paradoxically, on Woolf's sublimating her personality in the modern manner. She did so by devising a dutiful, at times harried and befuddled, persona to serve as Orlando's biographer. Woolf's personified narrators eventually will prove better suited to her polemical and argumentative rather than fictional works. In Room of One's Own and then in Three Guineas, Woolf will expose the speaking "I" as "only a convenient term for somebody who has no real being" (A Room 4), and decline to speak as her own "authorial" self except to introduce her argument and provide it with a peroration. The major part of her reflections in A Room on the relation between women and fiction, economic independence and female creativity, are attributed to a speaker variously named Mary Beton, Mary Seton, or Mary Carmichael. In the fictions written after Orlando, Woolf resumes speaking in the narrative voice she perfected in To the Lighthouse, the voice of an anonymous, impersonal narrator who passes in and out of the minds of the novel's characters with consummate ease, never disclosing who she is or what she has come for. Orlando, with the possible exception of Flush (1933), whose biographer possesses the enviable ability to enter the consciousness of another species, is the only one of her major imaginative works that plays with the biographer-narrator as a harried character in his—for there can be no doubt of his sex—own right.

This biographer is often perplexed but never negligent in recording facts and events that he does not for a moment understand, much less believe. Although Orlando begins on a note of dashing certainty—"He—for there could be no doubt of his sex, though the fashion of the time did something to disguise it—" (II)—that interjection increasingly comes to appear the desperate ploy of a biographer trying to head off trouble at the start. What reader, after all, would protest that Orlando was not male just one word into the book? From this point on, challenges to the biographer's assertions and tests of his documentary skills mount up with comic rapidity. The biographer's hope that he never need "invoke the help of novelist or poet" is dashed when he turns his gaze from Orlando's shapely legs, handsome body, and candid face, features that augur a life spent going from "deed to deed, from glory to glory, from office to office," to his less reassuring traits—his clumsy gait and violent mood swings and, most upsetting of all, a head full of "that riot and confusion of the passions and emotions which every good biographer detests" (12—13).

 Orlando proves a difficult subject in other ways. He spends too much time writing, leaving the biographer literally passing the time: "It was now November. After November, comes December. Then January..." and so on until the next November "with a whole year accomplished" in half a dozen lines. Orlando's observations, what he thinks and what he writes (or fails to write), bore his biographer, who quickly dismisses them as so many tired clichés: "he saw—but probably the reader can imagine the passage which should follow and how every tree and plant in the neighbourhood is described first green, then golden..." (72). Finally arrives the moment when the biographer must surrender all claim to certainty and authority over truth. Faced with the demand that life yield its meaning, the biographer "must go and say straight out to the reader who waits a tiptoe to hear what life is—Alas, we don't know" (200). Given the number and comic nature of these difficulties, it is with some surprise that one finds the eminent biographer Leon Edel, author of a magisterial five-volume life of Henry James, embracing Orlando in a book that explores the tradition and conventions of literary biography. "Orlando" he writes, in a section devoted to the shaping presence of time in biographical narratives, "is in reality neither a literary joke nor entirely a novel: it belongs to another genre. It is a fable—a fable for biographers" (139).

 The word fable speaks to the presence and allure of "the rainbow," the aura of personality that biography ideally should transmit, even if a biography devolves into a displaced and discreet form of autobiography, as Orlando eventually does. If Orlando commemorates Vita's historic personality, it simultaneously emanates Woolf's literary personality. We get our first glimpse of this personality in the preface. In evoking the "illustrious" names of her predecessors, Woolf is also tracing her own literary genealogy. Unlike Vita, Woolf is free to select her ancestors and fashion an artistic lineage according to the character of her own mind. The preface shows her to be quite selective in this regard. She only takes time to mention "Defoe, Sir Thomas Browne, Sterne, Sir Walter Scott, Lord Macaulay, Emily Brontë, De Quincey, and Walter Pater,—to name the first that come to mind." In being the first to come to mind, these writers sketch out a coherent, if irregular, line of literary styles, beginning with the matter-of-fact realism of Defoe and concluding with the refined aestheticism of Pater, author of "imaginary portraits" of historic figures. Their names, however casually summoned, define a genealogical arc that encompasses the many "phases of fiction"—the different literary styles, genres, and modes—that make up Woolf's eccentric literary history.

The term "phases of fiction" is the tide of an essay that preoccupied Woolf during the writing of Orlando. The essay is as important as "The New Biography" for understanding what inspired, or provoked, Woolf's bold experimentation with biographical and novelistic conventions. Most notably, Woolf adopts the permeable concept of "phase" in the place of the more rigid and constraining idea of genre or mode, apparently in an attempt to escape the burden of reading historically, or even critically. In tracking the different phases of fiction through its various avatars and permutations, she feels obliged "to read only for interest and pleasure, and, at the same time, to comment ... upon the nature of the interest and the pleasure" she finds (93). She turns first to the Truth Tellers, among whom Defoe "is easily the English chief" (95), whose fictions persistently iterate "the very facts that most reassure us of stability in real life, upon money, furniture, food until we seem wedged among solid objects in a solid universe" (95); the Romantics, whom she introduces by excerpting a passage from Sir Walter Scott's The Bride of Lammermoor, attract her mind by "the force the romantic acquires by obliterating facts" (108) so that "other shapes become apparent and other senses are roused" (108). In the Romantics, she notes that "the dark and the distance actually seem to be adding themselves to that other more truthful scene which we still hold in mind, and to be giving it completeness" (104). Next she seeks out the Character-Mongers, who satisfy our desire for "a sense of walls and towns about us, with their lights and their characters after the silence of the wind-blown heath" (no), and after them, the Psychologists, who seek to illumine the mind within rather than the world without. These phases are not organized according to a hierarchy of value or a sequence of historical development. Nevertheless, the last two phases seem to satisfy her mercurial mind as no others quite do. These are the phases over whom the Satirists and the Fantastics, then the Poets, preside.

 It is toward the ranks of Satirists, Fantastics, and their kindred Poets that Woolf's writing gravitates. Two eccentric figures attract her to this company as kindred spirits: Sir Thomas Browne and Laurence Sterne. Her esteem for Browne as the writer who in his "immense egotism has paved the way for all psychological novelists, autobiographers, confession-mongers, and dealers in the curious shades of our private life" ("Elizabethan Lumber Room" 45) is such that she makes reading him one of the central episodes in Orlando's young life. Through Browne, Orlando discovers an entirely unknown world that lies within, not outside, the mind. This inward turn exasperates his biographer, but it is crucial preparation for the metamorphosis to come. Yet if Browne shows Woolf the way into the mind, it is Sterne who shows her how to explore and describe that fantastic inner world she encounters there. Even though Sterne is never mentioned or quoted in Orlando, his spirit pervades the novel, haunts its prose, and affects its form. The blank "space ... filled to repletion" (186), the narrative gaps and omissions, the capricious fairy-tale ending are signs of his benign and generative influence, just as the fantasy of an impossibly extended life is a concave mirror reflecting Tristram Shandy's abbreviated one. Woolf always approved and admired the liberties Sterne took "with grammar and syntax and sense and propriety and the long-standing tradition of how a novel should be written" ("'Sentimental Journey'" 78).

 That she took those liberties as licensing her own extravagances in Orlando can be demonstrated by a little experiment: transposing and cross-checking Woolf's description of Sterne's writerly personality in A Sentimental Journey against her own in Orlando.


With the first words—"They order, said I, this much better in France" ["He—for there could be no doubt of his sex, though the fashion of the time did something to disguise it..."]—we are in the world of Tristram Shandy [Orlando], It is a world in which anything may happen. We hardly know what jest, what jibe, what flash of poetry is not going to glance suddenly through the gap which this astonishingly agile pen has cut in the thick-set hedge of English prose. Is Sterne [Woolf] himself [herself] responsible?...The jerky, disconnected sentences are as rapid and it would seem as little under control as the phrases that fall from the lips of a brilliant talker. The very punctuation is that of speech, not writing, and brings the sound, the associations, of the speaking voice with it. ("'Sentimental Journey'" 79)



The family likeness is striking, both in style—the jesting sentences and the poetic flights—and in the willingness to let anything in the world that can happen, happen. E. M. Forster was the first to notice this likeness and proposed that Woolf, like Sterne, was best approached as a fantasist. Woolf and Sterne, he observed, "start with a little object, take a flutter from it, and settle on it again. They combine a humorous appreciation of the muddle of life with a keen sense of its beauty. There is even the same tone in their voices—a rather deliberate bewilderment, an announcement to all and sundry that they do not know where they are going" (36–37).



 Gynomorphosis

OF COURSE both Sterne and Woolf only look as if they do not know where they are going. Their itineraries may seem more improvised than in fact they are, because it is less a place than a state of mind that their narratives seek out. Still, readers looking for the "love interest or catastrophe in the accepted style" ("Modern Fiction" 150) of the traditional novel might be disappointed by Orlando. They should take warning from the abrupt 
and shocking image that introduces us to its hero. A young Elizabethan nobleman slices away at the head of a Moor, shriveled and debased into a plaything. In a single swoop of the pen, the tradition of chivalric romance, summoned by the very name of Orlando and its illustrious literary pedigree—Ariosto's Orlando Furioso and the exiled prince from Shakespeare's As You Like It—is dealt a fatal blow. The curse of Empire, the corrupting lust for assertive action, the simultaneously ennobling and debasing cult of heroic manhood are caricatured in the fantasy combats of a young boy. Orlando's "fun" is a deceptively innocent figure for the deadly intentions of Woolf's satire—to mount her own play-assault on the human head, where the most fantastic notions of reality, honor, privilege, history, literature are conceived, lodged, and defended.

 Evidence of this intention is scattered throughout Orlando, in references to the skulls that litter the vaults of Orlando's estates and the traitor's heads adorning the gates of Temple Bar, in indirect allusion to the untimely death of Aethelbert, the decapitated Anglo-Saxon king who is the subject of one of Orlando's bombastic tragedies, and in direct allusions to the historic beheadings of Mary, Queen of Scots and of King Charles I. Woolf even includes, in the form of a parlor witticism, the legend of Saint Denis, the bishop who, undeterred at having his head chopped off, picked it up, resumed walking, and continued preaching (147). These severed heads are grim reminders of the historical events and legends that exist outside Woolf's central fantasy, but may also be said to necessitate it. Orlando's proto-Romantic faith that one knows the world and oneself through imagination is a fantasy not so much debunked as disciplined by his disillusioning encounters with the indifferent laws of Nature, the brutal realities of history, and the disobliging thoughts and character of other people. The first lesson his imagination learns is that "nature and letters seem to have a natural antipathy; bring them together and they tear each other to pieces" (14). Having learned that "Green in nature is one thing, green in literature another" (14), he nevertheless persists in his belief that poets, "those instinct with such divine thoughts must ... have aureoles for hair, incense for breath and roses must grow between their lips" (61) until "the mean figure" (63) of Nicholas Greene and later the misshapen one of Alexander Pope disabuse him.

 Nevertheless, Orlando cannot withstand actual encounters with reality unassisted by imagination. When Sasha, his first passionate love, deserts him, he falls into a trancelike sleep that lasts a week. Caught up in a bloody insurrection in Constantinople, he falls into another trancelike sleep, from which he emerges a woman—a scandal the novel cannot and does not want to live down. The scandal of Orlando's metamorphosis into a woman is Woolf's most violent assault on the reader's consciousness. We might be willing to suspend belief, as Orlando suspends his waking consciousness, long enough to pretend that Orlando could live more than three hundred years, but probably not that he could change his sex after a good long sleep. What, then, to make of this outrageous transformation that exhausts all funds of belief? Do we read Orlando's change of sex as a formal protest against his sexual nature? There is nothing in Orlando's previous history that suggests that he has been restless or unhappy with his assigned sex. He loves indiscriminately in the "low style"—seeking out loose women boldly prowling the London docks, "marrying" a gypsy, to name just two episodes in his happily promiscuous life—and poetically in the "high style," sublimating his attraction to highborn women in sonnets addressed to Clorinda, Favilla, Euphrosyne, and conceiving a grand and violent passion for a Russian princess. Disappointment either with sex or with sexuality hardly explains Orlando's metamorphosis. There is not a single suggestion that his change of sex fulfills a yearning or "corrects" a genetic miscoding. Orlando's transformation at the age of thirty into a woman is presented as a "simple" narrative fact by his biographer, but it is embraced by Woolf as a poetic principle. Let us name this principle after the experience in which it is first and literally embodied: gynomorphosis.

 Gynomorphosis, the transformation of male bodies and masculinist fictions into their equivalent—but different—female counterparts, answers to Woolf's desire for new narrative forms, that is, with new ways of understanding our human existence in time. Just as Orlando's change of sex might have altered his future but not "their"6 identity so the resulting change does not jeopardize Orlando's identity as a legitimate fiction. Woolf's gynomorphic fiction does not eradicate but internalizes the self-actualizing, often violent movements and actions of traditional narrative. As Orlando's increasingly savage and exasperated assaults on the Moor's head dramatize, the epic and chivalric traditions devoted to the chronicling of heroic deeds and public glory have exhausted their authority, not to mention their charm, for the moderns. Woolf is even more explicit in the manuscript version of Orlando, which suggests that the chivalric code of violent action can persist only in the form of sadistic rages.7 But Woolf seems more interested in demonstrating that excitement also attaches to violence that occurs inside the human head. Soon after Orlando leaves off his quixotic games, the biographer mounts "up the spiral stairway into his brain," where he confronts a quite different scene of violence—"that riot and confusion of the passions and emotions which every good biographer detests" (13).

Initially, all the active mental processes that distract Orlando and detain him in the company of his thoughts are figured, pejoratively, as feminine, in keeping with a rhetorical tradition that Woolf literalizes in her allegorical fantasies. Memory, for example, is figured in the homely guise of a seamstress, "and a capricious one at that" (58). Orlando's biographer feels it necessary to apologize for the odd, disconnected, agitated, and often uncouth piecework of effeminate Memory: "Instead of being a single, downright, bluff piece of work of which no man need feel ashamed, our commonest deeds are set about with a fluttering and flickering of wings, a rising and falling of lights" (58). Manliness is also undone when the "hussy, Memory, and all her ragtag and bobtail" revives the image "of a shabby man with bright eyes" (60) who becomes the fixed object of Orlando's fascinated, inward gaze. These meditative, visionary pauses, the biographer complains, "are our undoing": "It is then that sedition enters the fortress and our troops rise in insurrection" (60). This assault on the hegemony of male narrative is as comical as Orlando's earlier assault on a shriveled head, but because the attack consists in mental maneuvers, the invaders are harder to repel. Orlando's biographer, apparently abandoning all hope for his hero's masculine honor, records how a succeeding pause proves fatal, as "into the breach thus made, leap[s] Ambition, the harridan, and Poetry, the witch, and Desire of Fame, the strumpet; all joined hands and made of his heart their dancing ground" (60). The epic riot and upheaval in Orlando's own mind are the insurgent phases of Woolf's gynomorphic revolution against the actions and values of traditional male narrative. Gynomorphosis does not so much denature or desex these allegorical figures of Female Ambition, Poetry, and Fame, as rehabilitate and ennoble them. And it is equally busy expelling from its mental precincts Modesty, Chastity, and Purity, those idealizations of femininity that have shadowed, when they have not actively inhibited, women's creativity.

 We can detect the subtle workings of Woolf's gynomorphic imagination in those nondramatic pauses in which epically significant actions allegedly occur. The biographer frequently complains of those moments of inaction in which nothing and yet everything happens. Eventually, even he realizes that he must not only wait out these momentary halts in his narrative but try to justify them. "As this pause was of extreme significance in his history, more so, indeed, than many acts which bring men to their knees and make rivers run with blood, it behoves us to ask why he paused..." (5 8). The almost parenthetical casualness of the biographer's claim should not blind us to its momentousness. This claim will be elaborated much more straightforwardly and impatiently in A Room of One's Own. Reflecting on the obvious fact that the "values of women differ very often from the values which have been made by the other sex," Woolf immediately objects that


 it is the masculine values that prevail. Speaking crudely, football and sport are "important"; the worship of fashion, the buying of clothes "trivial." And these values are inevitably transferred from life to fiction. This is an important book, the critic assumes, because it deals with war. This is an insignificant book because it deals with the feelings of women in a drawing-room. A scene in the battlefield is more important than a scene in a shop—everywhere and much more subdy the difference of value persists. (73)



In Orlando, Woolf not only parodies male values but relocates them within the realm of thinking, dreaming, feeling, imagining, where they await their transfiguration. If a scene in the battlefield is more important than a scene in a shop, then she will oblige her readers by staging the riot of Orlando's mind as an insurrection and his poetic yearnings as female marauders. If football and war are more important than fashion, she will introduce her hero playing at war as if it were a sport. But she will also insist on the primacy of her own values by calling attention to her hero's clothes before anything else about him is revealed.


 Clothes are invested with extraordinary novelistic value in Orlando. The history of Orlando's sexual and social identity is inseparable from the history of his, then her, attire. You know who Orlando is and when he, then she, is living by what he, then she, is wearing: doublet and hose, jerkin and knee breeches, morning suit, frock coat, and sponge-bag trousers; dresses of various lengths and comfort; satin bodices, corsets, crinolines, free-flowing skirts. In her final avatar, Orlando slips out of her skirt into "a pair of whipcord breeches, and leather jacket" (230). "There is much to support the view," the biographer reports, "that it is clothes that wear us and not we them; we may make them take the mould of arm or breast, but they mould our hearts, our brains, our tongues to their liking" (138). Readers persuaded of the view that clothes mold our hearts, brains, and tongues, hence affect what we feel, think, or speak, will be delighted by a book that is as observant of changes in sartorial as it is of changes in literary styles. Some might even express a professional interest in the intimate and reciprocal relation between clothes and self-image. When, for example, the fashion designer Karl Lagerfeld was asked who his favorite hero of fiction was, he named Orlando.8

There is much, however, to support the contrary view that clothes do not mold the man (and may indeed disguise the actual woman beneath). This view eventually is promoted to a novelistic truth, one Orlando's biographer does not overstate or underplay: "It was a change in Orlando herself that dictated her choice of a woman's dress and of a woman's sex" (139). This change in Orlando, his gynomorphosis as I have been calling it, is only a means, however, at getting at a truth so elemental that neither sex can fully embody or represent it: "Different though the sexes are, they intermix," asserts the biographer in matter-of-fact tones so rare in this fiction. "In every human being a vacillation from one sex to the other takes place, and often it is 
only the clothes that keep the male or female likeness, while underneath the sex is the very opposite of what it is above" (139). Clothes adorn and may even mold the external surfaces of human life, but they are unreliable indications of what may exist underneath.

We are given a final glimpse of what lies beneath the surface of consciousness and of traditional narrative when the biographer peers one last time into "the back of [Orlando's] brain": "everything was partly something else, and each gained an odd moving power from this union of itself and something not itself so that with this mixture of truth and falsehood her mind became like a forest in which things moved; lights and shadows changed, and one thing became another" (237). The fantasy that begins with a young boy battering a head concludes by looking within the depths of the mind, a realm of continual metamorphosis in which one thing becomes another thing, identities change or are exchanged, and even truth can mix with falsehood without sacrificing its essential nature. This is the world beneath the surface of the world in which we catch glimpses of what Woolf came to call "the essence of reality" (Diary 3: 113).

All joking aside, Orlando is a quest for that reality.




 NOTES

1 So T. S. Eliot proclaimed, in his famous review of Joyce's Ulysses. See his "Ulysses, Order, and Myth." In Selected Prose of T. S. Eliot. Edited by Frank Kermode. New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 197;: 177.

2 The Oxford English Dictionary (OED), citing the associations of Jessamy with sex-linked characteristics, cites J. Hawkesworth, writing in the Adventurer, October 20, 1753, who places Jessamy on the lower end of an eight-scale progression from immature or undeveloped masculinity to full-blooded, self-assertive manhood: "You have frequently used the terms Buck and Blood,...but you have not considered them as the last stages of a regular procession ... the scale consists of eight degrees; Greenhorn, Jemmy, Jessamy, Smart, Honest Fellow, Joyous Spirit, Buck, and Blood. Ibid. 177 My labour ... recommended me to the notice of the ladies, and procured me the gentle appellation of Jessamy." The OED also gives us a truncated speculation of Mrs. J. West's Infidel Father I. 88, that also links Jessamy to gender reversals: "If men became Jessamys, and Women Amazons. Ibid. I. 296."

3 Hermione Lee's reading of Orlando emphasizes the repressive presence of an invisible censor on the writing and final shape of the novel. Lee argues: "Through its fantasy and jokiness, Orlando escapes the public suppression which The Well of Loneliness notoriously encountered in the same year." She then details some of the more telling excisions from the manuscript version, including "references to Sappho, to Orlando's lusts and her love affairs with women" (Lee 517).

4 "L. has just been in to consult about a 3rd edition of Orlando. This has been ordered; we have sold over 6000 copies; & sales are still amazingly brisk—150 today for instance; most days between 50 and 60; always to my surprise" (Diary 3: 212).

5 Noted by Hermione Lee: "Lady Sackville, for all her frantic paranoia, may have been right to accuse the book of cruelty. There is parody in it, as well as affectionate celebration" (Lee 515).

6 Woolf deliberately shifts from the masculine singular to the third-person plural immediately after Orlando's change of sex. "Orlando," she writes, "had become a woman—there is no denying it. But in every other respect, Orlando remained precisely as he had been. The change of sex, though it altered their future, did nothing whatever to alter their identity" (102, emphasis mine).

7 "And then leaping high [into the] air & holding the sword in both hands he would strike so viciously that [the] a little bit of the leathery skin would be sliced through: of such rages the shattered head bore many tokens." The excised passage continues in this vein, describing Orlando's desire to see the battered Moor's skull suffer (Moore 309).

8 "Proust Questionnaire," Vanity Fair, September 200;: 402.
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