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Summary

The essay analyses the style and content of Virginia Woolf’s essays. The genre is reinvented by 
Woolf, who is famous for writing fiction without plot, and who yet often uses fabula-based structures 
in her supposedly non-fictional writings. The essay examines several examples of Woolf’s technique, 
addressing her writings on reading, fiction-writing, biography, travel and the art of seeing the world. 
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Introduction

Virginia Woolf’s faithful readers particularly value the transparent flow of her prose 
which often seems unstructured, fluid, swift and intoxicating; they delight in the incredible 
freedom and rapidity of association through which she connects the seemingly disparate 
fragments, and, finally, treasure the delicious terror of the liminal states of consciousness 
which she both describes and induces in the readers. They find these – without fail – in 
Woolf’s novels, and often in her short stories. Essays should be different – at least in theory. 
As a rule, essays constitute a wholly separate genre, analytical and goal-oriented, free from 
the laws of fiction but subjected to the stricter rules of discursive rhetoric, with texts struc-
tured through reflection and observation. The reader may at times glimpse a personal trait in 
the dry language of the essay: peculiar sense of humor, favorite phrases, biting comments, 
perhaps even prejudices, or a trace of true goodness – “so sensitive are the words, so recep-
tive of the character of the author” (“How Should One Read a Book?” – Woolf 2010, p. 576). 
An essay allows enough space to connect the peculiar and personal with generalizations, 
concepts and ideas; tempering the scholastic dryness with a pinch of individual flavor. Thus, 
everything that is usually completely dissolved in fiction, in the essayistic genre should be 
set distinctly in the clear light of reason. 

Woolf’s essays refuse to obey these rules. Her non-fictional writings can be hardly dis-
tinguished from her short stories. Perhaps, this is because Woolf’s literary prose is often 
“impersonal and abstract” (Heydel 2013, p.182). And yet, these stories still contain a kernel 
of the fabula, or at least its modernist equivalent. True, we will not find in the basic texture of 
the story any spectacular adventures and events. But we will see the adventures of thought, 
the meanders of imagination, chance meetings and tentative journeys into the unknown or 
non-existent, forgotten or dreamt-up – voyages induced by the mood of the moment. Traces 
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of the grand events left outside the parentheses of the story (wars, disasters, political in-
trigues, etc.) can certainly be seen in the created world: they affect the mood and the flow of 
the text, but they are not granted precedence or exclusivity in this function. The core of the 
moment is formed by the consciousness of the narrator, and the figures described (or, better, 
invoked, like the phantoms during a spiritualistic séance), visions and visitations connect 
and merge unpredictably, creating their own independent dynamic. Magda Heydel writes of 
Woolf’s stories: “these are the records of reality which is both cosmic, integrated into the 
great surges of time and space, and personal, focused on individual perspective of a single 
insignificant being” (Heydel 2013, pp.182-183).

Woolf’s essays are governed by the same rule: these are narratives, or, to be more pre-
cise, narrative visions. We begin a journey and our destination is announced – sometimes in 
enigmatically pithy manner – in the title of the essay. Does our guide know the way? Will 
we reach our destination? These questions are beside the point – the pleasure of the journey, 
not the arrival matters.1

This, of course, in no way indicates that Woolf does not reach her objectives as an es-
sayist. Just as in her fictions, she enchants – and she can often manage to convince without 
the use of analytical argumentation, exemplification and generalization, simply through the 
self-evident clarity of the visions she induces, and the ease with which these images be-
come interconnected. In the short story “Blue and Green” Woolf describes the metamorpho-
ses of color, transforming before our very eyes the gigantic sea monster, blue whale, into 
a Madonna in an azure cloak – blue veil (Woolf 1989, 142). The same technique is used 
again and again in the essays: the opaque, heavy, unwieldly subject matter is transformed 
into the light transparent azure of a metaphor, and then the veil is thrown off, leaving the 
object in the naked light of the newly conceived awareness.

Woolf’s “essay-writing was at all points intimately bound up with her work as a novelist 
and her thinking about women, politics and society” (Lee 2000, p. 91), and that is another 
reason why it is so difficult, not to say unnatural, to separate discussion of her non-fictional 
output from her literary prose. She redefined the genre by making it connect and intertwine 
with all kinds of writing – fiction-making, brief reviews of places, books and curious situ-
ations, discursive notes and descriptive flourishes, analytical discussions and travel obser-
vations, fragmented comments, quick flashes of wicked humour, deliberate and self-disci-
plined explanations of matters minute and obscure. The variety of topics Woolf discussed in 
her essays is incredible, and this paper will merely touch upon the most frequently addressed 
themes, viewing works written across several decades, examining not so much Woolf’s de-
velopment as a writer, as the interconnectedness of these varied issues, and observing the 
curious way in which Woolf converses with readers across generations.

 

1  The title of Leonard Woolf’s autobiography contains this very phrase: “The Journey Not the Arrival Matters” (Woolf 1969).
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Reading

As Hermoine Lee notes, “Wolf was extremely interested in the two-way dialogue be-
tween readers and writers” (Lee 2000, p. 91), and she treated writing as a way to carry on 
a continuous conversation with the constantly changing audience, who also influence the 
way the book is read. If we open a volume of Woolf’s essays looking for some kind of key, 
or perhaps guidance on the art of reading, we may go straight to the essay with just such 
title – “Reading.” It is an early one, written around 1919, and published only posthumously. 
As we read the first words we enter a strange world – luminous, sophisticated, mysterious 
(Woolf 1988, p. 141): 

Why did they choose this particular spot to build the house on? For the sake of 
the view, perhaps. (...) At any rate the house was built here, here a stop was put 
to trees and ferns; here one room was laid upon another, and down some feet 
into the earth foundations were thrust and deep cool cellars hollowed out. The 
house had a library; a long low room, lined with little burnished books, folios, 
and stout blocks of divinity. The cases were carved with birds pecking at clusters 
of wooden fruit. A sallow priest tended them, dusting the books and the carved 
birds at the same time. 

And thus the adventure begins – with our immersion into the world in which this house 
was built (where? when? how? by whom?), with the library in which the wooden book cases 
were placed, intricately carved, holding variegated volumes and folios, guarded by the “sal-
low priest” (who is this? is this an actual priest or merely a metaphor?). But most fantastic 
part of this sentence is the phrase about “birds pecking at clusters of wooden fruit.” Its struc-
ture suggests that only the fruit is made of wood, while the birds are quite alive. We will see 
them in a moment outside the window, walking on the grass: “thrushes hopping lightly from 
the low branches of the sycamore to the turf, taking two steps in the direction of some slug 
or fly, and then hopping, with light decision, back to the low branch again” (Woolf 1988,  
p. 142). Of course, that enchanted thrush is the figure in the library browsing through the 
books in the carved cases, simply in another guise: just like the thrush, she will jump from 
shelf to shelf all through the essay, the lively, inquisitive, unpredictable little bird.

But who may that mysterious “sallow priest” be? There is something unsettling, 
sinister in his figure, as if it were borrowed from the Book of Revelation. A few lines 
later we will encounter another nameless hero: this will be the gardener, or rather his 
shadow, moving across the sunlit page of the book. The gardener leads a pony, the pony 
pulls a mowing machine. The image seems quite cheerful – freshly mown grass, quiet 
squeaks of the machine, the gardener, going about his work in amiable silence. And yet, 
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it is filled with a strange, diffused terror: the figures of the sallow priest-librarian and of 
the gardener silently cutting grass merge in the image of the Grim Reaper, in the figure 
of death. 

The reader in the library holds the book in her hands as if it were a pair of field glasses. 
Through the printed words on the page she sees “reality”, whatever it may be. She reads 
the past – her own personal memories or the monumental, imperial history; she reads 
time and space, a moment of being2 which, seen through the book, becomes magnified 
manifold, and though it had passed centuries ago, it is brought nearer, stretched out so 
it may last as long as the reader desires. The figures of the librarian and the gardener 
play a certain role in this ritual – but as yet, we are unsure of what exactly it may be. We 
suspect, however, that without them the image viewed through the field glasses may not 
have appeared. The imagery contained in the book merges with the view seen through the 
window (Woolf 1988, p. 142): 

None of these things distracted me in those days; and somehow or another, the 
windows being open, and the book held so that it rested upon a background of 
escallonia hedges and distant blue, instead of being a book it seemed as if what 
I read was laid upon the landscape not printed, bound, or sewn up, but somehow 
the product of trees and fields and the hot summer sky, like the air which swam, 
on fine mornings, round the outlines of things. 

Strangely, Woolf seems to be trying to liberate writing from language. All her essays – to 
make a rather sweeping statement – are attempts to achieve this purpose. The books, self-
contained within their covers, carefully edited, bound and printed, hold an essence akin to 
the ungraspable air which swims “round the outlines of things.” This air makes the objects 
come into focus, and even the most fantastic human heroes – obviously sewn together out 
of the pure ether of imagination – are seen with the sharpness of real existents and become 
believable, if not realistic: “through the tremor and vibration of daily custom one discerns 
bone and form, endurance and permanence” (Woolf 1988, p. 153). 

The reader looks at the world through the book and sees knights and ladies who had 
built the house, walking on the turf, or – a while later – calmly lying in the crypt, or – after 
another moment – unhurriedly waking up to attend the Last Judgement. But even this grand 
vision is strangely muted: “His eyes open, his hand seeks hers, he leads her forth through the 
opened doors and the lines of angels with their trumpets, to some soother lawn, more regal 
residence and mansions of white masonry. Meanwhile, the silence is scarcely broken by 
a word” (Woolf 1988, p. 143). Against all expectations, the golden trumpets of angels do not 

2  Woolf used the expression “moment of being” as her own definition of epiphany (Woolf 1985, 75).
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break the silence. The book is the source of a vision, but not words: “it is, after all, a question 
of seeing them” (Woolf 1988, p. 143). Perhaps this was the meaning of Hamlet’s complaint 
(“Words, words, words” – Shakespeare 2005, p. 247) – in the book he read he saw merely 
words lacking the power to create living images.

When the evening comes, the reader leaves the library to begin an adventure – she enters 
the forest on a moth hunt. And it is at this point that we realize that she does not belong to 
the adult world (Woolf 1988, p. 150):

The business of dinner now engrossing the grown-up people we made ready 
our lantern, our poison jar, and took our butterfly nets in our hands. The road 
that skirted the wood was so pale that its hardness grated upon our boots 
unexpectedly. It was the last strip of reality, however, off which we stepped 
into the gloom of the unknown. The lantern shoved its wedge of light through 
the dark, as though the air were a fine black snow piling itself up in banks 
on either side of the yellow beam. (...) Not only had the dark the power to 
extinguish light, but it also buries under it a great part of the human spirit. We 
hardly spoke, and then only in low voices which made little headway against 
the thoughts that filled us. The little irregular beam of light seemed the only 
thing that kept us together, and like a rope prevented us from falling asunder 
and being engulfed. 

Where did this child come from? The voice which greeted us on the opening page of 
the essay seemed to belong to an adult. However, we could, perhaps, notice, the use of 
past tense in the second paragraph: “I liked that room. I liked the view across country 
that one had from the window, and the blue line between the gap of the trees on the 
moor was the North Sea. I liked to read there” (Woolf 1988, p. 141), and if we connected 
this passage with the description of the night moth hunt we may have guessed that all 
of this action is set in the past, in the times of narrator’s childhood. Everything within 
that frame – the image of the hot lazy day, of the volumes touched and randomly read, 
– belongs to the realm of memory. The books the narrator discusses constitute merely 
the thin outline which is filled out alternatively by memory and imagination. This is her 
art of reading. 

And yet, the resurrection of childhood may have still another meaning. In the essay 
“Hours in a Library” she writes: “For the true reader is essentially young. He is a man of 
intense curiosity; of ideas; open minded and communicative, to whom reading is more of the 
nature of brisk exercise in the open air than of sheltered study; (...) to him it is not a sedentary 
pursuit at all” (Woolf 1987, p. 55). The good reader is always a child, venturing into “the 
gloom of the unknown” (“Reading” – Woolf 1988, p. 150), beginning a voyage out. 
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The Life of the Moth

Entering the dark wood is certainly a heroic act. The black snow of the night covers 
everything that is ordinary and quotidian, forces one to fall silent, and out of this silence 
thoughts emerge like enormous moths, like winged particles of darkness. 

The image of a moth all too easily attracts symbolic readings. Conventionally, moths 
are the symbols of the soul (psyche). Harvena Richter suggests triple interpretation: a moth 
is the reflection of the reader, lost in the magic wood of imagination; it is also the writer’s 
mind; and finally – one of the many metaphors of death (Richter 1980, pp. 14-15). And yet, 
there are so many other possibilities of interpreting the image: for instance, in the essay  
“Mr Benett and Mrs Brown,” the insignificant old woman who embodies for the writer the 
spirit of fiction – so ordinary and yet mysterious – is like the grey-brown moth, escaping 
through the hole in the net; in the essays on “life-writing”, human character is hidden within 
his own biography as though in a cocoon; in Woolf’s feminist essays, a woman struggling 
with her fate may be compared to the moth, fighting to get out of the glass trap of the window 
– just like in “The Death of the Moth”. 

In “Reading”, before we see the moths, we are given a chance to observe other inhabitants 
of the night forest (Woolf 1988, pp. 150-151): 

The little circle of forest where we stood became as if we saw it through the lens 
of a very powerful magnifying glass. Every blade of grass looked larger than by 
day, and the crevices in the bark much more sharply cut. Our faces showed pale 
and as if detached in a circle. The lantern had not stood upon the ground for ten 
seconds before we heard (the sense of hearing too was much more acute) little 
crackling sounds which seemed connected with a slight waving and bending in 
the surrounding grass. Then there emerged here a grasshopper, there a beetle, and 
here again a daddy longlegs, awkwardly making his way from blade to blade. 
Their movements were all so awkward that they made one think of sea creatures 
crawling on the floor of the sea. They went straight, as if by common consent, to 
the lantern, and were beginning to slide or clamber up the glass panes. 

Waving, flowing – and so from the green heart of woods we are transferred to the sea 
floor, and the little lantern with its weak wavering beam suddenly becomes the bright and 
majestic lighthouse, or, better still, an underwater light – the mythical beacon of the lost 
Atlantis. 

Death is the thin red line cutting through the body of the essays. Death appears as a dark 
but not gloomy figure, and is never called by its name. A sallow priest, a gardener in a brown 
jacket, moths beating their shadowy wings, sudden shot of the falling tree – all these are 
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the masks and metaphors of death. Its touch suddenly makes the moment matter, dusting 
off anything external, irrelevant, conserving and revealing the essence and – paradoxically 
– allowing the moment to triumph over time. Consciousness of death brings meaning to 
everything evanescent. 

Woolf’s imagery always merges the elements, be it life and death, air and water, or desire 
and action (“Reading” – Woolf 1988, p. 145):

It’s a hot summer morning. The sun has browned the outermost leaves of the elm 
trees, and already, since the gale, one or two lie on the grass, having completed 
the whole range of existence from bud to withered fibre and become nothing but 
leaves to be swept up for the autumn bonfires. Through the green arches the eye 
with a curious desire seeks the blue which it knows to be the blue of the sea; and 
knowing it can somehow set the mind off upon a voyage, can somehow encircle 
all this substantial earth with the flowing and the unpossessed. The sea – the sea 
– I must drop my book… 

This strange aspect of reality in which the air is fluid and everything streams in some kind 
of cosmic flow is consistent throughout Woolf’s works. Metaphors become mixed – a fre-
quent feature of many essays, “Reading” among them (as, for instance, in the passage where 
the night insects appear as water monsters). Woolf’s faithful reader can easily remember 
instances of “fluid” air in her novels. In Mrs Dalloway Septimus resting on his sofa watches 
“the watery gold glow and fade with the astonishing sensibility of some live creature” and 
sees how “the trees dragged their leaves like nets through the depths of the air; the sound of 
water was in the room and through the waves came the voices of birds singing” (Woolf 1993, 
p. 156). In To the Lighthouse Mr Ramsay looks like “the great sea-lion at the Zoo tumbling 
backwards after swallowing his fish and walloping off (…) [as he] dived into the evening 
air” (Woolf 1938, p. 37). Bernard in The Waves speaks of running through the green orchard 
as if he were swimming in the salty stream: “We shall sink through the green air of the leaves 
(...). We sink as we run. The waves close over us, the beech leaves meet above our heads” 
(Woolf 1933, p. 13). 

Woolf’s textual world is variable but continuous, enduring from one work into the other. 
The echoes of the voices from the early novels may be heard in the later works; characters 
travel from one fiction to the next; scenes, which we remember because of their incredible 
plasticity reappear – everything the writer ever produced, in any genre, becomes connected 
into one gigantic texture, creating an endless text. For instance, the scene of the moth hunt 
interrupted by the sound of the falling tree from “Reading” is repeated in Jacob’s Room 
(Sendyka 2015, p.481; Woolf 1949, p.21), while it originally appeared in a short sketch 
“Butterflies and Moths: Insects in September” written in 1916. Let us examine this scene 
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once more, in its original incarnation (“Butterflies and Moths: Insects in September” – Woolf 
2000, p. 383):

A little distance within the wood it is completely still and dark, even on a September 
night. The lantern seems to shove aside the blackness, as a snow-plough drives 
a path through the snow. When it is stood upon the ground, what strange creatures 
of the underworld edge up to it – spiders and beetles and perhaps a great green 
grasshopper, to whom light seems to give an ecstasy of joy. The circle of pale-
green grass where the radiance falls is soon full of grotesque insects, who come 
with angular and crab-like movements through the grass blades, so that you can 
hear tiny brittle sounds as they move. 

We easily recognize the wood in which the feeble light of the lantern is the plough in the 
black snow; we already know this lantern on the pale green grass, with its magical power to 
convey the glade deep under water – but the transformation is not quite complete, we find 
ourselves at the most on the sandy floor of the river or a small lake, because instead of the 
fabulous “sea creatures crawling on the floor of the sea” we observe only crab-like move-
ments of the grotesque insects. The book, the plough, the moth and the weird sea inhabited 
by the creatures of the land – all these images will return once more in the short essay  
“The Death of the Moth” (Woolf 2000, p. 442):

(...) the present specimen, with his narrow hay-coloured wings, fringed with a tas-
sel of the same colour, seemed to be content with life. (…) The plough was already 
scoring the field opposite the window, and where the share had been, the earth was 
pressed flat and gleamed with moisture. Such vigour came rolling in from the fields 
and the down beyond that it was difficult to keep the eyes strictly turned upon the 
book. The rooks too were keeping one of their annual festivities; soaring round the 
tree tops until it looked as if a vast net with thousands of black knots in it had been 
cast up into the air; which, after a few moments sank slowly down upon the trees 
until every twig seemed to have a knot at the end of it. Then, suddenly, the net would 
be thrown into the air again in a wider circle this time, with the utmost clamour and 
vociferation, as though to be thrown into the air and settle slowly down upon the tree 
tops were a tremendously exciting experience. The same energy which inspired the 
rooks, the ploughmen, the horses, and even, it seemed, the lean bare-backed downs, 
sent the moth fluttering from side to side of his square of the window-pane. 

Everything is changed, but also familiar: the open window, the open view, the open book. 
But this time, it is the rooks that create the wide net thrown into the sea – and these rising 
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and falling waves, both visual and auditory, we might recognize in the first sentences of 
Mrs Dalloway (Woolf 1993, p. 1) and in Jacob’s Room (Woolf 1949, pp. 54-55); the plough 
is no longer merely a metaphor, however beautiful, but an actual – and somewhat bulky – 
object which cuts and turns the moist black earth instead of the ephemeral black snow of 
the night; the moth is now a day moth, which means that it belongs to the transspecies, “hy-
brid creatures, neither gay like butterflies nor somber like their own species” (Woolf 2000,  
p. 442). Meanwhile, the book which should be engrossing the narrator remains open, it 
seems, in vain. And yet, if we remember “Reading”, we may understand the mechanism of 
looking through the pages of the open book (which at the moment serves as field glasses): 
this is the perspective that allows the narrator to see in a humble moth not only the pathetic, 
unattractive, lowly representative of the genus, but something more: “a fibre, very thin but 
pure, of the enormous energy of the world”, a “thread of vital light” (Woolf 2000, p. 443). 
Watching the moth’s desperate fight with death the narrator decides to help it and pushes 
towards it… a pencil. And thus we are transferred from the art of reading into the craft of 
writing.

Such repetitions and reflections create an impression of the text resembling a “haunted 
house” – constantly visited by “airs”, “drafts” from other forms of being, other versions of 
reality, other worlds. And this goes beyond simple intertextuality, here the stakes are higher. 
Woolf not only manages to find her own place on the bookshelf among the masterpieces al-
ready inhabiting this space, not only signals her authorial presence by placing her transparent 
watermark in the margins. There is something strangely transcendent in this obsessive return 
of the persistent motifs. The reader becomes the passing-through guest in the haunted house, 
hearing the phantom voices, sensing that s/he is observed by someone invisible, feeling odd, 
uneasy – facing the uncanny. When the connection is grasped, when the source of the rever-
berating echoes is found, it feels like a revelation. There are other writers who create similar 
effects in their works (John Banville, W.G. Sebald), and one feels certain that they have been 
careful readers of Woolf. 

In pursuit of Mrs Brown

Thus, while we read Woolf we remain inside a haunted house, where the doors between 
the rooms remain perpetually open, just as – described in To the Lighthouse (Woolf 1938, 
p. 31). The author ignores the distinction between the genres and even in her most polemi-
cal, most politically and socially engaged texts – such as The Room of One’s Own – allows 
herself a free and quite natural transitions from critique of society to scene-making. Thus, at 
the beginning of The Room Woolf nonchalantly announces: “what I am about to describe has 
no existence (...), ‘I’ is only a convenient term for somebody who has no real being” (Woolf 
2001, p. 2). Her narrator is introduced as a fictive construct, a conventional figure which is 
useful, but simply does not exist. She obviously enjoys merging fiction with argumentative 
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prose style. She adopts for her own purposes the famous first sentence from Moby Dick 
(“call me Ishmael”): “call me Mary Beton, Mary Setton, Mary Carmichael or by any name 
you please” (Woolf 2001, p. 2). She goes for walks, visits University campuses, has din-
ners, and each of these acts directly impacts the discourse. It is quite impossible to separate 
the playful fabula from “serious” discussion. Sometimes, the situation is reversed and the 
rhetoric shapes the plot: once, having found herself in the deeply tangled jungle of ideas, the 
narrator realizes that she has also taken the wrong turn of the road, rambling off “in search of 
truth” (Woolf 2001, p.12). As Hermione Lee writes, Woolf “make[s] a game of whether she 
is really writing fiction or not” (Lee 2001, p. X).

“Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown” (or “Character in Fiction”, as it is called in some collec-
tions) is another example of the same technique, though even more complex: it is a case 
of a non-fictional writing based on a lecture given to Cambridge Heretics in 1924, which 
in turn was based on the short story written in January 1920 (“Unwritten Novel”). Fiction 
comes first, the essay follows – borrowing not only its plot, but also its stylistic structure and 
original method of development. 

The main idea of both works is clearly stated in the first paragraph of the essay (Woolf 
1988, p. 420): 

It seems to me possible, perhaps desirable, that I may be the only person in this 
room who has committed the folly of writing, trying to write, or failing to write, 
a novel. And when I asked myself, (…) what demon whispered in my ear and 
urged me to my doom, a little figure rose before me – the figure of a man, or of 
a woman, who said, “My name is Brown. Catch me if you can.” 

The act of writing, the very desire to write is represented as a madness, a trial, and a fail-
ure, as fate to which the author is condemned by the demon, which, in this particular case, 
appears in the humble guise of “one of those clean, threadbare old ladies” (Woolf 1988,  
p. 423) bearing the unromantic name of Brown. 

Writing is represented in the essay as a combination of hide-and-seek and catch games. 
The writer’s task, that insane torment, seems now a little less desperate and gloomy. None 
of this is connected with any kind of attempt to produce fidelity effect – for Woolf “real” 
means something entirely different than “lifelike” (Woolf 1988, p. 426). The essay and the 
short story both reflect a curious process: a struggle for mastery between the author of the 
work and her creation, that is, a fictional character who refuses to obediently fulfil the roles 
assigned to her by the writer, but wants to have a say in her own destiny. Mrs Brown’s ex-
istence is two-fold: she is an authorial construct, useful to illuminate a certain problem, but 
also an independent subject who may at any moment leave the margins of the page walking 
off in the unknown direction, and thus cancelling the already written pages. In “Unwritten 
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Novel” this double-creature is called Minnie Marsh, and the text is an attempt to capture her 
character: the author makes up several stories, each of which is in turn cancelled by Minnie 
– with a sudden gesture, unexpected phrase, defiant turn of the head, furtive look. The title 
of the story refers not to a text that remained unfinished for some reason or other, but to this 
constant process of “unwriting” in which every attempt of the author to complete the tale 
is undermined by the character asserting her will. It is a text which declines to settle, which 
fights its “predestination”, breaks its own frame. 

In the words of Pamela L. Caughie, “‘unwritten novel’ does not refer to some phantom 
novel but to the process of unwriting it, taking it apart to show how it could be put together. 
That is, Woolf forces the reader to scrutinize the particular system that allows certain con-
nections to be made” (Caughie 1991, p. 93). These words echo the phrase used by the nar-
rator in the essay: “if you allow me to pull my own anecdote to pieces…” (Woolf 1988,  
p. 431). Metaphors, once more, are rather mixed: on the one hand, the text that Woolf aims 
to produce is to be strange, unpredictable and deviant, developing like a living organism, 
requiring the author to rewrite it every time the conclusion seems to be in sight; on the other 
hand – we have a text that is put apart like a malfunctioning watch, and the readers together 
with the author observe with fascination the movement of its tiny wheels. Nabokov would 
have called such a text a texture, a web of sense. 

Woolf considered “Unwritten Novel” to be her „great discovery”: “That – again in one 
second – showed me how I could embody all my deposit of experience in a shape that fit-
ted it – not that I have ever reached that end; but anyhow I saw, branching out of the tunnel 
I made, when I discovered that method of approach, Jacobs Room, Mrs Dalloway etc.” 
(Nicolson 1979, p. 231). The essay is an attempt to conceptualize this great discovery, 
and at its heart there remains the very same figure: a tiny old lady holding back the great 
mystery of her character and disappearing before the author may find the solution to this 
puzzle. The discourse, however, is dressed up in the orderly clothes of a well-structured 
polemic: Woolf’s narrator disputes the nature of character in fiction with recognized and 
rather conventional writers such as Arnold Bennett, John Galsworthy and H.G. Wells. Mrs 
Brown is the object of their common quest, and she manages to escape from her pursuers 
like the will-o’-the-wisp, like pale day moth. And if the essay appears systematized, coher-
ent, going from point to point in order to prove a certain attitude to writing, upon a closer 
look we may conclude that this discourse only feigns its acceptance of the conventions 
of non-fictional prose style. Woolf’s narrator invents not only the amusing anecdote with 
Mrs Brown (amusing though tragic, because we never come to understand the source of 
her pain, the meaning of her existence), but she also invents her opponents, unwriting the 
actual writers, creating her own puppets and masks. For instance, our narrator presents one 
after the other three versions of the novel which might have been written by her opponents, 
and everything goes smoothly until the narrator suddenly halts as if the game has gone too 
far: “but why should I presume to invent Mr Bennett? Does not Mr Bennett write novels 
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himself?” (Woolf 1988, p. 429). Ironically, the contemporary reader (excluding, perhaps, 
literary scholars) may only know Mr Bennett as the dialectical opposite of Woolf’s narra-
tor in that very essay, since his own novels are read very infrequently today. Mr Bennett 
the writer is replaced by Mr Bennett the character who could not quite see Mrs Brown for 
what she really was, who allowed her image to be “dulled and tarnished and vanish for 
ever” (Woolf 1988, p. 432). 

The famous, frequently quoted sentence “on or about December 1910 human charac-
ter changed” (Woolf 1988, p. 421) comes from this essay. We know that Woolf is writing 
about the First Post-Impressionist Exhibition organized by Roger Fry in London (Roe 2003,  
p. 168), but curiously, Woolf does not explain this in the essay. Her choice of the date seems 
almost random, and instead of defending her statement, she describes the change itself, but 
in somewhat ironic tone: “I am not saying that one went out, as one might into a garden, 
and saw that a rose had flowered, or that a hen had laid an egg.” (Woolf 1988, p. 421). The 
image of the rose blossoming out is already familiar – it appeared in “Reading”: “some bud 
feels a sudden release in the night and is found in the morning with all its petals shaken free” 
(Woolf 1988, p.153) and it was the consciousness of death and mortality which brought 
about this change, both imperceptible and sudden at once (once again, we may observe the 
paradoxical nature of Woolf’s metaphors). And yet, the change in human character described 
by Woolf in “Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown” is quite different – it is hardly the vision of beauty 
set free. The second part of the sentence – about the hen laying an egg – betrays Woolf’s 
attitude to all unquestionable, well-defined and self-evidently important accomplishments. 
We see a comic bird flapping its wings, greatly excited to announce to the world its ma-
jor contribution to universal wellbeing and improvement. Woolf is interested neither in the 
growth of poultry population, nor in the scrambled eggs served for breakfast. She is describ-
ing a change much subtler and even less perceptible than the slow unwinding of the flower 
petals on a blossom. No one is really able to postulate that this change has definitely taken 
place, no one can prove it with conclusive evidence. And this is why it is worth the writer’s 
while to observe the reality around him/her, “to describe beautifully if possible, truthfully at 
any rate, our Mrs Brown” (Woolf 1988, p. 436). 

Woolf criticises the writers of the older generation, trying to make the reading public 
look kindly upon the young writers, despite their shortcomings in attempts to capture 
their own Mrs Browns. And she ends her remarkable, contradictory essay with an appeal 
to the reader: “Tolerate the spasmodic, the obscure, the fragmentary, the failure. Your 
help is invoked in a good cause” (Woolf 1988, p. 436). It seems that the main purpose of 
the essay was precisely this: to undermine the “great accomplishments”, to challenge the 
“undisputed masterpieces”, replacing them with a humble old lady with the modest name, 
with a novel written and yet unwritten, constructed in constant dispute with the characters 
and through the help of the reader, imperfect, defiantly incomplete, – and desperately, 
emphatically alive. 
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The Eye

Woolf is frequently considered an ekphrastic writer (Dickey 2010, p. 386). True, her 
works are full of images which are remembered long after the book is returned to its shelf. 
The essay “Pictures”, however, may surprise us (Woolf 1994, p. 243):

The world is full of cripples at the moment, victims of the art of painting who paint 
apples, roses, china, pomegranates, tamarinds, and glass jars as well as words can 
paint them, which is, of course, not very well. We can say for certain that a writer 
whose writing appeals mainly to the eye is a bad writer; that if in describing, say, 
a meeting in a garden he describes roses, lilies, carnations, and shadows on the 
grass, so that we can see them, but allows to be inferred from them ideas, motives, 
impulses, and emotions, it is that he is incapable of using his medium for the pur-
poses for which it was created, and is as a writer a man without legs. 

Just a moment, what is the short story “Blue and Green” if not a description of the glass 
jar? The story begins with deliberately off-focus observation of the glass lustre, a Victorian 
object, a tall crystal vase with pendants of cut glass – a rather poor taste bourgeois version of 
beauty: “The ported fingers of glass hang downwards. The light slides down the glass, and 
drops a pool of green. All day long the ten fingers of the lustre drop green upon the marble” 
(Woolf 1989, p. 142). We may note, however, that the observed object is identified so tenta-
tively that its name may be read as a metaphor. For a contemporary reader, unacquainted with 
Victorian knick-knacks, the text remains a pure fantasy, detached from the material world. In 
addition, the story is not a description, nor an attempt to reflect something seen by the eye. 
Like her beloved post-impressionists, Woolf creates not a copy of the observed object, but 
its equivalent (Froula 2005, p. 15). Her visual language communicates to us impressions and 
dreams inspired by the material thing, which in itself becomes quite unnecessary and indif-
ferent as soon as process of thought is begun. The language fuels imagination (see above for 
an example of this game: blue whale / blue veil). And also, the object is observed as if from 
the other side of the glass, from within the narrator’s consciousness: first we see the fantastic 
metamorphoses, and only later we may (if we really care to) deduce their source. This makes 
the picture live in language, without the reader smelling the paint. We read, while “the eye 
lights up that cave of darkness and we are shown the hard tangible material shapes of bodi-
less thoughts hanging like bats in the primeval darkness where light has never visited them 
before” (“Pictures” –Woolf 1994, p. 244). Notice that the metaphor of the bats – hanging 
upside down – reflects the thoughts in inversion, as the image in camera obscura. 

We have already mentioned several times Woolf’s particular synaesthetic gift for merg-
ing the senses. Therefore, one may be surprised at how consistently she repeats in her essays 



IRENA KSIĘŻOPOLSKA 29

on cinema, painting, visual arts written across decades the idea that every art must remain 
within the boundaries of its own language, must not seek expression outside its own “genre”. 
In “Pictures” Woolf insists: “But painters lose their power directly they attempt to speak. 
They must say what they have to say by shading greens into blues, posing block upon block. 
(...) A story-telling picture is as pathetic and ludicrous as a trick played by a dog, and we ap-
plaud it only because we know that it is as hard for a painter to tell a story with his brush as 
it is for a sheep-dog to balance a biscuit on its nose” (Woolf 1994, p. 245). In “The Cinema” 
Woolf viciously criticizes early cinematography, which – in her opinion – tries too hard to 
replicate literary fiction, therefore turning the reality – already processed and transformed by 
literature – into a pathetic caricature or frightening grotesque disfigurement. She demands 
from the new art of cinema formulation of its own way of expression, convention which 
would have “some relation with the great veins and arteries of our existence” (Woolf 1994, 
p. 352), which would have an unmediated and powerful effect on imagination: “a shadow at 
a certain moment can suggest so much more than the actual gestures and words of men and 
women in a state of fear” (Woolf 1994, p. 350). It is as if Woolf did not want to make one’s 
task easy: imagination may merge the senses, but craft requires dedication from its practi-
tioner. In fact, Woolf is not trying to seal off each art from the other arts, shut it up within 
its own set of conventions. To the contrary, Woolf demands from the artist an ability to step 
outside the stiff convention, to seek new, unexpected ways of expression for one’s very pecu-
liar, perhaps strange, probably incoherent and absurd, and possibly even frightening vision. 

Meanders and shadows

Woolf’s travel writing is as full of the unexpected as her essays in general. She never re-
ally addresses the sights or describes picturesque locations, but writes light, jocund, perverse 
sketches about the meanders of the mind. Travelling often appears as a caprice of a moment, 
which reveals the lively, even nomadic nature of the narrator – her tendency to use a most ri-
diculous excuse (say, a need to buy a pencil) to get out of her room, to explore the city or the 
countryside. Yet, something in the nature of these perambulations suggests that they might 
be purely mental adventures, stationary travels. These are not grand and dramatic journeys, 
distant and perhaps dangerous, the results of tremendous efforts, great courage and unbend-
ing will to explore the farthest and most exotic corners of the world. These are peregrinations 
of an inquisitive and lively mind, presented often in a comic or self-mocking light. In fact, 
Woolf travelled if not widely than sufficiently (cf. McNellie), therefore the style of her travel 
writings is the result of a deliberate strategy – everything must be rarefied into the matter of 
thought, which communicates images and ideas more directly than mere description. 

In “America, which I Have Never Seen” the narrator is identified as “Imagination” and 
she proceeds to coolly describe the continent (which admittedly, she has never visited) 
as the world made of glass and steel, pure and transparent, fast and efficient, – a brightly 
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coloured but ultimately suspect utopia, strangely reminiscent of the futuristic visions of  
H.G. Wells (so cruelly mocked in “Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown”). The fiction-making is 
deliberate, unreserved and audacious, and yet after a little while we begin to find something 
quite convincing in these bright pictures and we begin to nod our heads in concord: quite 
right, Americans are just like that, they are “much freer, wilder, more generous, more ad-
venturous, more spontaneous than we are” (Woolf 2000, p. 131). The ending of the essay 
– which appears perhaps a touch too self-evident: “we must remember, Imagination, with all 
her merits, is not always strictly accurate” (Woolf 2000, p. 132) – sounds like a tease, like 
a touch of pitiless irony: you have been caught, you have been fooled... At the same time, 
Woolf’s America remains “a positive space, a place of democracy and futurity, of largely 
enabling modernity” (McNellie). To support his claim, McNellie cites a different essay – 
“Melodious Meditations”, written and published in 1917. There, indeed, Woolf seems less 
prone to ironic stance, but her focus is on literature, rather than more general “portrait of 
the country” and she is quite in earnest, when she suggests that Americans must not follow 
the already existing conventions of European culture, but forge their own – praising Walt 
Whitman’s originality and citing his preface to Leaves of Grass as the perfect American lit-
erary declaration of independence (Woolf 1987, pp. 81-82). “America, Which I Have Never 
Seen”, published in 1938 in a New York periodical, is a slightly flirtatious, half-mocking 
address to the Americans presenting an ironically glamorous vision of themselves from the 
patently English point of view.

And yet, something in these pages brings to mind the portraits of Americans out of Henry 
James’ novels. We can glimpse him in Woolf’s review of his book Portraits of Places. In 
fact, Woolf often mentions James, both in her essays and reviews and in her private cor-
respondence, and “James holds her, entraps her, and elicits at the same time her critical 
reserve” (Fogel 1990, p. 55). She was acquainted with him from the times when he was 
a frequent guest in her father’s house. She writes of him warmly and yet with irritation, 
calling him “poor old Henry” (Nicholson 1976, p. 548). She writes about him using strik-
ing metaphors: “I am reading Henry James and feel myself as one entombed in a block of 
smooth amber” (Nicholson 1975, p. 305), and again repeating this particularly pleasing im-
age in another letter: “I am embalmed in a book of Henry James: The American Scene: like 
a fly in amber. I don’t expect to get out; but it is very quiet and luminous” (Nicholson 1975, 
p. 304). Fly in amber: enchanted and completely immobilized, lost to reality but enjoying the 
calm and peculiar amber-coloured light that spreads evenly around her. Thus, she is enjoying 
the prose and yet intuiting a particular danger for herself within it. She also writes of him 
with admiration: “James summons back the past and makes us a present of that” (“The Old 
Order”, Woolf 1987, p. 173). Note the peculiar word game in the last quote: the past which 
James summons back is presented as a wrapped up precious gift, but also as the present mo-
ment – a gift, which turns the fly entombed in amber into the living insect. She associates 
James almost exclusively with the past, sometimes praising his sophistication, but also often 
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pushing him away, deliberately moving him into the bygone times of the previous generation 
of writers, with whom she wishes to have nothing in common. But if we listen closely, we 
hear constant echoes of James’ prose in Woolf’s writings which are also “of the extreme rich-
ness and complexity – to use [his] two favourite adjectives” (“Portraits of Places” – Woolf 
1986, p. 127), describing situations so delicately posed, in phrases so carefully nuanced that 
their meaning often becomes fugitive, ungraspable. 

Reviewing James’ essays, Woolf uses the same mixed tone: “indeed, it is possible to read 
Mr Henry James (…) not only with pleasure, and possibly with profit, but also certainly 
with amusement” (Woolf 1986, p. 125). Woolf the essayist contemplates the work of another 
writer in the same genre, amused by his descriptions of England and its people – which are as 
full of conceit and invention as her own (much later) descriptions of the Americans, in such 
essays as “America which I have never seen”. Both Woolf and James assume the attitude 
of “of an irresponsible guest who may look upon the whole of Europe [or America] as an 
entertainment preserved, long after its original use has disappeared, for his own diversion” 
(Woolf 1986, p. 125).

And yet, James is not simply another writer Woolf discusses, an author of interesting 
or curious texts. He belongs to the shadows who surround the female writer and whom she 
has to learn to ignore – fighting their charm, rejecting their influence to free herself from 
the stifling embrace of the dying convention. She writes of this most vividly in “Professions 
for Women”, where she depicts her fight with the Angel of the House (Woolf 2000, p. 480): 

And when I came to write I encountered her with the very first words. The shad-
ow of her wings fell on my page; I heard the rustling of her skirts in the room. 
Directly, that is to say, I took my pen in my hand to review that novel by a famous 
man, she slipped behind me and whispered: … 

This is one of the most famous scenes from Woolf’s essays, and it is out of “Professions 
for Women” that her great feminist critique of society – “The Room of One’s Own” – has 
grown. The struggle with the Angel is depicted with startling vividness. The figure borrowed 
from Coventry Patmore’s notorious poem tries to control the pen of the writer. Woolf does 
not attempt to chase away this shadow, or to twist her pen out of its hands. What she does to 
combat the Angel is much bolder, and crueller (Woolf 2000, p. 481):

I turned upon her and caught her by the throat. I did my best to kill her. My ex-
cuse, if I were to be had up in a court of law, would be that I acted in self-defence. 
Had I not killed her she would have killed me. She would have plucked the heart 
out of my writing. 
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This is murder in cold blood - though Woolf claims that it is only in self-defence. This is 
how the writer views her struggle with the past, both in the aspect of the social conventions 
and expectations, and in the sense of literary tradition. And as she fights with the Angel she 
also fights with the famous writers, whose work she is attempting to review. James, Bennett, 
Wells or even Shakespeare and Dickens – each of them is, no doubt, wonderful, and at times 
Woolf expresses adoration and admiration (often mixed with dread). But she also knows that 
as long as she remains in the shadow of the great writers, her own prose will remain feeble, 
fickle, insecure. When, however, she finds it in herself to be critical and derisive, when she 
supresses the instinct for admiration, measuring the giants of the past with her cold, merci-
less gaze, when she turns to the mirror and lucidly studies her own reflection – shadows flee 
and all the blood-sucking phantoms disappear. 

Imaginary Lives

“Life writing” is a strange term: not quite the same as „biography”: the emphasis on „life” 
is so strong, that one imagines a completely different, new genre: rooted not so much in facts, 
dates and events, as in the organic tissue of the moment which constitutes human character and 
fate. This is the term Woolf prefers to use to speak of biography. Woolf is both intrigued and 
repulsed by this genre, suspicious of its easy assumptions. Is it at all possible – to write the 
life of a human being, of a real, physically and socially existing man, without inventing him 
from the nails of his toes up to the bald spot on the crown of his head? We may remember that 
Woolf’s father Leslie Stephen was the first editor of the monumental Dictionary of National 
Biography, and in To the Lighthouse he may be recognized in the slightly comic figure of Mr 
Ramsay, who cannot go beyond the letter “R” – beyond his own self. Woolf also tried her hand 
at biographical writing, and these works reflect her apprehensive, or even sceptical attitude to 
life writing. Roger Fry – a biography of her friend, artist and critic, written at the request of 
his family, and therefore with painstaking fidelity to the factual side of his personal history, – 
Woolf herself believed to be her greatest artistic failure. She fared better when she deliberately 
wrote in dissonance with expectations of others. Flash is an attempt to depict the events of 
Elizabeth Browning’s life through the medium of her spaniel’s story – a perfect dog biography, 
written in flamboyant and agile prose, wonderful precisely because it dares to move the focus 
from the famous writer to the non-human being, generally considered beneath the attention of 
any serious historian. Orlando is the writer’s holiday, mockery of history, invented collective 
biography of several generations of Sackville-Wests, or perhaps of their house (Knole) – that 
is, straightforward fiction, merely stylized as biography. Both these books are interesting as an 
experiment, but both rather undermine the possibility of writing a “serious” biography, than 
create a new convention for the genre. 

In her essays on life writing, we may observe with some surprise that Woolf is decidedly 
against biographies which mix together the tangibility of fact and the enchantment of fiction. 
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She critiques Lytton Strachey’s books as either futile endeavours or spectacularly interesting 
failures: his works “suggest many possible answers to the question whether biography is an 
art, and if not why it fails” (“The Art of Biography” – Woolf 2000, p. 182). She keeps repeat-
ing that the clash between fact and fiction destroys them both. Beneath the layer of carefully 
worded praise and delicately stated critique of Strachey one may discern the question which 
troubles her: if a biography (rather than fiction) is capable of grasping the essence of some-
one’s soul, why then so many of these works are simply dead? The biographer’s pursuit of 
an alien soul seems akin to the night moth hunt: “the phantom is through the mind and out of 
the window before we can lay salt on its tail, or slowly sinking and returning to the profound 
darkness which it has lit up momentarily with a wandering light” (“Montaigne” – Woolf 
1994, p. 72). The moth hunt, as we have seen in “Reading”, is an experience of causing 
death, and therefore the soul hunt becomes something similar – the biographer all too often 
holds in his hands the chloroform jar. 

Strachey, however, has succeeded at least in part – in Eminent Victorians, in short sketches, 
he managed to gather together figures of the past without putting them to death, but to the con-
trary, causing them to come back to life, though often in a changed, caricatured, irresponsibly 
overdressed form. He managed to restore to them the joyful piquancy of the living creatures 
made of flesh and blood. In her biographical essays Woolf often seems to be following in 
Strachey’s footsteps, but with one significant difference: while producing brief and fragmen-
tary sketches instead of the carefully and painstakingly planned and structured works, she 
seems to enjoy calling back to life the marginal and obscure, peculiar and enchantingly odd fig-
ures. Thus, the Duchess of Newcastle appears, living “only in the few splendid phrases” (“The 
Duchess of Newcastle” – Woolf 1994, p. 81); Geraldine Jewsbury, a novel writer, glides by in 
the role of Mrs Carlyle’s correspondent (“Geraldine and Jane” – Woolf 2009, pp. 505-519); in 
the midst of the lush foliage we glimpse the face of the entomologist Eleonor Ormerod (“Miss 
Ormerod” – Woolf 1994, pp. 131-145). Leslie Stephen, Woolf’s father, majestically cross-
es the few pages dedicated to him (“Leslie Stephen, the Philosopher at Home: A Daughter’s 
Memories” – Woolf 2009, p. 585-593). Mary Wollstonecraft – today much less obscure than 
in Woolf’s times – flashes through like the blindingly bright comet on a wrong orbit, leaving 
a trail of light on the retina of the half-blinded readers (“Four Lives: Mary Wollstonecraft” 
– Woolf 2009, pp. 471-477). These blazing flares might also be the trace of Julia Margaret 
Cameron’s antique camera flash (“Julia Margaret Cameron” – Woolf 1994, p. 375-376). 

Each of these historical characters manages to survive the transfer into the realm of paper 
– perhaps because Woolf allows them to appear in a somewhat ghostly, phantom shape, treat-
ing them almost like imaginary figures, brought to life through a spicy peculiarity, ridiculous 
or incredible detail. She thus disenchants life writing, getting rid of all the dreadful and mur-
derous properties of the professional biographer, – just as beloved by her Montaigne – “re-
fused to teach; (…) refused to preach” (“Montaigne” – Woolf 1994, p.72). Woolf seems to 
recognize herself in Montaigne’s meandering style, hence her “appreciation of Montaigne’s 
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dialogic and digressive aesthetic” (Luckhurst 1999, p. 42). And like Montaigne she leaves 
a lasting impression. We will remember long after putting away the book in its place in 
the case carved with birds pecking wooden fruit how Mary Wollstonecraft drenched her 
skirts before throwing herself into the river – to avoid Ophelia’s error, how Julia Margaret 
Cameron wondered whether snails had teeth. Is this not enough?
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Wędrówka czytelnika: eseje Virginii Woolf

Streszczenie

Autorka analizuje styl i treść esejów Virginii Woolf. Gatunek eseistyczny został na nowo wy-
myślony przez Woolf, znanej z pisania prozy bezwątkowej, którą jednak obserwujemy sięgającej do 
struktur opartych na fabule w swoich rzekomo niefikcyjnych dziełach. W eseju omawiane są przykła-
dy tej techniki, odnosząc się do jej prozy eseistycznej o czytaniu, pisaniu fikcji, biografii, podróżach 
i sztuce oglądania świata.

Słowa kluczowe: Woolf, Modernizm, gatunek biografii, gatunek eseistyki.
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