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Introduction:
Umbrellas and Bluebonnets
JANE MARCUS

I used to think that the notion that there was a Virginia Woolf
Cult was a fabrication of conservative critics to discredit both
Virginia Woolf and her readers. But, shortly before its demise as
the arbiter of American middlebrow taste, the Saturday Review
published a coy article on the subject, attributing the revival of
Woolf’s reputation to her own feminism and the interest of
feminist critics. There is obviously some truth to this, as A Room of
One’s Own is required reading in many Women’s Studies courses.
On what authority I do not know, the writer in the Saturday Review
named me as the leader of the Woolf Cult, a fact I learned with
some dismay as a pile of letters (mostly from women in small
Southern American towns) arrived, asking to join. No one would
use the word ‘cult’ to describe the drinking of green beer on
Bloomsday or the myriad readings, conferences, plays, speeches
and newspaper articles which celebrated the Joyce centenary. Yet
Joyce fans do seem to be more prone to ritual observance and
religious enthusiasm than Woolf fans are. (I do remember at a
conference years ago an all-night collective reading of The Waves,
but it is the only incident which could even vaguely confer cult
status on readers of Virginia Woolf.) Shortly afterwards, Peter
Watson quoted the Saturday Review article for readers of the
London 7imes, mocking the vulgarity of American readers and
critics for the tastelessness of an interest in Virginia Woolf which
he compared to the Marilyn Monroe following — all based on
madness, suicide, odd marriages and feminism. Again I was
singled out, for the folly of responding to Quentin Bell’s character-
isation of American feminists as ‘lupine critics’ by declaring that
we ought to wear the label proudly as long as we can’t escape it. |
once compared us to a tall, hardy variety of lupine which
flourishes in the Wind Rivers in Wyoming. But now that I am in
Texas, there is a natural parallel in the state flower, a lupine called
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2 Virginia Woolf and Bloomsbury

Bluebonnet, native to Texas and planted by Lady Bird Johnson in
abundance along the highways.

As Nigel Nicolson explains in his essay (Ch. 1), Bernard Levin’s
‘Cry, Woolf, but I Won’t Be Listening’ (The Times, 8 May 1980) is
a fair example of the attitude of some British readers toward
Virginia Woolf and Bloomsbury. In Noel Annan’s essay on
Bloomsbury and the Leavises (Ch. 2), one may find an answer to
their contempt for Woolfin that there appears to be no professor of
literature at a major university untainted by the Leavis hatred of
all they thought she stood for, who could come to her defence or
organise a conference in her honour. Nigel Nicolson is correct in
pointing out that there were no British celebrations on Woolf’s
centenary except, I have since been informed, a conference
organised by a librarian at King’s College, Cambridge. Even The
Times Literary Supplement, a journal for which she faithfully wrote
for a lifetime, made no mention of the event, though Joyce was
duly féted both in the universities and in the journals (see TLS, 25
Feb 1982).

But it is not only the Leavises’ poisonous pronouncements
which produce British diffidence and distaste. In an interview in
the Guardian (21 Mar 1982) Quentin and Olivier Bell were quoted
as saying, ‘she wasn’t a feminist and she wasn’t political’. They
‘kept their heads down’, hoping that Woolf’s centenary would not
be celebrated, were ‘relieved’ that it was not celebrated in her
mother country and sorry that Americans see her as Joan of Arc.
‘The shunning of the anniversary in Britain has not caused pain to
the Bells.” In the next column Frank Tuohy reviewed volume V of
the diary ‘of a notoriously touchy lady’, admitting that he found
Woolf’s novels ‘nearly unreadable’. He said that her images are
‘meaningless as a hiccup’, complaining of ‘woozy pretentiousness’
in her fiction. Bernard Levin went even further and declared that
he would never read anything about Woolf or Bloomsbury again
as long as he lives. He boasted that he hadn’t read her fiction (‘in
my opinion all Virginia Woolf’s novels are unreadable, and none
of them would be worth reading even if they weren’t’).

In Mr Levin’s opinion, all of Bloomsbury, with the exception of
Forster, deserves no more than a footnote. But that footnote has
spawned:

forty shelvesful of books, ranging from three . . . volume studies
of her use of the semi-colon to the memoirs of her chiropodist,
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from massive biographies of the manager of the shop where she
used to get her coffee (by post) to examinations of the parallels
between her work and that of Damon Runyon, from books
designed to prove that the early essays attributed to her were in
fact written by George the Fifth to books designed to disprove
the theory that Radclyffe Hall was one of her pseudonyms. (It
was as a matter of fact.)

Levin claimed that he was being persecuted by Bloomsbury and
said that he would shortly turn around and hit it with his
umbrella. One may see this book as a loaded umbrella with which
to do battle with the likes of Mr Levin, though I sincerely regret
that we have no essay on Woolf’s use of the comma. My hope is
that it is now being written in the wilds of North Dakota, and will
turn up in the next Bloomsbury book. What I find most amusing
about Levin’s essay is his complete ignorance of the fact that his
anti-academic stance of ‘common reader’ against the professors of
literature, his comic intimacy with his reader, even his umbrella-
brandishing, derive directly from Virginia Woolf’s own review-
ing-style! It was she who gave him the language and form for his
essay. It was, after all, Virginia Woolf who wrote, ‘It is always well
to re-read the classics. It is always wholesome to make sure that
they still earn their pedestals and do not merely cast their shadows
over heads bent superstitiously from custom’ (7LS, 7 Feb 1918). 1
envy Mr Levin his first reading of To the Lighthouse on some clear
day when the clouds of the Leavises’ spirits have stopped raining
on the literature departments of British universities.

Lest the reader have the impression that umbrella bashing is
exclusively a British sport, let me call attention to a syndicated
column by the conservative American George F. Will which
appeared on 9 January 1983. He attacked the Equal Rights
Amendment, using A Room of One’s Own as his club (or umbrella),
misreading a great democratic document as a ‘flight of chilling
whimsy’, arguing for the education of only an intellectual elite of
women. This is a direct reversal of the message of the text. Where
did Mr Will get the notion that Virginia Woolf was an elitist? Not,
I assure you, from any writings of hers, but from those books about
Bloomsbury which maintain this myth. Whose interest, we may
ask, does the maintenance of this myth serve?

It is the purpose of this book to show the wealth and diversity of
Woolf criticism on both sides of the Atlantic. Her novels and

i

4

NIEEZE N, FFE 4 ARPDFiF W SK www. ertongbook. com

b



