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Virginia Woolf

<= Preface

For she had a great variety of selves to call upon, far more than we have been
able to find room for, since a biography is considered complete if it merely
accounts for six or seven selves, whereas a person may well have as many
thousand.

Virginia Woolf, Orlando

irginia Woolf attracts some of the most diverse responses of any twentieth-

century writer. At one end of the spectrum are those who vilify her as a snob
and eugenicist; at the other are an adoring group who have sanctified her, seeing her
suicide as a sacrifice or martyrdom. At times her detractors and acolytes alike seem
uninterested in reading attentively what she wrote. Some critics have mistaken the
outrageous comments of characters she created as her own views. Some enthusiasts
ignore her novels and journalism, content with a fragmentary knowledge of the
members of her family and her circle of friends collectively known as The
Bloomsbury Group.

Much of the response to Virginia Woolf is a reaction against what she and
those close to her appear to represent. The English class structure and its associated
antipathies have some bearing on how she is perceived. Virginia was born into a
privileged background and had a number of wealthy and titled friends. The man she
married came from a different background. Leonard Woolf was a Jew who had left-
wing political views, upon which he acted. Virginia supported him but was not
wholly committed to some of the causes to which he gave his time and energy. She
wrote articles and reviews for both left- and right-wing newspapers but, in order to
be free to publish what she wished, she set up her own printing press with her
husband. In addition to novels, she wrote biography, autobiographical sketches, short
stories, essays and drama, as well as thousands of letters and volumes of diaries. In
her diaries, she wrote frankly about her own life and the lives of her family and
friends. She recognized that she occasionally contradicted herself, and she
consciously gave this tendency to characters in her novels. She also used her diaries
to comment on her work-in-progress, and to record her immediate responses to

criticisms of her published work.



Virginia Woolf was born in Victorian England, and from an early age was
aware of the unequal treatment of the sexes. She was a feminist who lived to see
women win the right to vote, and her feminism became more radical as she grew
older. During her lifetime, she witnessed two world wars, observing the rise of right-
wing dictatorships in the 1930s. In her writing, she sought to connect the political
with the personal. She declined all honours that were offered to her. When she died,
more than two hundred people, from a great variety of backgrounds, wrote to her
husband. In these letters, when writing of her many qualities, ‘kind” was the word
most often used.

This biography draws many of its sources and illustrations from the
outstanding collections of Woolf manuscripts and possessions in the British Library,
the Tate Gallery Archive and Chatto and Windus at Random House in London; the
National Trust property that was once her home, Monk’s House at Rodmell in Sussex;
and the Berg Collection of the New York Public Library. Its purpose is not to present
the many views of her expressed by critics, nor to assess the quality or value of her
writing. Rather, it is intended to give a clear account of her life and works, to show
who and what influenced her thought, and to introduce a writer whose works stll

have the power to touch the hearts and stimulate the minds of readers.
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Childhood

<= (Childhood

Who was I then? Adeline Virginia Stephen, the second daughter of Leslie and
Julia Prinsep Stephen, born on 25th January 1882, descended from a great
many people, some famous, others obscure; born into a large connection, born
not of rich parents, but of well-to-do parents, born into a very communicative,

literate, letter writing, visiting, articulate, late nineteenth century world.

he ‘large connection’ to which Virginia Woolf refers in the above extract from  The birthplace of
. ) Virginia Woolf, 22
her memoir, A Sketch of the Past, included her large and complex immediate  Hyde Park Gate, today.

family. Each of her parents had been married before and widowed. Her mother, Julia,

Author's photograph

came from an artistic family. Her first husband had been a barrister named Herbert
Duckworth, and Julia had three Duckworth children when she married her second
husband, Leslie Stephen. He had one daughter, Laura, from his
first marriage. Together, Julia and Leslie Stephen had four more
children. When the last was born in 1883, the children to whom
Leslie Stephen was father or step-father were George
Duckworth, aged 15; Stella Duckworth, aged 14; Gerald
Duckworth, aged 13; Laura Stephen, aged 13;Vanessa Stephen,
aged 4; Thoby Stephen, aged 3; Virginia Stephen, almost 2; and
Adrian just born.

The Stephen family lived at 22 Hyde Park Gate, London.
It was a large house on several floors, with basement and attic
rooms, and was located just south of Kensington Gardens, one of
the Royal Parks. The family employed servants, including those
whose special duty it was to look after the children. Laura
Stephen lived separately from the others. Her mother, Leslie’s
first wife, was a daughter of the writer William Thackeray. Her
name was Minny, and she had been born in 1840. Immediately
after Minny’s birth, Thackeray’s wife had become mentally

unbalanced, and spent the rest of her life in nursing homes.

During her lifetime, the term used for Mrs Thackeray’s



Virginia Woolf

condition was ‘madness’. When Laura Stephen failed to develop as quickly as other
children, Leslie worried that she had inherited her grandmother’s madness, as well as
the mental instability of some male members of his own family. Her behaviour and
speech were unpredictable and she had limited powers of concentration. A woman
was employed to look after her, as her personal nanny or ‘nurse’. As the children of
Julia and Leslie Stephen - Vanessa, Thoby, Virginia and Adrian - had a separate
nursery, Laura was both part and not part of the household. When Virginia was five,
Laura moved away from the family home to be cared for in the country.

It is as well that the subject of ‘madness’ in Leslie Stephen’s family is mentioned
early in a biographical account of his daughter. Many people who have never read
Virginia Woolf’s novels will know two things about her: that she was ‘mad’ and that
she drowned herself. That her family and friends referred to her periods of mental
Virginia in 1884, held i )
by her mother, Julia. instability as ‘madness’ and that she committed suicide at the age of 59 are both facts.

But they are by no means the most interesting facts about her. Nevertheless, interest
Random House, London ’ - .

in them persists. A number of seemingly related elements are often noted regarding

her ‘madness’: the odd, uncontrolled behaviour of her half-sister Laura; the

mental illness of Laura’s grandmother (no blood relation of Virginia’s);

the erratic behaviour, following a blow to the head, of one of Leslie

Stephen’s cousins; and the melancholy turn of Leslie’s mind.

These all pre-dated the life of Virginia, and the reader must

decide to what extent heredity, childhood and adult
experiences contributed to her periods of mental instability,
and whether the proportionally greater part of her life and
its achievements prove to be of more interest.

It was Vanessa, of all her siblings, to whom Virginia
was closest throughout her life. She described their
relationship as ‘a close conspiracy’. When Virginia decided

to kill herself, she wrote suicide notes to two people: to her
husband, Leonard, and to Vanessa. In an interview recorded
fifteen years after Virginia’s death, Vanessa recalled that, when
she and Virginia were small, Virginia asked her which of their

parents Vanessa preferred. Vanessa, though greatly shocked by the

(8]



question, thought for a moment and then replied that, if she must make a choice, she

would choose their mother. Virginia, however, ‘on the whole, preferred my father,
said Vanessa. In the year that Virginia was born, Leslie Stephen took on the editorship
of the new Dictionary of National Biography, generally referred to as the DNB. He spent
ten years on this work, only in the last year being assisted by the man who succeeded
him as editor. Highly respected as a scholar and writer, Virginia’s father nevertheless
agonized about his work on the DNB - as he did about much else - and was the
dominant figure in the family.

Julia Stephen was considered very beautitul, although her children - perhaps
Virginia more than Vanessa or their brothers - were not conscious of this. Somehow,
for Virginia, Julia’s beauty was inextricably linked with her motherhood. Tt was,
Virginia wrote, a ‘natural quality that a mother - she seemed typical, universal, yet
our own in particular - had by virtue of being our mother’. And ‘she was central’, a
fundamental element of childhood’s happiness. As a late-Victorian woman of the
upper-middle classes, Julia Stephen spent much of her time in helping those less
fortunate than herself, and in writing letters. She was opposed to women’s rights,
including the right to vote in local or national government elections. Vanessa
expressed the view that a lasting portrait of both their parents was to be found in

Virginia’s novel, 7o the Lighthouse, written long after their deaths.

Childhood

Virginia and bher

father, Leslie Stephen.

Random House, London



Virginia Woolf

Virginia was confident in the love of both her parents, but especially that of
her father, for whom she was a favourite. Each summer from 1882 to 1894 the
Stephen children spent two to three months by the sea in Cornwall. Leslie Stephen,
on a walking tour there in 1881, had decided to take the lease on a large villa named
Talland House. He described its position above the bay of St Ives as a ‘pocket
paradise’. Although the journey from London each summer was arduous, with
children, servants and luggage, Julia agreed with her husband that the house, its
garden and the proximity of the sea provided a delightful summer home for the
children. A local resident remembered Leslie Stephen’s enjoyment of playing in the

sea with his children, and Virginia’s memories of those summers seem bathed in a

golden light:

It had, when we came there, a perfect view -
right across the Bay to Godrevy Lighthouse.
It had running down the hill, little lawns,
surrounded by thick escallonia bushes, whose
leaves ome picked and pressed and smelt: it
had so many corners and lawns that each was
named: the coffee garden; the fountain; the
cricket  ground; the love corner...the
strawberry bed; the kitchen garden; the pond;

and the big tree.

A Sketch of the Past

Virginia, ‘the demon The cricket ground mentioned above was the site of many of Virginia’s
bowler’, playing wicket- . . G , .
keeper to ber younger sporting triumphs, and she was named by the family ‘the demon bowler’. During her

brother and batsman,
Adrian, in the gavden of
Talland House, St Ives. she wrote of the most important of all her memories:

childhood, life in St Ives was ‘ecstasy’ - or so it seemed to her in her late fifties, when

Tate Gallery Archive
bearing the waves breaking, one, two, one, two, and sending a splash of water
over the beach; and then breaking, one, two, one, two, behind a yellow blind.

It is of bearing the blind draw its little acorn across the floor as the wind blew



the blind out. It is of lying and hearing this plash and seeing this light, and
feeling, it is almost impossible that I should be here; of feeling the purest ecstasy
[ can conceive.

A Sketch of the Past

Many guests stayed at Talland House, both family and friends. Amongst the
latter was James Russell Lowell, the poet and essayist whom Leslie Stephen had met
in America during the Civil War in 1863, and who later became the American
ambassador in London. Although none of the children of Leslie and Julia were
baptised, they had the secular equivalents of godparents and Virginia’s was Lowell.
Another expatriate American friend of their father’s, the novelist Henry James,
features in the family photograph albums.

Both in St Ives and at home in London, from

1891 to 1895, the children produced weekly issues

Childhood

The front page of an
early edition of Hyde
Park Gate News,
produced by the Stephen

children.

British Library, Additional
MS 70725, folio 13

of the family journal, the Hyde Park Gate News.
Vanessa recalled, when interviewed, that Virginia
watched and waited in excitement to hear her
parents’ opinion of it. Her mother’ verdict on one
edition, as she handed it to her husband, was that it
was ‘rather clever, 1 think’. The cleverness often
resided in the children’s use of irony and humour at

each other’s expense - and at the expense of their

parents and other adults. Two serial stories ran
through several editions; even at this early stage in
Virginia’s writing career, she was not content with
short pieces of journalism alone. And Leslie
Stephen considered that, even as a child, Virginia

showed sufficient talent to ‘be an author in time’.

eV,
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Opposite page top:

Virginia with her half-
sister and half-brother,
Stella and CGeorge
Duckworth, 1896.

Tate Gallery Archive

Opposite page bottom:

Vanessa Stephen,
painting bher first
portrait commission, of
Lady Robert Cecil, at
Hatfield House, 1905.

Tate Gallery Archive

= A Series of Blows

Virginia's childhood in the 1880s and 1890s had not only its joys, but also its
miseries and disappointments. Nevertheless, as a member of a large and
relatively prosperous family, she was essentially happy and secure until the first great
tragedy of her life. It occurred when she was 13 years old. In the Hyde Park Gate News
of 4 March 1895 there appears a report that for two weeks ‘Mrs Leslie Stephen has
been in bed with the influenza’. Although Julia apparently recovered, within less than
two months she became dangerously ill with rheumatic fever. The Duckworth
children, by then in their mid-to-late twenties, decided to return home from their
European holiday in the last week of April. Stella was particularly concerned to be
with her mother. But Julia lived only a week or so longer, dying on 5 May 1895, aged
forty-nine.

In the face of death, Virginia was disturbed to observe that she - like Septimus
Warren Smith in Mrs Dalloway, a character she was to create almost thirty years later
- felt ‘nothing whatever’. She was unsettled by her reactions; for example, when she
kissed the face of her dead mother, she recoiled at its coldness - ‘it was like kissing
cold iron’. It was these physical responses rather than her emotional condition that
she wrote of in later life. It is clear from her family’s comments at the time that she
was deeply distressed by the loss of her mother, and suffered a prolonged period of
emotional disturbance, usually referred to as her first ‘breakdown’. Although, near
the end of her life, Virginia Woolf wrote in A Sketch of the Past about her feelings
following her mother’s death, she wrote nothing at the time that it happened. Her
father’s letters and her half-sister Stella’s diary entries suggest that it took more than
a year for her deeply unsettled condition to pass.

In addition to concerning herself with Virginia’s ill-health, and dealing with
her own grief, Stella Duckworth found that she had also to bear the brunt of her
stepfather’s mourning. Leslie felt in despair that he had not loved Julia as he ought,
and endlessly sought Stella’s reassurance that he had not been a bad husband to her
mother. Other emotional demands were being made of Stella at this time which were
more pleasing than those of her stepfather. During her mother’s lifetime, Stella had

refused Jack Hills as a possible husband but in the summer of 1896 she accepted his



