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Preface

Reading Virginia Woolf will change your life, may even save it. If you want to
make sense of modern life, the works of Virginia Woolf remain essential
reading. More than fifty years since her death, accounts of her life still set the
pace for modern modes of living. Plunge (and this Introduction is intended to
help you take the plunge) into Woolf’s works — at any point — whether in her
novels, her short stories, her essays, her polemical pamphlets, or her pub-
lished letters, diaries, memoirs and journals — and you will be transported by
her elegant, startling, buoyant sentences to a world where everything in
modern life (cinema, sexuality, shopping, education, feminism, politics,
war and so on) is explored and questioned and refashioned. ‘My brain’, she
confides in one diary entry, ‘is ferociously active’ (D3 132); and Woolf’s
writing is infused with her formidably productive mental energy, with her
appetite for modern life, modern people and modern art. Woolf’s writing
both records and shapes modern experience, modern consciousness; but it
also opens up to scrutiny the process of writing itself, a process she herself
frequently records, and also finds exhilarating.

She famously depicts fictional writing, in A Room of One’s Own (1929), as
‘a spider’s web, attached ever so lightly perhaps, but still attached to life at all
four corners’ Fictional works may, Woolf claims, ‘seem to hang there com-
plete by themselves. But when the web is pulled askew, hooked up at the edge,
torn in the middle, one remembers that these webs are not spun in mid-air
by incorporeal creatures, but are the work of suffering human beings, and are
attached to grossly material things, like health and money and the houses we
live in’ (AROO 62-3). This Introduction will guide you through Woolf’s
writing, but also delineate for you the life of the person who produced it
(her critical and cultural afterlife, too): you will be introduced, then, to both
spider and web. As an appetiser to both, let us sample Woolf’s fascinating
account of her writing process at the heart of her writing life.

In the spring of 1927, the 35-year-old Woolf takes stock, in one brief
diary entry, of her achievements to date — she has by now published five
novels, including Mrs Dalloway (1925) and To the Lighthouse (1927) —as she

iii



v Preface

contemplates beginning her sixth novel, Orlando (1928), and even enjoys
glimpses of her seventh, The Waves (1931); at the same time, she is also
knuckling down to writing the most enduringly modern, feminist manifesto,
A Room of One’s Own. Considering the shape of the work that is to become
Orlando, she envisages that ‘Everything is to be tumbled in pall mall [sic]. It is
to be written as I write letters at the top of my speed . . . No attempt is to be
made to realise the character. Sapphism is to be suggested. Satire is to be the
main note — satire & wildness’ (D3 131). But this novel is also to ‘satirise’ her
own, previous writing:

For the truth is I feel the need of an escapade after these serious poetic
experimental books . . . I want to kick up my heels & be off. I want to
embody all those innumerable little ideas & tiny stories which flash into
my mind at all seasons. I think this will be great fun to write; & it will
rest my head before starting the very serious, mystical poetical work
which I want to come next. (D3 131)

This premonition of the novel that becomes The Waves sets her thinking

about her writing agenda for the coming months, and her own creative
processes:

Meanwhile . . . I have to write my book on fiction [A Room of One’s
Own|] & that wont be done till January, I suppose. I might dash off a
page or two now & then by way of experiment. And it is possible that
the idea will evaporate. Anyhow this records the odd hurried
unexpected way in which these things suddenly create themselves — one
thing on top of another in about an hour. So I made up Jacob’s Room
looking at the fire at Hogarth House; so I made up The Lighthouse one
afternoon in the square here. (D3 131-2)

However quickly her works are conceived and ‘made up’, as she records
here, Woolf’s final published works we know to have been rigorously drafted
and redrafted. Every word in every sentence on every page has been subjected
to her scrutiny. Her pride in such perfectionism is evident in another diary
entry: ‘Dear me, how lovely some parts of The Lighthouse are! Soft & pliable,
& I think deep, & never a word wrong for a page at a time’ (D3 132). The
following Introduction to Woolf aims to show you the main features of her
web, but also to illuminate some of its finely wrought detail, too — the crucial
engineering of her sentences, the devastating precision of her words. It will
also consider how both spider and web have in turn been woven into decades
of literary criticism and theory, and academic and popular accounts of
modern culture. In short, The Cambridge Introduction to Virginia Woolf offers
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a unique combination of clear and informative entreées to the life, works, and
cultural and critical contexts. As well as providing you with the essential basic
facts in all these realms, it will give you the opportunity to make informed
decisions about further reading in Woolf and Woolf studies. This Introduc-
tion owes its existence and is also dedicated to the international community
of Woolf scholars, which is now so large, and its works so numerous, that it
has not been possible to cite in these pages every name or contribution of
significance. I would also like to thank the many students and colleagues with
whom, over many happy years, | have studied Virginia Woolf’s writings — at
the Universities of Dundee, Glasgow and Edinburgh, and at the Scottish
Universities’ International Summer School.

‘We are the words; we are the music;
we are the thing itself” (MOB 72)
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