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    VIRGINIA WOOLF


    ENGLISH WRITER


    
      	Born in London in 1882.


      	Died in Lewes, Sussex in 1941.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	Mrs Dalloway (1925), novel


          	To the Lighthouse (1927), novel


          	A Room of One’s Own (1929), essay

        

      

    


    Virginia Woolf is widely considered to be one of the most important writers of the 20th century. She is known for her experimental style, which is representative of literary modernism, and for her feminism.


    Woolf wrote several works of fiction and non-fiction, which remain widely read, discussed and studied to this day. Her constantly evolving writing style made her an important figure of literary modernism. She experimented with writing techniques such as non-linear narratives and stream of consciousness (a literary style which attempts to depict the flow of a character’s thoughts as they occur instead of organising them in a logical or linear fashion). Woolf’s fiction and non-fiction explore issues such as the social reality of her society and how individuals experience it, as well as women’s place in society. Woolf can be described as one of the most influential feminist thinkers of the 20th century. Her essay A Room of One’s Own, in which she argues, among other things, for the need for women to be educated and to have financial freedom, is one example of her investigation of gender questions. Woolf’s feminism and her unique writing style have ensured her a place as an iconic figure.

  


  
    JACOB’S ROOM


    A FRAGMENTED EXPLORATION OF IDENTITY


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Woolf, V. (1992) Jacob’s Room. London: Penguin Books


      	1st edition: 1922


      	Themes: identity, social conventions, difficulty of expression, perception of reality, subjective experiences, gender, war

    


    Jacob’s Room is Virginia Woolf’s third novel. It is her first truly modernistic novel, and it is often seen as a turning point in her fiction, in which she discovers her literary voice. The novel experiments with fragmented narration and with subjective narrative points of view which attempt to capture lived experience in all its complexity.


    The novel follows its protagonist, Jacob Flanders, as he develops from a child to a man. Jacob studies in Cambridge, lives in London, travels to Greece, and finally fights in the First World War, where he is killed. The storytelling is disjointed, and Jacob is described as he is seen by others, mainly by the women in his life. This narrative technique keeps Jacob’s true identity somewhat beyond the grasp of the reader and demonstrates the difficulty of knowing who someone is and the problems with character analysis. Jacob’s interactions in British pre-war society, his experiences abroad and finally his death in war are mainly described indirectly, thus breaking with traditional, realistic fiction.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    JACOB’S CHILDHOOD


    The novel follows Jacob Flanders’ life, starting from his childhood. At the beginning of the novel, Betty Flanders is in Cornwall with her three sons, Archer, Jacob and John. Archer and Mrs. Flanders look for Jacob, who has been playing on the beach. Jacob is fascinated by the crabs, the jellyfish and other things he observes, but becomes frightened when he sees a couple lying together. He runs off, and his mother finds him soon after. Jacob finds and takes with him a sheep’s jaw, despite his mother telling him to throw it away.


    The family lives in Scarborough. Mrs. Flanders is widowed, and grieves her late husband. She does not want to remarry, although Mr. Floyd, a clergyman, whom she respects and who helps educate her sons, had asked her to marry him. Mr. Floyd eventually leaves Scarborough and marries someone else. Before he leaves, he lets the boys choose something to remember him by. Jacob chooses the works of Byron in one volume, which shows his interest in literature. Instead of looking to remarry, Betty Flanders enjoys the visits of Captain Barfoot, who is married, and does not seek any kind of relationship she would not feel comfortable with.


    CAMBRIDGE AND LONDON


    When Jacob is older, he goes to study in Cambridge. Jacob’s background is less wealthy and more rural than that of some of his fellow students, but he seems to fit in well at the university, and makes friends there. His friendships with Timmy Durrant and Richard Bonamy are particularly important. Jacob is bright and interested in classical literature. He shows particular interest in Greek literature, but does not seem to care much for modern literature. He visits Timmy Durrant’s hometown, and gets to know his family. Timmy’s mother likes Jacob, and his sister Clara develops feelings for him.


    After his studies Jacob lives in London. He is still very interested in classical literature and spends time at the British Museum. He believes in the superiority of the classics, and spends a lot of time studying them and discussing them. He also attends social events in the city. He spends time with his friends, and his friendship with Richard Bonamy in particular has developed into a significant part of his life. His relationships with women, and how women see him, are an important part of the novel. Jacob has a relationship with Florinda, a young woman who is not very educated, and with whom he does not form a deep emotional bond. Clara Durrant and a young woman called Fanny Elmer are both in love with him. Fanny tries to get closer to Jacob by reading a book he likes, but it does not result in a deeper understanding of one another. Although Jacob appreciates Clara Durrant, their relationship does not develop into anything significant either.


    JACOB’S TRAVELS


    Having inherited some money, Jacob, who loves the Greek classics, travels to Greece. This journey is a pivotal moment in his life. He is glad to be traveling on his own, and visiting the country he has always dreamed of. He goes to Greece through France and Italy. He meets some artists in Paris, and appreciates their views and lifestyle. His journey then takes him through Italy to Greece. Jacob, who idealises ancient Greek culture, visits many important monuments and tries to make sense of the ancient culture and the everyday life in Greece. He writes to his friend Richard Bonamy and tells him about his experiences. His exploration of Greek monuments and culture is disturbed when he meets an English lady, Sandra Wentworth Williams, and her husband. Jacob develops a bond with her, and falls in love with her. He gives her a book of poems by Donne. He visits some sites with the couple, and even goes to Constantinople with them, but as Sandra is not free, their relationship cannot flourish as he would like it to. He and Sandra stay in contact, but the relationship does not have a future.


    RETURN TO LONDON, WAR AND DEATH


    When Jacob returns to London, he tells Richard Bonamy about his travels in an enthusiastic manner, but is distracted because he still thinks about Sandra Wentworth Williams. Richard Bonamy is frustrated because he thinks that Jacob does not express enough happiness at seeing him again. He suspects that Jacob is in love.


    The First World War breaks out, and Jacob goes to fight for his country. The novel ends with Jacob’s death, which is described in an indirect way. Mrs. Flanders and Richard Bonamy are clearing Jacob’s room, which is as he left it, with all his things and his letters. Richard Bonamy observes this, wondering if Jacob thought he was going to come back. Betty Flanders asks Richard what she is to do with a pair of Jacob’s shoes. Jacob’s death is made apparent, but not directly mentioned.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    JACOB FLANDERS


    Jacob is the novel’s protagonist. He is also what the novel is really about, as it is more character-driven than plot-driven. However, the image formed of Jacob is fragmented. Although there are passages in which the world is seen as through Jacob’s eyes, he is mainly observed indirectly, often by the women in his life, who all see Jacob from their own personal perspectives. This shows the difficulty of truly knowing someone, and the ineffectiveness of trying to give precise accounts of someone’s character. Regarding the different visions of Jacob, observe, for example, how differently Mrs. Durrant and Clara Durrant describe him: Mrs. Durrant thinks that he is “Extremely awkward, […] but so distinguished-looking” (p.59). Clara Durrant, on the other hand, writes in her diary that “He is so unworldly. He gives himself no airs, and one can say what one likes to him, though he’s frightening because…” (ibid.). While these descriptions can be true at the same time, they demonstrate how the observer’s point of view influences the description of the person who is being observed. What can be known about Jacob is that he is intelligent, loves classical literature and does not appreciate modern literature. He idealises ancient Greek culture and travels to Greece because of this. He fights and dies in the First World War. The novel tries to make sense of his life, but does so in way which only offers glimpses of him, which is an attempt to describe someone in a way that imitates the ethereal character of real life, rather than giving detailed descriptions of him as a more classical novel might do.


    BETTY FLANDERS


    Betty Flanders is Jacob’s mother. She is widowed and alone with three sons. She cherishes the memory of her late husband and refuses to remarry, although she would have the opportunity to do so. She is present at the beginning of the novel, when Jacob is a child, and at the end, when Jacob is dead. She and her son write to each other when he is away from her, but their correspondence is imperfect, as Jacob does not tell her everything, and she too writes about ordinary things happening in her daily life rather than giving him the advice she would like to give. If she knew about it, she would not approve of Jacob’s relationship with Florinda, as neither she or the relationship follow the norms of their society. Her opinions do not change the way Jacob behaves, as can be observed from the way he leaves her letter on the side while he has sexual relations with Florinda: “The letter lay upon the hall table; Florinda coming in that night took it up with her, put it on the table as she kissed Jacob, and Jacob seeing the hand, left it there under the lamp, between the biscuit-tin and the tobacco-box. They shut the bedroom door behind them” (p.78). Mrs. Flanders cares for her son, and when she loses him in the war, it is an addition to the other losses she has suffered; her sons fighting in the war and her husband’s death are mentioned in the same sentence at the end of the novel (p.154).


    TIMOTHY DURRANT


    Timmy Durrant is Jacob’s friend. They meet at university and discuss many things, including literature and politics. Jacob visits Timmy’s hometown, and gets to know his family too. This enlarges Jacob’s social circle, and these people enable us to better understand Jacob (and their society), as their opinions of Jacob add to the fragmented image of him given in the novel.


    CLARA DURRANT


    Clara is Timmy Durrant’s sister. She is an intelligent woman, but she seems to be in the shadow of her mother, who has a strong personality. Jacob first meets her when visiting Timmy’s home. Although she and Jacob like each other, their feelings do not meet. Clara falls in love with him, but he is preoccupied by other things. Nevertheless, he holds a high opinion of her and compares her favourably to other women. In comparison to Fanny Elmer, he thinks: “Alas, women lie! But not Clara Durrant” (p.106). Of her it is also said that “Of all women, Jacob honoured her most” (p.107). Her vision of Jacob is coloured by her being in love with him.


    FLORINDA


    Florinda is a young woman whom Jacob becomes romantically involved with, but the relationship does not develop into anything serious or permanent. She is uneducated and not what would traditionally be seen as ‘respectable’. Jacob has sexual relations with her, but does not seem to have a very strong emotional bond with her.


    FANNY ELMER


    Fanny Elmer is a young woman who falls in love with Jacob, but he seems to be rather indifferent to her. She tries to get closer to Jacob by reading a book he likes, Tom Jones by Fielding, but this does not win Jacob over.


    RICHARD BONAMY


    Richard Bonamy is Jacob’s close friend. Jacob values him as a friend and has a high opinion of his culture: he thinks that “Bonamy is an amazing fellow. He knows practically everything -not more about English literature than I do- but then he’s read all those Frenchmen” (p.60). Jacob shares his thoughts on many things with Bonamy, and seems to find his company intellectually stimulating. He also writes regularly to Bonamy when he travels. However, when Jacob returns from his travels, Bonamy seems to have doubts about Jacob’s feelings, or the strength of their friendship. Bonamy thinks: “He has not said a word to show that he is glad to see me” (p.144). Nevertheless, their friendship remains important. Bonamy is the one who is present at the very end of the novel, clearing Jacob’s room with Betty Flanders, which shows that he was one of the most important people in Jacob’s life.


    SANDRA WENTWORTH WILLIAMS


    Jacob meets Sandra Wentworth Williams and her husband in Greece. She and Jacob form a close bond despite her being married and in the company
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