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Introduction

Virginia Woolf was born in a time of great change. The beginning of the twentieth century marked the end of the Victorian Era, and corsets and smelling salts were tossed to the wind. Women wanted more out of life than domestic servitude; they wanted to vote and earn their own living—a shocking sentiment at the time.

Virginia Woolf (born Virginia Stephen) was born in 1882 into a tremendously dysfunctional family. Her mother died when she was 13 years old. Her father, author Sir Leslie Stephen, tended to the education of his sons and sent them to university but saw no reason for his daughters to acquire an education. Ironically, it was the daughters, Virginia and Vanessa, who achieved fame and success. The sisters would always remain close.

Virginia—like Vanessa—was molested during her formative years, most likely contributing to her lifelong struggle with depression and mood swings. Although Virginia married Leonard Woolf in 1912, she was to remain ambivalent toward men all her life. Instead, she took on a female lover, Vita Sackville-West, and as a member of the free-thinking Bloomsbury Group, she advocated for sexual freedom.

Sadly, though Virginia achieved fame and success, happiness eluded her. Virginia sought answers through her books, the most famous of which is Mrs. Dalloway, but suicide was her final answer to questions she could never understand. On March 28, 1941, she filled her pockets with heavy stones and walked into the River Ouse, never to return.


Chapter One

A Dysfunctional Home

“If you do not tell the truth about yourself you cannot tell it about other people.”

—Virginia Woolf

Adeline Virginia Stephen was born in London on January 25, 1882. Her parents were older than the average parent—her mother Julia was 36 years old, and her father Leslie close to 50 when they welcomed Virginia to the world. Their large house at 22 Hyde Park Gate was dim and shadowy, the atmosphere gloomy.

Virginia had three full siblings—one sister and two brothers. In addition to them, there were four half-siblings by both of her parents’ previous marriages. The six-story house was extremely crowded, and Virginia’s lifelong battle with depression began in this unhappy home. From the age of six, her half-brothers would reportedly visit her bedroom on a regular basis to molest her. In her later essay, A Sketch of the Past, Virginia points to the abuse as to why she felt ugly and ashamed throughout her life. In this regard, she would always feel close to and understood by her older sister Vanessa, who was also subjected to abuse by the half-brothers.

Even the good moments of Virginia’s childhood ended in darkness. Her family spent summers in their house in St. Ives by the sea. There, life was sunny and bright. Unfortunately, in 1895, their enchanting view was obstructed by the erection of the Porthminster Hotel, and the family never returned. Virginia summed up her disappointment with the words, “And St. Ives vanished forever.” Virginia would long for the house at St. Ives for the rest of her life, with its beautiful gardens and view across the bay to the Godrevy Lighthouse. She was to use much of St. Ives in her later writing. The descriptions in her novel The Waves are memories of the idyllic seaside, and the Godrevy Lighthouse takes center stage in To the Lighthouse.

The same year that the family had to give up their seaside home, Virginia’s mother Julia died of rheumatic fever. Julia, a model, had always been a great beauty but suffered from a sadness that her daughter inherited. Virginia was only 13 years old when she passed away, and she would mourn her mother for the rest of her life.

After Julia’s death, the children’s sole caregiver was their irascible father. Leslie was an educated man who arranged for his sons to receive a proper university education. Such a move, however, was not considered for the girls. He educated his daughters himself at home, and through Leslie, Virginia did receive more of an education than the average female of the time. She studied Greek and English classics, as well as history. Although Leslie disapproved of formal education for women, he did consider writing respectable and encouraged Virginia in this pursuit. Thus, both Virginia and her sister Vanessa spent a lot of time writing and painting during their formative years.

Still, Virginia was self-conscious throughout her life that her learning was not an official Oxford education that upper-class boys took for granted. As a girl, such a luxury was denied her. Later, Virginia was allowed to take a few classes in Greek, Latin, and German at the Ladies’ Division of King’s College. It wasn’t the education her brothers received, but it was more than women could expect during those times.

After some years of illness, the aging Leslie died in 1904, when Virginia was 22 years old. Following her father’s death, Virginia’s half-brother George tried to take on a parental role for the girls and offered to provide them with an official coming out. Although for many girls such a debut would have been a special and memorable occasion, both Virginia and Vanessa were horrified at the idea. Even at a young age, neither of them showed signs of conforming to society’s expectations.

Eventually, Virginia, Vanessa, and their brother Adrian found an apartment in Gordon Square in the Bloomsbury district in London. This new home was free of any parental restrictions, and the siblings did whatever they felt like. For Vanessa and Virginia, it was a time for gossiping, joking, and growing even closer.

Although Virginia lacked formal education, she was accepted as a teacher at the Morley College for Working Men and Women in London, where she taught composition and literature for two years. It gave her a firsthand look at the British educational system. She was disappointed that this working people’s college spent so much time emphasizing popular courses instead of useful subjects that would lead to advancement in status and lifestyle. Her time spent here also served to show her the difference in education between the rich and the poor.

While Virginia was happy in London, these bright moments would be darkened when Vanessa became engaged to Clive Bell in 1906 and moved out. Two days before the proposal, their brother Thoby died. Lost, alone, and confused, Virginia wandered aimlessly through the streets of London. The double loss was difficult for her to accept.


Chapter Two

Woolf and the Bloomsbury Group

“Life for both sexes—and I looked at them, shouldering their way along the pavement—is arduous, difficult, a perpetual struggle. It calls for gigantic courage and strength. More than anything, perhaps, creatures of illusion, it calls for confidence in oneself. Without self-confidence we are as babes in the cradle. And how can we generate this imponderable quality, which is yet so invaluable, most quickly? By thinking that other people are inferior to oneself. By feeling that one has some innate superiority—it may be wealth, or rank, a straight nose, or the portrait of a grandfather by Romney—for there is no end to the pathetic devices of the human imagination—over other people.”

—Virginia Woolf

The turn of the century was a time of major change in society as the old Victorian attitudes were set aside. Vanessa and her husband Clive were members of a new century and a new generation that fought against the restrictions of Victorian morality. They enjoyed an open marriage, and Vanessa soon became involved with artists Roger Fry and Duncan Grant. She and Duncan lived together despite his attraction to other men. Virginia meanwhile grew close to Fry, with whom she could discuss literature and poetry.

This growing network of young artists and intellectuals became known as the Bloomsbury Group, named after Virginia’s living space, the Bloomsbury district of London, which was filled with wealthy elitists daring to be different. The so-called “Bloomsberries” were, for the most part, upper-middle-class artists and writers who proudly rejected mainstream ideas. They advocated for gay rights, women’s suffrage, and sexual freedom at a time when the general population considered such ideas scandalous. They had grown up under the restrictions of the Victorian era and were proud rebels against societal conformity. Where their parents had been prudish, they were quick to deny any restrictions on their behavior—or their art. They were determined to change the world.

Virginia’s brother Thoby, who attended Cambridge University until his death in 1906, had been instrumental in bringing the group together as he kept inviting his university friends for parties and discussions on controversial subjects. When asked why the group didn’t meet in a public place, Vanessa cheerfully confessed, “The chief one seems to me to be that, as you say, we should have to eradicate politeness. We can get to the point of calling each other prigs and adulterers quite happily when the company is small and select, but its rather a question whether we could do it with a larger number of people who might not feel that they were quite on neutral ground.”

The group was eager for discussions, but they were young and mischievous and wanted to have fun as well. Thus, in 1910, Virginia, Adrian, Duncan Grant, Horace de Vere Cole, and two other friends dressed up in costumes and blackface and pretended to be Abyssinian royalty. They staged a visit to the Royal Navy in Weymouth, where Zanzibar’s national anthem was played in their honor. The pranksters did a thorough inspection of the entire fleet without anyone noticing anything amiss. Afterward, Cole informed the newspapers of their charade, and the Royal Navy, furious and ridiculed, demanded Cole’s arrest. No actual laws had been broken, however, and the Navy was left with nothing but a red face.

Following Vanessa’s marriage to Clive Bell, Virginia and Adrian moved to Fitzroy Square in Bloomsbury, where the writers’ group continued its meetings regularly on Thursday evenings. The artists’ group met on Friday nights. Both nights, people began to appear at ten o’clock in the evening and remained until the early hours of the morning. The group was sustained by whiskey and







Conclusion

Eighty years following her death, Virginia Woolf remains a major influence in literature. Undoubtedly, she is one of the most important literary figures of both English literature and feminist literature. Virginia Woolf is still studied today, a time when gender roles and equality are crucial topics. Her influence has spread to many modern writers who have been inspired by her novels.

In the early 1960s, Edward Albee, an American playwright, wanted to use Virginia’s name in his play, Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? Leonard was happy to grant it and even went to see the play in London. He enjoyed it. Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? is still performed today.

Michael Cunningham’s novel The Hours is a fictionalized version of how Mrs. Dalloway affected three generations of women. Cunningham brings the reader into Virginia’s mind and thoughts up to her final suicide. He changes some of the character names; Clarissa Dalloway, for example, becomes Clarissa Vaughan. Thoughts and viewpoints are as fragmented as the original. Cunningham’s novel was published in 1998 and promptly won a Pulitzer Prize. The Hours was adapted for film in 2002, with Nicole Kidman as Virginia Woolf—a role for which Kidman received an Oscar.

Life in Squares was a BBC series about Virginia Woolf and focused on her relationship with the Bloomsbury Group and her sister, Vanessa. It emphasized both the artistic accomplishment of the sisters as well as the sexual escapades of the Bloomsberries.

Room magazine, which used to be called Room of One’s Own, is a feminist journal established in 1975, giving women of all gender persuasion a voice.

Much has changed for women and the LGBTQ community since Virginia Woolf wrote her novels. However, without a doubt, she would be surprised how much has remained the same. Were she alive, there is no doubt Virginia Woolf would continue her fight. As she once wrote, “Lock up your libraries if you like; but there is no gate, no lock, no bolt that you can set upon the freedom of my mind.”

