
  
    VIRGINIA WOOLF


    ENGLISH NOVELIST AND ESSAYIST


    
      	Born in London in 1882.


      	Died in Rodmell (United Kingdom) in 1941.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	Mrs. Dalloway (1925), novel


          	To the Lighthouse (1927), novel


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

        

      

    


    Virginia Woolf was one of the most important modernist authors of the 20th century and a pioneer in the use of many experimental prose devices. She was part of the Bloomsbury group, an artistic and literary group of intellectuals and bohemians who shared ideas about philosophy and the arts and rejected traditional habits. Woolf was also a prominent women’s rights advocate and the founder of the Hogarth Press, through which she published most of her works.


    During her literary career, her prose continuously evolved towards more experimental storytelling and narrative devices. For instance, she was a trailblazer in the use of the stream of consciousness technique (a literary device that strives to capture the multitude of thoughts that pass through a character’s mind as part of a non-linear narrative).


    Her life and work were affected by her sporadic mental breakdowns: she was institutionalised and attempted suicide on multiple occasions during her lifetime. At the age of 59, having fallen into another bout of depression and feeling anxious about the onset of World WarII, she drowned herself in the river Ouse, near Monk’s House, her home in Sussex (United Kingdom).

  


  
    ORLANDO: A BIOGRAPHY


    A FANTASTICAL BIOGRAPHY


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Woolf, V. (1992) Orlando: A Biography. London: Vintage Books.


      	1st edition: 1928


      	Themes: gender equality, biography as a genre, fact and fantasy, social conformity, history

    


    Orlando: A Biography tells the life story of an aristocratic poet who changes his sex from male to female and lives for almost 400 years without visibly ageing. The character of Orlando was inspired by Woolf’s friend and lover Vita Sackville-West, who was a writer and belonged to an aristocratic family herself.


    The novel was intended to satirize the biography genre, especially Victorian biographies. In addition, Woolf conceived the book as a playful, light work after having published other, more serious works like To the Lighthouse or Mrs. Dalloway. Orlando: A Biography was a success at the time: it was much more popular than the rest of Woolf’s novels, and sold around 8000 copies in the first six months after its publication, allowing the Hogarth Press some economic relief.


    Today, it is considered not only one of Woolf’s most important works in terms of literary quality, but also a groundbreaking work in its treatment in gender issues and women’s rights.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    ORLANDO AS A TEENAGER


    Orlando, a young, aristocratic and good-looking male, spends time in his room emulating his ancestors by imagining beheading a Moor. He leaves the mansion and goes on a walk through his family’s properties, where he daydreams and writes poetry. The sound of trumpets announces Queen Elizabeth’s arrival, and Orlando goes back to the house to meet her. She is impressed by Orlando’s beauty and, two years later, invites him to join the Court. Orlando becomes the Queen’s lover, but he is still a young teenager who loves flirting with other girls. When the Queen sees him kissing someone else, she breaks out in anger.


    Orlando grows bored of the Court’s refined atmosphere and starts going to pubs and mingling with common people. When the Queen dies, however, Orlando goes back to the Court, which is now ruled by King JamesI.


    That winter, the Great Frost arrives and the river freezes. There, Orlando feels immediately attracted to a mysterious figure skating on the ice, which is revealed to be Sasha, a young Russian princess. Orlando falls in love with the princess and they plan to run away together. One night, however, Orlando sees Sasha sitting on a Russian sailor’s knee. Sasha promises Orlando that it is nothing and they plan to meet that night to run away together. The night comes and Orlando waits for Sasha, but she never arrives. The frozen river melts and Orlando sees the princess leaving on a ship.


    HEARTBROKEN ORLANDO


    Orlando, exiled from Court and heartbroken, retires to his mansion and leads a solitary life. He goes into a deep sleep that lasts for seven days and wakes up unable to remember his past life. He starts thinking about death, visiting his ancestors’ crypts and reading and writing for most of the day, wishing to become a famous author.


    He seeks advice from Mr. Nicholas Greene of Clifford, an aristocrat and a poet, who talks incessantly. They form a bond during Orlando’s stay, which is broken when the poet writes a satire about a young nobleman living a solitary life, referring to Orlando.


    Orlando becomes solitary again, saying he prefers the company of dogs to that of men. Now 30years old, Orlando burns everything he has ever written except for his unfinished manuscript, ‘The Oak Tree’. He decides to write for himself and not for anyone else’s approval.


    He resolves to continue his family’s legacy and goes to great lengths to redecorate his mansion, after which he invites people over for formal dinners and throws constant parties. One of the new people he meets is Archduchess Harriet, who has sought to meet Orlando after seeing one of his portraits and finding that he looks exactly like her dead sister.


    When she is trying to fit part of a golden suit of armour to Orlando’s leg, they both feel a strong attraction for each other. Orlando fights this and decides to leave, managing to be sent to Constantinople as an ambassador.


    ORLANDO IN CONSTANTINOPLE: FREE FROM CONSTRAINTS


    Orlando performs his duties as ambassador diligently and, in recognition of his efforts, he is made a Duke. Orlando celebrates this by throwing a big party, during which he is seen dragging a woman to his room through the balcony. The next day, his servants find Orlando in a deep sleep again and, in his room, a marriage license to a gypsy woman named Rosina Pepita.


    While Orlando is still in bed and believed to be dead, riots start in the city. He wakes up one day, looks in the mirror, and finds out he has become a woman. She embraces her new sex and leaves Constantinople on a donkey to meet a gypsy caravan. There, she lives freely for a while, but eventually finds that her aristocratic background makes her different from the rest. The gypsies also find that she does not belong to their tribe and start plotting to kill her. Orlando decides to return home.


    ORLANDO’S RETURN TO ENGLAND AS A WOMAN


    While Orlando had not noticed her sex change in Turkey, she notices how being a woman leaves her in an unprivileged position on her trip back to England.


    Furthermore, on her return home, Orlando finds that several lawsuits have been filed against her: she was thought to be dead and to be a woman, and neither can legally have possessions in England. These proceedings endanger her properties.


    Back at her mansion, Orlando is able to focus on writing. She also decides to start cross-dressing, in the belief that this will allow her to enjoy the advantages associated with both sexes.


    MARRIAGE AND ACCEPTANCE


    The 19th century arrives when a big dark cloud covers the sky. In this century, social conventions become stricter and, as a woman, Orlando must now find a husband. One day, she goes for a walk in the woods and meets another androgynous character like herself: Marmaduke Bonthrop Shelmerdine, Esquire. In a matter of minutes, seeing comfort and understanding in each other, they become engaged.


    As a married woman, Orlando’s lawsuits are solved and she is able to keep her mansion.


    Marmaduke’s job involves traveling a lot, which makes Orlando miss him, but allows her to focus on writing. She finishes the manuscript of ‘The Oak Tree’ and decides to visit London. As she walks around the city, she meets Nick Greene again, and he advises her to publish her manuscript.


    She goes back home and gives birth to a son. The dark clouds disappear: it is the 20th century now, and Orlando is 36years old. One day, in her garden, she calls for her husband to return, baring her breasts to the sky. Shel arrives back home by landing in the garden. The clock strikes midnight: it is October 11, 1928.

  


  
    CHARACTER ANALYSIS


    ORLANDO


    The novel starts with Orlando as a male teenager. The readers are told that he descends from a family with “imperial blood” (p.25). By the end of the novel, almost 400years have passed but Orlando, who has now turned into a woman, is only 36years old.


    From a young age, Orlando writes poetry and plays. Throughout the novel, he/she continuously struggles to finish his/her masterpiece, a poem called ‘The Oak Tree’ which he started when he was a teenager and which Orlando carries everywhere.


    Orlando frequently indulges in daydreaming and remains restless for most of the novel, struggling to find meaning in his/her life. He/she is independent and does not seem to conform to social norms. Throughout the novel, Orlando changes his/her lifestyle in order to live more authentically (he/she shifts from being an aristocratic socialite, to a solitary hermit, to a gypsy).


    As a teenager, Orlando is passionate and impetuous. His relationship with Sasha changes him: he matures and, after the break-up, he becomes solitary. This shift from being sociable and gregarious to reclusive happens many times in the novel, as different outside actions propel Orlando in different directions.


    Orlando reflects on death and on several occasions visits his mansion’s crypt where his ancestors are buried. He values his long line of noble family ancestors and their patrimony.


    He loves nature and animals (dogs in particular), and enjoys going on long walks on the hills and the moors, using them as a refuge when events in his life threaten his lifestyle (for instance, when Orlando as a woman is threatened with the loss of her properties).


    After waking up as a woman, Orlando is able to compare both sexes. She enjoys the freedom and respectability she previously experienced as a male nobleman, although she is also keen on being a woman. In fact, the morning she wakes up as a woman, the narrator insists that nothing important has changed in Orlando. The only thing that has changed is, now that she is a woman, society will respond differently to her behaviour. Orlando will continue to cross-dress throughout the novel, using her androgynous looks to take advantage of the different benefits she considers both sexes enjoy.


    Orlando was inspired by Woolf’s close friend and lover Vita Sackville-West, with whom Woolf was having an affair at the time she wrote the novel.


    SASHA


    Sasha is a mysterious princess from Moscow who awakes feelings of love and sexual attraction in Orlando.


    When Orlando first sees her ice skating on the frozen river, he is not sure whether she is a woman or a man. He feels attracted to her nonetheless, regardless of her gender.


    She is secretive about her family and her own feelings, and Orlando never fully understands what is going through her mind. Her eyes are described “as if they had been fished from the bottom of the sea” (p.19).


    She dislikes the Court (to which Orlando belongs) and tries to avoid sharing social occasions with them, because she feels they are too restrictive. Instead, the couple often go to London and walk the streets or go ice skating.


    When she leaves London on a ship and abandons Orlando, he is devastated and goes through a major transformation, from an immature teen to a solitary man. From there, Sasha becomes a recurrent painful memory for Orlando throughout the book.


    It is thought that Woolf based this character on Violet Trefusis, Vita Sackville-West’s most important affair. This relationship started when both women were teenagers and marked their lives.


    MARMADUKE BONTHROP SHELMERDINE, ESQUIRE


    Shelmerdine is a sea captain who becomes Orlando’s fiancé within minutes of meeting her. Orlando instantly and fully connects with this man, who allows her to finally conform to society by becoming her husband. In Shelmerdine, Orlando finds someone who comforts her. However, he is often on long trips around Cape Horn, which makes Orlando feel lonely.


    Shelmerdine exhibits both female and male characteristics, which make him attractive to Orlando. The two of them can often understand each other without speaking any words.


    It is thought that this character is based on Harold Nicolson, Vita Sackville-West’s real-life husband. Nicolson often travelled as an ambassador and was openly bisexual. In addition, Sackville-West often called him Mar, like Orlando often calls her husband. Nicolson provided Sackville-West with comfort and reassurance in their open marriage, a relationship described by Sackville-West in her book Portrait of a Marriage.

  

OEBPS/Images/couv.jpg
tht
=Su

mmaries.com

Orlando:
A Biography

BY VIRGINIA WOOLF





