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About the book

Embark on a profound journey into the life and thoughts of one of the 20th

century's most celebrated literary figures with *The Diary of Virginia

Woolf*, meticulously edited by Anne Olivier Bell. More than just a record

of daily events, these diaries offer a rare window into Woolf's intimate

world, unveiling her emotional depth, intellectual prowess, and artistic

struggles. As you delve into the intricacies of her mind, you'll witness the

weaving of her masterpieces and the battles she fought against the

undercurrents of her time. Bell's astute curation presents an unvarnished

depiction of Woolf's passion for literature, her friendships, and her relentless

pursuit of understanding and expression, making this collection not only a

chronicle of a writer's journey but also a compelling narrative of

self-discovery and resilience. Let Woolf's poignant reflections draw you into

a narrative that transcends time, compelling you to contemplate creativity,

existence, and the relentless yearning for meaning.
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About the author

Anne Olivier Bell was an accomplished British art historian and editor

renowned for her contribution to preserving and revealing the inner world of

seminal 20th-century literary figures. Born in 1916 into a family deeply

rooted in academia and the arts, Bell originally embarked on her career in

the realm of fine arts, working notably for the Arts Council of Great Britain.

Her expertise extended far beyond the art world, as she gained widespread

recognition as the editor of "The Diary of Virginia Woolf," a task that was as

challenging as it was illuminating. Anne's meticulous dedication to this

project presented a comprehensive, insightful compilation that opened the

doors to Woolf's vibrant, diary-written musings, and in turn, enriched both

the literary community and general reading public. Bell's impressive

editorial work continues to be appreciated for its precise attention to

authenticity, making her an indispensable figure in the perpetuation of

Virginia Woolf's legacy.
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Chapter 1 Summary: 1920

The year 1920, as captured in Virginia Woolf's diary, reflects a tapestry of

 personal experiences, social encounters, and literary reflections. Woolf

navigates a year transitioning from illness in late 1919, leading to a

rejuvenating stay at Monk's House in Rodmell. Here, she indulges in the

tranquility of gardens, domestic routines, and the rustic landscapes of the

Sussex Downs, often interrupted by the villagers' simple lives and the

rhythms of rural existence. This setting provides a rich backdrop as Woolf

observes and records her impressions of nature and village life with romantic

attention to detail. The domestic mundanity, however, is balanced by the

exhilaration of writing, as Woolf contemplates her new novel, "Jacob's

Room."

Woolf's literary pursuits are interspersed with complex social dynamics,

involving her interactions with contemporaries, literary figures, and family.

Characters such as Lady Robert Cecil and Katherine Mansfield weave into

her narrative as part of her circle, contributing to her ongoing discourse on

writing and the human condition. Woolf's reflections on acquaintances vary

from intimate artistic exchanges to critical assessments of personalities she

meets, capturing a spectrum of human behavior, from Nelly Cecil's solitude

to Katherine Mansfield's aloof brilliance.

The progression of 1920 also reveals the evolving success of the Hogarth
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Press, Woolf's publishing venture with her husband Leonard, who is

portrayed as a stabilizing force amidst Virginia's creative flux. Together,

they expand their literary repertoire, wrestling with the balance between

passion and commerce, as seen in their dealings with authors like Tchekov

and Eliot.

Woolf's diaristic entries bear witness to broader cultural and social themes;

she reflects on the state's violent landscape, artistic phenomena, and her

personal growth out of public literary criticism. Her entries are peppered

with references to significant events, like the death of Terence MacSwiney

and criticisms expressed in literary reviews, encapsulating a period of both

personal and cultural significance.

The diary showcases Woolf's oscillation between confidence and self-doubt,

evident in her candid self-reflections and her juxtaposition of the tribulations

of creative writing against the joy it brings. Despite life's "tragic"

nature—the metaphorical strip of pavement over an abyss—Woolf finds

solace in her work, friendships, and the occasional retreat into the serene yet

vibrant tapestry of Monk's House, affirming her commitment to capturing

the depth of human experience through her prose.
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Chapter 2 Summary: 1921

In the early months of 1921, Virginia Woolf documented her life and

 creative struggles in her diary. She began the year at Monk's House and

returned to Richmond in January, marking the transition with entries about

the local social scene, including a conversation with Mrs. Hawkesford

revealing the monotonous and isolated life of a clergyman's wife and her

daughters' challenges and ambitions.

During this period, Woolf was deeply engaged in writing "Jacob's Room,"

attempting to finish it rapidly. She also mused about her creative process and

the personal and social dynamics of her circle, including interactions with

notable figures like Lytton Strachey, who was riding the success of his book

"Queen Victoria." Woolf reflected on her connections and the intellectual

and emotional exchanges that shaped her work and personal network.

In March, Woolf traveled to Manchester with Leonard, experiencing urban

life, contrasting it with the tranquility she craved, and observing the

mundane struggles of academics and professionals in the city. Returning to

Cornwall stirred nostalgic and romantic emotions, inspiring reflections on

her past amidst the persistent routine of daily life.

Throughout the year, Woolf grappled with mixed critical receptions of her

work, dealing with both praise and harsh criticism, notably from the New
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York Dial and fellow writer J.M. Murry, whose reviews stirred Koteliansky,

her collaborator on Russian translations, to anger. In London and her rural

retreats, she experienced the tension between societal expectations and her

aspirations as a writer.

By mid-1921, Woolf faced health challenges that forced a temporary retreat

from her rigorous writing schedule, allowing her to reflect on the broader

canvas of human nature, literature, and the lives intersecting her own.

Despite her setbacks, the diary chronicles her persistent dedication to her

craft, the complexity of her social interactions, and her insightful

observations of the human condition, all framed within the energetic,

turbulent milieu of post-war Britain.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Persistent dedication in the face of adversity

Critical Interpretation: Virginia Woolf's unwavering commitment to

her craft despite facing challenges—both internal and societal—can

inspire us to pursue our passions with resilience. Her ability to

continue writing, even when grappling with health issues, mixed

critical reviews, and the pressures of social dynamics, serves as a

powerful reminder that perseverance is key in the pursuit of our

ambitions. This tenacity, documented in her introspective diary,

encourages us to remain dedicated to our goals, embrace the journey

of self-discovery, and find strength in the face of criticism and

adversity. By understanding that setbacks are part of the creative

process, we can foster a resilient mindset and remain focused on our

personal and professional growth. Woolf's reflections underscore the

importance of maintaining our commitment, adaptability, and belief in

our unique voices, much like she did in navigating the energetic,

post-war milieu of her time.
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Chapter 3 Summary: 1922

In January 1922, Virginia Woolf, a pioneering modernist writer, picks up her

 pen with resolution, despite returning from Monks House exhausted. Her

diary entries reflect the tumultuous weather and emotional undertones of her

recent stay, marked by stormy winds, rain, and personal encounters. She

details assistance to a community member, Mr. Shanks, suffering from

pneumonia, illustrating how his illness impacted the local social gatherings.

Woolf writes an earnest article on Thomas Hardy despite editorial

frustrations with Bruce Richmond, who had previously tempered her critical

voice for the Times Literary Supplement.

During a dinner with acquaintances Peter Lucas, a classical scholar, and his

wife Topsy, Woolf observes and notes their peculiar marriage. She

characterizes Peter as a romantic yet inexperienced soul, in stark contrast to

Topsy's more grounded nature. This and their discussion on literature and

mutual acquaintances reveal her sociable intellect and emotional awareness.

Following the festive period, January proceeds with a hint of solitude due to

an influenza bout. Woolf reflects on various friendships, particularly with

her sister Vanessa Bell, artist and mother, noting Vanessa’s stoic acceptance

of complex relationships with her ex, Clive Bell. She sketches her emotional

and social landscapes, revealing a kaleidoscope of interactions that define

her inner circle.
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The urgency to capture fleeting time in her writings—like freezing frames in

a cinematic reel—is evident as she grapples with life’s rapid passage and

personal isolation. Woolf profoundly acknowledges moments with

influential figures and friends, expressing longing and introspection.

By February 1922, Woolf endures another wave of illness. Reading

widely—from Melville’s "Moby Dick" to Scott’s "Old Mortality"—she

seeks intellectual nourishment. Simultaneously, she wrestles with Hogarth

Press management challenges, considering whether to persist with a partner,

Ralph, whose reliability she questions. These professional trials reflect her

determination despite physical setbacks.

Woolf’s encounters with the likes of Clive Bell, Katherine Mansfield's

literary emergence, and a brief financial windfall all interweave, showcasing

her nuanced life as a writer. However, the timeline also illustrates her deep

introspection about personal and creative value, concluding that even amidst

existential dilemmas, the steady pulse of literary and personal life offsets the

physical malaise. Despite fluctuating health, Woolf's resilience fuels her

relentless pursuit of life’s vivid, yet ephemeral, essence.
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Chapter 4: 1923

In 1923, Virginia Woolf's life was a tapestry of personal reflections, social

 engagements, and creative pursuits. The year began shortly after Christmas

1922, with Woolf visiting family members and grappling with introspective

thoughts about her desires and fears. These reflections often centered around

her sense of purpose, the quest for personal fulfillment, and the complexities

of her social and romantic relationships.

Throughout the year, Woolf navigated a range of emotions, from longing

and discontent to moments of inspiration and happiness. Interacting with

contemporaries such as T.S. Eliot and Katherine Mansfield, whom she both

admired and critiqued, Woolf explored the nature of writing and the

intricacies of human connections. Her diary entries depict a woman deeply

immersed in literary creation, working on her novel, tentatively titled "The

Hours," which later became "Mrs. Dalloway."

Amidst her creative endeavors, Woolf also engaged with the social circles of

London, attending gatherings that illustrated the vibrant yet often superficial

nature of such events. Her social observations reveal a critical yet curious

perspective on the individuals she encountered, ranging from fellow writers

to patrons of the arts. Woolf's interactions with figures like Lytton Strachey,

Clive Bell, and the younger generation of Cambridge intellectuals highlight

her ongoing quest for authentic and meaningful exchanges.
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Additionally, Woolf contemplated the dynamics of her domestic life,

considering a potential move from Richmond to London for increased

cultural and social engagement. This internal debate reveals her desire to

balance a quieter suburban existence with the stimulating opportunities

offered by city life.

Woolf's year concluded with an array of social visits and reflections on

personal relationships, including a significant moment involving her brother

Adrian's separation from his wife. This development prompted Woolf to

reflect on family dynamics and her own experiences of praise and validation.

Overall, 1923 was a year of introspective growth, creative challenges, and

rich interpersonal experiences for Virginia Woolf. Her diary entries offer

glimpses into her literary ambitions, her nuanced views on society, and her

profound engagement with the intricacies of life and art.
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Chapter 5 Summary: 1924

In January 1924, Virginia Woolf and her husband Leonard returned to their

 home, Hogarth House, in Richmond, after the New Year celebration at

Rodmell. Virginia began a new diary, noting significant changes on the

horizon: searching for a new home in London, dismissing their servants

Nellie and Lottie, and moving to an electrically run household. Questions

lingered about dreams versus reality as they prepared for these

transformations. Challenges included dealing with their domestic staff

demands and the difficulties of managing their publishing business, the

Hogarth Press, which was growing and required more focus.

Throughout January, Woolf chronicled the search for a new house in

London. Despite initial setbacks with leases and negotiations, Virginia and

Leonard secured a property at 52 Tavistock Square and saw it as a promising

new start in a central, vibrant part of London. Virginia expressed gratitude

for Richmond and Hogarth House, which had been crucial during their

earlier, more challenging years.

As they transitioned in March, reflecting on both the vibrant city life and the

peacefulness of the countryside, Woolf dived deeper into her writing,

tackling articles and working on her emerging novel, "Mrs. Dalloway." By

Easter, they had moved into their new place at Tavistock Square, a location

abuzz with intellectual and social opportunities, which she found stimulating
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and conducive to her creativity.

The summer months involved holidays at Rodmell and the hustle of the

Hogarth Press, buoying her spirits as she juggled multiple projects, including

essays that later would become "The Common Reader." Connections made

through social engagements with literary figures like E.M. Forster, T.S.

Eliot, and her deepening friendship with Vita Sackville-West provided

further inspiration.

By autumn, Woolf was intensely working on her novel, noting how her

writing style evolved, becoming more analytical and structured. Despite

concerns about the complexity of her work, she pursued her vision with

renewed vigor, seeing potential beyond prior critiques.

As the year concluded, Woolf reflected on the eventful transformations that

had taken place: relocating to Bloomsbury, departing from Richmond, and

advancing both their personal lives and the Hogarth Press. This transition

was marked by philosophical musings on identity, relationships, and their

intersection with her work, setting the stage for further growth in both her

personal and literary endeavors.
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Critical Thinking

Key Point: Embracing Change

Critical Interpretation: In the face of transformative shifts, you

discover that embracing change, with its unpredictability and

challenges, can be a catalyst for personal and creative growth. As

Virginia Woolf and her husband Leonard navigate significant life

transitions—moving homes, adapting to modern conveniences, and

expanding their publishing endeavors—you realize how these changes

acted as stepping stones to her creative evolution. The key is to

perceive change not as a disruptive force but as an opportunity to seek

new beginnings and explore untapped potential. Just as they found

themselves invigorated by the vibrant environment of Tavistock

Square, encouraged by intellectual and social stimuli, and energized

by newfound creative vigor. You, too, can harness the power of

transition to fuel your aspirations and chart a course towards a

fulfilling future.
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Chapter 6 Summary: Appendix 1: Biographical Outlines

Appendix I serves as a biographical compendium of key figures frequently

 referenced in the life and works of Virginia Woolf. These individuals,

intricately woven into Woolf's narrative fabric, played significant roles both

personally and professionally.

Clive Bell, a pivotal art critic married to Woolf's sister Vanessa, was deeply

embedded in Woolf's life. Although his union with Vanessa evolved into a

friendship, his influence persisted alongside his notable works, including

"Art" (1914). Vanessa Bell herself emerged as a prominent painter deeply

intertwined with Woolf's existence, diverting emotionally to Duncan Grant

by 1914, reflecting the intricate relationships within Bloomsbury.

Dora Carrington, known simply as Carrington, was a painter whose personal

life was marked by complex affections, particularly with Lytton Strachey,

with whom she shared a significant domestic arrangement. This menage,

including Ralph Partridge, highlighted the intricate personal dynamics of the

era's intellectual circles.

T.S. Eliot, an American-born poet, intersects with Woolf's life through their

mutual literary endeavors. Known for works like "Prufrock and Other

Observations," Eliot's relationship with the Woolfs flourished as they

published his poetry, including the seminal "The Waste Land."
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E.M. Forster, a novelist attached to the Bloomsbury Group, had traveled

extensively, contributing to his nuanced reflections on Woolf's novels. His

own literary contributions were largely complete by the time Woolf engaged

with his work.

Roger Fry, a renowned art critic, established significant connections within

the Bloomsbury Group, including a deep friendship and brief romantic

involvement with Vanessa Bell. Fry's cultural contributions, notably the

Omega Workshops, marked significant artistic advancements.

David Garnett, known as Bunny, crafted his life as a pacifist and literary

figure, engaging with the Bloomsbury Group from Charleston during the

war. His literary achievements, like "Lady into Fox," garnered recognition

and awards.

Duncan Grant, closely aligned with Vanessa Bell, was an artist whose

personal life melded with the Strachey family, amplifying the intimate

interconnections within their social sphere.

Mary Hutchinson, allied by family ties to Lytton Strachey, played a crucial

role in Clive Bell's personal life, reflecting the complex emotional tangles

prevalent in the artistic community.
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John Maynard Keynes, an esteemed economist, was deeply embedded in the

intellectual core of Bloomsbury, mentoring and collaborating with key

figures while profoundly influencing economic policy and thought through

works like "The Economic Consequences of the Peace."

Desmond MacCarthy engaged deeply with Woolf's circle, contributing to

literary journalism and critiques, indicative of the varied intellectual pursuits

within their world.

Katherine Mansfield and her husband, John Middleton Murry, played pivotal

roles in Woolf's literary environment. Mansfield's work, particularly

"Prelude," published by the Hogarth Press, exemplified her narrative artistry

and complex marital relationship with Murry, a leading literary critic.

Adrian Stephen, Woolf's brother, navigated a fraught personal relationship

with Woolf, eventually finding a professional path with his wife, Karin.

Their journey into psychoanalysis marked a shared intellectual evolution

within Woolf's family.

Lytton Strachey, a biographer and critic, was woven deeply into Woolf's life,

his work "Eminent Victorians" augmenting his significance within and

beyond Bloomsbury.

Saxon Sydney-Turner, an eccentric figure and lifelong civil servant, shared
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close ties with Woolf and other intellectual luminaries, his distinctive

personality captured in Woolf's essays and personal reflections.

Lastly, Sydney Waterlow, a diplomat and scholar, intertwined briefly with

Woolf's personal life before pursuing his diplomatic career, showcasing the

breadth of Woolf's social and professional connections. Each figure, through

personal relations and professional interactions, enriched the cultural

tapestry of Virginia Woolf's life and literary world.

Name Role/Profession
Relationship to

Woolf &
Bloomsbury

Notable
Works/Contributions

Clive Bell Art Critic
Married to Woolf's
sister Vanessa,
pivotal in Woolf's life.

Author of "Art" (1914)

Vanessa Bell Painter

Woolf's sister;
personal and
professional
influence; later
emotionally
connected to Duncan
Grant.

Prominent visual artist
within Bloomsbury.

Dora
Carrington Painter

Complex personal
life, notably with
Lytton Strachey.

Intimate dynamics
with Bloomsbury
Group.

T.S. Eliot Poet

Shared literary
endeavours,
published by the
Woolfs.

"Prufrock and Other
Observations", "The
Waste Land"

E.M. Forster Novelist Attached to Known for "A Room
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Name Role/Profession
Relationship to

Woolf &
Bloomsbury

Notable
Works/Contributions

Bloomsbury,
reflections on Woolf's
novels.

with a View",
"Howard's End"

Roger Fry Art Critic

Close connections,
friendship and
romantic involvement
with Vanessa Bell.

Founded Omega
Workshops

David Garnett Pacifist &
Literary Figure

Interacted with
Bloomsbury during
the war.

"Lady into Fox"

Duncan Grant Artist
Aligned with Vanessa
Bell, connected with
Strachey family.

Significant artistic
contributions in
Bloomsbury.

Mary
Hutchinson Socialite

Family ties to Lytton
Strachey, involved
with Clive Bell.

Influential in personal
dynamics of the
group.

John Maynard
Keynes Economist

Intellectual core of
Bloomsbury, mentor
to many.

"The Economic
Consequences of the
Peace"

Desmond
MacCarthy

Literary
Journalist

Contributed critiques
and literary journalism
within Woolf's circle.

Influential critic and
essayist.

Katherine
Mansfield Writer Significant to Woolf's

literary landscape.
"Prelude", published
by Hogarth Press.

Adrian
Stephen Psychoanalyst

Woolf's brother,
shared intellectual
path with wife Karin.

Explored
psychoanalysis.

Lytton Biographer & Deeply woven into "Eminent Victorians"
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Name Role/Profession
Relationship to

Woolf &
Bloomsbury

Notable
Works/Contributions

Strachey Critic Woolf's life, member
of Bloomsbury.

Saxon
Sydney-Turner Civil Servant

Close ties with Woolf,
noted for eccentric
personality.

Influenced
Bloomsbury culture.

Sydney
Waterlow

Diplomat &
Scholar

Brief connection with
Woolf, pursued
diplomatic career.

Contributor to Woolf's
social network.
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Chapter 7 Summary: Appendix II: 'The Plumage Bill'

The essay "The Plumage Bill" by Virginia Woolf, originally published in

 The Woman's Leader in July 1920, presents a striking critique of the fashion

industry's demand for bird plumes, particularly egret feathers, which are

used as adornments in women's fashion. Woolf draws attention to the ethical

and environmental implications of this trend, emphasizing the cruelty and

destruction wrought upon bird populations to satisfy societal vanity.

The backdrop of the narrative is Regent Street, a bustling shopping district in

London, where Woolf observes women indulging in luxury goods, including

the sought-after egret plumes. Through vivid imagery, she depicts a

well-dressed lady pausing by a shop window displaying egret plumes and

eventually purchasing one to complete her outfit for an opera night. This

scene contrasts sharply with the brutality endured by the birds in the wild,

particularly in South America, as described through a vividly imagined

scene that Woolf paints for her readers. She details the gruesome practices

used to obtain these feathers: birds are shot, wounded, starved, and tortured,

with some used as decoys and others suffering horrendous deaths due to

human interference.

The essay criticizes not only the fashion industry but also the societal and

systemic failures that allow such cruelty to persist. Woolf points out that

while men are responsible for the hunting and trade of plumes, women
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perpetuate the demand through their consumption. Although there exists a

small group of ethical individuals—men who neither hunt nor profit from

the trade—the legislative efforts to curb this practice have been thwarted.

The Plumage Bill, intended to protect the birds and curb this trade,

foundered due to lack of attendance and interest from members of

Parliament, who were predominantly male.

"Wayfarer," an allegorical figure referenced by Woolf, offers a particularly

cynical viewpoint, suggesting that both men and women are complicit in this

cycle of exploitation, driven by societal norms and desires. Woolf uses this

character's commentary to highlight the absurdity and moral bankruptcy of

valuing fashion over life.

Woolf's reflection on the issue reveals her own internal conflict. Despite her

efforts to challenge the narratives that justify cruelty toward birds, she finds

herself entangled in gender dynamics and societal expectations. The essay

culminates in a rhetorical question, questioning whether society views

injustice toward women as a graver sin than the suffering of animals, thus

exposing the inherent complexities and contradictions in human ethics and

social justice.

Aspect Summary

Title The Plumage Bill
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Aspect Summary

Author Virginia Woolf

Publication
Date July 1920

Published
In The Woman's Leader

Main
Theme

Critique of the fashion industry's demand for bird plumes, highlighting
ethical and environmental consequences.

Setting Regent Street, London

Imagery Contrasting scenes of women purchasing plumes with the cruelty
imposed on wild birds.

Criticism
Target

Fashion industry, societal and systemic failures, legislative
ineffectiveness.
            

Legislative
Context

The Plumage Bill aimed to protect birds but failed due to parliamentary
indifference, mostly by male members.

Allegory "Wayfarer" symbolizes societal complicity and moral contradictions in
pursuit of fashion.

Personal
Reflection

Woolf expresses her inner conflict and questions the societal valuation of
human versus animal rights.
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Chapter 8: Appendix III: 'The Intellectual Status of
Women'

In the aftermath of the 1920 publication of Arnold Bennett’s work *Our

 Women*, Virginia Woolf found herself prompted to respond to the

provocations expressed therein, particularly as discussed in the *New

Statesman* by Desmond MacCarthy using the pseudonym "Affable Hawk."

Bennett and MacCarthy asserted that women were intellectually inferior to

men, a view Woolf felt compelled to challenge publicly.

In her first letter to the *New Statesman*, Woolf sarcastically remarked on

the absurdity of the claim that women’s intellectual capacities were fixed

and inferior, illustrating a historical trend of increasing intellectual

accomplishments by women from the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries.

She invoked comparisons between figures like Jane Austen and Charlotte

Brontë to their male contemporaries, arguing that the effects of education

and liberty were profound and marked. Woolf also criticized the lack of

acknowledgment of female intellectual potential, pointing out that both

Bennett and "Affable Hawk" underestimated the influence of societal

constraints on women’s opportunities to develop their talents.

Responding to "Affable Hawk’s" dismissal of Sappho, an ancient Greek

poetess paralleled with male poets like Homer, Woolf highlighted the role of

societal factors that allowed such female brilliance to flourish. She argued
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that the limited presence of accomplished women in history was not due to a

lack of ability but rather due to external restrictions on their educational and

creative opportunities.

Woolf expanded on this argument by highlighting the struggles faced by

contemporary women like composer Ethel Smyth. Despite being in an era

theoretically more favorable to women's education and creative expression,

women still faced significant societal and familial barriers. This, Woolf

asserted, was the key reason behind the historical dearth of recognized

female geniuses.

In her subsequent letter, Woolf refuted any notion that innate inferiority was

the cause of women’s historical underrepresentation in intellectual

achievements. She argued that societal factors, not intellectual insufficiency,

had impeded women’s progress. Woolf stressed the importance of equal

opportunities for women in education and artistic freedom, emphasizing the

need for women to express their differences from men without fear of

ridicule.

Woolf concluded that the societal narrative of intellectual inequality must be

challenged to prevent an endless cycle of male dominance and female

subservience. She presciently asserted that perpetuating such views would

hinder civilization's advancement by maintaining a damaging imbalance.

Through her exchanges with "Affable Hawk," Woolf eloquently articulated a
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vision for a future where women, freed from societal shackles, could achieve

genuine intellectual parity with men. Ultimately, MacCarthy conceded,

withdrawing his arguments after Woolf’s compelling refutation.
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