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VIRGINIA WOOLF AND THE REMAKING OF VICTORIAN BRITAIN

Grace Moore

At the beginning of Eminent Victorians (1918), Lytton Strachey declared:

The history of the Victorian Age will never be written: we know too much about it.  For ignorance is the first requisite of the historianóignorance,
which simplifies and clarifies, which selects and omits, with a placid perfection unattainable by the highest art.  Concerning the Age which has just
passed, our fathers and our grandfathers have poured forth and accumulated so vast a quantity of information that the industry of a Ranke would be
submerged by it, and the perspicacity of a Gibbon would quail before it.1

Although Strachey is referring here to the Victorian mania for gathering statistics and information, this statement is
important as it demonstrates the ways in which the writers of the early twentieth century felt somehow trapped by their
immediate past.  The Victorian age had been so long, so successful and so inventive that for their immediate successors
it was an extremely hard act to follow and presented real problems for the creative and innovative mind.

Almost as soon as it had ended, the Victorian period underwent a radical reconfiguration at the hands of the
Bloomsbury Group.  Among their artistic concerns was how to deal with the artistic legacy of the Victorians and how
their work should respond to the rapidly altering world around themóa world whose pace of change was both
exhilarating and bewildering.  Seeking to assert their own modernity and fundamental differences from the age that had
just passed, the group became involved in an almost Oedipal drive to ëkillí the historical period which had given birth
to them.  Harold Bloom has formulated a theory of poetic misprision, or wilful misreading, which can usefully be
adapted for discussions of the novel.  According to Bloomís arguments, all artists (with the exception of the truly great,
like Shakespeare) are engaged in a struggle with the literary tradition, whereby their creative fulfilment is inextricably
bound up with works and writers that have come before.  In order to free up artistic space to engage in new and
pioneering work, the writer must, like Oedipus, symbolically kill a preceding author of influence through negating or
undermining his or her work.  This reaction against the preceding writer is achieved through recreating the meaning or
message of the creative ëfatherí (or ëmotherí) through deliberately misreading and misinterpreting their creative
endeavours, which thus generates a need for a new, corrective text to replace that which has been rejected.2

This argument is particularly important to our study of Virginia Woolfís work because she, like Strachey, was at the
forefront of her generationís own Oedipal struggle with the Victorians.  Of course, Woolf herself had first-hand
experience of the daunting nineteenth-century forebear, as she was the daughter of that very eminent Victorian thinker
and critic, Sir Leslie Stephenóby all accounts, a dominant personality and formidable editorial force.  As Rachel
Bowlby succinctly puts it, Woolf ëwas the product of an upper-middle-class Victorian family, combined with the
Edwardian intellectual reaction against the nineteenth centuryí.3  Clare Hanson has labelled both of Woolfís parents as
Victorian archetypes and has suggested, not unreasonably, that the novelist was obsessed with them both.4  Woolfís
upbringing was peppered with encounters and connections with eminent Victorians, such as her fatherís friends, Henry
James and George Meredith.  Small wonder, then, that as she reached the age of 21 in 1903óthree years into the
twentieth century and two years after the death of Queen VictoriaóWoolf chose to define herself against such an
intimidatingly prominent father and the cultural heritage that he seemed to represent.  Woolfís almost compulsive
engagement with the Victorian age was, then, partly a quest for artistic liberation, partly a means of marking progress
and change, and partly as a means of dealing with, and rebelling against, the influence of her parents.

Woolf was fascinated by history in general, producing several histories as an adolescent.  These juvenilia were often
revisionist in their attempts to give voices to womenóand, much later, to spaniels!ówhom posterity had forgotten.
Indeed, she was to articulate this concern more explicitly in A Room of Oneís Own (1929) with her call to the women of
Cambridge to restore historyís balance of representation.  Woolf points to the mutability and subjectivity of the
recording of history in a comment to Clive Bell, when she asks: ëDoes it strike you that history is one of the most
fantastic concoctions of the human brain?  That it bears the remotest likeness to the truth seems to me unthinkable.í5

Along with the Elizabethan period, the Victorian age was one that Woolf returned to repeatedly in her fiction, partly
because it was her immediate past, but largely because she was engaged in re-shaping it and at times wilfully
misrepresenting it.  Michael Whitworth has suggested that Woolf was engaged in an attempt to conceal her Victorian
                                                  

1Lytton Strachey, Eminent Victorians (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin, 1986), 9.
2Harold Bloom, ëA Meditation Upon Priorityí in David H. Richter (ed.), The Critical Tradition: Classic Texts and Contemporary Trends (NY: St

Martinís Press, 1998), 1027ñ31.  See also Bloomís Agon: Towards a Theory of Revisionism (Oxford & NY: OUP, 1984) and The Anxiety of
Influence: A Theory of Poetry (OUP, 1997 [1985]).

3Rachel Bowlby, Virginia Woolf: Feminist Destinations (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1988), 138.
4Clare Hanson, Virginia Woolf (Basingstoke, Hants: Macmillan [Women Writers series], 1994) 4.
5Letters, no. 1854, 31 January 1928.
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heritage, but I would argue that, while she may have been trying to repress or suppress this creative inheritance, her
struggle against it was extremely public and permeated all aspects of her writing.6  In Woolfís work, Victorian Britain
was transformed from pioneering, inventive and resourceful to sexually and emotionally repressive, dark, cruel and
creatively sterile.  This is captured superbly in Orlando (1928) where one of the most important transitional scenes in
the novel is the change from the rigid order and symmetry of eighteenth-century life to what Woolf sees as the stifling
and oppressive nineteenth century.  The narrator guides us through this key moment at which the world becomes
completely unrecognisable:

All was darkness; all was doubt; all was confusion.  The Eighteenth century was over; the Nineteenth century had begun. Ö
The great grey cloud which hung, not only over London, but over the whole of the British Isles on the first day of the nineteenth century stayed Ö

long enough to have extraordinary consequences upon those who lived beneath its shadow. ... Rain fell frequently, but only in fitful gusts, which were
no sooner over than they began again. Ö But what was worse, damp now began to make its way into every houseódamp, which is the most insidious
of all enemies Ö Damp swells the wood, furs the kettle, rusts the iron, rots the stone.  So gradual is the process, that it is not until we pick up some
chest of drawers, or coal scuttle, and the whole thing drops to pieces in our hands, that we suspect even that the disease is at work. ... The damp struck
within.  Men felt the chill in their hearts; the damp in their minds.  In a desperate effort to snuggle their feelings into some sort of warmth one
subterfuge was tried after another.  Love, birth, and death were all swaddled in a variety of fine phrases.  The sexes drew further and further apart.  No
open conversation was tolerated.  Evasions and concealments were sedulously practised on both sides.7

For Woolf, the zeitgeist of the nineteenth century is stasis and decay.  Instead of concentrating upon the eraís
achievements as she does with her depiction of the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, she ushers in the nineteenth
century with a series of images that would not seem out of place in an introduction to Dickensís Bleak House.  Gillian
Beer makes a strong case for identifying the cloudiness of this passage as Ruskinian, but the sheer oppression of the
climate and the overwhelming sense of disintegration also evoke Dickensís decomposing Britain.8  Admittedly,
nineteenth-century Britain manifested the signs of industrial revolution with pollution on an unprecedented scale, but
this image of dampness is a deliberate imposition on Woolfís part.  The all-pervasive, all-consuming damp signals a
form of creative stagnation in which imaginations, as well as tea-kettles, become furred up with ëthe chill in their
hearts; the damp in their mindsí.  Instead of celebrating Victorian progress, Woolf is deliberately misrepresenting it as a
means for her to work beyond itóor, in Bloomís rather drastic terms, killing itóin order to advance her own creative
agenda, signalling a departure from the constraints of the nineteenth-century realist novel.  So successful is she that the
kind of myths of hypocrisy, repression and concealment that she advances are, I would argue, associated with the
Victorians even today by a large number of historians and literary critics who have worked extensively on the period.

This immensely creative and innovativeónot to mention lengthyóera was, then, simply too daunting for modernist
writers like Woolf even to attempt to compete with.  In order to re-invent the artistic process for a new era it was
necessary to undermine the progressive modernity of the Victorians themselves and reinvent them as totally ëotherí,
thus downplaying the technological and artistic continuity between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.  Whilst a
backlash against high Victorianism and the moral values that it was held to represent had been initiated towards the
close of the nineteenth century by figures such as Oscar Wilde, George Bernard Shaw and Samuel Butler, Woolf carried
the reconstruction of the era to an extreme.  Take, for example, her brief and satirical depiction of the nineteenth-
century novelist, author of huge, sprawling tomes or, as Henry James might have said, ëloose baggy monstersí:9

Eusebius Chubb shall be our witness to the effect that this [damp] had upon the mind of a sensitive man who could do nothing to stop it.  There is a
passage towards the end of his memoirs where he describes how, after writing thirty-five folio pages one morning ëall about nothingí he screwed the
lid on his inkpot and went for a turn in his garden.  Soon he found himself involved in the shrubbery. Ö He looked upwards into the sky.  Did not
heaven itself, or that great frontispiece of heaven, which is the sky, indicate the assent, indeed, the instigation of the heavenly hierarchy?  For there,
winter or summer, year in year out, the clouds turned and tumbled, like whales, he pondered, or elephants rather; but no, there was no escaping the
simile which was pressed upon him from a thousand airy acres; the whole sky itself as it spread wide above the British Isles was nothing but a vast
feather bed; and the undistinguished fecundity of the garden, the bedroom and the henroost was copied there.  He went indoors, wrote the passage
quoted above, laid his head in a gas oven, and when they found him later he was past revival.  (ORL 158ñ9)

This brilliant and withering pastiche encapsulates Woolfís slightly mean-spirited depiction of the Victorians.  She
adopts the type of labyrinthine sentence that characterises the work of novelists like Collins or Dickens and even her
authorís name, Chubb, points to a type of artistic flabbiness.  In this brief extract she satirises the religious doubt of the
age with Chubb desperately searching for signs of the ëheavenly hierarchyí in the natural world.  Woolf undermines her
forebearsí work here, by declaring that it is all about nothing.  Then she quite literally kills poor Chubb (in whom we

                                                  
6Michael Whitworth, ëVirginia Woolf and Modernismí in Sue Roe and Susan Sellers (eds), The Cambridge Companion to Virginia Woolf (CUP,

2000), 150ñ1.
7Orlando, ed. by Brenda Lyons (London: Penguin, 1993 [hereafter ORL in the text]), 156ñ8.
8Gillian Beer, Arguing with the Past: Essays in Narrative from Woolf to Sidney (London & NY: Routledge, 1989), 145.
9Henry James, The Tragic Muse, The Novels and Tales of Henry James (NY: Charles Scribnerís Sons: 1922 [1890]), X.
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can detect traces of Matthew Arnold in ëDover Beachí or indeed Leslie Stephenís own agnostic works on Victorian
religious controversies) by exaggerating the gloom of the age and then finishing him off in a gas oven.  She suggests at
the beginning of the next paragraph that ëthis went on in every part of Englandí, although whether she is referring to a
wave of creative stagnation or a sequence of mass suicides is left somewhat in doubt!

Woolf demonstrates how the Victorian legacy can overwhelm or inhibit creative energy when she reduces a large
number of the icons of nineteenth-century progress and ingenuity to a pyramid of trinkets.  She displaces the statue of
Queen Victoria that was later to stand outside Buckingham Palace, substituting a heap of clutter instead:

Draped about a vast cross of fretted and floriated gold were widowís weeds and bridal veils; hooked on to other excrescences were crystal palaces,
bassinettes, military helmets, memorial wreaths, trousers, whiskers, wedding cakes, cannon, Christmas trees, telescopes, extinct monsters, globes,
maps, elephants, and mathematical instruments Ö  (ORL 160)

Taken in isolation, each one of these objects represents a key Victorian invention, discovery or cultural artefact.  Yet as
they stand here they are simultaneously daunting, insurmountable and, because of the sheer accumulation, they also
appear as a little vulgar and even boastful.  Indeed, Woolf informs us that Orlando had ënever, in all her life, seen
anything at once so indecent, so hideous, and so monumentalí (ORL 160).  Of all the ages through which Orlando lives,
this one is certainly the most difficult for her in that the comparative freedom that she enjoyed as a woman in the
eighteenth century has been significantly curtailed by carefully prescribed Victorian gender roles.

As Woolf herself is aware, she offers a number of generalisations and is often wilfully historically inaccurate, such
as when she dresses Queen Victoria in crinolineóthe Queen having famously spurned this impractical mode of attire.
Yet in order to signal her own departure (both artistically and socially) she must construct the immediate past as
terrible, tyrannical and stagnant in order to justify its overthrow.  Indeed, in a short essay of 1926, ëThe Days of
Dickensí, she encapsulates her attitude towards Victorian Britain by declaring: ëOne feeling dominates the readeróa
sense of escape.  For whatever charges may be brought against the present, we could scarcely tolerate one day lived as
our great-grandfathers lived it.í10  This statement is characteristic of Woolfís approach to the nineteenth century, in that,
rather than looking to the extraordinary innovation of the period, she focuses on the pitfalls of Victorian life.

Orlando is certainly a text that deals in such extremes and one whose spirit of reinvention can best be described as
ëplayfulí.  However, many of Woolfís other novels and essays are involved in a much more serious attempt to misread
the Victorian past.  One of the most direct and the most violent is her essay, ëProfessions for Womení, in which she
grapples with a Victorian poem and nineteenth-century icon, Coventry Patmoreís somewhat nauseating The Angel in the
House.  The essay is a short one and was originally an address to the Womenís Service League, in which Woolf
describes her own career as a writer; here she speaks with passion of a significant hurdle which she has had to
overcome: namely, her deference to male writers.  She describes her struggle to express her reactions when writing a
book review on a male author:

And while I was writing this review, I discovered that if I were going to review books I should need to do battle with a certain phantom.  And the
phantom was a woman, and when I came to know her better I called her after the heroine of a famous poem, The Angel in the House.  It was she who
used to come between me and my paper when I was writing reviews.  It was she who bothered me and wasted my time and so tormented me that at
last I killed her.  You who come of a younger and happier generation may not have heard of heróyou may not know what I mean by the Angel in the
House.  I will describe her as shortly as I can.  She was intensely sympathetic.  She was immensely charming.  She was utterly unselfish. Ö She
sacrificed herself daily. Ö In those daysóthe last of Queen Victoriaóevery house had its Angel.  And when I came to write I encountered her with the
very first words.  The shadow of her wings fell on my page; I heard the rustling of her skirts in the room.  Directly, that is to say, I took my pen in my
hand to review that novel by a famous man, she slipped behind me and whispered: ëMy dear, you are a young woman.  You are writing about a book
that has been written by a man.  Be sympathetic; be tender; flatter; deceive; use all the arts and wiles of our sex.  Never let anybody guess that you
have a mind of your own.  Above all, be pureí.  And she made as if to guide my pen.11

Woolf rather overstates the conflict hereóa conflict that is remarkably similar to the daily struggle experienced by Night
and Dayís Katharine Hilbery and her mother, whose literary labours are constricted on a daily basis by the
overwhelming achievements of the great nineteenth-century poet, Richard Alardyce.  Nevertheless, Woolf identifies
this struggle as the result of a Victorian ideology and, more importantly, as the consequence of womenís
unquestioningóand indeed willingóconformity.  What is apparent is that the docile, compliant and supportive Victorian
woman will not allow Woolf, the twentieth-century literary critic, to realise her potential, and she must therefore be
well and truly overcome.

Towards the beginning of ëMr. Bennett and Mrs. Browní (1924), Woolf refers to the wasted potential of intelligent
women who have had to conform.  She considers the marriage of Thomas Carlyle and his wife Jane Welsh Carlyle and
suggests that the partnership might have been a happier one had it been established upon terms of intellectual equality.
According to Woolfís vision, the academic or literary aspirations of both husband and wife would each have been

                                                  
10The Essays (ed. Andrew McNeillie), Vol. IV (1994), 339.
11Collected Essays (ed. Leonard Woolf), Vol. II (London: Chatto & Windus, 1967), 285.
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treated with the same degree of gravity and offered the same opportunities to flourish in ways that prescribed gender
roles would simply not permit.  Woolf asks us to ëconsider the married life of the Carlyles and bewail the waste, the
futility, for him and for her, of the horrible domestic tradition which made it seemly for a woman of genius to spend her
time chasing beetles, scouring saucepans, instead of writing booksí.12

While Woolf may insist that the world changed at the somewhat arbitrary juncture of 1910óas she does in ëMr.
Bennett and Mrs. Browníóit certainly did alter irrevocably between 1914 and 1918 with the horror of the First World
War.  Just as the late Victorians were the parents to Woolf and her generation, so too could they be held responsible for
all that was wrong with the world at the beginning of the twentieth century.  As Paul Fussell points out, the war
signalled ëthe collision between events and the language used for over a century to celebrate the idea of progressí.13

The war was, for Woolf, a Victorian legacy, stemming at least in part from the tensions generated in Europe by an
increasingly aggressive imperial and foreign policy in the final years of the nineteenth century.  It was also, for her, a
product of ëmanlinessí, or the rigidly delineated gender roles that she identified as Victorian in formation.  Moreover,
the scale of destruction could also be regarded as the product of Victorian inventive ingenuity, since the weapons that
prolonged the conflict resulted from the same spirit of invention responsible for that huge heap of Victoriana outside
Buckingham Palace.

Although Woolf lists a number of markers of Victorian conflict in the great inventory of things quoted above, her
work is also pervaded by a sense that the previous century had not experienced the same kind of suffering as the
collective grief induced by the Great War.  In a way, they were insulated or protected from this horrible reality and
could be both envied and viewed with contempt for not understanding true pain.  It is not an accident that Mr Ramsay in
To the Lighthouse (1927)óthe novel that immediately precedes Orlandoócharges around his familyís holiday home,
bellowing lines from Tennysonís epic account of valour, ëThe Charge of the Light Brigadeí.  The poem, of course,
commemorates the bravery of a British unit during the Battle of Balaclava, 247 of whom were killed because they
followed an incorrect order to charge straight into enemy lines.  George Orwell, with his usual eye for jingoistic
absurdity, commented on this work that ëthe most stirring battle-poem in English is about a brigade of cavalry which
charged in the wrong directioní.14  The words ësomeone had blunderedí were themselves revised out of the poem by
Tennyson in 1855 (a year after it was written), although they have subsequently been re-inserted.  Woolfís decision to
place them in Mr Ramsayís mouth is a means of belittling the Victorian patriarch by rendering him an absurdity.  This
reference to the Crimean War is also a way of drawing attention to mid-Victorian incompetence.

To The Lighthouse is probably Woolf's most vitriolic engagement with the Victorians, in which she works through
her hostility towards both her parents and nineteenth-century society in general to achieve the playful, almost self-
parodic style of Orlando.15  Mrs Ramsay of To the Lighthouseóa textual representative for that quintessential Victorian
hostess, Julia Stephenóis an almost ethereal creature who floats through the first part of the novel by matchmaking,
bolstering her husbandís ego, arranging dinner-parties and generally interfering in peopleís lives.  Small wonder, then,
that like the Victorian angel in the house, Mrs Ramsay is killed off and fails to make it to the third part of the novel.
Tied as she and her husband are to an era that is already seen to be passÈ, they appear to hinder the younger generation
through their rigid adherence to gender conventions and their very different forms of dominance.

Near the beginning of the novel, Mrs Ramsay is implicitly aligned with Queen Victoria when Charles Tansley
experiences a yearning for her and the social and historical world that she represents:

He heard her quick step above; heard her voice cheerful, then low; looked at the mats, tea-caddies, glass shades; waited quite impatiently; looked
forward eagerly to the walk home, determined to carry her bag; then heard her come out; shut a door; say they must keep the windows open and the
doors shut, ask at the house for anything they wanted Ö when, suddenly, in she came, stood for a moment silent (as if she had been pretending up
there, and for a moment let herself be now), stood quite motionless for a moment against a picture of Queen Victoria wearing the blue ribbon of the
Garter; and all at once he realised that it was this: it was this:óshe was the most beautiful person he had ever seen.

With stars in her eyes and veils in her hair, with cyclamen and wild violetsówhat nonsense was he thinking?  She was fifty at least; she had eight
children.16

Tansley is fleetingly attracted to Mrs Ramsay and the vision of the past that she embodiesónotice that it is when she
leans up against the picture of the dead queen that Tansley realises her beauty.  Just as rapidly, he rejects her for the
very same reason that he is momentarily drawn to her.  This scene captures beautifully Woolfís own problematic

                                                  
12Ibid., Vol. I (London: Chatto & Windus, 1966), 320ñ1.
13Quoted in Janis M. Paul, The Victorian Heritage of Virginia Woolf: The External World in her Novels (Norman, Oklahoma: Pilgrim Books,

1987), 15.
14George Orwell, ëEngland your Englandí, Inside the Whale and Other Essays (Harmondsworth, Middlesex: Penguin, 1962), 69.
15Woolf parodies her swift parenthetical dispatch of Mrs Ramsay by having Orlando meet and become engaged to Shelmerdine in three short

sentences (ORL 174).
16To the Lighthouse, ed. by Stella McNichol (London: Penguin, 1992 [hereafter TTL in the text]), 18.
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involvement with the Victorians and, as Janis M. Paul has pointed out, ëas is true of most other rebels, her revolt was
grounded in attraction: she fought as hard as she did against the conventions of the past because they pulled her backí.17

Like Tansley, then, Woolf at times finds the Victorians to be somewhat absurdly attractive and she has to rescue herself
from their almost magnetic influence.

Shortly after Tansleyís fleeting attraction, the Ramsaysí son Andrew attempts to explain his fatherís work on
ëSubject and object and the nature of realityí to Lily Briscoe.  When she fails to understand, Andrew directs her to
ëThink of a kitchen table then Ö when youíre not thereí (TTL 28).  This may seem like a somewhat trivial or flippant
moment, but in fact it offers the key to Woolfís difficulties with the past.  Andrewís point in this apparently rather
unhelpful and vague explanation is that we do not think of the kitchen table if we are not in its immediate presence, but
it nevertheless continues to exist even when we do not observe or conceptualise it.  In attempting to deal with her
feelings in the aftermath of Mrs Ramsayís death, Lily, like Woolf, believes that the death of the Victorian can be a
liberating force.  In her grief, Lily ponders:

Oh the dead! she murmured, one pitied them, one brushed them aside, one had even a little contempt for them.  They are at our mercy.  Mrs. Ramsay
has faded and gone, she thought.  We can over-ride her wishes, improve away her limited, old-fashioned ideas.  She recedes further and further from
us.  (TTL 190)

Only in her absence does Lily feel that she is able to ëstand up to Mrs. Ramsayí and her ëastonishing powerí (TTL 191).
Yet shortly after this scene, Lily re-assesses her emotions and realises that both Mrs Ramsay and the past are, like the
unseen kitchen table, always with us, whether we register their existence or not.  Mrs Ramsayís death may give Lily the
freedom to reshape her and, in spite of and because of her loss, she is able to stress the dead womanís failings,
weaknesses towards her husband, and the monotony of her beauty.  Lily is, then, the closest thing in this novel to a
textual representative of Woolf.  With Lilyís ultimate understanding that she need not ëMarry, marry!í (TTL 190), she
embodies the spirit of the modern age and the modernist drive to overturn convention.  Like Woolf, she is haunted by
the Victorian past just as she is shaped by it.  However, Lily achieves a form of closure and reconciliation in artistic
terms that Woolf cannot completely achieve.  As she registers in her Diary, Woolf was certainly able to work out some
of her more hostile feelings towards the Victorians in To the Lighthouse, and both Orlando and Flush (1933) signal a
more light-hearted, self-aware attempt to shape the past.18  Yet, while Lily the artist was finally able to draw a line on
her painting to delineate boundaries, Woolf the writer remained all too aware of the pastís presence and the struggle
against it which continued to pre-occupy and form her writing and her revolt for the remainder of her life.

                                                  
17The Victorian Heritage of Virginia Woolf, 6.
18See, for example: ëI used to think of him [Leslie Stephen] & mother daily; but writing The Lighthouse, laid them in my mindí (Diary, 28

November 1928).  Interestingly, when Woolf anticipated criticism of To the Lighthouse, two of her major concerns were that it might be thought
ëSentimentalí or ëVictorianí (Diary, [5 September] 1926).
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