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            Foreword

by

            VIRGINIA NICHOLSON

         

         One day, around 1972, a delivery van dropped a collection of enormous packages at our house. Boxes strapped together with parcel tape spilled into the hall: they contained photocopies of the 2,317 pages of manuscript of Virginia Woolf’s diaries, shipped from the Berg Collection at the New York Public Library to Beddingham in Sussex. Here, en masse, was the raw material for the editorial work which would take my mother the next twenty years of her life. Anne Olivier Bell was embarking on a task that would turn her into a formidable scholar, an acclaimed literary and social historian, and the world’s greatest expert on Bloomsbury.

         Our family knew her as Olivier. She died in 2018, aged 102. And for me, Granta’s republication of the Virginia Woolf diaries is an opportunity not only to celebrate my great-aunt’s cumulative creation – A. S. Byatt has described them as ‘a masterpiece’ – but also to honour Olivier, whose sensitive, scholarly research has uncovered Woolf and her world as never before.

         Editing the diaries was a daunting undertaking. Her ‘database’ (not a term she’d have used) consisted of two customised wooden boxes containing printed, colour-coded cards: one box for chronology, covering the years of Virginia’s life; the other containing brief biographies, in scrupulously legible handwriting, of everyone Virginia had ever met and their roles, whether walk-on or starring, in her life. Olivier travelled weekly to the London Library to do her research, much of it in the library’s basement, where unwieldy bound copies of The Times were stored, to be heaved from their shelves and consulted to track down an obituary or the programme for a Wigmore Hall concert. viii

         My mother’s watchwords – pinned to the window frame above her desk – were ACCURACY/RELEVANCE/CONCISION/INTEREST. There’s something fascinating about the relationship of Virginia Woolf and her editor. Here in the diaries we meet a writer of genius who has been let off the leash. Across twenty-six years of entries her accounts of her daily life career between wild fantasy, meticulous observation, sheer bravura and meditative musing. And here at her elbow is Olivier, the professional pedant and perfectionist, deftly untangling the strands of Woolf’s life for our gaze: defining, elucidating and explaining.

         Those five volumes have languished neglected and out of print for far too long. But they have stood the test of time – which is why Granta has decided to republish the text and footnotes in full, unexpurgated. My mother left out passages which might have caused distress or offence; but those people are no longer alive. Other omitted sections have been reinstated. This edition is now complete and definitive.

         And here, today, is Virginia Woolf, speaking to us from beyond the grave: sharing gossip, meditations, domestic dilemmas, cultural pleasures, jokes and anxieties, illuminated with observations on life a century ago. The joy of any diary is its immediacy, its capacity to reanimate the past. These unmediated writings have a freshness lacking in her finely honed fiction. Fans of Mrs Dalloway may decide that her description of Ermengard, a lady farmer who ‘breeds prize bulls, plays a double bass in the evening, & writes improper stories for children …’1 displays even more genius. Or there’s the beguiling bliss of eavesdropping on her scintillating conversation with Duncan Grant about ‘the bursting of people’s bladders, the National Gallery, incest … & other gossip …’2 – and comparing it to her account of a visit by the self-regarding young artist Mark Gertler: ‘We have been talking about Gertler to Gertler for some 30 hours; it is like ixputting a microscope to your eye. One molehill is wonderfully clear; the surrounding world ceases to exist’.3 

         Then there’s the moment when Virginia’s grey knickers come off in the street; building up to the psychodrama of house-hunting, and culminating in the purchase by auction of Monk’s House in July 1919: ‘I don’t suppose many spaces of five minutes in the course of my life have been so close packed with sensation,’ she writes.4

         The introspective Virginia is palpable too. Insecurities surface regularly, and she uses her diary to come to terms with them. In 1917 she was the author of just one novel (The Voyage Out, 1915), and was still newly recovered from an extreme bout of mental illness. This volume tracks her fluctuating mood swings as her second novel, Night and Day, nears completion. Virginia gropes for a steadying branch to cling to as she tries to navigate the choppy waters of publication: ‘If that is pronounced a failure, I don’t see why I should continue writing novels’;5 ‘I feel most doubtful about Morgan [Forster]; after getting his report I shall be quite at ease …’6 Her sensitivity on this front will become a familiar theme in coming years.

         Another recurrent theme is ‘the great servant question’,7 which gives us a snapshot of that lost past in which the bourgeoisie was able to take for granted the labour and drudgery of the servant class. Virginia’s undiluted experience of British life a hundred years ago has exceptional value as social history. This is a world in which electric light, underground railways and the writings of Freud are excitingly new. It is wartime, and in 1917 air raids menace London. A hole is blown in Piccadilly, and the Woolfs, wakened by gunfire, shelter with the servants in the kitchen passage. But the contemporary action by suffragists, to extend the democratic representation of women, falls surprisingly flat. Virginia goes to a rally and finds it disheartening: x‘None were eloquent; & yet they had to beat up a froth’.8 Though she often refers to her work with the Women’s Co-operative Guild, her own feminism was yet to mature. Meanwhile a panorama of the early years of the twentieth century unfolds, seen through her eyes: the Omega Workshops, the Hogarth Press, the Aeolian Hall, Mudie’s Library, the ABC – and all conscientiously footnoted. 

         Some of the historical raw material can be unpalatable today. Virginia’s snobbery is distancing – like her description of Peace Day in 1919 as ‘a servants festival’.9 Her reaction when she encounters a procession of people with profound mental and physical disabilities is deeply shocking. Though they would have been shared by many of her contemporaries, such language and assumptions are hard to swallow.

         Far more often, however, this voice from the past is seductive, funny and empathetic. Virginia Woolf has been charged with anti-Semitism (despite her marriage to Leonard Woolf), but her insights into his sentimental and attention-seeking mother are nuanced and humane. Her gift for literary portraiture is at its greatest in these diaries. Here, her Bloomsbury friends, alongside rivals, relatives, artists and literati – from Katherine Mansfield and T. S. Eliot to Ottoline Morrell and Maynard Keynes – jump off the page complete with their frailties and idiosyncrasies. The ‘apple red’ Dora Carrington is ‘immensely firm & large all over …’,10 while Saxon Sydney-Turner is ‘tart & gritty’, and ‘reminded me of a hen who has laid an egg – but only one’.11

         My mother described Virginia’s writing as a ‘swift and lovely flight of words’. The emphasis is on pace, on life itself, captured on the wing. Its poetry is at times little short of miraculous as – one after another – she seizes and pins the transient moment and immortalises it. Here’s a fat solicitor lying on a sofa ‘communing with spirits, & xifeeding upon bread & margarine’.12 Here’s E. M. Forster, ‘whimsical and vagulous’,13 or Katherine Mansfield – ‘like a … civet cat that had taken to street walking’.14 Here is an August evening in Sussex – ‘… the look of clouded emerald which the downs wear, the semi-transparent look, as the sun & shadows change …’15 And here’s a London square in late October, ‘… leaves hanging like rare gold coins on the trees’.16 

         Leonard was Virginia’s ‘inviolable centre’.17 In 1915 she had become so mentally unbalanced that she attempted suicide; and we sense his loving and ever-present watchfulness over her. On her side, there is gratitude, admiration and that revealing compatibility which some couples have, by which they can interpret a mood. As she writes in 1917, ‘L. came in so unreasonably cheerful that I guessed a disaster …’18 Leonard had received his call-up papers (though he would be exempted). Sometimes they quarrel, but never for long. I wish I knew what caused their dispute over Virginia’s jug of cream: ‘L. was unreasonable, & I was generous. The quarrel ended at 4.25 sharp’.19

         Their constancy is a golden thread running through all five volumes of this extraordinary testament to the first half of the twentieth century. It’s a love proclaimed as Volume 1 concludes – ‘I daresay we’re the happiest couple in England’20 – to be echoed over twenty years later in the note that Virginia wrote to Leonard before she walked across the meadows, to end her life in the River Ouse: I don’t think two people could have been happier than we have been.

         
             

         

         Virginia Nicholson

         June 2023

         xii

         
            1 See p. 183.

            2 See p. 241.

            3 See p. 255.

            4 See p. 370.

            5 See p. 383.

            6 See p. 397.

            7 See p. 203.

            8 See p. 160.

            9 See p. 377.

            10 See p. 164.

            11 See p. 172.

            12 See p. 144.

            13 See p. 376.

            14 See p. 72.

            15 See p. 237.

            16 See p. 396.

            17 See vol. 5, p. 242.

            18 See p. 70.

            19 See p. 174.

            20 See p. 412.
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            Editor’s Preface and Acknowledgments

         

         On Sunday, 3 January 1897, Virginia Stephen, then nearly fifteen, began to keep a record of the new year; on 1 January 1898 she writes ‘Finis’ to ‘a volume of fairly acute life (the first really lived year of my life)’. This diary was maintained without a break until October, save for the day following the death of her recently married half-sister in July. But after that disaster it dwindled, and on 14 September she remarks on the moribund condition of her poor diary, but says, ‘Never mind, we will follow the year to its end & then fling diaries & diarising into the corner – to dust & mire & moths & all creeping crawling eating destroying creatures.’

         Between 1898 and 1915 Virginia kept, at different times, at least five notebooks having something of the character of diaries but consisting largely of literary exercises or essays arising from events, people and places that she observed; only in the first months of 1905 did she again keep a brief day-to-day journal. On 1 January 1915, now married to Leonard Woolf and lodging in Richmond upon Thames, she once more resolved to make a daily record of her doings and reflections. This diary was terminated six weeks after it was begun by a breakdown more appalling than those she had already suffered, and one that lasted longer. However, by 1916 she was again leading a comparatively normal life at home in Richmond and at Asheham, her house in Sussex. It was at Asheham in August 1917 that she began yet again to keep a journal, noting in summary form each day’s happenings and weather, and her observations of natural phenomena. On returning to Hogarth House, Richmond, in October that year, she began the much fuller record which, in one form or another, she was to maintain until the end of her life in 1941. xiv

         It is these diaries – written from 1915 onwards in thirty separate books – which it is the intention to publish complete in five volumes, of which this is the first. They are now, together with all the earlier diaries and essay-journals save one, the property of the Henry W. and Albert A. Berg Collection of English and American Literature in the New York Public Library (Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations). That they are so is due in large part to the enterprise of those percipient dealers in literary manuscripts, the Misses Hamill and Barker of Chicago. In 1956 they obtained from Leonard Woolf (who had already published selected extracts under the title A Writer’s Diary in 1953) an option on the manuscript originals provided that they were able to ensure their acquisition by a major university or public collection, and provided that he (Leonard) might retain possession during his lifetime. Negotiations were entered into with Dr John D. Gordan, Curator of the Berg Collection, and on his undertaking to purchase the diaries for $20,000 when they should become available, Leonard Woolf chose to look upon the Berg as the appropriate repository for the greater part of his wife’s literary remains. It was thus, through the agency of the Misses Hamill and Barker, that the Berg Collection obtained its unrivalled Virginia Woolf archive.

         Leonard Woolf received payment for the diaries in 1958; he lived until 1969, and it was not until 1970 that the transaction was completed and the diaries entered the Berg.

         The 1915–41 series of diaries which thus eventually reached New York comprised twenty-seven volumes – 1918 was in two books, and there was none for 1916. The three further books which are included in the present publication were detached from the main series: one – a third book for 1918, which includes Virginia Woolf’s first impressions of T. S. Eliot – was found after Leonard’s death, and was offered to the Berg Collection by his executor; the other two (the Asheham Diary, because of its different nature, and one kept for three weeks in September 1919 soon after the move to Monk’s House) were grouped with the early diaries and essay-journals rather than with the main series, and entered the Berg Collection much earlier. xvThe entire series of manuscript volumes concerned is itemised in Appendix 1 on p. 415.

         At the invitation of the copyright holders and of the Hogarth Press, I have undertaken the task of preparing these diaries for publication with great and I hope proper diffidence. My qualifications for the undertaking rest partly on luck and partly on assiduity. I was born, geographically speaking, in Bloomsbury during the First World War, and was largely educated in London; to some extent my parents’ world was contiguous with that of Virginia Woolf. (I saw her only once.) I am married to her nephew and biographer Quentin Bell, and we live in Sussex halfway between Rodmell and Charleston, a mile distant from Asheham. So much for the luck. I have spent the best part of the last ten years on the documentation of Virginia Woolf’s life, assisting my husband with this side of the biography of his aunt, published in 1972. My assiduity in this respect caused him some despair; it may well cause readers of these volumes despair too. Whether they are sensible of a corresponding benefit it must be for them to decide. As editor I start from the position that I should make it my business to be able to read what Virginia Woolf wrote, and to understand what she was writing about, in these diaries, in order to present a clear and comprehensible text. I do not find much difficulty in the reading and transcribing (and here it should be said that this was first done for, and with, Leonard Woolf by Kathleen Williams, and it was from her typescript that he made his selections for A Writer’s Diary. It has formed an invaluable basis for my revision). The elucidation of the text has been much more demanding. Virginia Woolf’s interests and observations range over so wide a field – art, literature, politics, people, and her surroundings – that some supporting explanation seems necessary. In deciding how much annotation is appropriate, I have to take into account the probability that – for reasons of cost and copyright – there is not likely to be another edition of these diaries for perhaps half a century. In that time much pertinent information that I have acquired from within the circle of family and friends will have vanished for ever unless it be recorded now. Moreover, the obstacles and obscurities born of xvitime and distance will become increasingly impenetrable; names that are household words to some may become – may already be – Greek to others. When Virginia Woolf wonders whether to stretch out her hand for Rob Roy or says she saw a painted lady near Glynde, can we be sure that she will be understood?

         Then I feel that the readers of what will inevitably be expensive volumes ought not, if they do pause to shift their focus from text to footnote, to be fobbed off with only an abbreviated reference to some other expensive book. So at the risk of overdoing it, I have (though as concisely as I can) given what I judge to be essential and interesting information to illuminate or elucidate Virginia Woolf’s rapid flow of words. I must beg those who find such explanations superfluous to ignore the footnotes, remembering that others may find them helpful.

         
            * * *

         

         Virginia Woolf wrote a distinguished and elegant hand which in general it is not difficult to read, though the speed at which she wrote, the instruments she used (for preference a dipping pen and ink), and her habitual position – seated in an easy chair with a board on her lap – do frequently give rise to irregularities and obscurities. She also wrote a very pure and grammatical English, and although her choice and use of words often appear almost miraculous, they are never eccentric or jarring. The transcription of her diaries is in intention complete and entirely faithful, although I have made one or two concessions to common sense and production costs. The most obvious of these concern dates. Virginia Woolf dated her diary entries with every possible combination and abbreviation of day, date and month. I do not think sufficient light is thrown upon her state of mind or habit of thought to justify the typographical difficulties and expense involved in reproducing her variations; the essential thing is to give the reader a clear and accurate point of reference. So in these volumes the date is invariably set out: day, date, month and italicised, thus: Thursday 14 January; the months are repeated in the xviirunning headline on each page, together with the year. When there is a difference – Virginia sometimes mistakes the date – this is noted; her errors, when they do occur, have been rectified by reference to Leonard’s laconic but exact pocket diaries, to her own and her correspondents’ letters, to internal evidence and to external events.

         Another departure from Virginia Woolf’s autography arises from her manner of forming abbreviations such as [image: ] Sqre, 2ḍ, 19th, and even Shre (Shakespeare); the superior letters are lowered, and the stops and dashes, if any, omitted. Her inconsistent abbreviation of names to a capital letter followed – or not – by a colon – particularly in the case of L: – or other stop is not reproduced as it becomes irritating on the printed page; a simple full stop is used. On the other hand her almost invariable use of the ampersand has been retained; it suggests the pace of her writing, and gives point to the few occasions when she does choose to spell out the conjunction.

         Her spelling is so consistently good that the rare eccentricities are perpetuated (lovabilility is a lovely word); obvious inadvertencies have been silently corrected. Her spelling, often phonetic, of proper names is less reliable, but is retained, and the correct version given in a square bracket or footnote.

         Punctuation: it is not always easy to determine whether a single mark made at speed is intended as a comma, a full stop, or a dash; or two marks as a colon or a semi-colon. In cases of real uncertainty I have leaned to the side of orthodoxy. Usually her punctuation is perfectly appropriate if inconsistent, though apostrophes in the possessive case and inverted commas tend to stray or fall by the wayside; I have made minimal adjustments in such cases without calling attention to them. I do call attention, by means of square brackets and question marks, to doubtful readings or to words added to complete the sense.

         There is remarkably little crossed out or altered in these pages, considering the speed at which Virginia wrote; indeed the pace at which she wrote precluded those corrections and additions which are so striking a feature of her more pondered manuscripts. Where she has corrected herself, her corrections are followed. Very occasionally, xviiiher first thoughts or hesitations seem of enough interest to repeat, and they appear within angled brackets: < >.

         The annotations are given at the foot of the page to which they relate, and are numbered in sequence within each month. This is a compromise between many possible methods, all of which have disadvantages, but it is hoped that this one will prove generally convenient.

         The essential biographical information about people mentioned in Virginia Woolf’s diary is normally given at the foot of the page on their first appearance, although when they are merely named in passing it is sometimes postponed to a more appropriate page; the index will indicate where it is to be found. Whenever possible full names and dates of birth (and death) are given, since temporal relationships were of interest to Virginia; and the origin of the connection with her (for instance, her parents’, or her brothers’ Cambridge, circle) is suggested. In general, details concerning someone’s later history are not given, unless they appear to throw some light on his present character or situation.

         Virginia frequently makes passing reference to articles or book reviews she must write or deliver; these are identified in the footnotes according to B. J. Kirkpatrick’s invaluable Bibliography of Virginia Woolf, her numbers prefixed by Kp. On p. 443 is a list of names and publications cited in abbreviated form in the footnotes; other books are referred to by author, full title and date of publication in England, except for Virginia Woolf’s own works, when reference is made to the Uniform Edition and the four-volume Collected Essays published in London by the Hogarth Press and in New York by Harcourt Brace Jovanovich.
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         Did I not feel it presumptuous, I would dedicate this publication of his wife’s diaries to the dear memory of Leonard Woolf.
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            Introduction

by

            QUENTIN BELL

         

         This is the last of Virginia Woolf’s major works to be offered to the public.

         In calling it a major work I wish to imply not merely that it is a large work of major historical and biographical importance (which it certainly and obviously is) but also that, considered as a whole, it is a masterpiece.

         And if further definition be required I would say that in calling it a masterpiece I mean to indicate that it is a literary achievement equal to though very different from The Waves or To the Lighthouse, having the same accurate beauty of writing but also an immediacy such as one finds only in diaries; it is in fact one of the great diaries of the world.

         When, therefore, the last of these volumes comes from the press, the oeuvre of Virginia Woolf will be complete and the critics may, if they so wish, sit down and assess it as a whole.

         It may be thought that this would have been an appropriate task for the writer of this introduction and furthermore that he should begin by justifying his assertion that this is a masterpiece. I shall do no such thing. The assessment of Virginia Woolf’s work cannot fairly be made until the reader has all five volumes at his disposition; nor does it seem very useful to discuss a valuation which cannot possibly be justified and which cannot be disproved. Let it stand, together with my affidavit that this is my sincere and considered opinion.

         Considering the diary not as art but as history, we should perhaps try to answer the question: Is it true?

         To this no completely unequivocal answer can be given. Virginia Woolf’s reputation for truthfulness was not good. She was supposed xxiito be malicious, a gossip and one who allowed her imagination to run away with her. At least one of her friends, foreseeing the publication of her letters and of this diary, tried to warn posterity that it must not believe everything that she might tell it.

         
            Sooner or later Virginia’s diaries and letters will be printed. They will make a number of fascinating volumes: books, like Byron’s letters, to be read and re-read for sheer delight. In the midst of his delight let the reader remember, especially the reader who itches to compose histories and biographies, that the author’s accounts of people and of their sayings and doings may be flights of her airy imagination. Well do I remember an evening when Leonard Woolf, reading aloud to a few old friends extracts from these diaries, stopped suddenly. ‘I suspect’, said I, ‘you’ve come on a passage where she makes a bit too free with the frailties and absurdities of someone here present.’ ‘Yes’, said he, ‘but that’s not why I broke off. I shall skip the next few pages because there’s not a word of truth in them.’*

         

         One would like to know which passage it was that Leonard Woolf censored. I do not think that there is any substantial part of the diary of which it can fairly be said that ‘there’s not a word of truth’ in it. Certainly there is much which is dubious gossip, much that is exaggerated, much that is inaccurate, and there may be some pure fantasy. This is more true of the letters than of the diary. In her letters she certainly invents; sometimes she invents in order to amuse, knowing very well that she will not be believed by the recipient. But in her diaries she is not trying to be entertaining, and such fantasies are rare. She certainly is untruthful in her assessment of people: that is to say she is true only to her mood at the moment of writing, and when the mood changes she often contradicts herself, so that when she writes a great deal about one person we frequently end with a judgement balanced between extremes. But although she is biassed xxiiiand at times misinformed or careless, she does not consciously tell lies to herself, or even for the benefit of some future reader. The editor has frequently had occasion to correct her upon points of detail but never, I think, has she discovered a complete fabrication. 

         In general it may be said with confidence that the reader will find in these pages a true account of Virginia Woolf, together with a reasonably accurate, and in many ways intensely perceptive, account of her friends and family, her life and times.

         In addition to this assurance the prospective reader requires – if indeed he requires any kind of introduction – the kind of information which will enable him to understand the text. In fact, he must be put in possession of facts which the diarist took for granted and, writing for herself alone, could leave unmentioned. This information may be supplied by means of a recital (as succinct as possible) of the lives of Leonard and Virginia Woolf up to the time at which the diary begins, and also some account of the character of Virginia’s social environment.

         
             

         

         Leslie Stephen, a writer of some eminence, married twice: Laura, the child of his first wife, was feeble-minded. By his second wife, née Julia Jackson, he had four children: Vanessa, Thoby, Virginia and Adrian. But before becoming Julia Stephen, Julia Jackson had been Julia Duckworth and in this first union she bore three children – George, Stella and Gerald.

         All these, including Laura (who had later to be sent to an asylum), lived at No. 22 Hyde Park Gate, Kensington, and, in summer, at Talland House, St Ives, Cornwall, for which place Virginia retained nostalgic memories for the rest of her life.

         Virginia had decided to be a writer, as her sister Vanessa had resolved to be a painter, in the nursery. A considerable part of Virginia’s childhood, and it seems to have been a secure and very happy childhood, was spent in writing for her own pleasure and amusement.

         In May 1895 Julia Stephen died and that was the end of all security and of most happiness. The shock drove Virginia out of her mind. xxivShe had barely recovered from this first bout of insanity when it was followed by the death of her half-sister. Then came tragedy of another kind; Jack Hills, Stella’s widower, addressed himself with passionate indiscretion to Vanessa, who, being his deceased wife’s sister, was, in the eyes of the law, taboo. Meanwhile the master of this cheerless house became increasingly odd, irritable and deaf. Virginia herself was almost insanely shy; she had a sharp tongue, but she also had qualities which won and for many years retained the friendship of intelligent women such as Madge Vaughan, the daughter of John Addington Symonds, Janet Case the Greek scholar, Lady Robert Cecil and above all Violet Dickinson, a woman of large moral character who was at once surrogate mother and – in a purely sentimental fashion – the lover of this very difficult and complicated young woman. When, in 1904, Sir Leslie (knighted in 1902) died of cancer, Virginia again went mad and it was Violet above all who devoted herself to the invalid.

         Virginia’s recovery seemed to be the beginning of a happier epoch. Vanessa made a new home for her brothers and sister at 46 Gordon Square, Bloomsbury, a more cheerful environment than 22 Hyde Park Gate and one more appropriate to the free existence that the Stephen children now sought. Virginia’s brother Thoby brought his Cambridge friends and notably Saxon Sydney-Turner, Lytton Strachey and Clive Bell to Gordon Square. Virginia was at first very critical of these young men but she learnt presently to enjoy conversations of a kind that were entirely new to her. She had had no formal education, but her father had given her the run of his library – she was a voracious reader – and a few excellent words of advice. Cambridge, having as it were come to Bloomsbury, could supply the dialectical teaching of which she had felt herself to be deprived. At the same time she continued her own education as author by writing reviews.

         Then, once again fate mauled the Stephen family. In 1906 after travelling in Greece, both Vanessa and Thoby fell ill. Thoby died (20 November 1906). To Virginia it seemed not only that she had lost a much loved and much admired brother but that she had also lost a sister, for Vanessa then married Clive Bell. This seemed almost xxvlike treachery; her sister was the most important person in her life. She did not think Clive worthy of his good fortune.

         The ensuing years were not all unhappy but they contained much unhappiness. Virginia set up house in another Bloomsbury Square with her surviving brother, Adrian. They made an inharmonious couple. Moved by what one may almost call a spirit of revenge, Virginia soon embarked upon a reckless flirtation with Clive which gave little but pain to everyone concerned. Men were a new interest; she found time for some other flirtations and was momentarily engaged to Lytton Strachey. In 1908 she began to write a novel which was eventually to become The Voyage Out.

         In 1910 she had another breakdown. This resulted in a friendship with Miss Jean Thomas who kept the nursing home in which she was hospitalised. In 1911 she moved to a new home, again in Bloomsbury; with Adrian she set up a collective establishment (it was considered a scandalous thing to do). The other subscribers were two comparatively new friends: Duncan Grant and Maynard Keynes; in December 1911 Leonard Woolf became a member of this commune.

         Leonard Woolf was born in 1880, one of a large Jewish family; his father, Sidney Woolf, QC, was able, hard-working and prosperous; but not sufficiently prosperous to leave his family much to live on when, very suddenly and in the prime of life, he died, leaving a widow and nine children. The Woolfs met this catastrophe with the supple fortitude of their race. Somehow the children were given a good education. Four, of whom Leonard was one, gained scholarships to Cambridge, and it was there that he formed the friendships which were to determine the course of his life.

         The Cambridge Conversazione Society, usually called ‘the Apostles’, had been founded at the beginning of the nineteenth century and in its time it had enlisted a great many of the most brilliant undergraduates, or rather of the most gifted, for I think the Apostles slightly mistrusted brilliance; the term suggests superficiality whereas the ideal Apostle, although of course he had to be intelligent, had also above all things to be serious and of a ferocious integrity; xxviit was something in his favour if he were rather unworldly, almost, in fact, a prig. Leonard came fairly near to that ideal and for him Cambridge remained always a spiritual home and ‘Apostolic’ purity the proper aim of an intellectual.

         At that time the Society could be regarded as a kind of freemasonry of the intellect. Its existence was supposed to be a secret; there were phrases, ceremonies, allusions and jargon not understood by the profane and in consequence it offered a fair target for ridicule. Those of Leonard’s contemporaries who had not been members of the Society poked fun at the secrecy and the ceremony, they delighted in stories of pretty numskulls smuggled into the Apostolic fold by Lytton Strachey. Behind their censure there was some envy, the envy of those who have been tried by their peers and found wanting. There were several of Virginia’s friends who never quite got over the chagrin of having not been Apostles. Correspondingly Leonard himself, arriving at Trinity conscious no doubt of his own intellectual powers but conscious also that certain barely visible but still sensible barriers remained in English society to impede the passage of members of his race, must surely have found in his membership of a powerful society which was morally and intellectually superior to the conventions and prejudices of the age a cordial and a reinforcement.

         When Leonard came down in 1904 and found himself without money, without an outstanding degree and with no better prospect than that of going to Ceylon as an apprentice civil servant, he certainly needed some such reassurance. To descend from the rarefied atmosphere of Trinity to the solitude of the jungle and the loud convivialities of the white man’s club was a sad transition. However, he was made of uncommonly stern stuff; he managed not only to survive but to prosper and to rise in his profession. When he returned to England on leave in 1911 it was clear that he had a great future before him in the colonial service. He decided to throw it away, to stay in England and to marry Virginia.

         It was a programme which could not be realised without hardihood. He had to deal not only with the Colonial Office but xxviiwith Virginia and, while the former very much wanted to keep him, the latter was half inclined to let him go.

         After a period of long and agonising doubt Virginia did in fact marry him on 10 August 1912 and the marriage, despite the fact that Virginia was not sexually enthusiastic, was both happy and durable. Almost at once it was subjected to the most exacting tests, for within a year Virginia was struck by the third of her bouts of madness. In September 1913 she tried to kill herself. The recovery from this attack was painfully slow, for a long time she had to be watched day and night by nurses, for a long time she tried to starve herself to death. It was not until the autumn of 1914 that she could again begin to lead something like a normal life.

         The Woolfs had discovered a house called Asheham in a valley of the Sussex downs and it was here that Virginia passed her convalescence. She herself would no doubt have wished to return to London and Leonard, who was getting more and more involved in political work, needed to be near the capital, but he feared the effect that it would have upon Virginia’s health. They compromised by settling in Richmond, about half an hour by train from central London, and it was here that Virginia began to keep this diary.

         ‘I, Virginia Woolf, am a lady.’ So far as I know Virginia never said or wrote those words, and yet I do not think that she would have denied that, if we could interpret it properly, the phrase would describe one of the assumptions which she makes in writing her diary; and it is an assumption of which we ought to be aware even though it might never have occurred to her to state it. The difficulty is that we can hardly know what such words imply in the mouth of one who was born in 1882, brought up in Kensington, ready to contemplate marriage with a self-confessed sodomite at the age of twenty-seven and at thirty to exchange the name of Stephen for that of Woolf. Her situation was one of considerable social complexity and to describe it adequately is nearly impossible. Nevertheless an attempt to do so could be helpful to the readers of these diaries and should be made.

         Many people, if asked now to describe Virginia’s social environment, would answer with one word: ‘Bloomsbury’. But that xxviiiword, howsoever liberally it may be defined – and indeed it does bear a great many meanings – could never properly describe the great number of social groups with which Virginia was concerned, and of course the statement would ignore the very obvious fact that Virginia was a social being with strong affiliations to other people long before ‘Bloomsbury’ ever existed.

         Her parents belonged to the upper middle class. People of their kind worked for their living but they did not work with their hands. They did not belong to the leisure class or to the hereditary ruling class; they were neither landowners nor industrialists, nor were they engaged in any sort of commerce. They were ‘professional’ people, lawyers, civil servants, dons, men of letters, a few were physicians, a few were clergymen; their culture was almost entirely literary, and they were only to a slight extent concerned with the other arts, hardly at all with music or the theatre.

         For this class success was the fruit of intelligence and hard work. The education of their sons was a very important matter; they were sent to ‘good’ schools and then to Oxford or Cambridge and so into some kind of legal, literary or administrative work which, not uncommonly, took them to India. From India they returned to an area which may, very loosely, be termed ‘Kensington’. Here they lived in tall dark overfurnished houses on the walls of which hung large dark pictures in heavy gold frames. They employed a very large number of servants.

         The education of the daughters followed a much less clearly defined pattern than that of their brothers. On the one hand they were trained to cultivate the graces, on the other there was an increasing tendency to give them a more serious education. There were schools which could provide something more than the rudimentary knowledge, the French, Music, Drawing and Deportment, that could be learnt from a vast and needy army of governesses. In 1870 the Universities had left their doors slightly ajar so that, even in an age of bustles, an intelligent young woman might squeeze her way through. Virginia’s generation was to see the first results of that invasion, the brilliant and stout-hearted sisterhood of Oxford and Cambridge. But xxixthere was nothing in the least odd about the fact that neither Virginia herself nor her sister or half-sister received any form of systematic education. A lady was, in a refined way, a domestic animal; it was her duty to devote herself to the home and to her relations, to be an obedient child, an unpaid companion, an amateur nurse and, in effect, a kind of upper servant. Marriage was the grand aim of her youth, it enabled her to escape from the tyranny of the home and to exchange a lower for a higher form of servitude. It was a transaction to which she, at least, was expected to bring the gift of purity, a term of imprecise meaning but of enormous importance to the Victorian middle classes.

         Once married, the girls found themselves pregnant again and again. The vast broods that were thus engendered, the strong sense of family solidarity, a solidarity reinforced by the heavy casualties of nineteenth-century disease and nineteenth-century medicine, the fact that the survivors naturally tended to repeat the educational pattern of their parents and usually had sufficient ability to rise to a fair height in what became ‘family’ professions, meant that certain branches of administration were largely in the hands of a relatively small number of families. When one begins to examine the history of this class at this period one discovers a dense and complicated network of family connections; the ramifications seem endless and everyone, it appears, knew, or was related to, or at least had been at the University with, everyone else.

         Looking back across a century, one tries to imagine what a gathering of Mr and Mrs Leslie Stephen’s friends would have been like. The picture is dim and confused. One may reasonably situate the party in a large house built about the middle of the century or rather earlier; these were people who altered but did not build houses and who, on the whole, were uncomfortable with modernity. The decorations would have been sober – dark crimson curtains relieved by dusky bronze, black shiny furniture picked out with a narrow gold line. In a draped alcove a marble bust by Marochetti, Watts quoting from Titian in a heavy gilt and stucco frame, a large photograph of the Ansidei Madonna on a bed of purple velvet, glazed and framed xxxin gilt and darkly japanned wood, a great many small photographs of gentlemen wearing resolute expressions and a lot of hair, ladies with fine eyes and bare shoulders and everywhere books, books treated with respect and clothed in leather or at the very least in cloth.

         When one tries to populate this scene the mind settles too easily on the agreeable images of du Maurier. His social types are so very familiar: the tall military Adonis of the ballroom, the infinitely distinguished diplomats, professors, actors, bishops, and Royal Academicians, the superbly caddish cads, the abundant bevy of beauties. The temptation is all the greater because du Maurier was a not infrequent guest at Hyde Park Gate and could well have found some of his models in Julia Stephen’s drawing-room – not the diplomats, actors, bishops, guardsmen and cads, but the intellectuals, the beauties of the family and Leslie himself – it is possible to discover them all in the pages of Punch, which did indeed hold a flattering mirror to their class. But it is a too flattering glass; du Maurier’s pencil beautifies or caricatures. Neither is that other image of ‘the Cimabue Browns’ anything like the realities that Virginia might have known in her youth. On the maternal side her aunts were indeed ‘aesthetic’; they did not follow the fashions of the day at all closely; but the peacock feathers and sunflowers of du Maurier’s aesthetes, if they existed at all, would not have been found at Hyde Park Gate. As for the Stephen ladies, they, I suspect, were simply dowdy.

         When the aesthetic movement of the eighties and nineties began to exert its influence Virginia’s parents were too old to be affected by it. The wit, the brilliance, the naughtiness and the mysticism of the late century passed them by; they were the characteristics of a very different social group. This is particularly true of Leslie, whose second marriage had been made comparatively late in life and who looked always to the past, to the social and intellectual ideas of the mid-century.

         Considered en masse such a party would have been respectable rather than fashionable. To consider them in any other way is hard. Certainly it would be wearisome to provide a catalogue of individuals but I will mention two who may be thought of as representing xxxiopposing elements. Fitzjames Stephen, Leslie’s elder brother, a big, solid man, tightly buttoned into a frock coat and armed with a massive intellect, may be considered the outstanding representative of the Stephen family. It was a family which, in a century, had risen from very humble origins to positions of power in the British and Australian legal systems. Fitzjames himself was a lawyer, formidable in cross-examination and terrible when, as a hanging judge, he sat upon the bench. He was not only a forensic and political theorist but a man of letters, and in this at least he resembled Anne Thackeray Ritchie. She was the novelist’s elder daughter, her sister Minny had been Leslie’s first wife and she was herself the author of a number of novels which radiate sweetness, light and confused thought (Virginia drew her portrait as Mrs Hilbery in Night and Day). In conversation she was vague, charming and optimistic to the point of absurdity and quite overwhelming in the gaiety of her enthusiasms. She knew ‘everybody’ in the world of letters and found just the kind of qualities that she valued in the lovely, benevolent, impetuous and imperious daughters of James Pattle, Virginia’s great-grandfather, who with their abundant families formed a large section of the society in which the Stephens lived. Virginia had seven first cousins on the Stephen side of the family and sixteen on the Pattle side. Among these maternal relations we may notice Countess Somers, who had been Virginia Pattle, the most beautiful of the sisters – ‘Elgin marbles with dark eyes’ Ruskin called them. Lady Somers left her class by marrying an aristocrat; she also married both her daughters to the sons of Dukes and in so doing helps to define the limits of what was otherwise a decidedly middle-class group.

         As Victorian society went the Stephens, their friends and their relations were not socially compact, they wandered fairly easily over an extensive field of acquaintance. But there were frontiers. It is probable that the Duchess of Bedford, Lady Somers’s daughter, would have been slightly out of place at a party at No. 22 Hyde Park Gate; one imagines that she would have been a little too ‘good’ for her company. Her sister Lady Henry Somerset, having, although perfectly innocent, been at the centre of a sexual scandal, presented a more xxxiiserious social problem, for there were a great many people of her own class who refused to speak to Lady Henry. At the opposite end of the community one of Julia Stephen’s nieces had married a farmer’s son and he too would have been hard to include in a Kensington party.

         These then were the extremes. Between them, as I have said, there would have been no remarkable barriers. The important Stephen contingent was different but not radically different from Mrs Ritchie and her numerous connections. They were all middle class, they were all very literate. The Stephens all wrote books and so did many of their friends. Meredith, Henry James, J. R. Lowell (Virginia’s godfather) were frequent visitors at 22 Hyde Park Gate or at Talland House, St Ives, and there they might have found Hardy, Gosse, Froude and also many other Victorian men of letters whose names are now forgotten. The Stephens had little to do with politics, although in his youth Leslie had been an ardent supporter of his friend Henry Fawcett; John Morley was always a close friend, but Morley was as much concerned with literature as with the Liberal Party. Even Charles Booth, their only link with the world of industry, was the author of books on social questions. The Pattle connection brought with it an interest in the fine arts of which the Stephens knew nothing; Watts and Val Prinsep (Julia Stephen’s cousin), the Holman Hunts and the Burne-Joneses were fairly close friends.

         At Mrs Stephen’s Sunday Afternoons, which were small, unambitious social gatherings, there would have been very few guests who would have missed a quotation from Dr Johnson, from Shelley or from La Rochefoucauld; there would have been even fewer guests who had ever heard the name of an impressionist painter.

         By our standards their manners were formal. ‘Damnation’ would have been the strongest imaginable expletive in mixed company. The coarser passages of Swift and Sterne would have been perfectly familiar to Leslie Stephen, but he could no more have quoted them than he could have alluded to a visit to the lavatory. He was a man who was ready to lead a revolution against God, who would not have been afraid of political innovations, but who so completely accepted the conventions and prohibitions of his age and class that he was ready xxxiiito regard them almost as laws of nature. In this he was not peculiar, only a little old-fashioned, for it was a sedate, elderly atmosphere in which Virginia was reared and this no doubt magnified the distance that she was to discover between herself and her parents’ generation. But even when one allows for this distortion, the difference between Kensington – and in that term we may include the great majority of Virginia’s coevals – and Bloomsbury is immense. The manners, the moral assumptions, the language of Bloomsbury in 1910 were not really very unlike those of the permissive generation of our own times; they were of course different but they were not radically different. Or, to put the matter in another way, the Kensington of 1900 would hardly have been more horrified by us than it was by the Bloomsbury of 1910. If it be possible to fix a date for such things then it is in that year that the modern world, considered as an ethical, social or aesthetic entity, may be said to have been created, but created within a very restricted circle.

         The move from Kensington to Bloomsbury was a social as well as a geographical departure. It was a departure from a ‘good’ to a bad address, from social propriety to social heterodoxy. I have little doubt that it was Vanessa Stephen who was the prime mover in this exodus; she was always the enemy of propriety. At 46 Gordon Square, in a young and unchaperoned household, she hoped to achieve liberty. Her hope came true.

         The liberties which the Stephen children and their friends took were not, at the outset at all events, very outrageous. Certainly they would not seem so today. But almost immediately they elicited a startled murmur of disapproval. The Stephen girls were failing to cultivate the social graces, they did not dress or behave in a decorous manner, their days were given to the desk and the easel, they largely neglected the duty of accepting or dispensing tea, of leaving cards, of paying calls or even of dressing for dinner. Family obligations were ignored, social opportunities missed, not only were there no chaperones and no small talk but there were grave positive evils in the form of quite ineligible young men and conversation on quite unsuitable topics. Painters of dubious reputation and their women, xxxivwhose reputations were not even dubious, were received in Vanessa’s drawing-room and, as the first decade of the century ended, rumours of a more horrifying nature began to circulate: coarse words, wholly unmentionable subjects and utterly abandoned behaviour were, it was said, of common occurrence at 46 Gordon Square. It was hardly a surprise when these same young iconoclasts played a disrespectful practical joke on the Royal Navy, affected an admiration for the daubs of Cézanne, and sneered at the patriotic emotions of a nation at war. These of course were later developments, but almost from the first, Kensington was sure that the Stephen children had forgotten their breeding and there were some who expressed their resentment in the most direct form of social hostility known to them, ‘the cut direct’.

         To Vanessa this seemed the crowning mercy. It meant that all pretence at intercourse might be abandoned. To her it appeared that there was nothing to be said for the old way of life in which they had been brought up. It was stuffy, dull, pompous and limited; the jokes were as heavy as the furniture and the list of things that a girl might not discuss was even longer and more discouraging than the list of things that she was expected to do. Bored by their manners and revolted by their morality she could dismiss even the aesthetic values of the tribe, finding in their admiration for Watts and the Pre-Raphaelites the trivial enthusiasms and dangerous sentimentality of a vanished epoch.

         Virginia agreed, but she did not agree entirely. She was much slower to break with Kensington, in fact with her there never was a complete break. She was more attached to her father’s memory, much more inclined to look for that which was good in the ethos of their youth. She practised an art less dramatic in its revolutions than the art of painting; Henry James and Meredith were not to be dismissed so easily as the deities of Ruskin’s Pantheon, nor was there for her, as for Vanessa, a deeply impressive revolutionary tradition to which she could turn.

         Moreover I think that it seemed to Virginia that there was a case to be made even for the formalities and restraints of Kensington. xxxvThe cult of the family might lead to excesses but it was not wholly bad; there was a real virtue in that unquestioning solidarity of the clan. The Stephen devotion to truth and clarity might take an arid legal form, but it had also a certain austere beauty; the proconsular character of the family had also its admirable and its romantic side.

         No less beautiful, heroic indeed, was the service of those vestals of the tea urn. The long tedium of a life devoted to courtesy, the constant polite endeavour to soothe the vanity, repair the composure and ensure the comfort of guests – usually male guests, who arrogantly took such endeavours for granted – might be futile but it was also touching. Virginia was glad that she had finally and successfully murdered the ‘angel in the house’; her art left no room for angelic ministrations. But she was glad also that she and Vanessa had received a training in civility.

         Kensington was a region from which she could make occasional raids upon another territory which may perhaps be described as ‘Mayfair’. She never seems to have sought out or been in any serious way concerned with her ducal relations but, through Violet Dickinson whom she loved and Kitty Maxse whom she did not love, she did get to know the Marchioness of Bath and her daughters, Lady Beatrice Thynne and Lady Cromer, and some of their friends and relations and there, among people who needed no social assurance, who were above the gentilities of Kensington, she was able to enjoy a freer, less stuffy atmosphere. Theirs was a society which permitted eccentricity to flourish and with it a refreshing sincerity. Apart from Violet Dickinson, Virginia’s chief attachment here was to Lady Robert Cecil, for she was seriously engaged in and loved the art of writing.

         She had indeed a very catholic collection of friends, for in addition to Bloomsbury and Kensington and Mayfair there were several intermediate figures who can hardly be classified. Such were: Janet Case who had taught Virginia Greek and became a lasting friend; Miss Sheepshanks who had enlisted her to teach working men and women at Morley College; Hilton Young, the son of an old friend of Leslie’s but more than half infected by the heterodoxies of his xxxvigeneration; and above all Lady Ottoline Morrell who herself lived in a social world as various as that of Virginia. Though obviously very unlike the Cecils and the Thynnes, she had something of the same disregard for the minor social conventions and had in the highest degree that capacity to behave oddly, but at the same time with natural dignity and even with grandeur, which may fairly be called aristocratic. Ottoline lived in many worlds and was, for a time, influential in Bloomsbury. She made it more worldly or, as Virginia put it: ‘filled the place with lustre and illusion’.

         Exactly the opposite tendency was represented by a younger set, almost a second generation of Bloomsbury, for it was also largely derived from the intellectual middle class and from Cambridge. Rupert Brooke, Ka Cox, Frances Darwin, Jacques Raverat, Brynhild, Margery, Daphne and Noel Olivier shared many of the tastes and ideas of Virginia’s generation; but they were much less interested in the ethical doctrines of G. E. Moore and in the Post-Impressionists; they were much more concerned with politics, more strenuous, more uninhibited. These Neo-Pagans delighted in physical exercise, in the simple pleasures of the countryside and in poetry. Rupert Brooke stood at the centre of this group and, when he left to fight in the war and died at the beginning of the Dardanelles campaign, Neo-Paganism seemed to die with him. But several of its components, and especially Ka Cox, who had cared for Virginia in her madness, remained as friends.

         Thus the circle to which Leonard was introduced when he married was sufficiently heterogeneous. Many of Virginia’s friends were already his; he had belonged to the original nucleus at Cambridge from which Bloomsbury grew. He returned from Ceylon to find a different society, one in which painting had become important as it had not been important at Cambridge, in which Clive Bell played a larger and more central role, and which had been augmented by Roger Fry and Duncan Grant. Leonard himself had to introduce his wife to the Woolf family. Virginia found them strange and very foreign; they must be alluded to because they played an important part in her life, but the outsider speaks with diffidence. The impression that one xxxviigained from her was of a family with few friends, or at least there were few known to her; there were a great many brothers and sisters dominated by Leonard’s mother, a woman capable of heroism but usually perceived as timorous and sentimental, continually demanding proofs of affection from her children and, I think, receiving them. Leonard, who was clearly a rebel and determined to escape from this matriarchy, was at the same time conscientious in his performance of what he saw as his filial duties – too conscientious for Virginia; and the claims of the Woolfs (like the claims of Virginia’s family) were a cause of some dissension in the home.

         
            Leonard Woolf … is the son-in-law of our old friend Leslie Stephen, having married Virginia. I have never had any communication with him … a perverse, partially educated alien German, who has thrown in his lot violently with Bolshevism and Mr Joyce’s ‘Ulysses’ and ‘the great sexual emancipation’ and all the rest of the nasty fads of the hour. It is no use for us to strive with such a man. He would only redouble his sarcasms and gibes. What he hates in R.L.S. [Robert Louis Stevenson] is radically what we love – the refinement, the delicacy, the beauty. You cannot argue with a type like that. You can only let it pass by, and, on the next possible occasion, say once more that R.L.S. was a beautiful writer and a beautiful soul.†

         

         Thus Gosse, writing to Sidney Colvin in 1924. He exhibits very nicely the difference between two generations of literary men, but his letter is also interesting because it contains so much misinformation. This is all the more remarkable because, by 1924, Bloomsbury had begun to make its weight felt in the republic of letters and elsewhere. Ten years earlier such ignorance would have been very natural, for at that time, the time when this diary begins, Bloomsbury was almost a non-entity. E. M. Forster was the only writer of the group to have xxxviiiestablished a reputation and Forster stood rather at the confines of Bloomsbury. Lytton Strachey, like Virginia, had written reviews; his only book was a useful but hardly an earth-shaking guide to French literature. Desmond MacCarthy was also a journalist. Everyone had expected that he would write a great novel, but somehow it never got written and his friends were beginning to think that it never would. As for Saxon Sydney-Turner he was, even more clearly, taking a road which would lead him away from worldly success; from his desk in the Treasury he produced minutes which were models of all that a minute should be, but he did not produce decisions; his life was increasingly devoted to obscure intellectual parlour games. Maynard Keynes was also in the Treasury and, as they say, ‘a coming man’, although nobody at that time could foresee how conspicuously and how scandalously he would arrive. Virginia’s brother Adrian had married Karin Costelloe, a marriage which neither of his sisters welcomed, and he, like Saxon, seemed to be in search of obscurity rather than of fame. In fact he had not yet discovered a profession which suited him. 

         In the area of the fine arts Bloomsbury had indeed begun to make its mark, although Vanessa was practically unknown as a painter and had never had a one-man show. Clive, with whom she could barely be said to be living but who remained and always was to remain an affectionate friend, had caused a considerable stir by publishing Art, an attempt to give systematic expression to aesthetic formalism (this was in 1914), and two years previously he had helped to organise the second Post-Impressionist Exhibition; he was, by the outbreak of war, becoming known as a critic. Roger Fry was his senior and to some extent his mentor. Fry had indeed made a name for himself before the first Post-Impressionist Exhibition startled London in the last weeks of 1910. He had since then been Vanessa’s lover and was now, very slowly, learning to live without her and at the same time, like Clive, becoming her friend. Duncan Grant, who had replaced him in Vanessa’s affections, was just beginning that long professional and emotional partnership which was to endure while she lived; as an artist he was highly valued by the small circle which knew his work, but he too had attracted no large degree of public attention. xxxix

         It has to be remembered that although Fry was a central figure in the avant-garde revolt of the years 1910–14 and had, with some éclat, created the Omega Workshops, he and his friends in Bloomsbury were but one element in a wider movement, and perhaps the greatest publicity went elsewhere. It is significant that the word ‘futurist’ was generally used to describe all forms of pictorial modernism in this country and that this remained the case long after Futurism, Vorticism and the abstract phase of Bloomsbury painting had come to an end in the war.

         The people whom we call ‘Bloomsbury’ were those whom Virginia knew and loved best. What kind of people were they? Certainly they were all intelligent, although the intelligence of Duncan Grant, Vanessa Bell or indeed of Virginia herself had none of the lightning celerity which made the mind of Maynard Keynes so dazzling, nor had it much in common with the forceful and erudite but sometimes slow and erring wisdom of Roger Fry. It cannot even be said that they all enjoyed the pleasures of discussion: while Desmond and Maynard, Clive and Lytton and Roger would argue happily about almost any topic that was not utterly trivial, Duncan would make drawings and Vanessa as often as not would fall asleep. Virginia indeed affected, not quite seriously, to consider the painters as little better than cretins and quite desperately ignorant. But she would not, in cold sobriety of spirit, have accused any of her Bloomsbury friends of stupidity. In all she found a liveliness of mind, a felicity of humour, which depended upon some kind of intellectual strength; in all there was a robust sense of balance which led them to value intelligence. They felt that the emotions should never be allowed to govern reason, so that now, with the catastrophe of war upon them and despite the fact that they held a great variety of views and were at some points diametrically opposed, they could none of them admit, as did some of their friends, that ‘this is something about which I will not argue. I feel too deeply to listen to reason. I love, I hate, and I will not discuss.’ In Bloomsbury there had always to be the possibility of discussion.

         The obverse of this respect for the intellect was a certain lack of respect for customary morals, traditional wisdom and popular xlenthusiasm, an almost instinctive distrust for the passions of the multitude, which readers of this diary will notice in several entries when Virginia finds herself confronted by some large demonstration of national joy, grief or courage.

         And yet I think it may fairly be argued that the cohesive power of Bloomsbury had moral rather than intellectual origins. Virginia, Vanessa, Clive, Saxon and Lytton were united in friendship, kinship and love; it was their mutual affection which provided the solid nucleus around which Bloomsbury grew. That affection received its unbreakable astriction from a common sorrow, the death of Thoby Stephen in 1906; it was at this time that Vanessa and Virginia, who had only too much experience of the maudlin formalities of Victorian grief, discovered in these brilliant, argumentative, theory-spinning young men from Cambridge a depth of feeling which did not need to be advertised by black crape or high sentiments. The strength of their union was not, in the end, based upon a similarity of ideas and outlook. It was based on affection.

         The solidarity of Bloomsbury was strong enough to withstand a great deal: the furies of jealousy and thwarted lust, the almost sadistic tedium of Saxon’s conversation, the back-biting and fault finding, the insincerities and teasing of literary rivals, all the jars and gibes that intelligent and sensitive people can inflict upon one another. And yet, in the end the friendships always did survive. Some members of the group might wander away from the rest or become deeply involved in exogamous adventures; but there was never a break, never a lasting quarrel. The friends remained friends for as long as they lived.

         At the time when this diary opens Bloomsbury was a misnomer. The old propinquity was gone, there was no more pleasant easy visiting between neighbours. Maynard still lived in what had been the Bells’ house at 46 Gordon Square, but Vanessa was away in the country for most of the time and Duncan with her. Lytton was also usually out of London; Ottoline retired from Bedford Square to her country house at Garsington; there she was joined by Clive and some other pacifists. Virginia herself was living very quietly in Richmond.

         The persistence of old friendships would draw them together again, xliBloomsbury would be re-formed, but with a new aspect. Meanwhile Virginia was living in a kind of vacuum and was still barely recovered from her bout of insanity. Since she did appear to be getting well again and was able to work and to enjoy Leonard’s company she may be considered happy. But in other ways her state was not enviable; she had reached middle life without any great achievement to her credit, and all around her were younger people rapidly advancing towards fame. She was poorer than she had ever been. She almost certainly knew that her mental health was precarious. She had hardly begun to find the fictional form that suited her, the great literary adventure of her life still lay unseen in the future, and she awaited with dreadful anxiety the publication of her first novel. xlii

         
            * Clive Bell, Old Friends: Personal Recollections, 1956, p. 97.

            † National Library of Scotland, MS 3355, ff 56–7. I am indebted to Mr Alan Bell for calling my attention to this letter.
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         This part of Virginia Woolf’s diary is a kind of prelude to the main work. After almost six weeks of conscientious reporting, the diary ends. Why she began this record we do not know; but we do know why she stopped: from the middle of February she plunged into madness. This was the second phase of her longest breakdown, an aggressive and violent period very different from the melancholic and suicidal mania which had preceded it in the latter half of 1913. This ‘Prelude’ therefore describes the end of a fair interval between two fearful tempests of lunacy.

         Virginia’s first novel The Voyage Out had been accepted in March 1913; its publication was delayed until March 1915. She only mentions it once, but it would not be wise to suppose that it was absent from her thoughts; the knowledge that it was so soon to appear may well have been the cause of her renewed insanity.

         This is Diary I (see Appendix 1); each entry is dated on a small oval, lozenge-shaped or circular label gummed to the top of the page; the first eleven dates are typewritten.
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         Friday 1 January

         To start this diary rightly, it should begin on the last day of the old year, when, at breakfast, I received a letter from Mrs Hallett. She said that she had had to dismiss Lily at a moments notice, owing to her misbehaviour.1 We naturally supposed that a certain kind 4of misbehaviour was meant; a married gardener, I hazarded. Our speculations made us both uncomfortable all day. Now this morning I hear from Lily herself. She writes, very calmly, that she left because Mrs Hallett was ‘insulting’ to her; having been given a day & nights holiday, she came back at 8.30 a.m. ‘not early enough’. What is the truth? This, I guess: Mrs H. is an old angry woman, meticulous, indeed as we knew tyrannical, about her servants; & Lily honestly meant no wrong. But I have written for particulars – another lady wanting a character at once. Then I had to write to Mrs Waterlow about the chimney sweeping charges foisted on us, such a letter as comes naturally to the strong character, but not to the weak.2 And then we tramped to the Co-ops. in rain & cold to protest against their bookkeeping.3 Manager a bored languid young man, repeating rather than defending himself. Half way home we heard “British warship … British warship” & found that the Formidable has been sunk in the channel.4 We were kept awake last night by New Year Bells. At first I thought they were ringing for a victory. 

         Saturday 2 January

         This is the kind of day which if it were possible to choose an altogether average sample of our life, I should select. We breakfast; I interview Mrs Le Grys.5 She complains of the huge Belgian appetites, & their preference for food fried in butter. “They never give one anything” she remarked. The Count, taking Xmas dinner with them, insisted, after Pork & Turkey, that he wanted a third meat. Therefore Mrs Le G. hopes that the war will soon be over. If they eat thus 5in their exile, how must they eat at home, she wonders? After this, L. & I both settle down to our scribbling. He finishes his Folk Story review, & I do about 4 pages of poor Effie’s story;6 we lunch; & read the papers, agree that there is no news. I read Guy Mannering upstairs for 20 minutes;7 & then we take Max [a dog] for a walk. Halfway up to the Bridge, we found ourselves cut off by the river, which rose visibly, with a little ebb & flow, like the pulse of a heart. Indeed, the road we had come along was crossed, after 5 minutes, by a stream several inches deep.8 One of the queer things about the suburbs is that the vilest little red villas are always let, & that not one of them has an open window, or an uncurtained window. I expect that people take a pride in their curtains, & there is great rivalry among neighbours. One house had curtains of yellow silk, striped with lace insertion. The rooms inside must be in semi-darkness; & I suppose rank with the smell of meat & human beings. I believe that being curtained is a mark of respectability – Sophie used to insist upon it.9 And then I did my marketing. Saturday night is the great buying night; & some counters are besieged by three rows of women. I always choose the empty shops, where I suppose, one pays ½[d] a lb. more. And then we had tea, & honey & cream; & now L. is typewriting his article; & we shall read all the evening & go to bed. 

         Sunday 3 January

         It is strange how old traditions, so long buried as one thinks, suddenly crop up again. At Hyde Park Gate we used to set apart Sunday 6morning for cleaning the silver table.10 Here I find myself keeping Sunday morning for odd jobs – typewriting it was today – & tidying the room – & doing accounts which are very complicated this week. I have 3 little bags of coppers, which each owe the other something. We went to a concert at the Queen’s Hall, in the afternoon.11 Considering that my ears have been pure of music for some weeks, I think patriotism is a base emotion. By this I mean (I am writing in haste, expecting Flora to dinner) that they played a national Anthem & a Hymn, & all I could feel was the entire absence of emotion in myself & everyone else. If the British spoke openly about W.C’s, & copulation, then they might be stirred by universal emotions. As it is, an appeal to feel together is hopelessly muddled by intervening greatcoats & fur coats. I begin to loathe my kind, principally from looking at their faces in the tube. Really, raw red beef & silver herrings give me more pleasure to look upon. But then I was kept standing 40 minutes at Charing X Station, & so got home late, & missed Duncan who came here.12 Moreover, London on a Sunday night now, with all its electric globes half muffled in blue paint, is the most dismal of places. There are long mud coloured streets, & just enough daylight & insufficient electric light, to see the naked sky, which is inexpressibly cold & flat.* 

         * The Times today has an article upon the “Stars of London” – “We may gain from them a serviceable impulse to that steady concentration on enduring issues of which stars are a true symbol, & the glare of London is not”. So be it. (5th Jan).13 7

         Monday 4 January

         I do not like the Jewish voice; I do not like the Jewish laugh: otherwise I think (in Saxon’s phrase) there is something to be said for Flora Woolf.14 She can typewrite, do shorthand, sing, play chess, write stories which are sometimes accepted, & she earns 30/ a week as the secretary of the Principal of the Scottish Church in London. And in doing these various arts she will keep lively till a great old age, like a man playing with five billiard balls.

         The outside world burst in upon us with a clamour this morning. 1. I had a letter from Mrs Hallett. 2. I had a letter from Lily. 3. L. had a document from Sydney Waterlow.15 According to Mrs Hallett, Lily hid a soldier in the Butler’s pantry; she also met soldiers at the gates; & thus Mrs Hallett’s house got a bad name in the village, besides which Mrs Hallett herself was alarmed ‘there being ladies only in the house’. Lily confesses merely to one brother, but adds that Mrs H. is very ill, as well as very old. As for Sydney’s letter – I am so sick of it that I can’t describe it. The house was dirty – 4 people scrubbing for a fortnight only succeeded in making it tolerable; & so & so on – all of which would have been suffered in silence but for my note. So I wrote to him, & I wrote to Lily – & after spending some time in phrasing virtuous sentiments nobly, I see clearly how official skins grow thick & shiny. To Lily I said that she must promise to behave better, if I gave her another character – for I am sure poor Mrs Hallett & her trembling old sister heard soldier voices whenever there was a wind in the laurels. Philip came after luncheon, having 4 days leave.16 8He is sick to death of soldiering – told us tales of military stupidity which pass belief. They found a man guilty of desertion the other day & sentenced him; & then discovered that the man did not exist. The Colonel says “I like well dressed young men – gentlemen” & gets rid of recruits who sink below this level. In addition to this, the demand for cavalry at the front is exhausted, so that probably they will stay at Colchester for ever. Another dark, rainy day. An aeroplane passed overhead. 

         Tuesday 5 January

         I had a letter this morning from Nessa, who calls Mrs Waterlow a German hausfrau, & advises us not to pay a penny – Cleanliness is a fetish not to be worshipped, she says.17 Certainly, neither of us do worship it; I suppose Mrs W. ran about with a duster, & dabbed her finger under beds. I can imagine the list of discoveries she gave Sydney, sitting smoking over his philosophy, & how she cursed that dreadful slut Virginia Woolf. At the same time, it is a point of honour among servants to find the house they go into filthy, & to leave it bright as a pin. But enough of Waterlows & their slop pails. We worked as usual: as usual it rained. After lunch we took the air in the Old Deer Park, & marked by a line of straw how high the river had been; & how a great tree had fallen across the towing path, crushing the railing beneath it. Three bodies were seen yesterday swiftly coursing downstream at Teddington. Does the weather prompt suicide? The Times has a queer article upon a railway smash, in which it says that the war has taught us a proper sense of proportion 9with respect to human life.18 I have always thought we priced it absurdly high; but I never thought the Times would say so. L. went off to Hampstead to give the first of his lectures to the Women’s Guild.19 He did not seem nervous: he is speaking at this moment. We rather think that old Mr Davies is dying – but I have an idea he’ll resist for years to come, although he wants to die, & his life prevents Margaret from much work.20 I bought my fish & meat in the High Street – a degrading but rather amusing business. I dislike the sight of women shopping. They take it so seriously. Then I got a ticket in the Library, & saw all the shabby clerks & dressmakers thumbing illustrated papers, like very battered bees on very battered flowers. At least they are warm & dry: & it rains again today. The Belgians downstairs are playing cards with some friends, & talk – talk – talk – while their country is destroyed. After all, they have nothing else to do – 

         Wednesday 6 January

         The Waterlows again: Lily again. Mrs W. writes to Leonard this time, about the oven, & ends by being very much distressed to think we are annoyed – seeing how delightful they find Asheham. It is a queer thing that both the ladies in this correspondence write to both the gentlemen – feeling instinctively, I believe, that if they 10wrote to each other, the whole affair would become much more acid. Lily’s letter continues the story of the hidden soldier. It brings her very clearly before me, with her charming, stupid, doglike eyes, quite incapable of hurting a fly or thinking a coarse thought, & yet bound eternally to suffer for the sins of stronger characters. In this case, she was at the mercy of a parlourmaid, who invited the soldiers, & Lily had neither the strength of mind to be rude to them when they came, nor to ‘tell tales of a fellow servant’. ‘I would rather do anything than that’ – & that, I imagine, was how she had her baby too. Anyhow, I have ‘spoken’ for her again, & she has promised to have no more to do with soldiers. L. went off at 10 a.m. to give his second lecture at Hampstead. The first was a great success, as I knew it would be. He finds the women much more intelligent than the men; in some ways too intelligent, & apt on that account, not to see the real point. He has another to give this afternoon, so he is staying up at Hampstead, lunching with Lilian, & perhaps seeing Janet.21 No one except a very modest person would treat these working women, & Lilian & Janet & Margaret, as he does. Clive, or indeed any other clever young man, would give himself airs; & however much he admired them pretend that he didn’t.22 

         I wrote all the morning, with infinite pleasure, which is queer, because I know all the time that there is no reason to be pleased with what I write, & that in 6 weeks or even days, I shall hate it. Then I 11went to London, & asked at Grays Inn about Chambers.23 They had a set vacant; & I at once envisaged all sorts of charms, & let myself into them with a thrill of excitement. But they would be perfect for one, & impossible for two. There are 2 perfect rooms, looking over the gardens; & that is about all. Grays Inn Road thunders behind one. Next I saw a flat in Bedford Row, which promised divinely, but on asking at the agents, was told they had just been instructed to let it furnished only – And now, of course, I am convinced that there is no flat in London to equal it! I could wander about the dusky streets in Holborn & Bloomsbury for hours. The things one sees – & guesses at – the tumult & riot & busyness of it all – Crowded streets are the only places, too, that ever make me what-in-the-case of another-one-might-call think. Now I have to decide whether I shall go up again, to a party at Gordon Sqre, where the Aranyis are playing.24 On the one hand, I shirk the dressing & the journey; on the other I know that with the first chink of light in the hall & chatter of voices I should become intoxicated, & determine that life held nothing comparable to a party. I should see beautiful people, & get a sensation of being on the highest crest of the biggest wave – right in the centre & swim of things. On the third & final hand, the evenings reading by the fire here – reading Michelet & The Idiot, & smoking & talking to L. in what stands for slippers & dressing gown – are heavenly too.25 And as he won’t urge me to go, I know very well that I shant. Besides, there is vanity: I have no clothes to go in. 12 

         Thursday 7 January

         No – we didn’t go to the Gordon Sqre party. Leonard got back too late, & it rained; & really, we didn’t want to go. The lectures were a great success. One old lady told Leonard that they should consider him a personal friend for life; another said that he was the only gentleman who spoke so that working women could understand. He explained Bills of Exchange & so on for an hour; & then answered questions, which again, were amazingly intelligent. I started off after lunch today, first to go to the Foundling Hospital & ask whether they would let us have Brunswick Square – or half the house; then to the Omega to buy Janet a shawl, & then to tea with Janet.26 Mr Chubb opened the door to me at the Hospital.27 He was sitting at a writing table in a very warm comfortable room, looking on to the garden; while a clerk drew plans of houses on a very high desk. Mr Chubb is growing fat. He recognised me & became immediately extremely courteous. Brunswick Sqre is already practically let to a retired Ceylon Civil Servant, called Spence, who may however be willing to let the two upper floors, which would suit us very well. I became, of course, possessed with a passion to have Brunswick Square. Mr Chubb, who has infinite leisure, & likes conversation, discussed every possibility. He did not himself admire Adrian’s frescoes, but said that most people do.28 The Ceylon gentleman proposed to cover them with a curtain, being apparently of opinion that they were too good to destroy, though not nice to look upon. He is a bachelor, perhaps rather a crusty bachelor, once Chief of the Colombo Lunatic Asylum –29 13At this point a Secretary came in, also excessively polite when he heard my name. “Mrs Woolf certainly has a very strong claim to the house” he said. “And I myself don’t think Spence is quite right” – “I do” Mr Chubb replied firmly “I’ve looked him up in the Medical Directory – besides, he seems all right.” “He looks all right certainly” the secretary agreed, “but I don’t know – However it wouldn’t be playing the game to refuse at the eleventh hour.” “The twelfth you may say” said Mr Chubb. At last I left, shaking hands all round, & having begged Mr Chubb to do his best & let us know. They advised me to see a house in Mecklenburgh Sqre, which I did. It is a vast place, with a great hall, a sweeping staircase; & we could have a flat at the top – the only objection being that Grays Inn Road is at the back – When I got out, it was raining. I walked to the Omega however & bought my stuff from a foolish young woman in a Post Impressionist tunic. I went to Hampstead, found some elderly lady there already, went to the station, in order to avoid tea with Emphie; & then was allowed up to Janet. She is in bed, & will have to stay in bed for weeks. Her nerves are thoroughly wrong. She can’t read, or do anything – I can guess what she feels like – & how miserable she must be very often – especially since she is growing old, & Emphie must be wearisome with her repetitions, & general enthusiastic vagueness. & then, the fag end of life – Still she is trained to be brave, & so unselfish by nature that other people really interest her. We talked about Leonard, & Lily, & life in London & Hardy’s poems which she can’t re-read – Too melancholy & sordid – & the subjects not interesting enough. I don’t agree. It grew late; & she suggested that I should dine there & go with L. to the Peace Debate at the Women’s Guild. I couldn’t face dinner, so I retreated to the Public Library. On the way I walked through one of the worst downpours I have ever been in. It was more like a shower bath than natural rain. My shoes squeaked so with wet as I walked up the Library that I was ashamed. Then I dined at a cabmans eating house – the only dining place, & very good. Coarse, but clean & sober. At 8 I met L. at 28 Church Row. The rooms are old white pannelled rooms; one was full of working women. It was a comfort (after reading more terrific 14letters of childbirth) to see how the women roar with laughter, like schoolgirls.30 Mr Hobson spoke31 – It was very good – The women impressive as usual – because they seem to feel, & to have such a sense of responsibility. Another letter from Mrs Waterlow. 

         Friday 8 January

         Sydney Waterlow came to lunch with us today ‘to make sure’ as he put it ‘that we had not quarrelled over these wretched matters’. We discussed little else for the first hour & a half. My first letter had given him a sleepless night, he told us, though Mrs Waterlow in spite of pregnancy, slept sound. As far as we could make out, Mrs W. acts & writes impulsively; when Sydney bestirred himself to think, he was appalled to realise that their behaviour was not ethically sound. He cogitated for long, devoted a whole morning to his reply, & has taken the advice of several friends; who happen to agree with him that chimneys are usually swept by landlords. “But then we should have asked your leave – I entirely yield that point – only” & so on & so on; all in the solid simple style, which is so like him. His fat pink body always seems to me boneless & hairless like that of a gigantic child; & his mind is the same. But there is a charm about him. He & L. went for a walk. I went to Chancellors, to ask whether there was any news of Hogarth.32 At first the man said no. When I told him that we might take a house in London, he at once confessed that he had twice seen Mrs Wontner, the present tenant, & that she does not like the house. Is this invented, &, if not, is there some good reason why she does not like it? It seems likely that we shall have to choose between Brunswick & Hogarth – unless both fail us. Sydney came back to tea, & told us 15how Alice had been to see them, & how he had at once regretted her “as one might regret a very fine walking-stick – She was so pretty & happy with a great fat baby. The house was full of our furniture – like a house of death to me.”33 But when I suggested that the present Mrs W. had been uncomfortable he was amazed. “She isnt that sort of person at all” he said. “She’s perfectly sensible…..” Still, if she saw Sydney coveting the walking stick, I thought – Sydney replied that Marg. (as he calls her) was so infinitely more to him than the walking stick that she couldn’t feel anything of the kind. He went off to Asheham. They want to take it on for another 6 months – He has no work to do, but Asheham is so delightful that he is perfectly happy doing nothing. 

         Saturday 9 January

         At two o’clock this morning several barges moored in the river broke loose. One crashed into Richmond Bridge, & knocked off a good deal of stone from one of the arches – The others went to the bottom, or drifted down stream. All this I mention, not because we saw or heard anything of it, but because we noticed the damaged Bridge as we walked to Kingston this afternoon. The stone is yellower inside than out, which makes it more obvious. We had a very good walk. The purplish fields outside Kingston somehow reminded me of Saragossa. There is a foreign look about a town which stands up against the sunset, & is approached by a much trodden footpath across a field. I wonder why one instinctively feels that one is complimenting Kingston absurdly in saying that it is like a foreign town. On the towpath we met & had to pass a long line of imbeciles. The first was a very tall young man, just queer enough to look twice at, but no more; the second shuffled, & looked aside; & then one realised that every one in that long line was a miserable ineffective shuffling idiotic creature, with no forehead, or no chin, & an imbecile grin, or a wild suspicious stare. It was perfectly horrible. They should 16certainly be killed. We found a market going on at Kingston, as if it were Marlborough. We bought a pineapple for 9d. The man said they had all ripened on his hands, &, as he expected another boatload on Tuesday, he had to sell at a loss. We had a bad tea in a very pretentious place. We came back by train with a working man & two small boys. The working man began to tell us about the Lyons meat contract scandals;34 & told us that he was attached to the flying department at Hounslow. He was very clever, & should have been an M.P. or a journalist at least. I see Will Vaughan quoted in the Times to the effect that teachers neglect the grammar of modern languages, & talk too much about style & literature; but nothing fortifies the character & mind so much as grammar.35 How like him! 

         Sunday 10 January

         I was sitting typewriting this morning when there came a tap at the door; & someone whom I thought at first was Adrian, appeared: it was Walter Lamb however, fresh from the King.36 Whenever he has seen the King he comes to tell us. He insisted that we should go for a walk with him in Richmond Park. What did we talk about? We forgot about the King, & Walter told us a long inexpressibly dreary story which Professor Houseman had told him, about the inefficiency of the French soldiers.37 Whatever Walter says, has the same flat, smooth, grey 17surface; & his voice alone would dull the fieriest poesy in the world. Nor does he deal in fiery poems. His life now lies among respectable, semi-smart, rich people, whom he half despises, so that his accounts are always a little condescending. The one passion of his life is for eighteenth century building. All the time this morning he was bidding us admire a moulding or a window frame or even a ‘fan light’. He ‘sees over’ any house that is to let, apparently, & notices the internal decorations. He knows who now lives in big houses, & who once lived in them. He is perfectly suited by Kew, & the Royal Academy, & the Royal Family. On our doorstep he burst at length into an account of the last Royal visit, when the King, who now treats him as a friend (or rather, as Leonard says, like a superior footman) suddenly stopped admiring the pictures, & asked Princess Victoria where she gets her false teeth.38 “Mine, George exclaimed, are always dropping into my plate: they’ll be down my throat next. My man is a rascal. I’m going to leave him.” Victoria then gave a tug to her front teeth, & told him that they were as sound as could be – perfectly white & useful – The King then went back to the pictures. His style of talk reminds me of George 3rd in Fanny Burney’s diary – & so one must bless Walter for something –39 He refused to lunch with us, saying that he had lived on pheasants all the week, & rhubarb was forbidden him, on account of his acidity. It rains hard, all the afternoon, & now Marjorie Strachey who was to dine with us, cant come because of a cold.40 I heard last night from Mr Chubb that old Spence wont let any part of Brunswick Square – 18 

         Monday 11 January

         Leonard was in his bath this morning, & I was lying in bed, wondering whether I should stretch out my hand for Rob Roy,41 when I heard a commotion next door, & then someone rushed downstairs crying in a strange, unnatural voice “Fire! Fire!” As it was obvious that the house was not on fire, to any large extent, I put on my waterproof & slippers before I looked out of the window. I then smelt paper burning. I then went into the passage, & found smoke pouring from the open door of the next room. There was clearly time to escape, so I withdrew; & heard Lizzy return with the lodger; & heard her begin “I only put a bit of paper to draw the fire –” from which I guessed what had happened.42 “In ten minutes the room would have been ablaze” said the lodger. L. came back; & we looked out of our window, & saw a large Japanese screen, all in flames, burning on the grass plot. Later, I heard that the paper had caught; the draperies on the mantelpiece had caught; the screen had caught; the woodwork had caught. As every room in the house is lined with dry old wood, loosely papered over, 10 minutes I think, would have put the fire beyond water jugs – The lodger was in terror, too, for his priceless rugs: “worth hundreds & hundreds” according to Mrs Le Grys. The wonder is how we have escaped so far, considering Lizzy. Yesterday she smashed two very nice bits of china for us.

         We went up to London this afternoon: L. to see the editor of the New Statesman about an article on Diplomacy – I to go over a flat in Mecklenburgh Square.43 We met unexpectedly in M. Sqre. When we reached the house, however, the occupier refused to let us see it. So we had to apply to the owner, who lives a few doors off. We were shown into a beautiful room, which was disfigured horribly with velvet curtains, gigantic purple cushions, & the usual swarm of gilt & lemon coloured objects. The woman herself sat in an invalid 19chair, arranged, like a childs high chair, with a bar across it. Her hair (a flaxen wig) was plastered on either side of her head, & she had the usual powdered plump rouged look of Bloomsbury ladies. This always makes us both physically uncomfortable. She was very sensible however, a business woman, I suppose, owning several houses, & running them, I’m sure, at a profit. She made us see over her house, instead of the other one. We were taken over by a small, wizened, very amiable old lady, who had disfigured her part of the house until it was scarcely recognisable – The drawing room, in particular, where she had lavished her skill, made your eyes start with its innumerable, discordant, hideous small things – two clusters of flags displayed on the tables chiefly impressed me. There were all the flags of all the nations, I should think; all the photographs of all the royal families. It was like looking into a kaleidoscope, because of the innumerable separate dots of colour – & yet they weren’t colour. I went on to Days Library & L. to the London Library.44 He has to write an article of 1200 words by Wednesday noon, on Diplomatists – A wonderful subject anyhow. 

         Tuesday 12 January

         Today did not begin with a fire. Leonard however had to take Mrs Le Grys to task for Lizzie’s sins. The poor woman could only agree. Since she knows she is going, she doesn’t mind how many plates she breaks – if she would only go. Mrs Le G. finds it impossible to get a servant; she pays them only £16 a year however.

         Cecil came to luncheon, in mufti, I observed.45 In fact they are both entirely sick of the army, & see no chance of going to the front. Nevertheless, Cecil thinks of being a permanent soldier, 20because the life is better than a Barrister’s life. On the other hand, he & Philip may go to the colonies. The odd thing about the Woolf family, to me, is the extreme laxness of it. In my family, the discussions & agitations that went on about the slightest change in one’s way of life were endless; but with the W.’s it doesn’t much seem to matter whether they turn farmer, run away with another man’s wife, or marry a Polish Jew Tailors daughter. I remember how elaborately Aunt Mary concealed the fact that Hervey’s young woman was a kind of shopkeeper, & how indefatigable she was until the engagement was broken off.46 Perhaps the W.’s haven’t a family tradition. It gives a sense of freedom anyhow. From all this, obviously I have nothing to say. L. & Cecil walked to Kingston after lunch; I pottered about buying small fragments of meat & vegetables, & got some books out of the Library. I believe we shall find it more useful than the London Library, as no one, save ourselves, reads solid books. L. is now writing his article upon diplomacy, & I must go & typewrite. An entire fine day for a wonder. 

         Wednesday 13 January

         I caused some slight argument (with L.
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