
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]

      
   

      
      
Lyndall Gordon, has written five biographies, including this one, which won the James Tait Black prize, and two other prize-winners, T. S. Eliot: An Imperfect Life and Charlotte Brontë: A Passionate Life. She contributed ‘Virginia Woolf’ to the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, and has also written a memoir, Shared Lives, about women’s friendship in her native South Africa. She is married to Siamon Gordon, professor of cellular pathology at
         Oxford, where she lives. Her website is www.lyndallgordon.net
      

   



      
      Praise for Lyndall Gordon:

      Vindication: A Life of Mary Wollstonecraft

      ‘A biography that’s as passionate and humane as its subject’ Kelly Grovier

      T. S. Eliot: An Imperfect Life

      ‘The most thorough and best-written account we have … an interpretation that commands attention and respect’ Richard Ellman

      Charlotte Brontë: A Passionate Life

      ‘Magnificent … the best thing to be written about Charlotte Brontë yet’ Fiona McCarthy

      A Private Life of Henry James: Two Women and his Art

      ‘Her approach to biography is imaginative and risky … The result is a magnificent, important book’ Kathryn Hughes

   



      
Also by Lyndall Gordon

      T. S. ELIOT: AN IMPERFECT LIFE

      SHARED LIVES (A MEMOIR)

      CHARLOTTE BRONTË: A PASSIONATE LIFE

      HENRY JAMES: TWO WOMEN AND HIS ART

      VINDICATION: A LIFE OF MARY WOLLSTONECRAFT

   




Copyright






Published by Virago


ISBN: 978-0-34900-575-1


Copyright © 1984 Lyndall Gordon

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

Excerpts from To the Lighthouse by Virginia Woolf, Moments of Being by Virginia Woolf, edited Jeanne Schulkind, The Letters of Virginia Woolf; Volumes 1–6, edited by Nigel Nicolson and Joanne Trautmann, and The Diary of Virginia Woolf Volumes 1–5, edited by Anne Olivier Bell assisted by Andrew McNeillie, are reprinted by permission of Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Inc.; 1927 Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, Inc.; renewed 1955 by Leonard Woolf, copyright © 1975, 1976, 1977, 1978, 1979, 1980, 1982 by Quentin Bell and Angelica Garnett

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Virago

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk





      
For Siamon




      
      CONTENTS

About the Author

Praise for Lyndall Gordon

 Also by Lyndall Gordon

      Copyright

 Dedication

  
      
      Foreword

      
      VICTORIAN MODELS

      
      1    Life Has a Base

      
      2    The Most Lovable of Men

      
      3    A Family Portrait

      
      APPRENTICESHIP

      
      4    Twenty Dark Years

      
      5    The Question of Madness

      
      6    A Woman’s Education

      
      7    Setting Out

      
      THE LIFE COMPOSED

      
      8    Freedom and Friendship

      
      9    The Trial of Love

      
      10    Counter-history

      
      11    Inventing the Artist

      
      12    Specimen Lives

      
      13    The Lifespan

      
      14    A Public Voice

      
      List of Abbreviations

      
      Notes

      
      Acknowledgements

Bibliography
      

Index
 
   
   



      FOREWORD

      This story of a writer’s triumph over family tragedies and illness was written as a counter to the plot of doom and death often
         imposed on the lives of women – as though genius in a woman were unnatural. The legends persist to this day, if we think of
         the doomed image of Virginia Woolf in The Hours (offset by the supposed normality of a sister who shops – not the artist Vanessa Bell was in actual life, but an obedient
         consumer loaded with parcels). Doris Lessing stood almost alone in the sureness of her protest: the writer, she says, is played
         by a star ‘whose permanent frown shows how many deep and difficult thoughts she is having. Good God! the woman enjoyed life
         when she wasn’t ill; liked parties, her friends, picnics, excursions, jaunts. How we do love female victims; oh, how we do
         love them.’
      

      Back in 1984, A Writer’s Life opened up the same view because this is the person Virginia Woolf perceived herself to be: a robust walker, a ‘restless searcher’,
         a protester against power – armed with stings, yes, yet bearing also extraordinary gifts for friendship and love. Her diary
         tells us that she felt, most of the time, more happiness than nine out of ten people. Biography can only move forward if it
         questions legends and stale plots of existence. A Writer’s Life does not follow a routine narrative of any kind; instead, I wanted a narrative that could track – as intimately as authenticity
         would allow – the lifelong movement of memory and imagination so as to see Virginia Woolf as she saw herself. The way she
         experienced life does not accord with the usual kind of linear chronology. Surface events are here but merely as a frame for
         the inner life of memory – memories flowing back like waves. A Saturday morning, 10 September 1892: Virginia, on holiday in
         Cornwall, is invited to join an expedition to the lighthouse. ‘The boatman said that there was a perfect tide and wind for going there. Master Adrian
         Stephen [her younger brother] was much disappointed at not being allowed to go.’ So Virginia, aged ten, records, in the family
         newspaper, the basis for her best-loved novel. Her greatness can never be explained but its ground swell is memory.
      

      A revised edition has offered an opportunity to bring out an aspect of her greatness that has yet to have its due: the biographer.
         By this I don’t mean her spoof biographies or her authorized one of art critic Roger Fry. I want to suggest, rather, that
         the greater her work, the more completely it takes issue with her father’s practice as founding editor of the Dictionary of National Biography during the first ten years of her life. From the outset and throughout her career, she explores new directions for biography
         of the future. She went so far as to declare that ‘the art of biography is still in its infancy or – more properly speaking
         – has yet to be born’.
      

      It would be odd if twenty-five years did not bring about changes of opinion. When Leonard Woolf’s novel The Wise Virgins was reissued in 2003, what it tells us about his courtship of Virginia Stephen turned out to be rather different from what
         the edition of the late seventies had seemed to say. In 2005, a talk at Vita Sackville-West’s birthplace, Knole, was an incentive
         to search out what was unique in Virginia Woolf’s attraction. Then too, over the last few years, her brilliant essay on Mary
         Wollstonecraft, author of A Vindication of the Rights of Woman, brought home what they had in common: an experimental existence on the verge of what is still unknown. When Virginia Woolf
         talks of the way Wollstonecraft ‘cut to the quick of life’, she sets a standard for her own ‘voyage out’. A Writer’s Life is now revised from the perspective of the twenty-first century, as women move on from rights and professional opportunities
         to the looming question about what a party of ‘Outsiders’ might contribute to global politics – a question forecast throughout
         Woolf’s life and writings.
      

      Lyndall Gordon, 2006

   



      VICTORIAN MODELS

      
      

         We are born with the dead:

         See, they return, and bring us with them.

         T. S. Eliot, Four Quartets

      



      



      
      
      1

      
      LIFE HAS A BASE

      
      Virginia Woolf said that ‘if life has a base’ it is a memory. Her life as a writer was based on two persistent memories: the
         north Cornwall shore and her parents. Early one morning, lying in the nursery of her family’s summer home at St Ives, she
         heard ‘the waves breaking, one, two, one, two, … behind a yellow blind’. Lying half asleep, half awake in her warm bed, she
         heard that rhythm and saw a moment’s light as the wind blew the blind out and knew ‘the purest ecstasy I can conceive’. Years
         later, she wanted the waves’ rhythm to sound all through her greatest books, To the Lighthouse and The Waves. The rising and breaking came to represent the maximum possibilities of existence and its finality.
      

      
      Virginia Woolf was born Adeline Virginia Stephen* in 1882, the third child of unconventional Victorians, Julia and Leslie Stephen, of whom she found it hard to say which was
         the more remarkable. The memory of the waves must have been early. The memory of her parents was of another kind, a memory
         not of the senses but of the analytic intelligence. They came into focus for Virginia at the age of eight or ten. Her father
         was an eccentric mountaineer and distinguished editor whose abrasive intellectual honesty both appalled and enlivened his
         children. Her mother had a consuming vocation for the troubled and sick, whom she nursed with practical wisdom and exquisite
         sympathy.
      

      
      
      There is a dim photograph of Julia Stephen reading with her four younger children in about 1894. Virginia’s furtive face is
         too long for symmetry, her bones thin and delicate, and her observant eyes are rounded at their lower edge like pears. The
         photograph breathes the perfect stillness of the children’s absorption. More than thirty years later Virginia Woolf recorded
         a similar scene in To the Lighthouse. As the mother, Mrs Ramsay, reads aloud, she sees a son’s eyes darken, sees a daughter drawn by an imaginative word, and
         concludes that ‘they were happier now than they would ever be again’.
      

      
      Julia Stephen was the most arresting figure in a Victorian past which her daughter tried to reconstruct and preserve. Julia’s
         death in 1895 was closely followed in 1897 by that of Stella, her daughter by an earlier marriage, and then by the deaths
         of Leslie Stephen in 1904 and a son, Thoby, in 1906. That decade of deaths sealed off Virginia’s youth and divided it sharply
         from the rest of her life. ‘All the horrors of life were pressed to our eyes.’ The dead haunted her imagination: ‘… The ghosts’,
         she wrote in her diary at the age of fifty, ‘change so oddly in my mind; like people who live, & are changed by what one hears
         of them.’
      

      
      As a writer, Virginia Woolf took hold of the past, of ghostly voices speaking with increasing clarity, perhaps more real for
         her than the people who lived by her side. When the voices of the dead urged her to impossible things they drove her mad but,
         controlled, they became the material of fiction. With each death, her sense of the past grew. Her novels were responses to
         these disappearances. ‘… The past is beautiful’, she said, ‘because one never realises an emotion at the time. It expands
         later, & thus we don’t have complete emotions about the present, only about the past.’ Filled out in memory, the dead could
         take a final form; the living were unformed, like herself still in the making, though this did not deter her from shaping
         them, too, in her imagination. She transformed people whom she loved – parents, brother, sister, friends, husband – into figures
         fixed in attitudes that could outlive their time.
      

      
      This biography will follow her creative response to such memories. At her strongest she did not wish to dwell on death itself but to paint durable portraits. These portraits were not photographic:
         she would distort her subject to fit private memory to some historical or universal pattern. The selfless Mrs Ramsay, based
         on Virginia’s memory of her mother, is transformed as the quintessential Victorian and the very pattern of motherhood as she
         reads to her child. In this way, Virginia Woolf brought back the dead and perpetuated them on paper as Lily Briscoe, the artist
         in To the Lighthouse, perpetuates the Victorian family on canvas.
      

      
      The insistent modernity of the early 1920s was the image Virginia Woolf imprinted on the public until, in the 1960s, this
         image shifted to another partial truth: the feminist Virginia Woolf who underpins the struggle for women’s rights. Now that
         it is possible to see these images in the perspective of the complete works, including the drafts, it is clear that her phase
         as high priestess of the modern novel was quite short and that her feminist polemic was an attempt to rewrite rather than
         discard the Victorian model of womanhood. She looked backward for her models and her career may be, in part, defined by the
         play of memory, by an acute sense of the past, especially by ties with the nineteenth century. It may be defined, in part
         too, by a craving for anonymity which became more explicit towards the end of her career. This was a move away from the self-conscious
         superiority of modern writers towards the lives of the obscure, particularly the lives of women, in whom she sought a counter-history
         to that of power, of kings with golden teapots on their heads.
      

      
      Art mattered, and the fate of women, but aesthetic experiment and polemic were subsidiary to the tug of the unknown. ‘I have
         some restless searcher in me’, she wrote in her diary. It is this search above all that compelled her work. Yeats saw that
         there is for everyone ‘some one scene, some one adventure … that is the image of his secret life’. Virginia Woolf’s recurring
         image was a voyage of discovery or the fin of a submerged form lurking in the waves. ‘Why is there not a discovery in life?’
         she went on. ‘Something one can lay hands on & say “This is it?” … I have a great & astonishing sense of something there …’ Every afternoon, when she took long walks, London itself beckoned
         as the ‘unexplored land’. She did not float on a self-indulgent stream of consciousness; she was a curious explorer in the
         wake of the Elizabethan voyagers or, say, Darwin, seeking to know what she called ‘the infinite oddity of the human position’.
      

      
      Virginia Woolf shaped and defended the modern novel and left nearly 4,000 letters, about 400 essays and thirty volumes of
         a diary. No writer’s life can be so fully documented. Yet, the woman writing remains elusive – and must always remain so,
         for there is no end to understanding a life. As a leading figure of an advanced, artistic set in Bloomsbury and as a writer
         of letters, she flaunted different colours, according to her company. ‘How queer’, she acknowledged, ‘to have so many selves.’
         But the writer of fiction was kept out of sight. She told a friend: ‘I must be private, secret, as anonymous and submerged
         as possible in order to write.’
      

      
      Virginia Woolf’s visible life in Bloomsbury, her famous wild flights of fancy and withdrawals into sickness, and the associated
         legends of an invalid lady, a frigid body, a precious aesthete withdrawn from the world, have been endlessly repeated. Here
         are the invisible events that shaped her work: the memories of childhood, the odd education, the volcanic matter of her madness,
         the unusual marriage. To put the more fertile memories together is to find overwhelming evidence of a hidden life that ran
         parallel with but distinct from the well-known facts of her public life. When she came, herself, to analyse the writer’s life
         in a draft of The Waves, she remarked ‘a certain inevitable disparity’ between the public and private self ‘– between the outer & and inner’. The
         outer facts are here, but more as a channel for the creative core.
      

      
      This, then, is a Life on a different basis from the usual aim of inclusiveness: it invites readers to approach Woolf on her
         own biographic terms. Its hope is to catch her in the act of greatness. To do so, it will centre her works and seek out intermediate sources: the unfinished memoirs, the drafts of novels, and some things unpublished
         in her lifetime like the early ‘Memoirs of a Novelist’ which lays the course of her career, and her last, unfinished book,
         Anon.
      

      
      ‘Every secret of a writer’s soul’, Virginia Woolf said, ‘every experience of his life, every quality of his mind is written
         large in his works.’ This is a deliberate extravagance but, in her case, nothing is so true as her fiction to her most cherished
         experience. ‘I wonder’, she asked herself, ‘whether I … deal … in autobiography & call it fiction?’ Fiction exaggerates, of
         course, and selects so that to read back from the work to the life is a delicate task, but certain of her novels, taken together
         with diaries and memoirs, do record the defining moments on which her life turned. These I shall try to follow to see a Virginia
         Woolf not as she appeared to others but as she appeared to herself. She believed that there are only a few essential hours
         of life. In the lives of most people they would have to be imagined: ‘the moment from which all that we know them by proceeds.’
         She herself, attentive always to the ‘blind’ moment, set it down. It was, she found, determined by a ‘shock-receiving capacity’.
         The shocks, silent, invisible, are the scaffold of a life and yet, she added, often left out. To follow the ‘shocks’ as they
         emerge in a sequence of their own, I shall not follow at all times a linear chronology.
      

      
      Only writing, Virginia Woolf said, could compose ‘the synthesis of my being’. She wrote every day for about thirty-five years.
         Most of her writing – including notebooks, drafts, unfinished sketches, early diaries, even reading plans – has survived,
         but much of this must be synthesized with the established works so as to define exactly the nature of her endeavour. She eludes
         our usual categories, and for this reason the mass media, in particular, have tended to cling to convenient labels of mad-woman
         and snob which bypass the work. My aim is not to bring in every work but to bring out the shape of her career. To see its
         coherence, I shall follow Virginia Woolf’s view of lives latent in her novels. There she suggests repeatedly that the high-points
         of existence are not the traditional markers of birth, marriage, and death but hidden away among the ordinary events of an ordinary day. The diary
         of 1921 looks back to an ordinary summer day in August 1890, to the sound of the sea and the children in the garden, and concludes
         that all her life was ‘built on that, permeated by that: how much so I could never explain’.
      

      
      I see Virginia Woolf’s life in three phases. The first is the childhood scenes – the places, people, and Victorian conventions
         – which became a subject for some of her novels. ‘Books’, she said, ‘are the … fruit stuck here and there on a tree which
         has its roots deep down in the earth of our earliest life, of our first experiences.’ In particular, the first part of this
         biography will look at Julia and Leslie Stephen, then at the way their daughter remembered them in To the Lighthouse. Although there are many references in diary and letters to Leslie Stephen as the source for the temperamental Victorian
         father, Mr Ramsay, it is risky to equate a living person with a figure in a novel. Leslie Stephen’s own memoirs and letters
         give a different, more lovable view of him than his daughter’s fiction which has become, if anything, too influential. In
         To the Lighthouse the Ramsay parents appear first close-up in their own time. Then, after a passage of years, they are seen from the perspective
         of an artist, looking back at Victorians after the first world war. Lily Briscoe, composing their portrait, enacts the obsessive
         drama of Virginia Woolf, the transforming of personal memory into impersonal art.
      

      
      The play of actual and composed character, of actual and composed event, will continue in the second part of the life. There
         follows a phase of twenty years when Virginia suffered from her losses, schooled herself to be a writer, and thought up the
         theories that were to shape her novels. This is the underground phase of development when she began to see herself as an explorer
         of the deep, as sunken sea-monster or gallant voyager. An account of her long apprenticeship, mental solitude, recurring illness,
         and self-education will offset her story of a young woman’s precarious journey to enlightenment in The Voyage Out.
      

      
      The third phase is a long one of action and achievement. Virginia Woolf’s mature efforts to compose her life, with her abandonment of respectable Kensington, her search for new freedom in
         Bloomsbury, her unconventional union with Leonard Woolf, and renewed stages of effort and experiment, will offset her formal
         diagram of the lifespan in The Waves.
      

      
      This book will rock back and forth between the life and the work, coming to rest always on the work. For Virginia Woolf, life
         and work were complementary. There were, of course, other influences from literature and history, but her life was her main
         source. She turned early tragedies, discoveries, and moments of bliss into art which, at the same time, casts its perspective
         on her life.
      

      
      Yeats spoke of the development of a writer through his art as ‘the birth of a new species of man’. The same could be said
         of Virginia Woolf as a new species of woman. She was, she once told a friend, ‘trained to silence’. For all the verbal freedom
         and wit with which she later presided over the intellectual London of her day, she reserved a side of herself for her novels
         alone. The death of the strange, searching Rachel in The Voyage Out and the suicide of the mad, past-ridden Septimus in Mrs. Dalloway are fictional versions of the self that was potentially creative, potentially distorted, and always threatened with extinction.
         Her reserve made publication an agony.
      

      
      The memory ‘base’, the ‘moments of being’, the woman’s silence: these clues will be the guides to a unique career. But Virginia
         Woolf was also shaped by the platitudes and manners of the preceding age. Her biographic theory is incomplete without what
         she called ‘invisible presences’.
      

      
      Kensington in the 1880s and 1890s, the prevailing ideal of womanhood, the covert sexuality of well-bred men, the educational
         privileges reserved for brothers: these conditions of Victorian society all shaped Virginia in her very struggle against them.
      

      
      The greatest struggle was to be with the image of staunch Victorian womanhood which was to dog her longer perhaps than other
         women of her generation. In her fifties she was annoyed to find herself and her sister acting, with unconscious automatism, as angels of mercy when Duncan Grant languished over nothing more serious than
         a cold. In a speech to professional women in 1931 she said: ‘You who come of a younger and happier generation may not have
         heard of the Angel of the house. She was intensely sympathetic. She was immensely charming. She was utterly unselfish … Almost
         every respectable Victorian house had its angel. And when I came to write … the shadow of her wings fell upon the page; I
         heard the rustling of her skirts in the room. Now this creature … never had any real existence. She had – what is more difficult
         to deal with – an ideal existence, a fictitious existence. She was a dream, a phantom …’ This angel whispered to the young
         girl writing her first reviews that to succeed it was necessary to conciliate. ‘I turned upon that Angel and caught her by
         the throat. I did my best to kill her … If I had not killed her, she would have killed me – as a writer.’
      

      
      Another struggle was to be against the shuttered life of the Victorian girl, not only against physical enclosures and restraints,
         but against induced ignorance and the habitual silencing of feelings. The Stephen home in Kensington, 22 Hyde Park Gate, was
         towards the end of a cul-de-sac; it was quiet and sedate. All they heard was the distant clatter of wheels where the street
         approached Kensington Gardens, and the horses stamping in the mews. All they looked out on was old Mrs Redgrave in her Bath
         chair with the glass pane let down so that she looked like a museum case on wheels.
      

      
      This shuttered life was associated, of course, with the ingrained respectability that was to make Virginia’s and her sister
         Vanessa’s revolt so insistent and, at the same time, so reticent. One night, when Virginia was about fifteen, she heard an
         old man raving obscenely. Next morning she was told that it had been a cat. Her lifelong dislike of her half-brothers was
         to be for her a reasonable response to their suppressed sexuality. When she was about six her grown-up half-brother, Gerald
         Duckworth, lifted her on to a table and explored her private parts. The child was bewildered by the covertness which demanded
         her complicity and which, she instinctively knew, was too shaming to mention. ‘I still shiver with shame at the memory’, she confessed to
         a friend in 1941.
      

      
      In her ‘Sketch of the Past’ Virginia Woolf recalled how she and her sister were trained to ‘sit passive and watch the Victorian
         males go through their intellectual hoops’. To the Lighthouse regards imperial administrators and university fellowships with comic detachment. Such positions were the approved goals
         of her upper-middle-class family. Quentin Bell explained that the men of their family always worked for a living but never
         with their hands. They did not belong to a leisure class or hereditary ruling class nor were they engaged in any sort of commerce.
         They were professionals. Their sons were educated carefully because success would depend on their efforts. For the last century
         the family had regularly produced, on the mother’s side, officials of the East India Company and, on the Stephen side, lawyers,
         judges, and heads of schools and colleges. Virginia observed with an irritation not unmixed with envy the series of hurdles
         which were reserved for the boys in her family and at which they seemed invariably to excel. ‘All our male relations were
         adepts at the game’, she wrote. ‘They knew the rules and attached immense importance to them. Father laid enormous stress
         upon schoolmasters’ reports, upon scholarships, triposes and fellowships. The Fishers [their cousins], the male Fishers, took
         every prize, honour, degree.’
      

      
      The arguments in the way of women’s education were ‘tough as roots but intangible as sea mist’. Men who enjoyed the utmost
         rigours of education wished to preserve the tender home bloom of maidenly innocence, sweetness, chastity, which might suffer
         if women were allowed to read Latin and Greek. One Victorian mother agreed to send her daughter to Girton College only on
         condition that she should return ‘as if nothing had happened’.
      

      
      Writing was the most accessible of the arts yet not entirely approved. Fanny Burney destroyed the ‘enormous’ pile of her early
         writings out of her own sense of shame – not enforced by her stepmother (as Virginia thought). ‘Literature cannot be the business of a woman’s life’, Robert Southey wrote to Charlotte Brontë. She reassured him
         that, as a governess, her daily duties did not allow ‘a moment’s time for one dream of the imagination’. She went on: ‘In
         the evenings, I confess, I do think, but I never trouble any one else with my thoughts. I carefully avoid any appearance of
         preoccupation and eccentricity, which might lead those I live amongst to suspect the nature of my pursuits … I have endeavoured
         not only attentively to observe all the duties a women ought to fulfil, but to feel deeply interested in them. I don’t always
         succeed, for sometimes when I’m teaching or sewing I would rather be reading or writing; but I try to deny myself …’
      

      
      However much Virginia criticized the Victorians for their attitudes, she was nostalgic for their manners. She compared the
         Victorians to her own generation in the scene in Night and Day (1919) where Katharine and her mother, Mrs Hilbery, turn the pages of the family album. Mrs Hilbery was modelled on Thackeray’s
         daughter, Anny Ritchie, whose sister was Leslie Stephen’s first wife. To Mrs Hilbery, looking at people she had personally
         known, the Victorians seem ‘like ships, like majestic ships, holding on their way, not shoving or pushing, not fretted by
         little things, as we are, but taking their way, like ships with white sails’. In The Years, Peggy, a disillusioned doctor in the 1930s, admires only her elderly Victorian aunt, the force she put into words ‘as if
         she still believed with passion – she, old Eleanor – in the things that man had destroyed. A wonderful generation, she thought,
         as they drove off. Believers …’
      

      
      As a young woman Virginia listened to old Lady Strachey reading plays aloud. With only one eye, she could go on for two and
         a half hours, acting every part. It was the Victorian lady – ‘many-sided, vigorous, adventurous, advanced’ – who intrigued
         Virginia, the high-handed way in which she baffled age and disaster; the exuberance and energy with which she pursued the
         noble and poetic. To Virginia the social manner of the Victorian lady had a beauty founded upon restraint, sympathy, unselfishness
         – all civilized qualities.
      

      
      
      Her own mother’s performance of Victorian womanhood had been flawless: all men worshipped her and she was, truly, a selfless
         woman. Beneath the beauty and the playfulness, there was the tireless nurse; beneath the emotional generosity, she was stern
         in judgement. Her very walk declared her decisiveness and backbone. She would hold her black umbrella erect and move with
         an ‘indescribable air of expectation’, her head tilted a little upwards, so that the eye looked straight at you. To her husband
         she was the embodiment of Wordsworth’s ideal, a woman nobly planned to warn, to comfort, and command. Virginia remembered
         how, each evening, her mother would write letters of advice, warning, and sympathy, ‘her wise brow and deep eyes presiding,
         … so profoundly experienced that one could hardly call them sad’. Her effort was so exactly directed that there was scarcely
         any waste. For this reason alone her mark on others was ‘ineffaceable, as though branded’.
      

      
      Virginia Woolf’s celebrated modernity was, in a sense, spurious, an effort to move away from the past to create a contemporary
         form. But the nineteenth century holds sway in her polite, sidelong manner, in her reticence, in the longing for education
         and liberty, in the attention to the obscure (like Wordsworth and Hardy) and, above all, in her emphasis on moments of sublimity
         which links her to the Romantic poets.
      

      
      The childhood summers at St Ives were marked in memory as the irrecoverable paradise. The waves, the walks, the seaside garden
         awoke the ‘sense sublime’. Cornwall gave Virginia, as the Lakes Wordsworth, a sense of emotional reality in nature that no
         experience in later life could surpass.
      

      
      In the spring of 1882, just after Virginia’s birth, Leslie Stephen, on one of his habitual tramps in Cornwall, came across
         ‘one of the loveliest walks imaginable’. He saw a gradually sloping moor of gorse broken by masses of primroses and bluebells,
         and St Ives bay and its sandhills in the distance. Delicious breezes crossed the open moor. The air, he reported, was as soft
         as silk, with ‘a fresh sweet taste like new milk’.
      

      
      On an impulse he inspected Talland House which was offered for rental. It had been built in the 1840s or 1850s by the Great Western Railway, though the railway was only extended to St Ives
         in the early 1880s. At that time the large, square house was still outside the town, on a hill. There was no furniture in
         the upstairs rooms nor did the cold-water tap work, but there was a perfect view across the bay to Godrevy lighthouse. Leslie
         Stephen spent the night in the house and lay in bed, he told his wife, with the blinds open in order to ‘see the Children
         sport upon the shore’. An easy path led to the sandy cove below, down which, he wrote, ‘the babies will be able to go quite
         comfortably’.
      

      
      So from mid-July to mid-September the Stephen family moved each year to what was then an unspoilt St Ives, still much as it
         had been in the sixteenth century: a scramble of houses crusting the steep slope like a bunch of rough shellfish, oysters
         or mussels, all crowded together. The whitewashed, granite houses had thick walls to withstand the sea and gales. It was a
         rugged, windy, narrow-streeted fishing town – a natural world remote from the narrow, stuffy London house which shut in the
         other ten months of the year.
      

      
      When Virginia recalled Talland House, she tended to think of children in the garden. The acre or two of garden, running down
         the slope to the sea, was in fact a dozen gardens with terraces divided by hedges of escallonia. Each corner and lawn was
         named: the coffee garden; the cricket ground; the kitchen garden; the pond. There were slopes down which children could slide,
         intricate thickets of gooseberries and currants, a fountain, remote beds of potatoes and peas, and all kinds of summer fruit:
         strawberries, grapes, peaches. ‘Altogether’, wrote Leslie Stephen in 1884, ‘a pocket paradise …’
      

      
      Every day the children had a great dish of Cornish cream sprinkled with brown sugar. Every Sunday they would walk with their
         father to Trencrom. From that hill, they could see both coasts of Cornwall, on the one side St Michael’s Mount, on the other
         St Ives Bay. Little paths led between the heather to the top. ‘Our legs were pricked and scratched as we climbed; and the
         gorse was yellow, sweet smelling, nutty.’
      

      
      
      It was the odd memory, not the formal event, that was to be the ‘base’ of To the Lighthouse. A trip to Godrevy lighthouse in September 1892 stuck in Virginia’s mind, also her younger brother’s great disappointment
         at not being allowed to go, which was reported in the children’s newspaper, The Hyde Park Gate News. The novel retains Virginia’s memory of Julia Stephen sitting on the porch on hot afternoons, watching the children at cricket.
         She also remembered how untidy and shabby Talland House was, and how overrun with guests: in a beehive chair the opium addict
         Mr Wolstenholme, who was to be the source for the detached poet Mr Carmichael, in To the Lighthouse; and Kitty Lushington, the source for the conventional Minta Doyle, who – obedient to Mrs Stephen’s wish – became engaged
         to another guest under the jackmanii, a spot the children promptly called ‘the Love Corner’. Also local folk: Alice Curnow
         who tramped up the drive leaning away from a great covered basket of washing and Jinny Berriman who cleaned the house – they
         too found a place in the child’s tenacious memory and live on in her novel.
      

      
      The Talland House idyll lasted ten years. In the summer of 1893 an ‘infernal hotel’ was rising in front of the house and the
         family foresaw the commercialization of St Ives. ‘There never was a place so haunted’, Leslie Stephen wrote to his wife. ‘It
         is almost painful to me to look at the cricket ground and think of all the people who have sat there …’ One more summer, and
         then they gave up the house. Eleven years later, after both parents were dead, the brothers and sisters returned to see numerous
         solid white mansions where, in 1894, there had been only heather, and a broad public road where there had been only a footpath
         on the side of the moor.
      

      
      To go back to St Ives in 1905 was, for Virginia, a pilgrimage (the word appears frequently in her Cornwall diary). Written
         in a consciously elegiac style, her diary on 11 August notes the prevailing hope as the four took their places in the Great
         Western train. There, in this little corner of England, ‘we should find our past preserved, as though through all this time
         it had been guarded & treasured for us to come back to one day … Ah, how strange it was, then, to watch the familiar shapes of land & sea unroll themselves once more … & to see once
         more the silent but palpable forms which for more than ten years we had seen only in dreams, or in the visions of waking hours.’
         There, again, were the cliffs tumbling in a cascade of brown rocks into the sea; there was the curve of the bay which ‘seemed
         to enclose a great sweep of liquid mist’; and there the promontory of the island with its cluster of lights.
      

      
      A branch line brought them to the sea at dusk. Walking up from the station, they fancied that they were merely coming home
         after a long day’s outing. When they reached Talland House, they would thrust it open to find themselves among familiar sights.
         They passed up the carriage drive, mounted the rough steps, and peered through a chink in the escallonia hedge: ‘There was
         the house … there were the stone urns, against the bank of tall flowers; all, so far as we could see was as though we had
         but left it in the morning. But yet, as we knew well, we could go no further; if we advanced the spell was broken. The lights
         were not our lights; the voices were the voices of strangers.’
      

      
      They lingered in the grip of this fancy that they might yet approach their drawing-room window – it was to frame the first
         part of To the Lighthouse – but, of course, were forced to keep their distance. ‘We hung there like ghosts in the shade of the hedge, & at the sound
         of footsteps we turned away.’
      

      
      Virginia Woolf re-enacted this visitation many years later. In May 1936, when she nearly broke down over The Years, she crept again into the garden of Talland House and, in the dusk, a woman of fifty-four peered through the ground-floor
         window to recapture the long lost Victorian summer.
      

      
      It was decided at an early age that Virginia was to be a writer. Writing absorbed her, she said, ‘ever since I was a little
         creature, scribbling a story in the manner of Hawthorne on the green plush sofa in the drawing room at St. Ives while the
         grown-ups dined’. She had the good fortune to be born into that small but powerful class which made much of intellectual gifts.
         ‘Yesterday I discussed George II with Ginia’, Leslie Stephen wrote to his wife from St Ives in July 1893. ‘She takes in a great deal & will really be an author in time …’ At the
         age of five she told her father a story every night. Later, after Thoby went away to school, there was a communal serial in
         the night nursery – as in the Brontë home – a romance about the unsuspecting Dilke family next door who were made to discover
         gold under the nursery floor.
      

      
      ‘Clémenté, dear child’, Vanessa would encourage Virginia in the affected drawl of Mrs Dilke. Then Virginia, as Clémenté, would
         pick up the plot and the serial went on, while the fire flickered, until her voice ceased and one by one they dropped off
         to sleep.
      

      
      At St Ives there was a different serial, a ‘garden story about Beccage and Hollywinks; spirits of evil who lived on the rubbish
         heap; and disappeared through a hole in the escallonia hedge’ – Virginia related these details to her mother and the American
         ambassador (her godfather), Mr Lowell. A few years later Virginia submitted to Tit-Bits a ‘wildly romantic’ story about a young woman on a ship – we know no more than that, but here is the scene of her first complete
         novel, The Voyage Out.
      

      
      Virginia was a much-praised child. From the time she could write a letter at the age of five in a ‘most lovely hand’, her
         parents responded with pride, delighting in her talk and in her high-spirited jokes and tales in the Hyde Park Gate News which she and Vanessa produced weekly between February 1891 and April 1895. The newspaper mocks the mincing tone of society
         gossip and the idleness of their none-too-clever half-brother: ‘Mr George Duckworth has returned to work again after a little
         relax of a few days. He went [away] … to hide his taxed brain’. Susan Tweedsmuir who, as a girl, paid a visit to the Stephen
         sisters at Hyde Park Gate, recalled them as ‘alarming’ girls, closed off in a formidable silence. Alone, the girls burst out
         with the chorus of a ‘vulgar’ new song, ‘Ta ra ra bomteay’, but safely out of hearing of their refined and invalidish grandmother,
         Mrs Jackson. Though this grandmother, upstairs in her bedroom, drains their mother’s emotional energy, the girls defer to
         such ‘devotion’.
      

      
      
      On the outer verge of this family circle there is a glimpse of a twenty-one-year-old daughter of Leslie Stephen’s earlier
         marriage, Laura, through whose mother the Stephens had inherited their house. At this time Laura paints ‘a beautiful picture
         of a child standing at a gate with a cockatoo on her shoulder’. Yet, by common consent, Laura – fractious, not meek, in her
         weak position – is dismissed snidely as ‘Her Ladyship of the Lake’.* Jeers follow an April Fool’s joke when the children advise Laura of a smut on her face. ‘She began vigourously rubbing it
         and when she was told that it had moved to the other side of her face she rubbed the side to which she had been told it had
         moved.’ The smug correctness of the sentence construction mocks the stupidity of a half-sister who is more than twice Virginia’s
         age. Three months later, in July 1891, Laura was sent to Earlswood Asylum for the Imbecile and Weak-Minded. Her family seldom
         visited her, but she was let out and allowed to join them at St Ives later that first summer of 1891 and again for part of
         the summer of 1892. When the family sails away, Laura is left behind on the shore looking after them; and when they set off
         on a walk, led by their father, she is left once more. Impatient with her slowness, her busy father appears to offer no protection,
         whilst a clever band of younger siblings help to madden Laura with their stings. Whatever was wrong was never diagnosed, and
         institutionalization finished her off. By 1897, when she was transferred to another asylum, Brook House in Southgate, she
         no longer recognized members of her family.
      

      
      One item in the News is an eloquent tribute to Leslie Stephen’s election as President of the London Library (following Gladstone
         and Carlyle):
      

      
      

         Mrs. Ritchie the daughter of Thackeray who came to luncheon the next day expressed her delight by jumping from her chair and
            clapping her hands in a childish manner but none the less sincerely. The greater part of Mrs. Stephen’s joy lies in the fact
            that Mr. Gladstone is only vice-president … We think that the London Library has made a very good choice in putting Mr. Stephen before Mr. Gladstone
            as although Mr. Gladstone may be a first-rate politician he cannot beat Mr. Stephen in writing.
         

      



      
      There is also an uproarious serial about a henpecked but aspiring cockney, his bungling efforts at farming, and a comic power
         struggle between him and his wife.
      

      
      At the same time as Virginia’s wit was encouraged, she was bathed in protective love. This love is most striking in Leslie
         Stephen’s letters. ‘Kiss my darling little bright eyes’, he ends one letter to Julia. In 1883, when Virginia was nearly two,
         he wrote that ‘she sat on my knee to look at Bewick’ (the book on birds) and every so often would put her cheek against his,
         demanding ‘kiss’. Delighted by her boldness, a few months later he reports that, when he told her he must go to his library,
         she ‘squeezed her little self tightly up against me & then gazed up with her bright eyes through her shock of hair & said
         “don’t go, Papa!” She looked full of mischief all the time. I never saw such a little rogue.’ Whatever Leslie Stephen became
         during Virginia’s adolescence, certainly in her childhood there was no sign of the Victorian tyrant of common report. Slogging
         over his biographical dictionary in 1886, he called up Virginia’s face for comfort: ‘I see her eyes flash & her sweet little
         teeth gleam.’ Her mother once caught her twisting a lock of hair as she read, in imitation of her father. On her ninth birthday,
         in 1891, he observed that ‘she is certainly very like me’.
      

      
      Virginia’s imagination was shaped first by a natural scene, the Cornwall shore, then by a social scene, Victorian London,
         and then, as she grew older, she began to perceive the originality of her father and mother. The searching inquisitiveness
         that led to their portrait in To the Lighthouse first showed itself in a bold question launched at her elder sister when, still in the nursery, they were jumping about naked
         before their bath: ‘She suddenly asked me which I liked best, my father or mother’, Vanessa recalled. Vanessa’s answer was unhesitating: ‘Mother.’ But Virginia went on to explain why she, on the whole,
         preferred their father. ‘I don’t think’, said Vanessa, ‘her preference was quite as sure and simple as mine. She had considered
         both critically and had more or less analysed her feelings for them which I, at any rate consciously, had never attempted.’
      

   



      
      
      2

      
      THE MOST LOVABLE OF MEN*

      
      Throughout her life Virginia was to retain a fascination with the character of ‘that old wretch my father’. She was, she believed,
         more like him than like her mother, which made her more critical, ‘but he was an adorable man, and somehow, tremendous’. She
         often condemned him: in her adolescence he seemed a tyrant. Later, as she grew older, she could see what had made Leslie Stephen
         so attractive to his contemporaries and friends. She would dip into his letters and memoirs and find there a mirror image
         of herself: ‘a fastidious delicate mind, educated & transparent’. But the ambivalence was never resolved. Near the end of
         her life she could still see her father from two angles at once: ‘As a child condemning; as a woman of 58 understanding –
         I should say tolerating. Both views true?’
      

      
      The indissoluble link that made Virginia closer to her father than his other children was his profession as man of letters.
         All her benign memories are of the scholarly gentleman in the library, on the top floor of the tall house in Hyde Park Gate,
         neatly blotting an article and beginning another. He hoped to make his mark as a philosopher but it is as a critic and biographer
         that he is remembered, primarily for the Dictionary of National Biography and his History of English Thought in the Eighteenth Century.
      

      
      Leslie Stephen’s hold on his younger daughter’s imagination was the result, partly, of the education he gave her, but long
         before she became his pupil there was the simpler bond of feeling, something in this case deeper than the routine bond of child to parent. It
         was a spontaneous attraction to certain qualities in Leslie Stephen that appear not so much in his famous works as in private
         letters and memoirs.
      

      
      He wrote two entirely different memoirs. The second, Some Early Impressions, written in 1903 near the end of his life, was designed for publication and recorded strictly external events: his Cambridge
         experiences in the 1850s where until the age of thirty he was a determinedly manly and athletic don; his conquest of Alpine
         peaks during vacations; his avowal of agnosticism and the consequent loss of his tutorship in 1863; then his years as a powerful
         editor and journalist in London. But all the private events of his life went into the confidential Mausoleum Book, written eight years earlier and not intended for publication.
      

      
      ‘I hope’, he told his children, ‘that I am helping you a little by trying to fix some of the memories which will, I trust,
         be a lifelong possession to you all.’
      

      
      His ‘Letter to Julia’s Children’ (as he called it) pictures himself as a gauche, dry old don, hardly fit for marriage, a poor skeleton with long, thin arms and legs. It amazed him that he should have enjoyed
         the love of two exceptional women, Harriet Marion Thackeray, whom he married in 1867, and, after her death eight years later,
         Julia Duckworth. Leslie Stephen exaggerated his defects but, in truth, he had no great physical advantages. He had goat-like
         blue eyes and a curious flatness on the top of his head, accentuated by a tatty, flaring red beard into which he would mutter
         uncomfortable truths. This was hardly improved by a snorting, brusque manner which Julia called his ‘terribleness’. His children
         accepted his self-caricature at face value – indeed he approximated the image as he grew old, which was when they formed their
         lasting impressions – but his letters to contemporaries suggest his immense lovableness. Lovableness is hard to define but
         I think it came from the articulate and unselfconscious ease with which this often silent and irritable man could express
         tenderness.
      

      
      
      In his brief portrait of Minny Thackeray, Leslie Stephen had to confront the character of the muted woman, a problem which
         his daughter would take up in The Voyage Out and other novels. Thinking back twenty years after Minny’s death on her baby-fox face, he saw the need to get behind the
         bland surface of the mid-Victorian girl who set down conventional sentiments in her letters. Minny’s innocence, her unaffectedness,
         her pure-mindedness did not make her a child-wife, but she had the fearlessness and straightforwardness of a child. Her purity
         was the very antithesis of small-minded prudery. Minny Thackeray impressed her husband from the beginning with her fearless
         transparency. There seems to have been no feeling she cared to conceal, no affection she thought necessary to veil. In their
         last months they ‘seemed to know each other’s wishes and feelings at a glance and to share them’.
      

      
      In his youth Leslie Stephen had a mature relationship with a woman; in middle age a romance. His veneration for his second
         wife was less discerning. He made of her a goddess and was pampered in return. He became, as he grew older, more infantile
         and dependent, ‘lopsided’ and ‘unreal’ without her.
      

      
      When Julia Duckworth’s aunt, the great Victorian photographer Julia Margaret Cameron, left England for Ceylon, the niece asked
         her to ‘pray God that I may die soon. That is what I most want.’ In her youth Julia had had a shock from which she never wholly
         recovered. Brought up among Pre-Raphaelite artists, she had rejected proposals from Holman Hunt and Thomas Woolner and chosen,
         instead, to marry a handsome, conventional man whom she idolized. Herbert Duckworth had died after only four years, just before
         the birth of their third child. Virginia heard that this reserved woman used to lie upon his grave. Then, when her friend
         Minny died, she came to comfort Leslie Stephen. He saw that her own blow had given her ‘a deeper and keener sympathy with
         all who are desolate and afflicted’. He recognized, too, that her past-ridden melancholy was not only a response to shock
         but constitutional. A family strain, it went deeper than his own rampant moodiness.
      

      
      Leslie Stephen’s letters to Julia at this time show an unselfish tact and delicacy of feeling. His first proposal, on 2 February
         1877, has the delightful transparency that Virginia recognized:
      

      
      

         Dearest Julia,

         I am forced to say something to you which concerns me much – and you very little. It was revealed to me a little while ago
            that I love you – as a man loves the woman he would marry … Now a sure instinct tells me that you have no such feeling for
            me. I have not the slightest illusion about this. I feel certain too that you will never have such a feeling for me. Nay, I am convinced that even if you loved me, I could
            hardly make you happy as my wife … Whatever happens I shall love you (in one sense) as long as I live … As I write I feel
            half mad & half wicked, but I do not feel unfaithfully to my distant memories.
         

      



      
      Leslie Stephen did not hide his more obvious defects: his ‘fidgets’ over money; his willingness to shuffle off his duties
         on to others; his rudeness; and the fact that nothing cheered him so much as a thoroughly good grumble. ‘I am a sort of harmless
         misanthrope’, he wrote. ‘When you have got to know me a little you may stroke me …’
      

      
      Julia’s hesitation had to do not with the man himself or her own inclinations but with two practical problems. During the
         independent years of widowhood she had developed a vocation for nursing. She told Stephen that she could never give it up.
      

      
      ‘I may be called away to nurse people for weeks or have invalids in my house for weeks’, she explained, ‘and be so tied as
         to be unable to see you as often or as much as I want.’
      

      
      This, then, was no idle charity. Julia’s book on the management of sick rooms, published in 1883, is the work of a professional.
         By concentrating on one goal, the patient’s well-being, physical and mental, she shed the distractions of passing fads and panaceas so that
         one may discern, in her practical rules, the pure principles of nursing. There is exquisite attention to detail: to lift a
         patient’s head softly in one’s palm; to be silent during bathing which is one of the patient’s very few pleasures; to listen
         to what a patient is saying even if it seems wrong. Many years later, Leonard and Virginia Woolf reprinted the book at the
         Hogarth Press. I doubt that it is used in the training of nurses, but it should be. Written with feeling and humour, it is
         a pleasure to read.
      

      
      Leslie Stephen assured her that she would be free to work as she saw fit: ‘Go away for weeks, if you must & nurse sick people,
         or do anything else. I will not complain any more …’ He kept his word. During Julia’s frequent absences he took charge of
         the household and children. In April 1881 he wrote: ‘People think me very wrong to let you go. But, my own, I feel that it
         is right.’ Wherever Julia Stephen went, even to St Ives, she was called to sick-beds. Virginia recalled the sternness of her
         mother’s face as she would walk from the rooms of the poor past the children’s cricket ground.
      

      
      Although Julia and Leslie Stephen never flouted convention, as their daughters were to do, their writings show that their
         thoughts and impulses were too forthright, too honest and clear-headed to be wholly conventional. Before their marriage, in
         April 1877, he exploded in frustration at the conventions that kept them from visiting as often as they wished. He had to
         talk to her, he said truculently, ‘through a convent grating’. If Julia would not yet consent to link herself to him in deed,
         would she agree to a pro forma marriage? Julia refused because she believed a woman should not marry unless she could accept
         a man with ‘proper passion’.
      

      
      As in the matter of vocation, so in the matter of passion, Julia brought up a difficult issue. In August 1877, following a
         brief visit from Leslie Stephen, she wrote two urgent letters to Coniston, in the Lake District, where he was on holiday.
         She was not fit for marriage, she confessed, because of her ‘deadness’. She had long been in a state of paralysed passivity and did not think she could ever
         recover.
      

      
      It would be easy to misunderstand these letters as an ominous confession of frigidity but Leslie Stephen was not alarmed.
         His reply assured Julia that her response should be in no way forced and that she should come to him, if she decided to do
         so, in her own time. At length, Julia agreed, very soberly, to undertake a new life. They were married on 26 March 1878. The
         Coniston correspondence was probably the basis for that exemplary ‘equality’ to which Virginia Stephen testified in her ‘Reminiscences’
         and for which she strove in her own marriage.
      

      
      Leslie Stephen and Virginia described this marriage according to the differing points of view of husband and child, but on
         two facts their accounts agree. ‘Let me say it confidently,’ the husband records in the Mausoleum Book, ‘my darling did come to life again.’ And at the end of the first part of To the Lighthouse the daughter shows the vitality of her parents’ love as they read together. At the same time, both husband and daughter agree
         that the years of widowhood had left Julia rather stern, rather melancholy. ‘O my dear,’ Leslie Stephen wrote reproachfully
         in 1885, ‘what would I not give to see you a little cheerful.’
      

      
      Beautiful in her grey, sober dignity, Julia Stephen was to die long before her time at the age of forty-nine. Her children
         decided that she had been worn out by their father’s relentless emotional demands. But she died of rheumatic fever, a condition
         which could possibly be traced back to 1879 when she had nursed a severe case of the fever a few months after she herself
         had a difficult childbirth. It is also clear from Leslie Stephen’s last worried letter to her in April 1895 that she had gone
         off, probably to nurse, despite recurring bouts of influenza, and as usual he had let her do as she wanted. When her death
         was followed two years later by that of her daughter Stella, the younger children found a scape-goat in their father, branding
         him as an ogre who devoured women.
      

      
      The Mausoleum Book and correspondence show Julia Stephen’s lot to have been less dreadful than it seemed to her children. Her husband’s humane intelligence gave to their letters a rare quickness in intercepting signals. He believed it manly to be tender. And
         the strength of the woman is always visible. ‘I would not, if I could, endure you to act against your judgement’, Leslie Stephen
         wrote at an early stage. It is perhaps the unconventionality of Stephen’s regard for women that gave his daughter an essential
         licence and, at the same time, made his blind spots seem particularly exasperating.
      

      
      Much about the Stephen parents falls outside the scope of the father’s memoir and, to see a complete picture, it should be
         balanced against the daughter’s evidence. Leslie Stephen himself confessed to Julia that he would tune up his glooms (‘the
         horrors’) to exact her deliciously sensitive ministrations. To Leslie Stephen this was a minor flaw, to his children a major
         one. His self-dramatizations infuriated them.
      

      
      Virginia Woolf’s fictionalized portrait of her father as Mr Ramsay shows a baffling mutability, a lightning switch from the
         most lovable of men to ‘famished wolfhound’ and back again. There is humanity on a grand scale – he cannot sleep for thinking
         about fishermen and their wages – yet when he finds an earwig in his milk he sends a plate whizzing through the window. His
         manners can be bleak and cutting, yet he might show a sensitive courtesy that goes beyond mere politeness. He can wield truth
         as a weapon, grinning sarcastically as he proves to his son, James, that the weather will prevent a longed-for trip to the
         lighthouse. Yet his respect for facts is also a mark of the intellectual courage that he passes on to his children:
      

      
      

         What he said was true. It was always true. He was incapable of untruth; never tampered with a fact; never altered a disagreeable
            word to suit the pleasure or convenience of any mortal being, least of all his own children, who … should be aware from childhood
            that life is difficult; facts uncompromising …
         

      



      
      
      Virginia learnt to do justice to the small fact that might, in the end, outweigh other facts. As a novelist she would gather
         all the often contradictory facts so as to see her characters with the judiciousness of her Stephen ancestors who, since the
         end of the eighteenth century, had distinguished themselves in every generation in the field of law. Her examination of Mr
         Ramsay in To the Lighthouse is like a witness-box account of the pros and cons of his nature. She puts forward one witness, then another, prosecution,
         defence, poised again and again in combat.
      

      
      In a section cut from the manuscript of To the Lighthouse, the adolescent daughter, Cam, conducts an imaginary trial of her father. The trial was too personal for publication yet
         its complex of truths carries more conviction than the superficial ridicule of the wolfhound. At the age of six, James, her
         younger brother, has longed to sail to the lighthouse but his wish has been foiled by Mr Ramsay’s brusque proof that bad weather
         will prevent the expedition. In this way, the father continues to needle his children, in particular his son, with his aggressive
         assertions of fact. In his teens, James charges the father with being a sarcastic brute and, to this, Cam poses ‘an answer’
         with her picture of a quiet, grey-clothed gentleman, reading judiciously or writing his articles. In the light of the library
         ‘neither satire & harshness existed, nor temper, nor annoyance, nor his extraordinary vanity, nor his peremptoriness, nor
         his tyranny (she verified each of these qualities by looking at him)’.
      

      
      Cam also excuses her father on the grounds of age: ‘It was inconceivable how old he was; how much he had left behind which
         they knew nothing of.’ In the 1890s the Stephen children were growing up in the home of a man old enough to be their grandfather.
         (He was fifty years old when Virginia was born.) They saw an eminent mid-Victorian with a great forehead and nose, a long
         grey beard, and heavy eyebrows, wisps of which lowered over the eyes. In colossal hiker’s boots he would hop along before
         or behind the family party, swinging his stick, and humming ‘like a stridulous grasshopper’.
      

      
      
      Cam finally admits that her father ‘escaped’ from the trial. ‘You might try to lay hands on him, but then like a bird, he
         spread his wings, he floated off to settle out of our reach somewhere far away on some desolate stump.’ Her ‘sullen rage’
         at his outlawry suddenly switches again as she recalls how, once, he had picked a yellow flower and her mother, taking it,
         had stuck it in her dress. ‘She let him go too … It was the same even then. He had his little perch out at sea, she thought smiling, as she did when sometimes
         she imagined herself like her mother.’
      

      
      Leslie Stephen was broad-minded about his wife’s nursing but it simply never occurred to him that a woman needed a holiday.
         While he took many a long hike in England and an annual climbing holiday in the Alps, it seems the only time that Julia got
         away was to sick-beds. Only once, when she was looking particularly worn as her husband set off for the Alps, did he propose
         a hotel holiday. But, when she ventured suggestions, he decided they were all too expensive and they ended up with relations
         in Brighton. He would go off to ‘tramp’ leaving her with eight children, including Laura, the troubled child of his marriage
         to Minny. ‘I like to think of you with the ragamice’, he wrote blithely from the coast of Cornwall in 1884. ‘They must be
         delightful.’
      

      
      Of the four Stephen children, Virginia stood out from the first as the boldest, the most passionate, and the most drawn to
         their father. After the mother’s death, when they felt like trees pressed down by the remorseless ‘gale’ of their father’s
         sighs, she could not condemn him as the others did. During their unhappiest years from 1895 to 1904, Thoby, the elder son,
         was away at school and college while Vanessa and Adrian, furiously attached to the memory of their mother, hardened as rebels.
         It was Virginia who felt painfully divided. In the draft of To the Lighthouse she described ‘the entire complete misery’ of the adolescent Cam as witness to the clashes between father and younger brother
         during lessons: ‘& they once dashed about the room & she could only draw aside into the window, & look at the peaceful lawn.’
         Cam re-enacts Virginia’s conflict: drawn by Mr Ramsay’s intent manner of reading, by his sensitive hands, his direct and simple language, and the unconscious dignity of
         his age, Cam yet has to stand by the children’s compact to resist him.
      

      
      It seems clear that, in the last decade of Leslie Stephen’s life and perhaps before, there was a distressing deterioration
         which showed itself only among intimates at home. To his contemporaries he remained the most lovable of men: he continued
         to write the most touching letters and to charm the Alpine Club with the wit of his after-dinner speeches. Leonard Woolf,
         meeting him at Cambridge in 1901, saw ‘one of those bearded and beautiful Victorian old gentlemen of exquisite gentility and
         physical and mental distinction on whose face the sorrows of all the world had traced the indelible lines of suffering nobility’.
         But at home there were fits of ill temper over the pettiest set-backs. Even in Julia’s lifetime the bedroom door would slam
         in the morning. In his daughter’s view, his moodiness was reinforced by the saintly indulgence of a Victorian wife.
      

      
      At seventeen, Virginia wrote her first, rather affectionate caricature of her father. In the Warboys diary of 1899, she accounted
         for his more bizarre conduct in terms of a genetic endowment in which she, to her evident amusement, must share. The Stephens,
         with their long bodies, moved awkwardly, as though they resented conventionalities at every step. They could sit speechless,
         knowing well that it was grey and drizzling and their guests depressed and bored. This imperturbability, so admirably suited
         to climbing expeditions, was not, however, ‘calculated to smooth a tea party’.
      

      
      The prime reason for Leslie Stephen’s overbearing exactions of sympathy was his sense of failure. His accents of self-abasement,
         still tinged by the old winning candour, can be heard in these lamentations to Julia in 1893:
      

      
      

         I do wish that I had been more self-confident … I have given up one thing after another & tried different lines & become a jack
            of all trades & only done well enough to show that I might have done better … You, poor thing, get nearly all my grumblings:
            for I don’t think that I grumble to other people & I certainly don’t grumble much to myself.
         

      



      
      
      He would compare himself to a sort of futile Casaubon, Halford Vaughan, the husband of Julia’s unhappy eldest sister. Adeline
         Vaughan, he perceived, had sacrificed her life to a pretentious scholar, entirely wrapped up in vain speculations, whose sense
         of failure made him unbending and crotchety.
      

      
      Virginia was born at a turning-point in her father’s career. 1882 was the year of the failure of The Science of Ethics in which Leslie Stephen had tried to prove that the ‘good’ had survival value for society, though not necessarily for the
         individual. It was with this book that he had hoped to establish himself as a speculative philosopher and it had been his
         disappointment at its reception which had led him, in 1882, to accept the publisher George Smith’s suggestion that he compile
         the Dictionary of National Biography that was to make his name. His first volume appeared in 1885, the last in 1900, and, though Leslie Stephen retired in 1891,
         he continued to contribute. All through Virginia’s childhood, then, her father was turning out immense numbers of biographies.
         It is customary to praise the ‘leanness’ and ‘terseness’ of his dictionary style but the writing, though still salty, lacks
         his earlier exhilaration. In his later years he retreated from the wit and vivacity of his Alpine essays to serve ‘Dryasdust’,
         the scholar. In the entry on Carlyle there is a wry burst of sympathy for the philosopher as he begins work on Cromwell in
         1840. Carlyle, Stephen wrote, was ‘now making acquaintance with “Dryasdust” for the first time. He had never been enslaved
         to a biographical dictionary; and the dreary world of investigating dull records provoked loud lamentations and sometimes
         despair.’ In the same melodramatic manner, Leslie Stephen called the office of the DNB (at 15 Waterloo Place) ‘my place of torture’.
      

      
      In later letters to Julia, he pictures himself as a spectre or a hibernating creature, blanking out on human relations during
         her absences. In To the Lighthouse the failed philosopher demands that his wife should fertilize him. She must fill all the rooms of his house with life in which (in the draft) ‘he could steep his barrenness’, and Mrs Ramsay, improvising with flashing knitting-needles and
         her boy between her knees, ‘gallantly created the whole world’. The boy, sensing his father’s unnatural demand, feels words
         flow out of her like bounding, leaping, but perfectly controlled waves. She buoys up her husband by proclaiming all the praises
         she has heard and citing all the American universities that implore his presence. And only then does he feel that he is ‘no
         forlorn spectator tangling his feet in cobwebs’. There is undoubtedly some distortion in this indignant draft portrait of
         Leslie Stephen. The truth appears clearly in one of his letters to Julia in 1887 which acknowledges the fault but testifies
         to the generosity of feeling that made this marriage so special: ‘… you know, I hope, that though you cannot give me a fresh
         set of nerves, all my tantarums [sic] and irritabilities, & oaths & lamentations are (comparative) trifles; & that I have always a huge sense of satisfaction
         underneath.’ At the same time, one must concede an element of justice in Virginia’s indignation. In the Mausoleum Book, Leslie Stephen confessed that he used to exaggerate his self-pity ‘in order to extort from [his wife] some of her delicious
         compliments. They were delicious, for even if they implied error of judgement, they implied the warmest love.’ What was, for
         him, no more than a heartening drama was, in effect, an imposition on the integrity of his wife and, later, his adolescent
         children. ‘(The strain of having told lies)’, Virginia scribbled in the margin of her Lighthouse manuscript.
      

      
      Leslie Stephen’s deterioration reached its nadir immediately after Julia’s death when what Virginia described as an ‘Oriental’
         grief blinded him to his children’s right to their own feelings and finally cut him off from their sympathies. Some of the
         vigour that in youth had gone into climbing mountains remained to him but was now directed into energetic lamentations. His
         daughter saw in him ‘much of the stuff of a Hebrew prophet’, filling the world with terrible outbursts of woe. Virginia, aged
         thirteen, stretched out her arms to this man as he came stumbling from Julia’s deathbed but he brushed impatiently past. This scene, imprinted for life on her memory, is emblematic
         of the emotional impasse which was to persist in their relations from 1895 until Leslie Stephen’s death in 1904.
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