NINETEENTH-CENTURY LEGACIES: THE ROMANCE PLOT, THE ANGEL OF THE HOUSE & THE GENDER OF WRITING 

Week 2: Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own (1929)

1. understanding Room on its own terms

2. influence on following writers - 

a) on the Mothers of the Novel (US) and the Virago Classics (UK) 

b) on feminist criticism - both rejection (Elaine Showalter) and espousal (Toril Moi)

3. Art as truth – perception and analysis compared to official history - the loss of belief in those in control. 

________________ 

A. QUESTION OF LEGACIES - ACTUAL AND DESIRED ONE. 

Starting place – what you need is ‘a room of one’s own’

There are no mothers so a maiden aunt will do.

New kinds of writing – journalism – essay – her own call for everything not just novel importance of self reflection and foregrounding the self rather than making claims for objective truth. Opposed to rhetorical statement stories as ways of telling truth - art rather than empiricism. 

Modernist emphasis on  

B. WRITING AND STYLE - here related to POLITICS

· Wit

· Fragments/collage

· Self conscious aesthetics

· Imagery as well as fact – water imagery throughout her writing 

· Tone and pitch of language (addressed in the discussion of Lamb and Thackeray)

· Sentences as carrying meaning – look at the ‘men’s sentence’ as well as women’s sentence

C. RELATIONSHIP WITH THE READER 

· model of society - question of friendship rather than authority- gives an object lesson in how to read in Mary Carmichael

· Teasing – meaning determined by context discrete units (hiding behind the curtain) truth dependent on motive – this is what this woman who had these experiences would think. 3 Marys p.8

· Importance of making individual decisions - relation to context - refusal t accept - nugget of pure truth

· Relation to the idea of fascism refusal of choice and of democracy (final link with Quiller Couch)

D. QUESTIONS OF THE NATURE OF HISTORY – WHAT IS IT? WHO TELLS IT? HOW DO WE KNOW ABOUT IT? 

(all those angry men – will see that the Commandant in Handmaid’s Tale is benevolent because she can’t escape)

· Chap 3 pp.62 ff – esp rewriting history – not solid thing – pp.68 ff

· Diff fiction and fact– history of women

· Value of women’s contribution

· Story of Judith Shakespeare 

D. ART – REPRESENTATION versus REFLECTION 

· fiction contains more truth than fact – Victorian father and son  - stories as ‘lies’ for those obsessed with empirical truths…lies will flow from my lips p.7

· Creation of worlds rather than reflection (see the autumn - spring passage in room – pp 24-26)

· Questioning of preconceptions (being locked in as well as locked out – fish and crustacean pp.13-14; Lycidas as drowning at sea) 

· Manx cat pp.18-19 

· The war – ugliness not of French or Germans but ‘our rulers’ p.23

·  True meaning of man or woman – impossible – nothing is only one thing and thew way manipulated by those in power (see some truth we men have lived with since the dawn of time – can’t let women know – Heart of Darkness – they keep the thing afloat) 

· The establishment of a university not natural – pp. 30-31 - but requires concrete things 


____________________ 

DEBATES BETWEEN WOOLF’S PROGENY: SHOWALTER AND MOI

Elaine Showalter, A Literature of Their Own: British Women Novelists from Brontë to Lessing (1977). 

Toril Moi, Sexual/Textual Politics, London: Routledge, 1985 

Debate covered in Jane Goldman, The Cambridge introduction to Virginia Woolf

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006 Page 130

Showalter:

  In Virginia Woolf’s case, agitation was the first symptom of mental collapse, and the personal need for equanimity without repression is very close to the surface of these carefully abstract sentences. “Equanimity,” said her physician in 1925, “practice equanimity.” But how can one, if one is a woman, be serene in the face of injustice? There is an eerie hint that in the androgynous solution Woolf provides there lurks psychological equivalent of lobotomy. Yet when she actually describes androgyny, Woolf uses a literal sexual imagery of intercourse between the manly and womanly powers of the mind

   We can see this withdrawal most plainly in the theory of androgyny presented in the last chapter of the book, which is the psychological and theoretical extension of the material reform implied in the private room. Woolf brings in the discussion of androgyny in a characteristically low-keyed way, as if it were an afterthought; but it is central to her thinking not only in this book but also in her novels. The androgynous vision, in Woolf’s terms, is a response to the dilemma of a woman writer embarrassed and alarmed by feelings too hot to handle without risking real rejection by her family, her audience, and her class. A room of one’s own is the first step towards her solution; more than an office with a typewriter, it is a symbol of psychic withdrawal, an escape form the demands of other people. Mary Beton or Mary Carmichael would not, in entering that room, be liberated from the fear of what people might say or fortified to express her anger or her pain; instead, she would be encouraged to forget both her grievances and her fellows, and seek an underlying or transcendent meaning. Woolf had faith that the androgynous vision would express itself in uniquely feminine terms, but purely and unconsciously, as femininity’s essence distilled in a new supple sentence and open structure, as a pervasive but inoffensive quality of perception, “that curious sexual quality which comes only when sex is unconscious of itself.” Stripped of its anger, femininity would spread out over fiction to become a smooth and absorbent surface. 

The androgynous mind is, finally, a utopian projection of the ideal artist: calm, stable, unimpeded by consciousness of sex. Woolf meant it to be a luminous and fulfilling idea; but, like other utopian projections, her vision is inhuman. Whatever else one may say of androgyny, it represents an escape from the confrontation with femaleness or maleness. Her ideal artist mystically transcends sex, or has none. One could imagine another approach to androgyny, however, through total immersion in the individual experience, with all its restrictions of sex and anger and fear and chaos. A thorough understanding of what it means, in every respect, to be a woman could lead the artist to an understanding of what it means to be a man. This revelation would not be realized in any mystical way; it would result from daring to face and express what is unique, even if unpleasant, or taboo, or destructive, in one’s own experience, and thus it would speak to the secret heart in all people.

   One can see the problem more clearly, I think, in a different context. Woolf disliked partisanship in fiction, she objected to the pervasive sense of national identity and compared it revealingly to the sexual identity of women:

   Women writers have to meet many of the same problems that beset Americans. They too are conscious of their own peculiarities as a sex; apt to suspect insolence, quick to avenge grievances, eager to shape an art of their own. In both cases all kinds of consciousness--consciousness of self, of race, of sex, of civilization--which have nothing to do with art, have got between them and the paper, with results that are, on the surface at least, unfortunate. 

   It is easy enough to see that Mr. Anderson, for example, would be a much more perfect artist if he could forget that he is an American; he would write better prose if he could use all words impartially, new or old, English or American; classical or slang. 

   Nevertheless as we turn from his autobiography to his fiction we are forced to own (as some women writers also make us own) that to come fresh to the world, to turn a new angle to the light, is so great an achievement that for its sake we can pardon the bitterness, the self-consciousness, the angularity which inevitably go with it.

   I suspect that few readers will agree that the great flaw in American literature is its national consciousness, its insistence on exploring what is local and special in American culture, or its use of the language which that culture has generated. The sort of perfect artist who can forget where he comes from is a figure more pathetic than heroic. Similarly, the notion that women should transcend any awkwardly unorthodox desire to write about being women comes from timidity and not strength.

http://209.85.229.132/search?q=cache:Zben35faeEcJ:ecmd.nju.edu.cn/UploadFile/17/8084/theirown.doc+room+of+one%27s+own+elaine+showalter&cd=8&hl=en&ct=clnk&gl=uk
The feminist from suburbia

Times Higher Education 29 August 1997

Jennifer Wallace

Fellow feminist and friend Juliet Mitchell explains the conflict: "Showalter's feminism is the constituency of women; others like Toril Moi think feminism is a political theory. Showalter is interested in women's literature, not the politics of feminism or what feminism might be". Showalter herself, who admits that Moi's criticism made her seriously consider her methodology, thinks that the non-theoretical tag misrepresents her. "Toril polarised things in a striking but distracting and totally misleading way," she argues. She was contrasted with the French theoretical feminists, whom Moi admires, and so was portrayed as American and simple. "I'm just as international as Toril is herself," she says rather tartly.

http://www.timeshighereducation.co.uk/story.asp?storyCode=103004&sectioncode=26
FOCUS FOR DISCUSSION 


Consider ‘key passages’ from chaps 4&5; chap 6











