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      On 30th January 1926 Virginia Woolf stood up in front of an audience of schoolgirls to deliver a lecture on how to read. The lecture was far from condescending; it spoke to her audience of her recurrent preoccupation that each kind of book should be received in the spirit in which it was written, fiction as the creation of an imaginative world, poetry as the expression of a vision, and biography to consolidate one’s knowledge (and refresh one’s palate). It also stressed that much of reading is actually made up of not reading, of withdrawing from the world of the book to order our impressions of it and make sense of them. Not reading should not be confused with reading other people’s criticism; Woolf warned the schoolgirls that ‘nothing is more disastrous than to crush one’s own foot into another person’s shoe’. When the lecture was later revised for publication in Woolf’s second volume of collected essays in 1932 (the version we reprint here), Woolf reluctantly amended her earlier, absolute rejection of the uses of criticism with the concession that the critics ‘are only able to help us if we come to them laden with questions and suggestions won honestly in the course of our own reading’ (‘How Should One Read a Book?’).

      The schoolgirls in the audience would perhaps have been surprised to find that for more than twenty years Woolf had in fact been earning most of her money through criticism and reviewing. The career of the writer we have come to recognise as ‘Virginia Woolf’ had in fact started when she was neither Woolf nor a novelist, but the 22-year-old Virginia Stephen, an apprentice in the art of professional writing whose first articles were unassumingly (and anonymously) published in the Guardian, a weekly for the clergy. A year later, the fledgling writer was already having short notices published in the Times Literary Supplement (though, again, anonymously); longer articles followed soon, and in the next few years Woolf came to rely on her income from journalism and reviewing to support her living expenses (though she was also the recipient of a legacy from her aunt). By 1926 her reputation as a critic had been cemented through the publication of her first collection of essays, The Common Reader, with a second volume to follow in 1932. Although Woolf was, as always, worried about the reception of her critical volume when it first appeared, throughout her life her essays in fact enjoyed a ‘more catholic’ appreciation (in Leonard Woolf’s phrase) than her novels. Woolf herself was surprised at how much her criticism was liked, and thought her first collection of essays ‘too highly praised’. Today, the latest edition of her critical writings hails her as ‘the last of the great English essayists’.

      Despite Woolf’s considerable influence as a leading modern critic and essayist, when she came to publish her first collection of criticism, Woolf chose to present her efforts under the banner of the ‘common reader’, borrowing the expression from Dr Johnson, and yet radically reinterpreting it to give her critical stance a solid foundation. In Woolf’s understanding, the common reader is both ‘worse educated’ than the scholar and less gifted than the critic, but, unlike them, is driven by a love of reading that is undiminished in its enthusiasm. The banner captures much of the persona Woolf inhabited in her essays; it conveys her sense of being placed outside the critical and educational establishments, while at the same time claiming for that position of outsider the ability to see things afresh. It is a position Woolf chose to take even though of the twenty-four essays selected to appear in the First Common Reader, ten were articles at first written for the TLS and not for some obscure, marginal publication. Unlike most of her contemporary modernists who wrote for ‘little’ magazines of limited circulation, Woolf’s criticism and essays were unashamedly intended not for the margins but for the mainstream. Within the mainstream, though, Woolf still clearly felt herself to be closer in spirit and approach to the private reader inhabiting ‘rooms too humble to be called libraries, yet full of books’ than to the professional critic and reviewer.

      It is clear then how we should not read Woolf’s essays. They are neither the product of a critic gifted with an unquestionable belief in her own judgement, nor of a scholar whose knowledge solidly rests on the foundations of an expensive education. Woolf never received any formal education, either at school or at university. Like many women of her class and generation, she watched her brothers leave for boarding school while she stayed at home to be tutored by her mother and father, with lessons in Greek taken by a private tutor (first Clara Pater, Walter’s sister, then Janet Case). Though she had consistently been writing diaries, journals, and contributions to the family newspaper, Hyde Park Gates News, from a very early age, Woolf effectively learnt her craft as she went along, serving her apprenticeship in print.

      In the first few years of her apprenticeship she discovered what was to become her characteristic critical voice by experimenting with the boundaries of ‘reality’: it is not uncommon to find among early essays reviews cast as dialogues between fictional characters, or non-existent books being the subject of an extended review. These experiments did not always meet with approval from Woolf’s editors, and Woolf often chafed under the bit of editorial propriety. Reflecting back on her TLS contributions at the end of her life, she found in them the still visible traces of her ‘tea-table training’, of the hours she had spent as a young woman sitting around that centre of Victorian family life, and administering to the ‘shy young men’ who had come to visit. For a woman of her generation and class to write in her own voice, Woolf had explained a few years earlier, it had been necessary first to lay to rest that ghostly remnant of Victorian womanhood, the Angel in the House who peered over the shoulder of women writers to make sure that they should not give offence to male sensibilities. The battle had not, though, been definitely won, and Woolf continued to see in her TLS articles, in ‘their suavity, their politeness, their side-long approach’, proof of the remarkable resilience of that ghost. Are we then to follow Woolf’s own judgement and read her essays as the results of an inevitable compromise between the truth of what Woolf thought, and the reality of what she allowed herself to write? When we read these essays, are we just being transported to the Victorian drawing room, with all the veiled truths and unacknowledged conflicts Woolf was so bravely to lay bare in novels like The Years? While it may be tempting to strip away what Woolf herself called ‘the surface manner’ of her essays to reveal their true meanings, such an act would in fact be destroying the very substance of her essays, not just her characteristically elusive persona, but also that which makes them into ‘assays’, attempts at finding a way through uncharted territories.

      Woolf was a great admirer of the originator of the essay, the Frenchman Michel de Montaigne, to whom she dedicated one of the pieces included in the First Common Reader. She saw in Montaigne’s writing a celebration of indirectness, the inspiration for turning meandering and digression into an art form. Montaigne had conceived of his essays as replacements for conversations with his dead friend, La Boétie, and, like conversations, they were allowed to spread out and follow the paths that his mind suggested, without a sense of preconceived destination. Woolf found in Montaigne’s essays a reflection of her own conception of what modern fiction should be like, their suppleness and elasticity perfect receptacles for the mind’s ‘myriad impressions – trivial, fantastic, evanescent, or engraved with the sharpness of steel’ (‘Modern Fiction’). The boundary between essays and novels is often, in Woolf’s writing, extremely permeable. It is not just that we can find in Woolf’s fiction the infiltration of a more essayistic voice, as in Jacob’s Room or, indeed, The Years, originally conceived as a novel-essay. It is rather that the looseness and adaptability of the essay were the stylistic weapons Woolf used to transform the English novel from ‘a series of gig lamps symmetrically arranged’ to ‘a luminous halo, a semi-transparent envelope’ (‘Modern Fiction’).

      Is the essay, then, the most modern form of writing, its very versatility turned by Woolf into the model of how to write in the modern age? Other writers, contemporaries of Woolf’s, certainly felt the essay to be uniquely apt to convey the peculiar fluidity of modern life: Marcel Proust’s In Search of Lost Time started off as a collection of essays, James Joyce’s A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man had evolved from a shorter essay, while in Austria Robert Musil’s The Man Without Qualities turned ‘essayism’ into a recipe for modern living (and writing). Woolf’s critical writings, though, tend to place the essay in a more marginal position, relegated to the role of simply imparting pleasure. Woolf is rarely as prescriptive in her criticism as she is about the essay: ‘The principle which controls the essay is simply that it should give pleasure; the desire which impels us when we take it from the shelf is simply to receive pleasure. Everything in an essay must be subdued to that end.’ (‘The Modern Essay’). And there is much pleasure to be had from these pieces, from Woolf’s recreation of past eras and the intoxicating heat of Greece, from her disrespectful look at the minor Elizabethans, from her evocation of hours spent enraptured in a book; there is also the pleasure of savouring Woolf’s polemical wit, and the subtlety of her critical judgements.

      But there is, of course, also the pleasure of disagreeing with Woolf, of thinking with her but also beyond her. Woolf’s picture of the reader enclosed within the confines of the essay evokes an airless atmosphere (‘the essay must lap us about and draw its curtain across the world’) that is nothing like the pleasures we draw from reading her essays. As an essayist, Woolf does not set out to lull us into a thoughtless drowse; she provokes us into thinking anew, and into reading as if how we read mattered at least as much as what we read. These essays are a celebration of reading, as a pleasure and as a challenge; they are a testimony to the seriousness and dedication Woolf brought to her work as a critic and reviewer, but also to the sheer enjoyment of living among the most diverse kinds of books. Reading them as they demand to be read may well go against Woolf’s injunction against knowledge and ‘long words’ in an essay (‘The Modern Essay’), but she would have been the first one to tell us to disregard the critic and stick to our own impressions.⁠*

      
        
        Elena Gualtieri, 2008
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      For it is vain and foolish to talk of knowing Greek, since in our ignorance we should be at the bottom of any class of schoolboys, since we do not know how the words sounded, or where precisely we ought to laugh, or how the actors acted, and between this foreign people and ourselves there is not only difference of race and tongue but a tremendous breach of tradition. All the more strange, then, is it that we should wish to know Greek, try to know Greek, feel for ever drawn back to Greek, and be for ever making up some notion of the meaning of Greek, though from what incongruous odds and ends, with what slight resemblance to the real meaning of Greek, who shall say?

      It is obvious in the first place that Greek literature is the impersonal literature. Those few hundred years that separate John Paston from Plato, Norwich from Athens, make a chasm which the vast tide of European chatter can never succeed in crossing. When we read Chaucer, we are floated up to him insensibly on the current of our ancestors’ lives, and later, as records increase and memories lengthen, there is scarcely a figure which has not its nimbus of association, its life and letters, its wife and family, its house, its character, its happy or dismal catastrophe. But the Greeks remain in a fastness of their own. Fate has been kind there too. She has preserved them from vulgarity. Euripides was eaten by dogs; Aeschylus killed by a stone; Sappho leapt from a cliff. We know no more of them than that. We have their poetry, and that is all.

      But that is not, and perhaps never can be, wholly true. Pick up any play by Sophocles, read –

      
        
        Son of him who led our hosts at Troy of old, son of Agamemnon,

      

      

      and at once the mind begins to fashion itself surroundings. It makes some background, even of the most provisional sort, for Sophocles; it imagines some village, in a remote part of the country, near the sea. Even nowadays such villages are to be found in the wilder parts of England, and as we enter them we can scarcely help feeling that here, in this cluster of cottages, cut off from rail or city, are all the elements of a perfect existence. Here is the Rectory; here the Manor house, the farm and the cottages; the church for worship, the club for meeting, the cricket field for play. Here life is simply sorted out into its main elements. Each man and woman has his work; each works for the health or happiness of others. And here, in this little community, characters become part of the common stock; the eccentricities of the clergyman are known; the great ladies’ defects of temper; the blacksmith’s feud with the milkman, and the loves and matings of the boys and girls. Here life has cut the same grooves for centuries; customs have arisen; legends have attached themselves to hilltops and solitary trees, and the village has its history, its festivals, and its rivalries.

      It is the climate that is impossible. If we try to think of Sophocles here, we must annihilate the smoke and the damp and the thick wet mists. We must sharpen the lines of the hills. We must imagine a beauty of stone and earth rather than of woods and greenery. With warmth and sunshine and months of brilliant, fine weather, life of course is instantly changed; it is transacted out of doors, with the result, known to all who visit Italy, that small incidents are debated in the street, not in the sitting-room, and become dramatic; make people voluble; inspire in them that sneering, laughing, nimbleness of wit and tongue peculiar to the Southern races, which has nothing in common with the slow reserve, the low half-tones, the brooding introspective melancholy of people accustomed to live more than half the year indoors.

      That is the quality that first strikes us in Greek literature, the lightning-quick, sneering, out-of-doors manner. It is apparent in the most august as well as in the most trivial places. Queens and Princesses in this very tragedy by Sophocles stand at the door bandying words like village women, with a tendency, as one might expect, to rejoice in language, to split phrases into slices, to be intent on verbal victory. The humour of the people was not good-natured like that of our postmen and cab-drivers. The taunts of men lounging at the street corners had something cruel in them as well as witty. There is a cruelty in Greek tragedy which is quite unlike our English brutality. Is not Pentheus, for example, that highly respectable man, made ridiculous in the Bacchae before he is destroyed? In fact, of course, these Queens and Princesses were out of doors, with the bees buzzing past them, shadows crossing them, and the wind taking their draperies. They were speaking to an enormous audience rayed round them on one of those brilliant southern days when the sun is so hot and yet the air so exciting. The poet, therefore, had to bethink him, not of some theme which could be read for hours by people in privacy, but of something emphatic, familiar, brief, that would carry, instantly and directly, to an audience of seventeen thousand people perhaps, with ears and eyes eager and attentive, with bodies whose muscles would grow stiff if they sat too long without diversion. Music and dancing he would need, and naturally would choose one of those legends, like our Tristram and Iseult, which are known to every one in outline, so that a great fund of emotion is ready prepared, but can be stressed in a new place by each new poet.
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