
  [image: Cover of SparkNotes Guide to Orlando by SparkNotes Editors]


  Orlando


  Virginia Woolf


  © 2003, 2007 by Spark Publishing


  This Spark Publishing edition 2014 by SparkNotes LLC, an Affiliate of Barnes & Noble


  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 (including electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without prior written permission from the publisher.


  Sparknotes is a registered trademark of SparkNotes LLC


  Spark Publishing

  A Division of Barnes & Noble

  120 Fifth Avenue

  New York, NY 10011

  www.sparknotes.com /


  ISBN-13: 978-1-4114-7699-8


  Please submit changes or report errors to www.sparknotes.com.


  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1


  Contents


  



  Context


  Plot Overview


  Character List


  Analysis of Major Characters


  Themes, Motifs, and Symbols


  Chapter One


  Chapter Two


  Chapter Three


  Chapter Four


  Chapter Five


  Chapter Six


  Important Quotations Explained


  Key Facts


  Study Questions and Essay Topics


  Review & Resources


  Context


  Orlando, Virginia Woolf's sixth major novel, is a fantastic historical biography, which spans almost 400 years in the lifetime of its protagonist. The novel was conceived as a "writer's holiday" from more structured and demanding novels. Woolf allowed neither time nor gender to constrain her writing. The protagonist, Orlando, ages only thirty-six years and changes gender from man to woman. This pseudo-biography satirizes more traditional Victorian biographies that emphasize facts and truth in their subjects' lives. Although Orlando may have been intended to be a satire or a holiday, it touches on important issues of gender, self-knowledge, and truth with Virginia Woolf's signature poetic style.


  On January 25, 1882, Virginia Stephen was born to Leslie and Julia Duckworth Stephen. Her father, Leslie, a parson turned agnostic, was a man of letters who served as editor of Cornhill Magazine and later began compiling the Dictionary of National Biography, for which he is best known. Virginia's parents reinforced traditional stereotypes of men and women. Her father was stern and detached; her mother was more emotional and fond of poetry. Virginia had many brothers and sisters, only a few of whom she was close to. In 1895, after the death of Virginia's mother, the family moved to a home in Bloomsbury, London. Here, Virginia became the family writer. Virginia coped with mental breakdowns throughout her life, attempting suicide twice before 1904. Once in Bloomsbury, Virginia's writing career began to take off. With some of her brother's university friends, Virginia formed the Bloomsbury group, a group of young people who worked in different fields, but shared similar interests and had the same goal of rejecting conventional behavior. This group, which so highly valued independent thought, appreciated Virginia's talents.


  In 1912, Virginia married Leonard Woolf. Although they had little physical intimacy in their marriage, Virginia respected her husband greatly. His opinion mattered most to her. Leonard supported Virginia by offering her a very controlled, regulated environment, one that was conducive to writing and helped her cope with her mental illness. Virginia's manic-depression was worst just as she was finishing a novel. Unable to handle criticism, Woolf was vulnerable to breakdowns. Leonard helped Virginia channel her energy by starting their own publishing company, the Hogarth Press. Working here gave Virginia some much needed mental relaxation. Writing was not always an easy task for Virginia. A perfectionist, she labored over her novels until the very last moment. But generally, her works were well-received, and Virginia soon became quite acclaimed as an author. Yet mental illness was a battle that Virginia could not win. On March 28, 1941, fearing another breakdown, Virginia committed suicide by filling her pockets with rocks and jumping off a bridge into the river.


  Orlando was written at the height of Woolf's career. It was an extremely popular book when it was published. In the first six months after publication it sold over eight thousand copies, whereas To the Lighthouse sold less than half that amount. Woolf's income from book sales nearly tripled with the publication of Orlando.


  After finishing To the Lighthouse in 1927, Woolf was prompted by an attachment to her lover, Vita Sackville-West, and by a strong interest in biographical literature to begin Orlando. She wrote in her diary that Orlando was to be "Vita, only with a change from one sex to another." Sackville-West, like the novel's protagonist, was a wealthy woman from a historic and noble family. In the novel, Woolf mocks her friend's brooding, poetic nature, and her family's history, which is detailed in Vita's book Knole and the Sackvilles (1922). Vita and her husband, Harold Nicholson, both openly bisexual, proved great models for Orlando. The novel, replete with lesbian and bisexual undertones, explores the nature of gender difference and sexual identity. It was not entirely unique for its time; Orlando was published near the time of Radclyffe Hall's trial for obscenity for her portrayal of lesbian love in her autobiographical novel The Well of Loneliness. While Woolf's novel skirts explicit description of homosexuality, her sex changes imply a love that reaches across gender. Vita's son, Nigel Nicholson, wrote that Orlando was Woolf's "love letter" to his mother.


  While Woolf endeavored to explore Vita through the novel, Orlando also gave her the opportunity to try her hand at the genre of biography. Woolf's father, Leslie Stephen, had spent enormous amounts of time working on the Dictionary of National Biography, an "official" work which gives the facts about the lives of many important English people. In Orlando, Woolf mocks such an attempt to present the facts. By only presenting the external life, Woolf felt that an "official" biography fails to capture the essence of its subject. Although the 'biographer' in Woolf's novel claims to be limited by documents and records, she fully explains Orlando's internal thoughts, feelings, and reflections. In this way, Orlando challenges the traditional notion of truth in description.


  Plot Overview


  The story of Orlando spans over 300 years (1588–1928). During this time, Orlando ages only thirty-six years, and changes gender from a man to a woman.


  This fantastic story opens with the protagonist, Orlando, a young noble boy, pretending to chop off the heads of Moors, just like his father and grandfather have done. He is too young to fight, but he longs to go on adventures around the world like his family. Young Orlando goes out into the woods to write poetry and he falls asleep. He is awakened by trumpets sounding that the Queen Elizabeth has arrived. Orlando runs to his house to get ready. When the Queen sees him, she is impressed by his youth and innocence. Two years later, she sends for him to come to her court. There, she makes him Steward, Treasurer, and her lover, giving him all the wealth and status he could want. But when she sees Orlando kissing a young girl, she becomes furious and smashes her mirror with a sword.


  For a while, Orlando takes to spending time with people of a "low kind." He frequents pubs and has his way with many young women. When he grows tired of this lifestyle, he heads back to the Court, this time under King James I (Queen Elizabeth has died). He dates many pretty and wealthy women, and becomes engaged to Euphrosyne, a woman of incredibly high birth and connections. This is the winter of the Great Frost and King James has turned the frozen river into a carnival scene. One night on the river, Orlando sees a figure skate past him. He is not sure whether it is a man or a woman, but he is incredibly attracted to it. It turns out to be the Russian princess, Sasha. Because Orlando speaks fluent French, he is the only one who can converse with her. They grow very close, become lovers, and plan to run away together. One day, Orlando sees her on the knee of a Russian sailor and he grows very angry. She assures him that nothing at all is going on. They plan to leave London together that night, but Orlando waits for Sasha and she never arrives. Orlando rides to the river to find that the frost has broken; hundreds of people are stranded on icebergs and he watches as the Russian ship drifts away.


  Heartbroken, Orlando closes himself up inside his house with 365 rooms and fifty-two staircases. He decides that he will concentrate all his efforts on writing. He invites Nick Greene, a famous poet, to his house, and although Nick is entertaining, their difference in class is clearly a great barrier between them. When Nick returns home, he writes a parody of Orlando, a rich nobleman closed up inside his house. Orlando is once again heartbroken and he burns all his poems and dramas save one, a poem entitled "The Oak Tree." Orlando decides to refurnish every room in his home; after this is done, he invites all the neighbors in, earning their respect. One afternoon, he sees a figure on horseback in his courtyard. It is an extremely tall woman, the Archduchess Harriet of Romania. Orlando is repulsed by her advances toward him. He decides to leave England immediately.


  King Charles II sends Orlando to Constantinople as an ambassador. There, he does such a good job that King Charles makes him a duke. That night, witnesses see Orlando lowering a rope down from his balcony, pulling up a woman, and embracing her passionately. The next morning, his servants find Orlando alone in his room, in a trance, unable to be awakened. On his desk they find a marriage certificate between Orlando and Rosina Pepita, a Spanish dancer. An insurrection occurs in Turkey and many foreigners are killed. Robbers break into Orlando's room, but since he is in a trance, they think he is already dead. After seven days, Orlando awakens from the trance a woman. She is not surprised, and it does not take her long to get used to her new body. Orlando rides away with Rustum, an old gypsy and joins Rustum's tribe in the mountains of Turkey. There, she feels at one with nature, but the gypsies mistrust Orlando because she values strange things like houses, bedrooms, and nature. Orlando decides to leave them and sail back to England.


  On the ship voyage back to England, Orlando becomes romantic with the ship's Captain, Nicholas. Finally she feels what it is like to be a woman, and she cannot decide which gender she enjoys more. On returning to England, Orlando meets Archduchess Harriet again, but she finds out that he is really a man, Archduke Harry. He proposes to Orlando, but she finds him too slow and boring to marry. Orlando takes to spending time with famous poets of the eighteenth century like Addison, Dryden, and Pope. But she soon tires of them too, and begins spending time with some London prostitutes, whose stories she finds entertaining. As Orlando looks up to the sky above, she sees great clouds come over London; the eighteenth century is over and the nineteenth century has begun.


  The Victorian era is gloomy; no sunlight gets in and all the vegetation is overgrown. Orlando feels pressure to yield to "the spirit of the age" and find a husband. She goes out and thinks herself nature's bride, a woman married to the moor. She falls and twists her ankle. Just then, a man rides up to rescue her: Marmaduke Bonthrop Shelmerdine, Esquire. Within two minutes, they know everything about each other, and know they are meant to be together. Orlando cannot believe that Shel has all the good qualities of a woman, and Shel cannot believe that Orlando has all the good qualities of a man. But Shel is a seaman, and when the wind changes, he must leave to do his duty on his ship. Before he goes, he marries Orlando in a hasty but romantic ceremony.


  Orlando finally finishes the manuscript of her poem, "the Oak Tree," and she travels to London. There she meets Nick Greene, who is now the most eminent Victorian literary critic. He reads her poem and is very impressed by it; he promises to have it published with excellent reviews. It is now 1901, and as King Edward VII succeeds Queen Victoria on the throne, the world becomes much brighter, if more desperate. Suddenly a light becomes very bright, and Orlando is struck ten times on the head. It is 10 AM on Thursday, October 11, 1928; Orlando has been struck by the present; she is thirty-six. Orlando goes to the store, smells a candle, and thinks it is Sasha. She realizes that everything is now connected to something else. On the drive home from the store, Orlando thinks about all the different selves that compose her. She calls for the one that is the real Orlando, and then realizes that it is all of them.
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