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‘London is enchanting … I step out upon a tawny coloured magic carpet, it 
seems, and get carried into beauty without raising a finger. The nights are 
amazing, with all the white porticos and broad silent avenues. And people pop 
in and out, lightly, divertingly like rabbits; and I look down Southampton Row, 
wet as a seal’s back or red and yellow with sunshine, and watch the omnibuses 
going and coming and hear the old crazy organs. One of these days I will write 
about London, and how it takes up the private life and carries it on, without 
any effort.’ (Diary, 26th May 1924)



Woolf’s London: key questions

1. How does Woolf observe and describe London, and how does this 
relate to a tradition of male urban writing of the 'flaneur'?

2. What does Mrs Dalloway tell us about gender relations at this time?

3. How can we use Mrs Dalloway as a historical source for early 20th 
century London?

4. What is the role of time in the work, and how does Woolf’s account 
of inner experience relate to urban experience? 



Early 20th century London – key dates
■ 1896: A Child of the Jago published; Empire cinema established

■ 1901: Death of Queen Victoria

■ 1907: electrification of the District Line; formation of the Underground Group

■ 1910: Post-Impressionists: ‘in or about December 1910 human character changed’

■ 1914-18: First World War; aerial bombardments of London 1915

■ 1922: T.S. Eliot, The Waste Land; BBC established

■ 1925: Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway

■ 1939: Outbreak of WW2

■ 1941: Death of Virginia Woolf





Virginia Woolf (1882-1941)
■ Adeline Virginia Stephen born in Kensington, 25 Jan. 1882

■ Father, Leslie Stephen, a journalist, historian, and founder of 
Dictionary of National Biography; mother, Julia Stephen,
an associate of the Pre-Raphaelites and philanthropist

■ Literary childhood, surrounded by writers and artists

■ Mother dies in 1895, father in 1904

■ Woolf largely self-taught

■ Recurring problems with mental health from 1895

■ Brothers and sister move to Bloomsbury in 1904, where they become 
part of a circle later known as the ‘Bloomsbury Group’, including E.M. 
Forster, Roger Fry, Clive Bell, Lytton Strachey and J.M. Keynes





Virginia Woolf (1882-1941)
■ Begins writing journalism from 1905, as well as working 

for female suffrage and in adult education

■ Marries Leonard Woolf in 1912; Hogarth Press established 
in Richmond in 1917

■ Meets Vita Sackville-West in 1922

■ The Voyage Out first published 1915, the start of a major
series of novels (9 in total)

■ Important political writings include A Room of One’s Own (1929) and
Three Guineas (1938), and journalism, essays and letters

■ Takes her own life in 1941 after another breakdown



Key works
■ The Voyage Out (1915)

■ Night and Day (1919)

■ Jacob's Room (1922)

■ Mrs Dalloway (1925)

■ To the Lighthouse (1927)

■ Orlando (1928)

■ Between the Acts (1941)

■ “Street Haunting” (1927)

■ “The London Scene” (1931)







Walter Bayes, The Underworld (1918)





https://youtu.be/TwahIQz0o-M?t=2m15s

https://youtu.be/TwahIQz0o-M?t=2m15s














Woolf, Night and Day (1919)

‘in the wonderful maze of London, which still seemed to her, in spite of 
her constitutional level-headedness, like a vast electric light, casting 
radiance upon the myriads of men and women who crowded round it. 
And here she was at the vast centre of it all, that centre which was 
constantly in the minds of people in remote Canadian forests and on the 
plains of India, when their thoughts turned to England.’



Woolf, Night and Day (1919)

‘She looked desperately at the smooth-bowled pipes, and wondered –
should she walk on by the Strand or by the Embankment? It was not a 
simple question, for it concerned not different streets so much as 
different streams of thought.’







Woolf, Night and Day (1919)

‘Taste, sound, movement, a few sounds here, a gesture there, a man 
coming in, a woman going out, even the motor that passes in the street 
or the beggar who shuffles along the pavement, and all the reds and 
blues and lights and shades of the scene claim his attention and rouse 
his curiosity. He can no more cease to receive impressions than a fish in 
mid-ocean can cease to let the water rush through his gills.’



Duncan Grant, The Mantelpiece 1914 Vanessa Bell, Still Life on Corner of a Mantelpiece 1914 



Roger Fry, River with Poplars c.1912 
Duncan Grant, The Queen of Sheba 1912 









Woolf, Street Haunting (1927)

‘This shell-like covering which our souls have excreted to house 
themselves, to make for themselves a shape distinct from others, is 
broken, and there is left of all these wrinkles and roughnesses a central 
oyster of perceptiveness, an enormous eye.’

‘As we step out of the house on a fine evening between four and six, we 
shed the self our friends know us by and become part of that vast 
republican army of trampers, whose society is so agreeable after the 
solitude of one’s own room.’



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iSyvUKzur48

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iSyvUKzur48


Flaneuse

■ Janet Wolff (1985): ‘There can be no question of inventing the 
flaneuse… such a character is rendered impossible by the sexual 
divisions of the nineteenth century’

■ ‘To consider whether there has been the female version of the 
flaneur, as many critics have attempted to do, entails a series of vexed 
questions concerning women’s mobility and spectatorship in the city 
and their claim to modernity’ 
- Ching-fang Tseng, ‘The Flaneur, the Flaneuse and the Hostess’ (2006)

■ ‘For Woolf to be able to walk in the city by herself was a hitherto 
unimaginable kind of freedom; it was her walks that gave her 
something to write about’ - Lauren Elkin, Flaneuse (2016)











Introducing Mrs Dalloway (1925)

‘Mrs Dalloway is Virginia Woolf’s London novel. Not only does it reveal 
her attitudes to London more continuously and sensitively than any 
other of her novels, but it is also a topographical London novel. Every 
scene is specifically located in London and the main characters move 
about in London in a manner that is both precisely indicated and 
important to the novel’s structure’ - David Daiches, Literary Landscapes 
of the British Isles (1979)







‘Dropping dead down the aeroplane soared straight up, curved in a loop, 
raced, sank, rose, and whatever it did, wherever it went, out fluttered 
behind it a thick ruffled bar of white smoke which curled and wreathed 
upon the sky in letters. But what letters? A C was it? An E, then an L? …

‘Glaxo’, said Mrs Coates in a strained, awe-stricken voice, gazing straight 
up, and her baby, lying stiff and white in her arms, gazed straight up. 
‘Kreemo’, murmured Mrs Bletchley, like a sleep-walker.’





‘Those five years—1918 to 1923—had been, he suspected, somehow 
very important. People looked different. Newspapers seemed different. 
Now, for instance, there was a man writing quite openly . . . about water-
closets’







Mapping Mrs Dalloway

Red = Clarissa Dalloway

Blue = Peter Walsh 

Green = Septimus Smith 

http://mrsdallowaymappingproject.weebly.com/index.html


