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I think i1t was made pretty clear in the recently published
extracts from Virginia Woolf's diary that the idea of her book
Orlando was inspired by her own strange conception of myself, my
family, and Knole my family home. Such things as old families
and great houses held a gggg_ggzggggigigg_fasoinat;gp for her.
Not only did she romanticise them - for she was at heart a born
romantic - buttthey satisfigd her very acute sense of the
continuity of history, English history in particular, These
facts havihg been made clear for all to read in the printed pages
of her diary, there can be no reason why I should not now reveal
something of the inception of that book and its progress
throughout the months she spent writing 1t, as related in various
lotters I received from her during that period.

The first'leéter is dated Octobor 9th 1927 and it startled
me considerably,

"Yostorday morning I was in despair. You know that bloody
book which Dqgie and Leonard extort, drop by drop from my breast?
Fiction, or some title to that offect, I couldn't screw a word
from me; and at last dropped my head in my hands, dipped my pen
in tho ink, and wroto these words, as if automatically, on a

clean sheot: Orlando, a Biography. o sooner had I done this

than mylbgagyng;floodod with fapture and my brain'with ideas.
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I wrote rapidly till twelve, Then I did an hour to fiction.
So every morning I am going to write fiction (my own fiction)
till twelve; and the other fiction till one. But listen:
suppose Orlando turns out to be Vita, and its all about you and /&
lusts of your flesh and the lure of your mind, - heart you have
none - suppose there's the kind of shimmer of reality which
sometimes attaches to my poople as the lustre on an oyster shell -
suppose, I say, that next October someono says MMhere's Virginia
gone and written a book about Vita," shall you mind? Say yes
or no. Your excellenco as a subject arises largoly from your
noble birth - but what's 400 yoars of nobility, all tho samo? -
and the opportunity thus givon for florid descriptive passages
in groat abundanco. Though, I admit, I should liko to untwino
and twilst again somo vory odd incongruous strands in you; and
also, as I told you, it sprung upon me how I could ravolutioniso
biography in a night; and so, 1f agroocable to you, I would like
to toss this up in tho air and seooc what happens. Yoet, of course,
Imy not ‘writo another line.

"You will como on Wodnosday?  You will write now, this
instent, a nice humble lottor of duty and dovotion to mo,

"T am roading Knolo and the Sackvillos. Doar mo, you

havo a rich dusky attic of atmind, Oh yos, I want very much to

—

soo you,"

T was not misled by this sudden, urgont dosire for my
company . T roalisod that it was tho author's form of cupboard
1ove - in othor words, I had become "copy'.

As woe now know, sho did writo anothor lino; many thousands
of othor linos. T think sho roally onjoycd writing this book
and that it cost hor loss agony than many of the othors. It
roprosontod hor high spirits, hor sonso of humour, and her sonso

of shoor fun, nono of which ara vory apparont in tho oxtracts wo
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have been given from her diary. She was excited. Letters
poured 1in, The next one begins, four days later:

"Well, thank God, Vita ain't coming," I said, putting the
telegram down with a snort. Why, asked Leonard, looking up
from his handkerchisef, To which I had no answer ready, but the
true one came: Because my nose ig red.

"The poor Wolves have been having colds in the head...

(Here I omit some irreleovant passages.)

"I am writing at great speed, she goes on. For the third
time I begin a sentence, the truth is... The truth is I'm so
engulfed in Orlando I can think of nothing else, It has ousted
fiction, psychology, and tho rest of that odious book completely.
Tomorrow I begin the chapter which describes you and Sasha meeting
on the ice,. I am swarming with ideas... Look here, I must como
down and see you, if only to choose some pictures. I want ono
of a young Sackville, (male) temp, James lst; another of a young
Sackville, (female) temp, Georgo III. Pleaso lond yoursclf to
my little schome, It will boe a little book, about 30,000 words
at most, and at my prosent rate which is foverish (I think of
nothing but you all day long in difforont guises) I shall have
it done by Christmas."

Sho scemod dotermincd to mako a short book of 1it. Sho must
have changod hor mind, or olsc her subjoct ran away with her, for
Orlando ran into somothing liko 90,000 words instoad of 30,000,

"orlando will bo a littlo book, with pictures and a map or
two, Imko it up in bod at night; as I walk tho stroots;
ovorywhoro, I want to soe you in tho lamplight, in your
omoralds, In fact I havo nover moro wantod to soo you than I
do now, just to sit and got you to talk and thon rapidly and
socrotly corroct cortain doubtful points. About your tooth, now,

and your tompor, Do you grind your tcoth at night? Is 1% ‘truo
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"that you love giving pain? What and when was your moment of
greatest disillusionment? Still, you say you can't coms, and
my nose is red, so I forgive you.

"This 1s written 500 words to the minute.!

If all that does not exhibit high splrits and the
exhilaration of the creative artist in a sustained mood, I should
like to be shown a better exemple,

Then she gets worriled, People are pressing her for dellivery
of the manuscript - typescript. Publishers have heard about a
new book by Virginia Woolf:

"The Americans must have the first chapter by May lst.

All your fault, I could write another three volumes oasily.
Appendices blossom in my hoad. Oh Vita, Vita, how could you
have brought my life to ruin and wasted the fair tapor in a soa
of greasc!

Thon sho gets interrupted, the most exacerbating, nervo-
racking thing that can happen to any artist carried along on the
high neap tide of inspiration:

"Here I am cursing God bocausoe I have to go to Roading
tomorrow and so cut short my morning's work. You see, whon the
mind is bont ono way, it's physical and moral torture to unbend.
The moro roods in tho river-bed can tako this turn or that;
what hurts thom 1s concentration, But then thoy don't write
pooms; thoy don't even writo novels, as bad as mino aro."

Ono bogins to dotoct that the inevitable moment is
approaching; the momont whon the galo of ingpiration starts to
drop and the ship throatons to bocomo bocalmod with tho failing
wind, Sailing tho high socas undor a fair, high wind was fino;
top sails and gallants woro sot and fillod; ono was blown along
at a spanking paco, Thon comos the agonising offort to puff tho
barque into tho final harbour,

In othor words, ono must finish ono's book,
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"Thig damned Orlando,!she writes; "I want to finish 1t and
T can't finish it, and then I wake in the night so excited and
have to take a sleeping draught and so spend my day moping. I
rather think, too, 1t's an addlgdkegg, too hasty, too slap~
dashery, and all over the place.., I shall put 1t into a drawer
until May.

"Orlendo's bad M she writes,"won't be out, if at all, till
the autumn. Oh heavens, what a bore Orlando 1is, worse in hils
death than in his 1ife, I think. I'm so tired of him."

And then:

"Did you feel a sort of tug, as if you were being broken,
on Saturday last at five minutes to one? That was when you
died - or, rather, stopped talking, with three 1little dots...
Now every word will have to be re-written, It's all over the
place, incoherent, intolerabls, impossible. And I am so sick
pf =1tG., The question now is, will my feelings for you be
changed? I've lived on you all these months. Coming out,
what are you really like? Do you exist? Have I made you up?

"T don't want to write another word for months, not a letter
even., Do you ever feel words have gone dry in your mind? Your
mind like a shape in the dark? You squeeze it, and nothing
comes , TIn Octobor my mind was dripping. That is the only
1life.

"T am rather depressed, Orlando so bad, Can't write."

Anyhow, she had killod Orlando, or at any rate had stopped
him talking, with those throo 1ittle dots, and had liberated
herself from that incubus. She haed once referred to him as that
0ld Man of tho Sea. The roviews began to come in. I think
the one which gave hor most amusomont was tho ono which saild
"irs, Harold Nicolson is the Orlando of lliss Roebecca West!s

remarkable book of that namo."  Punch pilcked that up, with ths
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comment "Will Mrs. Woolf now become an Orlanda furiosa?"

But the reviews were not all favourable, People were
puzzled,

"I am sorry that Jack Squire annoyed you'she writes,'but I
don't think he ought to. Arnold Bennett will be far worse, so
be prepared. The only thing I should mind is that it would make
you or Harold think less well of me or Orlando, but it won't will
it?

"The sales were good, We've got to reprint.

"Orlando has now sold 13,000 coples in America; that's the
last time I mention him,"

It wasn't the last time she mentioned him, as I shall now
relate,

I must explain that I had never read one word of Orlando
until the day of publication, Apart from the indications in
her letters, I had no idea what she was up to, But on the day
of publication I received a parcel containing the printed book =
which, as you may imagine, I read with unparalleled avidity and
curiosity - and also containing the manuscript of Orlando which
is today amongst my most treasured possossions, I might add
here, that sho had gone to tho trouble of getting them both
spocially bound for me in nigor leather with the additional
detail of my initials on the spine; I put thils in, bocause
roadors of tho oxtracts from hor diary may not have discoverod
how thoughtful and practical this oxtromoly busy woman could bo,
with hor frail hoalth and tho wild gonius driving at hor all tho
time, and pooplo pursuing her and wanting to moot hor and lionise
hor... Yot sho could find tho timo to go round to a book-binder
and arrango with him for those spocial bindings for mo, Saldom
havo I boon morce dooply touchod.

I was looking idly through tho manuscript onc day whon
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something struck me as unfamiliar and I realised that I had 1lit
upon an entirely unpublished passage. It is this which I
propose to read to you now, by way of conclusion. I should
explain that the allusion to slipping bank notes under people's
plates refers to an ancestor of my own who was in the habit of
thus befriending Dryden.

"Here the footman brought in a note from liss Christina
Rossetti to say that she was sorry to find she had a previous
engagement, The notepaper was excellent; the style plain;
the beginning and ending as simple as could be, 'Dear Lady
Orlando... yours sincerely Christina Rogsetti.! Couldn't she
slip banknotes beneath the plates anymore ?  And they didn't
hang about in waiting rooms? They had houses, it seemed, of
their own. Miss Rossetti made no mention (as they used to do)
of her Ladyship's great condescension and goodness, nor hint that
there was a little place, in the office of the King's Chamberlain,
worth two hundred a year, which her brother, etc.,, (as they used
o doi)s No: -Miss Rossetti seemed to expect nothing whatever,
and if sho happened to be out next Wednesday, out she was,
Orlando might call another day. Added to this independence they
often had littlo family trees of their own. Many had been
gentry in a small way since the time of Elizabeth, But how dild
this affect that great object of Orlando's veneration - on which
she had spont many thousands in gratuities and pension, which she
had sheltered and succourcd, which it was the passion of hor
1ife herself to practice - Literature? In this she found it
hard to give an opinion, for a vory long time; for as soon as
sho had done one book, thoro were a dozon more on hor table,
Also, half of thom woro not books pure and simple but books about

books. So that long bofore sho had come by any opinion of her

own, sho know that twonty difforont pooplo thought it the groatost
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book and the worst book in the world; that it was possible to
hold twenty different opinlons; of other people: and these

were printed and signed and presumably pald for, she was bound
to respect them above her own, 3o by degreos, she began to
change her view of Literature as a willd and vivid flame, now the
crags of Scotland, now some quiet English parsonage, flickeringly,
indiscriminately; a spirit incalculable and beautiful and
venorable; and saw 1t instead as a portly and respectable
gentleman, who never was stupid always tolling people what they
ought to think; and writing and talking and lecturing and
commemorating so that not a day passed without a dinner, or a
colebration, or an anniversary. So respoectable, so busy, so0
opulent, as a prosperous and garrulous middle aged gentleman with
a flower in his buttonhole, Ho wroto, he talked, ho lecturod,

He colobrated ammiversarios. Ho commoemoratod occasions, Ho
prosided at dinners, Ho gave prizos. Hoe was for over =
sometimos she took a ticket and wont to a Hall at throe o'clock
in tho aftornoon - delivering a sories of lecturos upon Byron's
place in English pootry, and Sholloy, Wordsworth, or tho Romantic
Rovival and somo duch subjoct, to rows of old poeoplo, who noddoed,
and rows of vory young onos who gapod; and hoavon knows why =
for was it not all vory nico and fluont and intorosting - what

ho gaild about Sholloy and Wordsworth, and Byron and tho Romantic
Rovival and sho would go into tho stroet, liko ono who has boon
half suffocatod in folds of dirty plush, and tho wind itsolf
goomoed to know moro about litoraturo than ho did, or tho old
boggar woman, or nowspapor placards on tho lamp posts, ' My
God,'! sho would wiro to Marmaduko, 'My God!' And thon going
homa pourod horsolf out a stiff tumblor of rod Spanish wine - for
was sho not dining with somo litorary Club or othor; whoro tho

rogpoctablo body would rofrosh itsolf aftor thus doing honour to




tho doad, and oxpoct, not a bank noto slippod undor 1its plato,
but a compliment, all fresh and luscious, popped between its
lips? This then was llterature, she concluded, a body. Then,
for 1t was now the day after the dinner, the footman announced
that Lady A, was comse to fetch her Tadyshilp.

The two ladies drove in a great yellow barouche hung on
springs; all through Kensington and the market garden to
Chelsea, wherse Lady A, who was a daring jolly woman, stout and
buxom and of the best blood in England, swore on her oath she
would shew Orlando - since Orlando cherished these fellows =
hor dear Carlyle, The footman descended, and rapped at the
old little, shabby door, One of his gigantic raps was enough.
Out flew an astonishing apparition:- a woman all oyes and.is
cheok bones and... Be off with you, forl! §hﬁ screamed, "I'd
have you know my Thomas is asloop!"

Even Lady A. was snubbed. She sank back in her carriage
murbling and told tho coachman to find out Tonnyson's addross.
It was Faringford, Freshwator, Isle of Wight, Thoy arrived
ono spring cvening with the lilac in bloom, Half way up tho
carriage drive they encountorod an obstaclo - a lady in a bath
chair. The man was for passing hor. But tho invalid raised
herself. She strotchod a frail white hand across the horses
nosoes,

Mo furthor'sho said and evon tho horsog gqulvorod.

"fy husband is writing a poom." Suchvas tho awfulnoss of
her domeanour that thoro was nothing for 1t but to roturn to
London; and whon Lady A, proposcd to visit Browning in Floronce,
Swinburne at Putnoy, or lloredith a® Box Hill, Orlando rofuscd;
sinco thoroe could be no doubt that the groator tho gonius, tho
moro it was sequostorod. It could only writo if it was

onclosod in a sound proof room and protoctod by a wife. That
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was a change too, thought Orlando, comparing Dryden and Tennysonj;

but genius being inaccesslble, she was forced to consort with the 1
writers who managed to write without a trace of it: +the Smiles,

the Tuppers, the Smiths, the Hemans, the Prossers, theilr names

are legion and all forgotten now, though once claimed

immortality, Smith said that Tupper was immortal and once Smiles

said that Smith was and once they were very bitter about it;

all are forgotten now; and it i1s only when the shelf creaks a

2

little that we remember their names.




