
Intro to LGBTQ Literature 

I’ve assigned some excerpts from Virginia Woolf not only because she is an important writer—

an important queer feminist writer—but also because she appears as a major character in The 

Hours, a Pulitzer-Prize winning novel we’ll read by Michael Cunningham. 

As you read the opening pages of Woolf’s novel Mrs. Dalloway consider the many themes it 

raises. Pay attention to its images and shifting tone. Then read the excerpts from Woolf’s book-

length essay, A Room of One’s Own. Given what you’ve read of Woolf’s fiction, are you 

surprised by how she depicts the challenges facing women and women writers? 

from the opening of Virginia Woolf’s novel Mrs. Dalloway (1925) 

Mrs. Dalloway said she would buy the flowers herself.   

For Lucy had her work cut out for her.  The doors would be taken off their hinges; 

Rumpelmayer's men were coming.  And then, thought Clarissa Dalloway, what a morning--fresh 

as if issued to children on a beach.   

What a lark!  What a plunge!  For so it had always seemed to her, when, with a little squeak of 

the hinges, which she could hear now, she had burst open the French windows and plunged at 

Bourton into the open air.  How fresh, how calm, stiller than this of course, the air was in the 

early morning; like the flap of a wave; the kiss of a wave; chill and sharp and yet (for a girl of 

eighteen as she then was) solemn, feeling as she did, standing there at the open window, that 

something awful was about to happen; looking at the flowers, at the trees with the smoke 

winding off them and the rooks rising, falling; standing and looking until Peter Walsh said, 

"Musing among the vegetables?"--was that it?--"I prefer men to cauliflowers"--was that it?  He 

must have said it at breakfast one morning when she had gone out on to the terrace--Peter Walsh.  

He would be back from India one of these days, June or July, she forgot which, for his letters 

were awfully dull; it was his sayings one remembered; his eyes, his pocket-knife, his smile, his 

grumpiness and, when millions of things had utterly vanished--how strange it was!--a few 

sayings like this about cabbages.   

She stiffened a little on the kerb, waiting for Durtnall's van to pass.  A charming woman, Scrope 

Purvis thought her (knowing her as one does know people who live next door to one in 

Westminster); a touch of the bird about her, of the jay, blue-green, light, vivacious, though she 

was over fifty, and grown very white since her illness.  There she perched, never seeing him, 

waiting to cross, very upright.   

For having lived in Westminster--how many years now? over twenty,-- one feels even in the 

midst of the traffic, or waking at night, Clarissa was positive, a particular hush, or solemnity; an 

indescribable pause; a suspense (but that might be her heart, affected, they said, by influenza) 

before Big Ben strikes.  There! Out it boomed.  First a warning, musical; then the hour, 



irrevocable.  The leaden circles dissolved in the air.  Such fools we are, she thought, crossing 

Victoria Street.  For Heaven only knows why one loves it so, how one sees it so, making it up, 

building it round one, tumbling it, creating it every moment afresh; but the veriest frumps, the 

most dejected of miseries sitting on doorsteps (drink their downfall) do the same; can't be dealt 

with, she felt positive, by Acts of Parliament for that very reason: they love life.  In people's 

eyes, in the swing, tramp, and trudge; in the bellow and the uproar; the carriages, motor cars, 

omnibuses, vans, sandwich men shuffling and swinging; brass bands; barrel organs; in the 

triumph and the jingle and the strange high singing of some aeroplane overhead was what she 

loved; life; London; this moment of June.   

For it was the middle of June.  The War was over, except for some one like Mrs. Foxcroft at the 

Embassy last night eating her heart out because that nice boy was killed and now the old Manor 

House must go to a cousin; or Lady Bexborough who opened a bazaar, they said, with the 

telegram in her hand, John, her favourite, killed; but it was over; thank Heaven--over.  It was 

June. …   

 

 

 …she could not resist sometimes yielding to the charm of a woman, not a girl, of a woman 

confessing, as to her they often did, some scrape, some folly.  And whether it was pity, or their 

beauty, or that she was older, or some accident--like a faint scent, or a violin next door (so 

strange is the power of sounds at certain moments), she did undoubtedly then feel what men felt.  

Only for a moment; but it was enough.  It was a sudden revelation, a tinge like a blush which one 

tried to check and then, as it spread, one yielded to its expansion, and rushed to the farthest verge 

and there quivered and felt the world come closer, swollen with some astonishing significance, 

some pressure of rapture, which split its thin skin and gushed and poured with an extraordinary 

alleviation over the cracks and sores!  Then, for that moment, she had seen an illumination; a 

match burning in a crocus; an inner meaning almost expressed. But the close withdrew; the hard 

softened.  It was over--the moment.  Against such moments (with women too) there contrasted 

(as she laid her hat down) the bed and Baron Marbot and the candle half-burnt.  Lying awake, the 

floor creaked; the lit house was suddenly darkened, and if she raised her head she could just hear 

the click of the handle released as gently as possible by Richard, who slipped upstairs in his 

socks and then, as often as not, dropped his hot-water bottle and swore!  How she laughed!   

But this question of love (she thought, putting her coat away), this falling in love with women.  

Take Sally Seton; her relation in the old days with Sally Seton.  Had not that, after all, been love?  

She sat on the floor--that was her first impression of Sally--she sat on the floor with her arms 

round her knees, smoking a cigarette.  Where could it have been?  The Mannings?  The Kinloch- 

Jones's?  At some party (where, she could not be certain), for she had a distinct recollection of 

saying to the man she was with, "Who is THAT?"  And he had told her, and said that Sally's 



parents did not get on (how that shocked her--that one's parents should quarrel!).  But all that 

evening she could not take her eyes off Sally.  It was an extraordinary beauty of the kind she 

most admired, dark, large-eyed, with that quality which, since she hadn't got it herself, she 

always envied--a sort of abandonment, as if she could say anything, do anything; a quality much 

commoner in foreigners than in Englishwomen.  Sally always said she had French blood in her 

veins, an ancestor had been with Marie Antoinette, had his head cut off, left a ruby ring.  Perhaps 

that summer she came to stay at Bourton, walking in quite unexpectedly without a penny in her 

pocket, one night after dinner, and upsetting poor Aunt Helena to such an extent that she never 

forgave her.  There had been some quarrel at home.  She literally hadn't a penny that night when 

she came to them--had pawned a brooch to come down.  She had rushed off in a passion.  They 

sat up till all hours of the night talking.  Sally it was who made her feel, for the first time, how 

sheltered the life at Bourton was.  She knew nothing about sex-- nothing about social problems.  

She had once seen an old man who had dropped dead in a field--she had seen cows just after 

their calves were born.  But Aunt Helena never liked discussion of anything (when Sally gave 

her William Morris, it had to be wrapped in brown paper).  There they sat, hour after hour, 

talking in her bedroom at the top of the house, talking about life, how they were to reform the 

world.  They meant to found a society to abolish private property, and actually had a letter 

written, though not sent out.  The ideas were Sally's, of course--but very soon she was just as 

excited--read Plato in bed before breakfast; read Morris; read Shelley by the hour.  Sally's power 

was amazing, her gift, her personality.  There was her way with flowers, for instance.  At 

Bourton they always had stiff little vases all the way down the table.  Sally went out, picked 

hollyhocks, dahlias--all sorts of flowers that had never been seen together--cut their heads off, 

and made them swim on the top of water in bowls.  The effect was extraordinary--coming in to 

dinner in the sunset.  (Of course Aunt Helena thought it wicked to treat flowers like that.)  Then 

she forgot her sponge, and ran along the passage naked.  That grim old housemaid, Ellen Atkins, 

went about grumbling--"Suppose any of the gentlemen had seen?" Indeed she did shock people.  

She was untidy, Papa said.   

The strange thing, on looking back, was the purity, the integrity, of her feeling for Sally.  It was 

not like one's feeling for a man. It was completely disinterested, and besides, it had a quality 

which could only exist between women, between women just grown up. It was protective, on her 

side; sprang from a sense of being in league together, a presentiment of something that was 

bound to part them (they spoke of marriage always as a catastrophe), which led to this chivalry, 

this protective feeling which was much more on her side than Sally's.  For in those days she was 

completely reckless; did the most idiotic things out of bravado; bicycled round the parapet on the 

terrace; smoked cigars.  Absurd, she was--very absurd.  But the charm was overpowering, to her 

at least, so that she could remember standing in her bedroom at the top of the house holding the 

hot-water can in her hands and saying aloud, "She is beneath this roof. . . .  She is beneath this 

roof!"   



No, the words meant absolutely nothing to her now.  She could not even get an echo of her old 

emotion.  But she could remember going cold with excitement, and doing her hair in a kind of 

ecstasy (now the old feeling began to come back to her, as she took out her hairpins, laid them on 

the dressing-table, began to do her hair), with the rooks flaunting up and down in the pink 

evening light, and dressing, and going downstairs, and feeling as she crossed the hall "if it were 

now to die 'twere now to be most happy."  That was her feeling--Othello's feeling, and she felt it, 

she was convinced, as strongly as Shakespeare meant Othello to feel it, all because she was 

coming down to dinner in a white frock to meet Sally Seton!   

She was wearing pink gauze--was that possible?  She SEEMED, anyhow, all light, glowing, like 

some bird or air ball that has flown in, attached itself for a moment to a bramble.  But nothing is 

so strange when one is in love (and what was this except being in love?) as the complete 

indifference of other people.  Aunt Helena just wandered off after dinner; Papa read the paper.  

Peter Walsh might have been there, and old Miss Cummings; Joseph Breitkopf certainly was, for 

he came every summer, poor old man, for weeks and weeks, and pretended to read German with 

her, but really played the piano and sang Brahms without any voice.  All this was only a 

background for Sally.   

She stood by the fireplace talking, in that beautiful voice which made everything she said sound 

like a caress, to Papa, who had begun to be attracted rather against his will (he never got over 

lending her one of his books and finding it soaked on the terrace), when suddenly she said, 

"What a shame to sit indoors!" and they all went out on to the terrace and walked up and down.  

Peter Walsh and Joseph Breitkopf went on about Wagner.  She and Sally fell a little behind.  

Then came the most exquisite moment of her whole life passing a stone urn with flowers in it.  

Sally stopped; picked a flower; kissed her on the lips.  The whole world might have turned 

upside down!  The others disappeared; there she was alone with Sally.  And she felt that she had 

been given a present, wrapped up, and told just to keep it, not to look at it--a diamond, something 

infinitely precious, wrapped up, which, as they walked (up and down, up and down), she 

uncovered, or the radiance burnt through, the revelation, the religious feeling!    


