
XIV. Holograph Reading Notes. Vol. 14. (Berg) 

“I’ve suddenly become absorbed in a book about reading novels,” Woolf wrote Vita Sackville-

West on February 5, 1927, “and can’t stop making up phrases” (L, III, 1714). Some of these 

phrases, and notes on a good number of the novels read for this book, comprise the major part of 

this notebook. For almost three years Woolf’s absorption in her book rose and fell. She first 

mentioned that she “must plan out [her] book on literature for the Press” on September 5, 1926: 

“Six chapters. Why not groups of ideas, under some single heading—for example. Symbolism. 

God. Nature. Plot. Dialogue. Take a novel & see what the component parts are. Separate this, & 

bring under them instances of all the books which display them biggest” (D, III). Phases of 

Fiction was announced as forthcoming by the Hogarth Press in 1927 but was not completed until 

1929 when it appeared in essay form in Bookman, April, May, and June 1929 (Kp. C312). In the 

interim, she was preoccupied with several other essays and books, including Orlando and A 

Room of One’s Own. Woolf’s extensive writing during these years, and the length of time she 

worked on “Phases of Fiction,” account for the dispersion of her notes from this period over 

several notebooks, including Volumes XIII, XXV, XXVI, and, in particular, XLVI. The entries 

in XLVI almost directly parallel those in this volume. 

Woolf, then, was reading novels—and commenting on her reading in her letters, diary, and 

reading notebooks—for almost three years, which complicates the dating of the entries. Some 

guidelines are available, however. At the end of August 1927, Woolf wrote two letters asking to 

borrow The Mysteries of Udolpho (B.3), as she was “stuck in Romance” (L, III, 1800, 1801). She 

was reading the novel by August 29, when she wrote, “So far, which is the end of Vol. one, I 

have met nothing to raise a laugh, except a hole in the drawing-room floor where the family 

papers seem to be kept. But why not? I expect Jane Austen went too far the other way” (L, III, 

1803). She repeated this sentiment, including the comparison with Austen, in a letter to Lytton 

Strachey on September 3 (L, III, 1807); notes on Northanger Abbey appear as B.4. At about this 

same time, Woolf also agreed to review Harold Nicolson’s Some People and started to read 

about biography (L, III, 1811, September 13, 1927; D, III, September 20, 1927; see B.1–2). The 

result was “The New Biography,” which appeared in the New York Herald Tribune, October 30, 

1927 (Kp. C290). In the beginning of October 1927, Woolf began writing Orlando and appears 

to have stopped working on her book on fiction. She did, however, publish a review of 

Praeterita (B.6)—“Ruskin Looks Back on Life, ‘Praeterita’: Serene Thoughts with the Echoes of 

Thunder,” T.P.’s Weekly, December 3, 1927 (Kp. C293); and, also in December, she began 

reading Lord Chesterfield (B.7–8) for her review of his Characters entitled “An English 

Aristocrat,” TLS, March 8, 1928 (Kp. C298; see D, III, December 20, 1927, and February 18, 

1928; L, III, 1843). 

By May 31, 1928, Woolf had essentially finished Orlando and was again planning her “book 

on fiction” (D, III). In May and June, she was reading Proust (D, III, May 31, June 20), and on 

July 7, she wanted to write about Sterne in her diary (D, III). On August 12, she was 

“[scribbling] down whatever I can think of about Romance, Dickens &c. must hastily [?] gorge 

on Jane Austen tonight & dish up something tomorrow” (D, III). On August 30, she was working 

“at novels and novels. I read Proust, Henry James, Dostoevsky” (L, III, 1918); on August 31, she 

described “the cattle galloping ‘like mad’ as Dostoevsky would say,” and was beginning 

Peacock; on September 10, she was reading Moby Dick (D, III). All of these novelists are 

recorded in the second half of this volume, along with several others who appear in “Phases of 

Fiction.” 



The entry on Tristram Shandy (B.16), dated “27th Nov.,” illustrates the complications and 

rewards of her reading notes at this time. The first part of the entry (pp. 36–40) consists of notes 

made at the end of 1926 (see Volume XXV, introduction); the latter part belongs to her reading 

of novels in the summer of 1928 and contains, as do all of the entries from this period, a large 

proportion of general notes about different styles of fiction. In the Tristram Shandy entry, as in 

the notebook as a whole, we can watch Woolf formulating ideas that structured the finished 

essay. 

Interspersed with the notes for “Phases of Fiction” are a quotation about “Women”—the 

danger of their having a metaphysical purpose (B.9)—and notes on The Early Life of Thomas 

Hardy (B.19). The first entry is related to the lectures on women and fiction that Woolf began 

thinking about in January 1928, delivered in October 1928, and almost immediately turned into A 

Room of One’s Own. The second entry belongs to Woolf’s review, “Half of Thomas Hardy,” 

published in the Nation & Athenaeum, November 24, 1928 (Kp. C306). 

The table of contents is typed on the cover of the notebook. Most of the entries are in blue-

purple or blue-black ink, with two pages in black ink (B.7). 
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B. ENTRIES 

1. “Biography—/Lee”: 2 pp., numbered 1–2 by NYPL; numbered 1–2 by VW. (P. 2, 3 lines 

only.) 

Lee, Sidney. Principles of Biography. Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1911. 

2. “H. Nicolson”: 2 pp., numbered 3–4 by NYPL; numbered 3–4 by VW. 

Nicolson, Harold. Some People. Constable, 1927. 

3. “Radcliffe. Ms. of Udolpho.”: 1 p., numbered 5 by NYPL; numbered 5 by VW. Another set 

of notes on this novel appears in XXV, B.29; five lines of general notes appear as XLVI, 

B.4. 



Radcliffe, Ann. The Mysteries of Udolpho. A Romance. Vol. II [of IV]. Robinson, 1794. 

4. “Northanger Abbey.”: 1 p., numbered 6 by NYPL; numbered 6 by VW. This entry includes 

general notes on Austen’s use of dialogue to present character and her use of satire, and the 

reader’s subsequent yearning for psychology: “therefore the [psychology] chapter should 

come next: then the stylists. Then the poets.” 

Austen, Jane. Northanger Abbey. Ed. R. W. Chapman. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1923. Vol. V of The 

Novels of Jane Austen. 

5. “Bleak House.”: 1 p., numbered 7 by NYPL. General notes, beginning, “That the characters 

are so filled with gunpowder that they are split asunder.” For more notes on this novel, see 

below, B.10, and XLVI, B.16. 

Dickens, Charles. Bleak House. Chapman & Hall, 1905. Vol. XI of The Works of Charles Dickens. 

Authentic Edition. 

6. “Praeterita. Ruskin”: 5 pp., numbered 8–12 by NYPL; numbered 1, 1, 1 & 2, 2, and 3 by 

VW. Woolf’s numbers correspond to the volume of the work noted on that particular page. 

Ruskin, John. Praeterita. Outlines of Scenes and Thoughts perhaps Worthy of Memory in my Past Life. 3 

vols. George Allen, 1899. 

7. “Chesterfield”: 7 pp., numbered 13–19 by NYPL; numbered 1, 1, 1, 1, 2, 2, 2 by VW. 

Woolf’s numbers correspond to the volume of the work noted on that particular page. The 

entry is also headed “Chesterfield’s Letters.” More notes on this work appear as XLVI, B.1. 

Chesterfield, 4th Earl of [Philip Dormer Stanhope]. Letters. Ed. Lord Mahon. Vols. I–II [of V]. Lippincott, 

1892. 

8. “Lord Chesterfields Characters”: 1 p., numbered 20 by NYPL. Another set of notes on this 

work appears in XLVIII, B.8. 

Chesterfield, 4th Earl of [Philip Dormer Stanhope]. Lord Chesterfield’s Characters. Ed. Charles Whibley. 

Peter Davies, 1927. Little Books. 

9. “Women.”: 1 p., numbered 21 by NYPL. Quotation, annotated “Criterion. June,” beginning, 

“Ly D.W. [Lady Dorothy Wellesley] has a metaphysical purpose, & that is a dangerous 

obsession, especially with a woman, . . .” This quotation reappears as a footnote near the 

end of Chapter 4 of A Room of One’s Own, illustrating the male voice that “[drags] even 

into the criticism of poetry criticism of sex.” 

Rev. of Matrix, by Lady Dorothy Wellesley. Criterion 7, no. 4 (June 1928): 160. 

10. “Bleak House”: 1 p., numbered 22 by NYPL. For more notes on this novel, see above, B.5, 

and XLVI, B.16. General notes, reading, “There are two remarkable cases of the music 

going on after the words have stopped: the French maid crossing the wet grass in bare feet: 

the soliciter who gave his gold watch to his clerk & then killed himself.” 

Dickens, Charles. Bleak House. Chapman & Hall, 1905. Vol. XI of The Works of Charles Dickens. 

Authentic Edition. 

11. “Silas Marner”: 2 pp., numbered 23–24 by NYPL. 

Eliot, George. Silas Marner. [1861]. 

12. “What Maisie Knew. H.J.”: 4 pp., numbered 25–28 by NYPL. (P. 28, 2 lines only.) The 

entry includes a large number of general notes about novels; one passage begins, “Novels 

are always about the conventions of some era” (p. 26). 

James, Henry. What Maisie Knew. Heinemann, 1898. 



13. “Proust. Guermantes.”: 2 pp., numbered 29–30 by NYPL. 

Proust, Marcel. The Guermantes Way. Trans. C. K. Scott Moncrieff. Vol. II [of II]. Chatto & Windus, 

1925. 

14. “Dostoevsky. Possessed.”: 4 pp., numbered 31–34 by NYPL. Another set of notes on this 

novel appears in XLVI, B.19. 

Dostoevsky, Feodor. The Possessed. Trans. Constance Garnett. Heinemann, 1916. 

15. “Peacock. Crotchet Castle”: 1 p., numbered 35 by NYPL. 

Peacock, Thomas Love. Crotchet Castle. Oxford Univ. Press, 1924. 

16. “Tristram Shandy”: 10 pp., numbered 36–45 by NYPL. Pp. 36–40 are also numbered 19–

23 by VW in blue pencil. P. 36 is dated “(27th Nov.).” The entry includes a large number of 

general notes about Sterne’s style and about the poetic novel. 

Sterne, Laurence. The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gent. In Works. Vols. I–II. Johnson, 1808. 

17. “Moby Dick”: 1 p., numbered 46 by NYPL. 

Melville, Herman. Moby Dick. Cape, 1923. 

18. “These start our minds off upon people./This is the danger of a novel./For it forces us into 

realism.”: 2 pp., numbered 47–48 by NYPL. The entry consists of general notes for “Phases 

of Fiction.” 

19. “The Early Life of Thomas Hardy/1840–1891”: 8 pp., numbered 49–56 by NYPL. 

Hardy, Florence Emily. The Early Life of Thomas Hardy, 1840–1891. Macmillan, 1928. 

20. “Conclusion to Phases of Fiction.”: 2 pp., numbered 57–58 by NYPL. General notes for 

“Phases of Fiction,” beginning, “Style as an element.” On the reverse of p. 56 appear three 

numbers, totalled, followed by £500—presumably a calculation of money earned from 

articles. 

21. “Phases of Fiction”: 1 p., numbered 59 by NYPL. The entry, which begins with the 

cancelled heading, “Women & Fiction,” consists of a long quotation and notes on Garnett’s 

novel. The quotation begins, “‘Next day the little ketch weighed anchor—sailed down the 

estuary, & then, with an East wind to help them, they made fine progress under the shelter 

of the Isle of Wight.’” One note reads, “What I dislike is the extreme wordiness of Bunny.” 

Garnett, David. No Love. Chatto & Windus, 1929. 

22. “Mirsky/Dotty/Quennell/Leave back plain.”: 1 p., numbered 60 by NYPL. (Heading only.) 

23. “58 The integrity of eating a cake.”: 2 pp., numbered 61–62 by NYPL. P. 62 is headed, 

“Proust/(translation).” More notes on this work appear in XIII, B.16. 

Proust, Marcel. Swann’s Way. Trans. C. K. Scott Moncrieff. Vol. I [of II]. Chatto & Windus, 1922. 

 

 
 


