
XXXVII. Monk’s House Papers/B.2c. (Sussex) 

The major portion of this notebook (B.3–11, 13–19) consists of notes Woolf made for her 

“Common History book,” provisionally called Reading at Random or Turning the Page, between 

September 12, 1940, and her death on March 28, 1941. In fact, the books recorded here were 

among her original reading for the new work and provided many of the ideas in the manuscript 

headed “Notes for Reading at Random,” as well as reappearing in her drafts for the first two 

chapters, “Anon” and “The Reader.” Critical texts of both “Notes for Reading at Random” and 

the two chapters were published in “‘Anon’ and ‘The Reader’: Virginia Woolf’s Last Essays” (A 

& R); additional reading notes for her “Common History” fill Volume XVI. 

On September 12, 1940, Woolf “conceived, or re-moulded, an idea for a Common History 

book—to read from one end of literature including biography; and range at will, consecutively” 

(AWD). During the next few weeks she recorded in her diary the progress of the reading that 

enabled her to begin writing “Anon,” the first chapter of her book, on November 24, 1940 (see 

AWD, September 14 and 17, October 12, November 23, 1940; and “Anon. Folder 1” [Berg], 

which is dated “24th Nov. 1940”). On October 17, she was “filling [her] mind slowly with 

Elizabethans” (AWD); and on October 26, she began Trevelyan’s History of England (B.6), the 

work that provided her with the opening sentence of “Anon”: “‘For many centuries after Britain 

became an island’ the historian says ‘the untamed forest was king’” (A & R, 382; for references 

to Trevelyan, see “[A Writer’s Diary.] Jan. 3, 1940–December 29, 1940,” Berg, entries dated 

October 26, November 5, and November 15, 1940). Later, on January 1, 1941, she recorded both 

having read about “the Great fire” (B.11) and salvaging from London “a handful of Elizabethans 

for my book” (AWD). On February 4, she asked Vita Sackville-West for a biography of Lady 

Anne Clifford (B.18; L, VI, 3689); and on February 26, her “‘higher life’ [was] almost entirely 

the Elizabethan play” (AWD). 

Perhaps the most important document in connection with this volume is “Notes for Reading at 

Random,” which is dated on the first page “18th Sept. 1940.” The outlines and ideas in this 

manuscript include references to several of the authors, works, or themes noted below: William 

Harrison, the author of the Description of England in Shakspere’s Youth (B.3), a pivotal 

character in Woolf’s portrayal of historical change; Spenser, and by implication The Faerie 

Queene (B.14–15); witches (B.5); Madame de Sévigné (B.12); and Lady Anne Clifford (B.19), 

an old friend of Woolf’s and her model of the early reader. 

For the rest, the notes on Elizabeth Blackwell and The Ladies of Alderley that introduce the 

volume (B.1–2) were made either in conjunction with Three Guineas (1938) or as a continuation 

of her interest in its subject. At the end of 1939, for example, she had “promised to write 

something for America” about women and war—ultimately, “Thoughts on Peace in an Air Raid” 

(see L, VI, 3574, 3580). Woolf began reading the Lettres de Madame de Sévigné, de sa famille et 

de ses amis (B.12), the remaining entry in this volume, in September 1938, and continued to read 

them throughout the next two and a half years. On September 14, 1940, just after her decision to 

write a “Common History book,” she mentions that she is reading Sévigné, and on December 29, 

1940, while preparing “Anon,” she again reached for the Lettres (AWD). A note at the end of the 

Sévigné entry suggests a link between the Frenchwoman and the Elizabethans: “Colloquial 

language that comes straight from talk. not only there were people who talked, but the writer cd 

[?use] talk. Compare with Lady Anne B”—i.e., Lady Ann Bacon, whose uncolloquial prose in 

her letters to her sons is a major topic of “Anon.” More notes on Sévigné’s Lettres appear in 

XVI, B.1, and LIV, B.2. 



A blue paper label pasted on the spine of the notebook reads: 
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The ink throughout is black. 

B. ENTRIES 

1. “Pioneer Work . . . Blackwell”: 4 pp., numbered 1–4 by VW. 

Blackwell, Dr. Elizabeth. Pioneer Work in Opening the Medical Profession to Women. Autobiographical 

Sketches. Longmans, Green, 1895. 

2. “Income of girls: see Ladies of Alderly/for allowance given to Lady/Stanley . . .”: 1 p., not 

numbered. The entry consists of general notes on women and war, including a reference to 

“Maude Roydon in I have Been Young.” The entry ends, “For Outsider: news, manufacture 

of toy soldiers for the buttonhole: to balance white feathers.” 

a) [Stanley.] The Ladies of Alderley. Being the Letters between Maria Josepha, Lady Stanley of Alderley, 

and . . . Henrietta Maria Stanley. Ed. Nancy Mitford. Chapman & Hall, 1938. 

b) Swanwick, H. M. I Have Been Young. Gollencz, 1935. 

3. “Reading at Random.”: 2 pp., not numbered. Marginal notation, “Harrison.” Reading at 

Random was the original title for Woolf’s unfinished history of English literature. More 

notes on Harrison made at this time appear in XXI, B.6. 

Harrison, William. Description of England in Shakspere’s Youth. Ed. Frederick J. Furnivall. 2 vols. New 

Shakspere Society, 1877–1878. 

4. “An Elizabethan Journal—G. B. Harrison.”: 4 pp., not numbered. The entry begins on the 

second page of B.3. The fourth page begins with the comment, “The nimbus of ignorance 

may have been favourable to the creative imagination.” 

Harrison, George B. An Elizabethan Journal . . . 1591–1594. Constable, 1928. 

5. “Books.”: 1 p., not numbered. The entry consists of a list of titles of books about the 

Elizabethan and medieval periods, most of them original source material. Entries a–g appear 

as sources in G. B. Harrison’s An Elizabethan Journal . . . 1591–1594, noted above, B.4. 

Woolf may have planned to read these works for “Anon.” 

a) “Birch’s Memoirs: 2 vols. 1754”: Thomas Birch. Memoirs of the Reign of Queen Elizabeth from the Year 

1581 until her Death. 2 vols. (1754). 

b) “Fugger News Letters. (1926)”: The Fugger News Letters. 2nd ser. Ed. Victor von Klarwill. Trans. 

L.S.R. Byrne. (1926). 

c) “Henslowes Diary. Greg. 1904–7.”: Henslowe’s Diary. Ed. W. W. Greg. 2 vols. (1904–1908). See 

below, B.10. 

d) “The Bodley Head. 4to Vol IX. Scot. Witches”: King James the First. Daemonology (1597); and News 

from Scotland (1591). Ed. G. B. Harrison. (1924). Bodley Head Quartos, IX. 

e) “Witches of Warboys. in/Transcript of the Registers of the Co/of Stationers of London 1554–1640./ 

Arber 5 vols II. 633”: The Most Strange and Admirable Discovery of the Three Witches of Warboys 

(1593). Recorded in A Transcript of the Registers of the Company of Stationers of London; 1554–1640 

A.D. Ed. Edward Arber. (1875). II, 633. 



f) “Death of Ch Marlowe. Leslie Hotson”: J. Leslie Hotson. The Death of Christopher Marlowe (1925). 

g) “Giffard Dialogue about Witches”: George Giffard. A Dialogue Concerning Witches and Witchcraft 

(1593). 

h) “Defoe’s Letters on Magic”: Possibly, Daniel Defoe. A System of Magick; or A History of the Black Art 

(1727). 

i) “Scott on Demonology”: Possibly, Sir Walter Scott. Letters on Demonology and Witchcraft; Addressed 

to J. G. Lockhart, Esq. (1830). 

j) “Medieval English Nunneries/Eileen Power”: Eileen Power. Medieval English Nunneries, c. 1275 to 

1535 (1922). 

k) “Percy’s Reliques. Brave Lord Willoughby:/The Winning of Cales: The Spanish/Ladies Love: E than 

Wars”: Thomas Percy, Ed. Reliques of Ancient English Poetry (1765). 

6. “Trevn History.”: 2 pp., not numbered. 

Trevelyan, George Macaulay. History of England. Longmans, Green, 1926. 

7. “Coriolanus.”: 1 p., not numbered. 

Shakespeare, William. Coriolanus. 

8. “Caxton b. about 1420”: 1 p., not numbered. Marginal notation, “Med/[. . .].” The entry 

consists of notes on Caxton’s printing press. Source unidentified. 

9. “Spenser/Payne Collier”: 1 p., not numbered. (2 lines only.) The entry consists of a 

description of Spenser—“a little man with short hair, a small band & cuffs. Aubrey”—

which is found in Collier’s “Life of Spenser,” p. clv. 

Collier, J. Payne. “The Life of Spenser.” In The Works of Edmund Spenser. Ed. J. Payne Collier. Vol. I. 

Bell & Daldy, 1862. 

10. “Henslowes Diary”: 2 pp., not numbered. More notes on this work appear in XVI, B.11. 

Henslowe, Philip. The Diary . . . from 1591–1609. Ed. Walter W. Greg. 2 vols. Bullen, 1904–1908. 

11. “Fire of London./Music”: 1 p., not numbered. Quotation, annotated “Pepys 1666/2nd Sept. 

1666 fire began.” The passage—“Hardly one lighter or boat in three that had the goods of a 

house in, but there was a pair of virginals in it”—appears in Pepys’ diary for “2d Sept 

1666.” It is uncertain whether Woolf was reading Pepys himself, or another source. 

12. “Madame de Sevigné”: 1 p., not numbered. Entry annotated “6./43. (1679).” More notes 

on this work appear in XVI, B.1, and LIV, B.2. 

[Sévigné, Madame de.] Lettres de Madame de Sévigné, de sa famille et de ses amis. Ed. M. Monmerqué. 

New ed. Vol. VI [of XIV]. Paris: Hachette, 1862. 

13. “Wm Shre EK Chambers.”: 1 p., not numbered. Entry annotated “1./55.” 

Chambers, E. K. William Shakespeare: A Study of Facts and Problems. Vol. I [of II]. Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, 1930. 

14. “Spenser F Q.”: 2 pp., not numbered. The first page consists of notes on Books III and IV 

of The Faerie Queene; the second page consists of general notes about this work, beginning, 

“a dream world, a sea world, in which a veil swims before us.” 

Spenser, Edmund. The Faerie Queene. [Books III–IV]. In Works. Ed. J. Payne Collier. Vol. III. Bell & 

Daldy, 1862. 

15. “Bacon Essays.”: 2 pp., not numbered. The entry includes notes on the “Preface” by W. A. 

Wright. 

Bacon, Sir Francis. Essays and Colours of Good and Evil. Ed. W. Aldis Wright. Macmillan, 1862. 



16. “Wyndham. Sonnets.”: 1 p., not numbered. Quotation, annotated “xxix from Rowland 

White to Sir Robert Sidney.” The quotation is from a letter from Rowland White to Sir 

Robert Sidney, dated 1599, about noblemen “going to plays everyday” rather than to court. 

It appears in Wyndham’s “Introduction” on p. xxix. Beneath the quotation appears the note, 

“Gossip from a Muniment Room/Lady Newdigate Newdegate,” which is a work referred to 

several times by Wyndham in relation to Mary Fytton, once considered a model for the dark 

lady of the sonnets. See below, B.17. 

Wyndham, George. “Introduction.” In The Poems of Shakespeare. Methuen, 1898. 

17. “Gossip fr. a Muniment Room/Lady N N./Newdigate-Newdegate”: 2 pp., not numbered. 

Newdigate-Newdegate, Lady [Anne Emily]. Gossip from a Muniment Room. Being Passages in the Lives 

of Anne and Mary Fytton 1574 to 1618. David Nutt, 1897. 

18. “Lady Clifford”: 1 p., not numbered. 3 lines only, reading, “terrene & earthly matters—the 

double adjective—a great desire to commemorate & monumentalise.” More notes on this 

work appear in XIV, B.15. 

Williamson, George C. Lady Anne Clifford. . . Her Life, Letters and Work. Kendal: Titus Wilson, 1922. 

 


