
XXXVIII. Monk’s House Papers/B.2d. (Sussex) 

On November 15, 1921, Woolf wrote in her diary, “if only I could find energy to tackle the 

Paston letters, I must start Reading” (D, II). Reading, or Reading and Writing, was the name of 

the critical work—ultimately The Common Reader—that she began in earnest about this time: 

“Then I’m wondering how to shape my Reading book; the more I read of other peoples criticism 

the more I trifle; can’t decide; nor need I just yet. But how I enjoy the exercise of my wits upon 

literature—reading it as literature” (D, II, May 23, 1921). Thirty-six pages of notes on The 

Paston Letters enliven this notebook, as well as a series of sayings, quotations, and ideas culled 

from “other peoples criticism” and ranging from Plato’s Symposium to T. S. Eliot’s The Sacred 

Wood. Among these quotations is Johnson’s statement about the role of “the common reader” 

that provided the title and the theme of the finished book. 

While it is unclear exactly when she bound the notes and provided the alphabetical index that 

appears as the table of contents for this volume, we can date many of the individual entries. The 

notes on Hakluyt’s Voyages and Froude’s English Seamen of the Sixteenth Century (B.12–13) 

were made in December 1918 for her article on these books, “Trafficks and Discoveries,” TLS, 

December 12, 1918 (Kp. C133; D, I, December 3, 7, 1918). On September 12, 1919, she wrote in 

her diary and in a letter that she was reading a bit of Sir Thomas Browne (B.2) and that she had 

sent for his books (D, I; L, II, 1081). Some of the material recorded in the entries on Hakluyt, 

Froude, and Thomas Browne recurs in her essay “Reading,” which mentions the year 1919 as if 

it were the time of writing (CE, II, 26). 

On November 4, 1920, Woolf was reading Plato’s Symposium (B.17; L, II, 1150), and on 

December 5, 1920, she asked, “Why do I read Coleridge? Is it partly the result of Eliot whom 

I’ve not read . . .” (D, II). The unread Eliot work was The Sacred Wood, which had recently been 

reviewed by Leonard Woolf. As Olivier Bell notes about this passage in the Diary, Eliot’s book 

begins, “Coleridge was perhaps the greatest of English critics.” Woolf eventually read both 

critics (B.5, 8). On February 16, 1921, she was reading Dorothy Wordsworth (B.24, 25), whom 

on March 13 she “can’t begin” (D, II); it is unclear whether the latter reference is to reading 

Dorothy Wordsworth or writing about her. “Candide” and “Keats’ Letters” (B.21, 22) were 

among “the classics” Woolf planned to read on a trip to Cornwall at the end of March 1921 (D, 

II, March 22), and a letter written on March 28 records her reading of Candide (L, II, 1172). In 

April, she wanted to read Swift (B.20), though the work is unspecified. Her notes on Ben Jonson 

and Shakespeare (B.14, 18) are dated in the text June 1921 and August 1921. On December 8, 

1921, she mentions that Roger Fry’s reading aloud of a quotation from the French philosopher 

Benda (B.1) had started off a wide-ranging discussion (D, II). 

Another light is shed on this notebook by what does not appear in it—in this case, the notes on 

Goldsmith and James listed in the table of contents but absent from the text. Both sets, however, 

are now part of Volume XXVI. A page headed “Novels. Form/(Vicar of Wakefield) Goldsmith” 

and numbered 7 by Woolf, and the following page, numbered 18 and headed “Novels (Form)” 

[XXVI, B.1–2], are almost certainly the missing pages 17–18 in this volume. The missing James 

entry—Woolf’s notes on The Wings of the Dove and on the ghost stories, both of which she read 

in the autumn of 1921—appears as XXVI, B.21, on pages numbered 33–38 by Woolf. 

Finally, on January 3, 1922, Woolf recorded, “its my evening with the Pastons. Tonight my 

reading begins” (B.26–28). The dates of the entries in this notebook, as well as the comment in 

her diary on August 16, 1922, that she had already written “4 thousand words of reading . . . a 

quick sketch of Pastons, supplied by books” (D, II), indicate that this volume is the second of the 



six Common Reader notebooks. It should be read in conjunction with Volumes XLIX, XXV, 

XIX, XLVII, and, in particular, XXX, which contains a similar set of notes on critics and 

criticism. 

The table of contents appears on the cover of the notebook, written in black ink. The page 

numbers are in blue pencil. The majority of the notes are in blue-purple ink. Several of the page 

references in Woolf’s notes are obscured by the binding of the notebook. 

A. TABLE OF CONTENTS 

1. A . . . Arnold.                    19 

B . . . Benda. Belphégor     1 

. . . Browne.                     9 

. . . Blake                        42 

C . . . Chaucer                   12 

. . . Coleridge                15 

D . . . 

E. . . Eliot                           20 

F. . . Fiction 

Froude                       30 

G. . . . Gourmont              16–21 

Goldsmith                         17 

H . . . Hakluyt                    23 

J . . . Johnson.                     22 

. . . Jonson.                     32 

. . . James                        33 

M . . . Mallarmé                 21 

P . . . Plato                           41 

Pastons.                      52 

S . . . Swift                           45 

Shakespeare.              39 

V. . . Voltaire                       46 

W. Wordsworth Dorothy  48 

1 p., on cover. 

B. ENTRIES 

1. “Criticism Benda/Belphegor/Benda”: 8 pp., numbered 1–8 by VW. Included in the notes are 

several quotations and extracts about women’s influence on contemporary French society 

and esthetics, women’s art, and the nature of “l’âme masculine”—associated with reason—

and the feminine soul, venerated by modern women, which is “immune from reasoning—it 

is all passion, instinct intuition.” 

Benda, Julien. Belphégor. Essai sur l’esthétique de la présente société française. Paris: Emile-Paul, 1918. 

2. “Sir Thomas Browne.”: 3 pp., numbered 9–11 by VW. 



Browne, Sir Thomas. Religio Medici. In Works. Ed. Simon Wilkin. Vol. II. Pickering, 1835. 

3. “Chaucer: Prose”: 1 p., numbered 12 by VW. Entry annotated “M. Arnold./English Poets. 

xxxii,” “38,” “40.” More notes on this work appear below, B.7. 

Arnold, Matthew. “General Introduction.” In The English Poets. Ed. Thomas Humphrey Ward. Vol. I. 

Macmillan, 1880. 

4. “Chaucer. Lit. Hist. C.”: 1 p., numbered 13 by VW. Marginal notation, 

“Lowell./Chaucer./267/My Study/Windows.” 

Lowell, James Russell. “Chaucer.” In My Study Windows. Boston: Osgood, 1871. 

5. “Coleridge./Poetry”: 2 pp., numbered 14–15 by VW. Marginal notation, p. 14, “B.L./v. 2.” 

P. 15 is headed, “Coleridge. Biog. Lit.” 

Coleridge, Samuel Taylor. Biographia Literaria. Or Biographical Sketches of my Literary Life and 

Opinions. 2nd ed. 2 vols. Pickering, 1847. 

Coleridge, Samuel Taylor. Biographia Literaria. Or Biographical Sketches of my Literary Life and 

Opinions. 2nd ed. 2 vols. Pickering, 1847. 

6. “Style. Gourmont”: 1 p., numbered 16 by VW. Quotation, annotated “33,” “Prob. du Style.” 

Gourmont, Rémy de. Le Probleme du style. Questions d’art, de littérature et de grammaire. Paris: Mercure 

de France, 1902. 

7. “Criticism of Contemporaries”: 1 p., numbered 19 by VW. Entry annotated “M.A. Eng. 

Poets,” “46.” More notes on this work appear above, B.3. 

Arnold, Matthew. “General Introduction.” In The English Poets. Ed. Thomas Humphrey Ward. Vol. I. 

Macmillan, 1880. 

8. “Eliot Criticism”: 1 p., numbered 20 by VW. Entry annotated “Sacred Wood.” 

Eliot, T. S. The Sacred Wood. Essays on Poetry and Criticism. Methuen, 1920. 

9. “Art of Writing”: 1 p., numbered 21 by VW. Quotation, annotated “R. de Gourmont./Prom. 

Lit. 4th Series,/80.” 

Gourmont, Rémy de. “Villiers de L’Isle-Adam.” In Promenades Littéraires. 4th ser. Paris: Mercure de 

France, 1912. 

10. “Abolie la prétention, esthetiquement une erreur . . .”: 1 p., numbered 21 by VW. 

Quotation, annotated “Mallarmé Vers et Prose,” “185.” The entry appears under the general 

heading, “Art of Writing.” See above, B.9. 

Mallarmé, Stéphane. Vers et Prose. Paris: Perrin, 1893. 

11. “Criticism”: 1 p., numbered 22 by VW. Quotation, annotated “Johnson. Lives of the 

Poets.” This passage, which begins “In the character of his elegy [Gray’s], I rejoice to 

concur with the common reader . . . ,” is that which provided Woolf with the title for her 

critical book. See “The Common Reader,” in The Common Reader (1925). 

Johnson, Samuel. “Gray.” In The Lives of the English Poets. [1792]. 

12. “Hakluyt. Vol. I.”: 7 pp., numbered 23–29 by VW. Pp. 23–27 are also numbered 1–5 by 

VW in the same ink as the entry. The entry includes notes on Hakluyt’s “Dedications” in 

Vols. I and II. 

Hakluyt, Richard. Collection of The Early Voyages, Travels, and Discoveries of the English Nation. Vols. 

I–III [of V]. R. H. Evans, etc., 1809–1810. 



13. “Froude. English Seamen.”: 2 pp., numbered 30–31 by VW. P. 31 is also numbered 2 by 

VW in the same ink as the entry. 

Froude, James Anthony. English Seamen in the Sixteenth Century. New ed. Longmans, Green, 1896. 

14. “Bartholomew Fair/Ben Jonson.”: 1 p., numbered 32 by VW. Entry dated “June 21.” The 

top part of the page is missing. General notes, beginning, “A difficult scattered work.” For a 

later set of notes on this play, see XIX, B.34. 

Jonson, Ben. Bartholomew Fayre. 

15. “Measure for Measure./Points made by Brandes (Vol 2: 70) are:—”: 1 p., numbered 39 by 

VW. See below, B.16 and B.18. 

Brandes, Georg. “Measure for Measure.” In William Shakespeare: A Critical Study. Vol. II. Heinemann, 

1898. 

16. “Measure for Measure./M.M. cont”: 1 p., numbered 40 by VW. General notes comparing 

plays and novels, beginning, “In a play there is no background of the contriver.” The notes 

include references to Measure for Measure. See above, B.15, and below, B.18. 

17. “Plato”: 1 p., numbered 41 by VW. The entry consists of notes in Greek, annotated 

“Symposium,” and an English translation, annotated “Shelley.” The English reads: “for 

everyone, even if before he were ever so undisciplined, becomes a poet as soon as he is 

touched by love.” 

a) Plato. The Symposium. 

b) Shelley, Percy Bysshe. The Banquet. Translated from Plato. 

18. “Measure for Measure. Shakespeare.”: 2 pp., numbered 43–44 by VW. Entry dated 

“June/1921.” The entry begins with a reference to an article on Hamlet in the TLS: “June 

1921. Someone says in the Times today that Hamlet was a version of James 1st: Shre 

elaborated his weakness, melancholy, & impotence.” The remainder consists of general 

notes, beginning, “The subtlety of M. for M.” For more notes on Measure for Measure, see 

above B.15 and B.16. 

a) “Hamlet and History.” Rev. of Hamlet and the Scottish Succession, by Lilian Winstanley. TLS, June 2, 

1921, pp. 245–246. 

b) Shakespeare, William. Measure for Measure. 

19. “Sayings & Quotations.”: 1 p., numbered 42 by VW. (4 lines only.) Quotation, annotated 

“Blake. Written in copy of Wths Poems./See Crabb Robinson. Rem. (1827.).” The reference 

is to a marginal notation made by William Blake in Crabb Robinson’s copy of 

Wordsworth’s poetry, recorded by Robinson in his diary for 1827. The quotation reads: 

“Natural objects always did & now do weaken, deaden, & obliterate imagination in me.” 

Robinson, Henry Crabb. Diary, Reminiscences, and Correspondence. Ed. Thomas Sadler. [1869]. 

20. “Gulliver’s Travels. Swift.”: 1 p., numbered 45 by VW. The notes include the quotation 

from the end of Part II, Chapter VI, “A Voyage to Brobdingnag,” in which the King of 

Brobdingnag refers to “the bulk of your natives” as “the most pernicious race of little 

odious vermin that nature ever suffered to crawl upon the surface of the earth.” This is 

followed by general notes, beginning, “The satire of actual detail: Parliament & court: 

seems to me less interesing than the satire of human nature.” Woolf may have been reading 

the work in Swift: Selections from his Works, ed. Henry Craik, Vol. II (Oxford: Clarendon, 

1893). 



Swift, Jonathan. Gulliver’s Travels. [1726]. 

21. “Sayings:/‘Oh! quel homme supérieur!”: 1 p., numbered 46 by VW. Two quotations, 

annotated “Candide. Voltaire,” “289” and “309.” 

Voltaire. Candide, ou l’optimisme. Paris: Didot, 1800. Vol. I. of Romans de Voltaire. 

22. “I think poetry should surprise by a fine excess, . . .”: 1 p., numbered 46 by VW. 

Quotations, annotated “Keats. Letters. 77.” The entry appears under the general heading, 

“Sayings:” See above, B.21. 

Keats, John. Letters . . . to his Family and Friends. Ed. Sidney Colvin. Macmillan, 1891. 

23. “Women Writers R. de Gourmont”: 1 p., numbered 47 by VW. Quotation, annotated 

“Prom. Littéraries./La Prose de Mme. de Noailles. Series 2,” “71.” 

Gourmont, Rémy de. “La Prose de Madame de Noailles.” In Promenades Littéraires. 2nd ser. Paris: 

Mercure de France, 1906. 

24. “Dorothy Wordsworth”: 1 p., numbered 48 by VW. The entry consists of three passages 

from Wordsworth’s poems about Dorothy. The first, beginning, “She gave me eyes, she 

gave me ears,” is annotated “Orchard. 1801.” The second begins, “She in the midst of all 

preserved me still/A poet . . . ,” and the third is a single phrase, “Thy wild eyes.” More 

notes on Dorothy Wordsworth appear below, B.25. 

a) Wordsworth, William. “The Orchard” (1801). 

b) Wordsworth, William. The Prelude; or, The Growth of a Poet’s Mind. XI, 345–347. [1850]. 

c) Wordsworth, William. “Lines Composed a Few Miles above Tintern Abbey” (1798). 

25. “My sister when she first heard the voice of the/sea . . .”: 4 pp., numbered 48–51 by VW. 

Marginal notation, “Harper.” The entry begins under the heading “Dorothy Wordsworth.” 

See above, B.24. The notes are about Dorothy. 

Harper, George McLean. William Wordsworth: His Life, Works, and Influence. 2 vols. Murray, 1916. 

26. “1422–1509/Paston Letters. Vol. I. James Gairdner. 1904”: 25 pp., numbered 52–58, 60–

77 by VW, and 1 p., on the reverse of p. 75. The notes on the reverse of p. 75 consist of a 

genealogy of the Pastons. The entry includes notes on Gairdner’s “Introduction,” which 

forms the first volume of the Letters. More notes on The Paston Letters appear below, B.28, 

and in XLIX, B.5–7. 

[Paston.] The Paston Letters. A.D. 1422–1509. Ed. James Gairdner. Vols. I–IV [of VI]. Chatto and Windus, 

1904. New Complete Library Edition. 

27. “Green’s History/(Pastons)”: 1 p., numbered 59 by VW. See above, B.26, and below, 

B.28. The entry consists of notes on a single passage, annotated “222,” beginning, “The 

hundred years which follow Crecy & Canterbury Tales are years of the deepest gloom—” 

Green, John Richard. A Short History of the English People. New ed. Macmillan, 1888. 

28. “Pastons. 1469./Old Edition”: 10 pp., numbered 78–87 by VW. More notes on The Paston 

Letters appear above, B.26, and in XLIX, B.5–7. 

[Paston.] The Paston Letters. 1422–1509 A.D. Ed. James Gairdner. Vols. II–III [of III]. Edward Arber, 

1874–1875. Annotated Reprints. 

 
 


