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Introduction 

The Visible Flâneuse: Female Ramblers in the Nineteenth-Century City 

In her seminal article “The Invisible Flâneuse: Women and the Literature of 

Modernity” (1985), Janet Wolff argues that modernity and its literary manifestations 

are primarily about men’s experience. Examining the “classical” statements of 

metropolitan experience offered by writers such as Charles Baudelaire and Georg 

Simmel, which are echoed by later cultural critics such as Walter Benjamin, Richard 

Sennett, and Marshall Berman, Wolff finds in them the dominance of a male-centered 

flânerie and ocular regime.1 According to her, all figures invoked to epitomize the 

experience of modern life in the nineteenth-century city, including the dandy, the 

flâneur, the hero, and the stranger, are invariably males. In the essays and poems by 

Baudelaire, who is a poet-flâneur himself, she finds that women are excluded from 

public space, with the exception of some “marginal” women such as the prostitute, the 

widow, the old lady, the lesbian, the murder victim, and the passing unknown woman. 

Even in these rare examples of female streetwalking, “none of these women meet the 

poet as his equal”; “they are subjects of his gaze, objects of his ‘botanizing’” (Wolff 

42). 

Besides, as a sociologist, Wolff indicates that the invisibility of women in the 

nineteenth-century streets is not only an ideological or literary construction but also a 

social reality. In an emphatic tone, she says “there is no question of inventing the 

flâneuse: the essential point is that such a character was rendered impossible [in 

                                                       
1 For more on her view of the nineteenth-century city as a male-centered space, see Janet Wolff, “The 
Invisible Flâneuse: Women and the Literature of Modernity,” Theory, Culture, and Society 2.3 (1985): 
37-46. 
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literature and in real life] by the sexual divisions of the nineteenth century” (Wolff 45). 

Her explanation for the impossibility of female flânerie as a social phenomenon in the 

nineteenth-century city is threefold: 1) the nature of sociological investigation; 2) the 

consequently partial concept of ‘modernity’; 3) the reality of women’s place in society. 

Despite her critique of a sociology that “was dominated by men” and “was primarily 

concerned with the ‘public’ spheres of work, politics, and the market place,” Wolff 

nevertheless does not really challenge the ideology of separate spheres, which is 

employed by her and other social historians to explain the impenetrability of the 

bourgeois’s gendered spatial demarcation (Wolff 43).2 Thus, while acknowledging 

that certain women were indeed visible and active in nineteenth-century streets, Wolff 

does not consider the utilitarian streetwalking of those women workers, women 

philanthropists, and women shoppers to be the paradigm of modern flânerie, which 

she associates with “the fleeting, anonymous encounter and the purposeless strolling” 

of the flâneur (Wolff 44). Yet at the end of her argument, Wolff, in a reflective mood, 

demands an alternative literary rendition of women’s experience of modernity. She 

says: 

What is missing in this literature [on modernity] is any account of life 

outside the public realm, of the experience of ‘the modern’ in its private 

manifestations, and also of the very different nature of the experience of 

those women who did appear in the public arena; a poem written by ‘la 

femme passante’ about her encounter with Baudelaire, perhaps? (Wolff 

                                                       
2 For more on earlier feminist historians’ employment and reinforcement of separate spheres ideology 
in explaining Victorian women’s exclusion from public space, see Mica Nava, “Modernity’s Disavowal: 
Women, the City, and the Department Store,” The Shopping Experience, eds. Pasi Falk and Colin 
Campbell (London: Sage, 1997) 56-91.  
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45) 

Arguing that women are absent from the critical literature of modernity, Wolff’s thesis 

largely focuses on the public sphere, the crowded city street, and most importantly, the 

experience of the flâneur, all being areas from which, according to her, women are 

excluded. Endorsing the spatial restraints imposed on women of the 

nineteenth-century, Wolff’s perspective represents an earlier approach that questions 

modernity as a gendered formation yet maintains its division of masculine (public) 

and feminine (private) realms. 

Since the 1990s, this article has opened up debates among feminist scholars 

from interdisciplinary backgrounds who manage to revise the much restrained urban 

topology Wolff draws for women of the nineteenth century. Such a revision was 

initiated by the cultural critic Elizabeth Wilson, who in her “The Invisible Flâneur” 

(1992), a repartee to Wolff’s article, revises previous feminist scholarship on female 

flânerie by pointing to its negligence of the inconsistencies and contradictions 

inherent in the bourgeois’s seemingly solidified demarcation of public/private space. 

For her, the over-emphasis on the passivity and victimization of women placed by 

earlier feminists has prevented a looking into women’s resistance to and reworking of 

the lines of demarcation in nineteenth-century cities. In her article, while renouncing 

male visual superiority embodied by the figure of the flâneur, Wilson highlights the 

visibility of many flâneuses in late-Victorian London, such as white-collar female 

workers, working-class women, female shoppers, women journalists and writers, and 

even prostitutes. Though acknowledging women were exploited and oppressed in the 

nineteenth century city, Wilson nevertheless emphasizes that cities opened a vista of 
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opportunities for those women, who had appropriated urban space for various ends. 

The history of women rambling in nineteenth-century cities has been further 

revised by a group of feminist scholars, who devote themselves to discovering various 

types of female mobility in a time when women’s mobility across public space was 

made possible by the prosperity of cities, commerce, mass consumption, and public 

transportation. As Lynda Nead argues, the presence of unaccompanied middle-class 

women on the public streets has been ignored in previous accounts of modernity and 

nineteenth-century urbanization like Wolff’s that relate the concept of bourgeois 

respectability exclusively to the ideology of separate spheres and locate the 

respectable woman in the home as wife, mother, and daughter. Within these narratives, 

women are the “angels in the house,” largely confined to the private sphere, whereas 

men move between home and the public domain of work and the city (Nead 67). 

This writing-out of middle-class women from the spaces of the city is mainly 

predicated on a gendered version of modernity, of which the flâneur is a paradigmatic 

figure. Over the past decades, studies on the flâneur have shown that the 

nineteenth-century male rambler is a prototype of the modern observer and that his 

observation of a transient, spectacular, and obscure cityscape embodies particularly 

the dialectical relation between vision and modernity. However, valorizing exclusively 

a male vision of the city, the flâneur’s viewing becomes another “dominant” way of 

observation that other “marginal” viewings resist. Tackling modernity and the 

problem of the observer, Jonathan Crary acknowledges that there are “marginal and 

local forms by which dominant practices of vision were resisted, deflected, or 

imperfectly constituted” and “the history of such oppositional moments needs to be 
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written” (7). The flâneuse’s vision is such marginal viewing practiced against the 

flâneur’s male-dominated visual regime. A close look at women’s negotiations with 

the nineteenth-century urban space would reveal that the flâneur’s viewing by no 

means accounts for the female rambler’s experience of modernity, which is 

overlooked by the above critics and has been slighted by urban studies over the past 

decades. 

Feminist scholars in recent years have worked to indicate that women are 

already valid users of public space in the nineteenth-century city and that their 

visibility has been enhanced particularly by the advancement of transportation, 

commerce, consumption, and women’s public space in the fin de siècle period. Their 

studies reveal that a variety of women walking the fin de siècle street, including the 

“New Woman,” the woman worker, the woman philanthropist, the woman shopper, 

and the woman pleasure-seeker, have transgressed and destabilized the bourgeois, 

male-dominated demarcation of public (masculine) and private (feminine) spheres. 

Through their efforts, two paradigms of male-dominated urban mobility and 

spectatorship are thrown into question. On the one hand, British accounts of the mid- 

and late-nineteenth century urban space are denounced for subscribing to a moral, 

cognitive, and sexualized perspective.3 As is indicated by the social historian Judith 

Walkowitz, the dominant representation of London by Victorian writers, through high 

                                                       
3 See Mica Nava, “Modernity’s Disavowal: Women, the City, and the Department Store,” The 
Shopping Experience, eds. Pasi Falk and Colin Campbell (London: Sage, 1997) 60-64; Lynda Nead, 
Victorian Babylon: People, Streets and Images in Nineteenth-Century London (New Haven: Yale UP, 
2000) 74-79; Deborah Epstein Nord, Walking the Victorian Streets: Women, Representation, and the 
City (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1995) 1-15; Erika Diane Rappaport, Shopping for Pleasure: Women in the 
Making of London’s West End (Princeton: Princeton UP, 2000) 3-15; Ana Parejo Vadillo, Women Poets 
and Urban Aestheticism: Passengers of Modernity (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 2005) 9-16; Judith R. 
Walkowitz, City of Dreadful Delight: Narratives of Sexual Danger in Late-Victorian London (Chicago: 
Chicago UP, 1992) 15-39. 
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and low literary forms, is largely made through a rational, male bourgeois view.4 

Trying to read the “illegible” city, men of letters like Charles Dickens and George 

Gissing, social investigators like Henry Mayhew and Charles Booth, and journalists 

like W. T. Stead and G. R. Sims constructed “the metropolis as a dark, powerful, and 

seductive labyrinth,” or reproduced “a Dickensian cityscape of dirty, crowded, 

disorganized clusters of urban villages,” or incorporated a mixture of fact and fancy in 

“a mélange of moralized and religious sentiment, dramatized characterization, and 

graphic descriptions of poverty” (Walkowitz 17-19).5 Through such narrative and 

spectatorship, the exclusion of women, especially those of the middle-class, from an 

immoral, unwholesome, and dangerous urban space is rationalized and consolidated. 

On the other hand, adopted by writers like Charles Baudelaire, Émile Zola, and 

Marcel Proust or critics like Georg Simmel and Walter Benjamin, the Continental 

approaches to nineteenth-century cities are criticized for over-emphasizing a male 

rambler’s perspective on the volatile manifestations of a commodified, spectacular 

urban space. In their aesthetic or cultural view of cities, people of the street, and urban 

spectacles, these writers and critics explore modern cities as capitals of modernity, 

                                                       
4 See Walkowitz, City of Dreadful Delight: Narratives of Sexual Danger in Late-Victorian London 
(Chicago: Chicago UP, 1992) 16-17. 
5 Or as Nava states, accounts of the mid- and late-Victorian cityscape “tended to stress the disturbing 
aspects of the urban environment, the chaos and pollution, moral and sexual dissolution, and the 
erosion of traditional order” (Nava 60). For more about this dominant tendency to emphasize the grim, 
unwholesome, and immoral aspects of the city among writers, social investigators, or journalists of 
Victorian England (especially in the 1880s), see Dana Brand, The Spectator and the City in 
Nineteenth-Century American Literature (New York: Cambridge UP, 1991) 62-63; James Donald, 
Imagining the Modern City (London: Athlone, 1999) 27-42; John Marriot, “Sensation of the Abyss: 
The Urban Poor and Modernity,” Modern Times: Reflections on a Century of English Modernity 
(London: Routledge, 1996) 77-93; Peter Stallybrass and Allon White, “The Sewer, the Gaze, and the 
Contaminating Touch,” The Politics of Transgression (London: Methuen, 1986) 125-48; Walkowitz, 
City of Dreadful Delight: Narratives of Sexual Danger in Late-Victorian London (Chicago: Chicago UP, 
1992) 17-25; Raymond Williams, The Country and the City (New York: Oxford UP, 1973); Elizabeth 
Wilson, The Sphinx in the City: Urban life, the Control of Disorder and Women (Los Angeles: 
California UP, 1991) 26-46.  
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where the masses have a dialectical relation to urban space and its phantasmagoric 

displays.6 Despite their mapping of the city as a space of mass consumption, the 

legitimate user of that space is nevertheless a male, who always employs a 

commanding perspective upon the crowd, urban spectacles, and female passers-by. 

Elaborated by Benjamin in his seminal articles on the flâneur,7 spectatorship as such 

is criticized by feminist scholars for ignoring that the public sphere in the later half of 

the nineteenth century, especially the 1880s and 1890s, has been greatly 

re-territorialized by women’s participation in public life, the development of mass 

consumption, and the rise of commodity.8 

Discovering Female Ramblers in the Streets of Late-Victorian London 

In the 1880s and 1890s, England witnessed a growing number of independent, 

middle-class women, who began to assert their autonomy in pursuing opportunities of 

employment and education and participate in organized activities such as 

                                                       
6 For studies of these Continental cultural critics and their perspective on the city, see David Frisby, 
Sociological Impressionism: A Reassessment of Georg Simmel’s Social Theory (London: Heinemann, 
1981), Fragments of Modernity: Theories of Modernity in the Work of Simmel, Kracauer, and Benjamin 
(Cambridge: MIT, 1986); Susan Buck-Morss, Dialectics of Seeing: Walter Benjamin and the Arcades 
Project (Cambridge: MIT, 1991); Graeme Gilloch, Myth and Metropolis: Walter Benjamin and the City 
(Cambridge: Polity, 1996), Walter Benjamin: Critical Constellations (Cambridge: Polity, 2002). 
7 See Walter Benjamin, Charles Baudelaire: A Lyric Poet in the Era of High Capitalism, trans. Harry 
Zohn (London: Verso, 1973) 35-66; Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, trans. Howard Eiland 
(Cambridge: Belknap 1999) 416-55. 
8 Since the 1990s, the flâneur as an archetype of the self-complacent male urban explorer and spectator 
has been challenged by scholars highlighting that women’s visibility in nineteenth-century public space 
had significantly weakened the stark demarcation of the public/private sphere and the dominance of the 
male rambler’s use or view of urban space. See Nava, Nord, Nead, Rappaport, Vadillo, Walkowitz, and 
Wilson (1992). See also Rachel Bowlby, Just Looking: Consumer Culture in Dreiser, Gissing, and Zola 
(New York: Methuen, 1985); Anne Friedberg, Window Shopping: Cinema and the Postmodern 
(Berkeley: California UP, 1993); Gleber, “Women on the Screens and Streets of Modernity: In Search 
of the Female Flâneur,” The Image in Dispute: Art and Cinema on the Age of Photography (Austin: 
Texas UP, 1997) 55-85; Scott McCracken, “From Performance to Public Sphere: The Production of 
Modernist Masculinities,” Textual Practice 15.1 (2001): 47-65; Jane Rendell, “Displaying Sexuality: 
Gendered Identity and the Early Nineteenth-Century Street,” Images of the Street: Planning, Identity, 
and Control in Public Space (London: Routledge, 1998) 75-91; Lynne Walker, “Home and Away: The 
Feminist Remapping of Public and Private Space in Victorian London,” The Unknown City: Contesting 
Architecture and Social Space (Cambridge: MIT P, 2001) 296-311. 



  8

philanthropies and suffragist movements. While the majority of women were still 

housewives or underpaid workers, the emergence of those “New Women” 

nevertheless highlighted an enhanced self-awareness among women particularly of 

the middle and lower-middle classes. As a controversial figure, the “New Woman” is 

more than the one applauded in contemporary feminist novels or satirized in 

anti-feminist journals such as Punch;9 she is an epitome of all liberal-minded, 

economically independent women in late-Victorian England. Transgressing gendered 

spaces, the “New Woman” in fiction and in fact challenged Victorian separate spheres 

ideology. 

To begin with, the 1890s saw the growth of the overall number of working 

women in late-Victorian England, the distribution of their occupations reflecting a 

sharp increase in kinds other than the domestic and in professions traditionally viewed 

as male-dominated.10 As well as receiving remunerative rewards, which were 

indispensable to women’s financial independence, women were thought to form 

self-identity and self-respect through work.11 The increasing number of these 

“surplus women” also contributed to the demographical change of women’s work in 

                                                       
9 While feminist writers such as Mona Caird, Sarah Grand, and Ella Hepworth Dixon celebrated the 
New Woman as an archetype of the modern independent woman, she was frequently lampooned in 
Punch, which printed many articles and cartoons ridiculing and condemning her throughout the 
mid-1890s. See Sally Ledger, The New Woman: Fiction and Feminism at the Fin de Siècle (Manchester: 
Manchester UP, 1997) 1-34; Sally Ledger and Roger Luckhurst, eds., The Fin de Siècle: A Reader in 
Cultural History 1880-1900 (New York: Oxford UP, 2000) 75-96; Angelique Richardson and Chris 
Willis, eds., The New Women in Fiction and Fact: Fin de Siècle Feminisms (New York: Palgrave, 2002) 
1-38. 
10 See Lee Holcombe, Victorian Ladies at Work: Middle-Class Working Women in England and Wales, 
1850-1914 (Hamden: Archon, 1973) 3-20; Krista Cowman and Louise A. Jackson, eds., Women and 
Work Culture: Britain 1850-1950 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2005) 1-24. 
11 See Krista Cowman and Louise A. Jackson, eds., Women and Work Culture: Britain 1850-1950 
(Aldershot: Ashgate, 2005) 6-10; Emma Liggins, George Gissing, the Working Woman, and Urban 
Culture (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006) 101-40; Sally Mitchell, The New Girl: Girls’ Culture in England, 
1880-1915 (New York: Columbia UP, 1995) 23-44; Martha Vicinus, Independent Women: Work and 
Community for Single Women, 1850-1920 (Chicago: Chicago UP, 1985) 10-45.  
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the 1890s and the early twentieth century.12 Besides, throughout the nineteenth 

century, women especially of the wealthy, leisured classes had been active participants 

of philanthropies. Apart from engaging in a religious and humanitarian service, ladies 

doing philanthropies were considered to occupy themselves with a respectable 

profession, since most charity work had been non-remunerative throughout the 

century.13 The “non-invidious” nature of women charity workers enabled them to be 

more readily accepted into the homes of the working-class and the poor.14 In addition 

to neighborhood charitable activities such as Sunday school teaching and mothers’ 

meeting, women charity workers in late-Victorian England showed their greater 

mobility in scheming the household visiting of slums and the visiting of institutions 

like workhouses, orphanages, prisons, hospitals, asylums, and refuges. Through all 

these frequent contacts with “the other world,” women charity workers were able to 

cross class lines to travel into farther territory.15 

                                                       
12 England had witnessed an imbalance of male/female ratio since the second half of the nineteenth 
century, which was initially due to natural imbalance in the birth rate and later aggravated by other 
factors such as the emigration of young men to the United States and the colonies. Conservatives 
considered women’s state of celibacy to be abnormal, unwholesome to the nation’s benefit and should 
be discouraged by all means, whereas feminist reformers sought to improve the injustice and inequality 
facing the growing numbers of women who had to live a life on their own. See Martha Vicinus, 
Independent Women: Work and Community for Single Women, 1850-1920 (Chicago: Chicago UP, 1985) 
10-45; Elaine Showalter, Sexual Anarchy: Gender and Culture at the Fin de Siècle (New York: Penguin, 
1991) 19-37; Arlene Young’s introduction to George Gissing’s The Odd Women (Ontario: Broadview, 
1998) 9-21.    
13 For more on women’s charity work as a respectable, non-remunerative occupation for women of the 
middle-class, see F. K. Prochaska, Women and Philanthropy in Nineteenth-Century England (Oxford: 
Oxford UP, 1980) 5-8. 
14 See Martha Vicinus, Independent Women: Work and Community for Single Women, 1850-1920 
(Chicago: Chicago UP, 1985) 211-46. 
15 Ibid. Vicinus indicates that charitable work gave these women freedom to walk and move in areas 
that were previously forbidden. According to her, “[neither] teaching, nor nursing, nor even mission 
work permitted women so much spatial freedom. The streets of the slums, away from upper-class 
men’s eyes, were theirs; no matter how much they might be teased by little boys or abused by drunks, 
they carried a kind of immunity along the streets of the drab slums they sought to uplift” (220). For 
more on the mobility of Victorian female charity workers, see Anne Summers, “A Home from 
Home—Women’s Philanthropic Work in the Nineteenth Century,” Fit Work for Women, ed. Sandra 
Burman (New York: St. Martin’s, 1979) 33-63; Jessica Gerard, “Lady Bountiful: Women of the Landed 
Class and Rural Philanthropy,’ Victorian Studies 30 (1987) 183-211; Seth Koven, Slumming: Sexual 
and Social Politics in Victorian London (Princeton: Princeton UP, 2004); Ellen Ross, Slum Travelers: 
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Women as consumers also gained greater access to public space. Along the 

central streets of the West End, with its mushrooming of shops, department stores, 

theaters, cafés, female clubs, and cinemas around the turn of the century, women 

increasingly manifest their visibility as purchasers, pleasure-seekers, and 

window-shoppers on the public street and the hetero-social urban space. Women’s 

clubs, ladies’ lavatories, female dining rooms, and tea shops emerging rapidly in fin 

de siècle London’s West End represent the joint efforts by the public and private 

sectors to improve the city and to satisfy the physical needs of an increasingly mobile 

female population. Established during the same time, situated in the same 

neighborhood, and courting the same consuming public, these institutions address 

middle-class women as target customers and, through inviting them to purchase goods 

and services, contribute to the disruption of the long-held Victorian separate spheres 

and to the increased female public visibility at the turn of the century. Thanks to the 

emergence of these eating and shopping establishments in fin de siècle London, 

female consumers were able to enjoy the comfort and freedom of navigating public 

spaces. Especially for bourgeois women, shopping was more than an economic 

activity or familial obligation; it enabled them to have legitimate accesses to streets 

and other public spaces, which had been considered improper venues for respectable 

women.16  

                                                                                                                                                           
Ladies and London Poverty 1860-1920 (Berkeley: California UP, 2007).  
16 However, at such a time when the development of capitalism coincided with that of feminist 
movements, female consumers and their exploration of public spaces were encouraged by 
entrepreneurs and feminists for different reasons. On the one hand, feminists arguing against gendered 
space devoted themselves to campaigning for public spaces that were meant for female consumers. For 
them, women’s pleasure-seeking or rational consumption, as well as other forms of female participation 
in the public sphere, contributed to breaking the gendered access to public spaces. On the other hand, 
male capitalists improved shopping spaces largely out of mercenary purposes. Devoted to enhancing 
the ease and pleasure of female consumption, these male capitalists and their department stores 
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A closer scrutiny of the socio-historical ambience of the late-nineteenth and 

early-twentieth century England thus turns up a different women’s experience that 

departs from the more constrained view offered by the two masculine paradigms 

mentioned above. These historical data have been utilized by recent critics to support 

a more positive view of women’s participation in fin de siècle public space. To offer 

an alternative paradigm of approaching women ramblers, feminist scholars in the past 

decade have produced books on the possibility and manifestation of female flânerie in 

late-Victorian London.17 In City of Dreadful Delight: Narratives of Sexual Danger in 

Late-Victorian London (1992), Judith R. Walkowitz explores late-Victorian London as 

a “contested terrain,” upon which the emergence of “new social actors” in the 1880s, 

including working men and women of all classes, destabilized the opposite urban 

landscapes (polarized in terms of class, gender, and ethnicity) that had been mapped 

largely through a male, bourgeois urban spectatorship. Examining sensational 

journalism about women’s sexual transgression in late-Victorian London, Walkowitz 

                                                                                                                                                           
nevertheless produced a commodity industry that enticed female consumers through a phantasmagoria 
of spectacles. See Rachel Bowlby, Just Looking: Consumer Culture in Dreiser, Gissing, and Zola (New 
York: Methuen, 1985) 18-34; Rita Felski, The Gender of Modernity (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1995) 
61-90; Sally Ledger, “Gissing, the Shopgirl, and the New Woman,” Women: A Cultural Review 6.3 
(1995): 263-74; Erika Diane Rappaport, Shopping for Pleasure: Women in the Making of London’s West 
End (Princeton: Princeton UP, 2000) 16-47. 
17 Feminist scholars are initially divided by their opposite perspectives on the visibility of female 
ramblers in nineteenth-century streets. While most of them agree that women were indeed “visible” in 
the streets of nineteenth-century cities, scholars stressing the bourgeois’s hegemonic construction of the 
separate spheres nevertheless argue that the presence of these female ramblers is insignificant and 
negligible. A pessimistic view as such, which is also methodologically conservative, is revised by 
another group of scholars who question the notion of male-dominated flânerie and explore the 
possibility and various examples of women navigating the nineteenth-century cityscape. For the 
pessimistic view of women’s strolling in the nineteenth-century streets, see Leonore Davidoff and 
Catherine Hall, eds., Family Fortune: Men and Women of the English Middle Class 1780-1850 
(Chicago: Chicago UP, 1987); Griselda Pollock, “Modernity and the Spaces of Femininity,” Vision and 
Difference: Femininity, Feminism, and Histories of Art (London: Routledge, 2003) 70-127; Jenny Ryan, 
“Women, Modernity, and the City,” Theory, Culture & Society 11.4 (1994): 35-63; Janet Wolff, “The 
Invisible Flâneuse: Women and the Literature of Modernity,” Theory, Culture, and Society 2.3 (1985): 
37-46. For studies on the possibility and manifestation of female flânerie, see Bowlby, Gleber, 
McCracken, Nava, Nead, Rendell, Walker, Wilson (1992), and the books by the following scholars, 
who employ “revisionist” approaches to women’s urban experience. 



  12

argues that the growth in amount of this narrative genre indicates exactly that the 

“boundaries” of the city had been walked through by women of many classes, such as 

shopping ladies, female charity workers, the New Woman, and working-class women, 

who were able to “challenge the traditional privileges of elite male spectators and to 

assert their presence in the public domain” (11). 

While Walkowitz probes into the upheavals of gendered urban landscape 

represented by late-Victorian male journalists, Deborah E. Nord examines how New 

Women as ramblers might contribute to the literary and social narratives about 

late-Victorian London. In Walking the Victorian Streets: Women, Representation, and 

the City (1995), Nord studies the various examples of female ramblers as observers, 

writers and social investigators in the fictional and real worlds of Victorian England. 

Arguing against the impossibility of female flânerie maintained by Wolff and 

Buck-Morss,18 Nord dedicates her book to exploring female spectatorship performed 

by the woman rambler in Victorian streets, whose particular vision might “derive from 

her consciousness of transgression and trespassing, from the vexed sexuality her 

position implies, and from her struggle to escape the status of spectacle and become a 

spectator” (12). In the ultimate section of her book, Nord examines New Women 

urban spectators including writers and social investigators such as Margaret Harkness, 

Beatrice Potter Webb and Mary Higgs, and the particular vision they exercised over a 

literary or social representation of late-Victorian London. 

Deborah L. Parsons is another critic taking issue with the construction of an 

                                                       
18 See Janet Wolff, “The Invisible Flâneuse: Women and the Literature of Modernity,” Theory, Culture, 
and Society 2.3 (1985): 37-46; Susan Buck-Morss, “The Flâneur, the Sandwichman, and the Whore,” 
New German Critique 39 (1986): 99-140. 
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authoritative, male stroller who dominates the dichotomous divisions of urban space. 

In Streetwalking the Metropolis: Women, the City, and Modernity (2000), Parsons 

expands the notion of flânerie to include a variety of urban explorations carried out by 

women ramblers in the works of modern urban writers. For her, the flâneur is “more 

influentially a conceptual metaphor for urban observation and walking that extends 

even to the present day” and flânerie is therefore characterized by “adaptability, 

multiplicity, boundary-crossing, and fluidity” (41). In such a new light, Parsons is 

able to examine the many examples of flânerie performed by women writers 

themselves and their heroines, whose perspective is “necessarily less-leisured, as well 

as less-assured, yet also more adventurous” (42). Regarding the representation of 

flâneuses and their peripatetic footsteps in late-Victorian London, Parsons finds that 

the ambiguity toward gendered stereotypes displayed by male urban writers like 

Henry James and George Gissing allows for “an alternative perception of women’s 

presence in the city,” whereas the self-conscious, female representations of the urban 

landscape by women writers like Amy Levy, Dorothy Richardson, and Virginia 

Woolf “displace the traditional masculine Bildungsroman or Kunstleroman onto 

female journeys around the city and over time” (43; 122). 

In Shopping for Pleasure: Women in the Making of London’s West End (2000), 

Erika Diane Rappaport indicates that the history of the flâneuse was tied to the 

transformation of commercial spaces in the metropolis. Examining the complexity 

inherent in the development of consumer culture and female subjectivity, Rappaport 

criticizes the tendency to polarize female consumption as an emblem of either 

oppression or emancipation. For her, the construction of a passive female consumer 
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overlooks her struggle over identity, space, and purchasing itself. On the contrary, a 

celebratory image of an emancipated woman shopper neglects that she has always 

been subject to certain forms of oppression within a male-dominated, capitalist 

society. Thus, instead of claiming that consumption was either emancipatory or 

oppressive for women shoppers in late-Victorian and Edwardian West End, Rappaport 

proposes to study “how consumer culture constructed gender roles and power 

relations” (13). In Shopping for Pleasure, Rappaport problematizes the apparent 

complicity of commercial development and female emancipation by looking into the 

construction of a spectacular, commodified West End and the influence of its 

emergent public spaces for women from a wide spectrum of perspectives employed 

by feminists, moralists, and male entrepreneurs. 

In Ana Parejo Vadillo’s Women Poets and Urban Aestheticism: Passengers of 

Modernity (2005), the women shopper is one of the many women “passengers” of 

modernity, whose mobility around the city was made possible by the technological 

innovation of mass-transport facilities in late-Victorian England. Focusing on a new 

urban epistemology and perception effected by modern transportation, Vadillo 

indicates that the flâneur’s pedestrian and rather parochial view of the 

mid-nineteenth-century streetscape had been challenged by a fluid, panoramic 

perception of urban landscape practiced by many new, active female users of 

mass-transport facilities in late-Victorian London, such as omnibuses, underground 

trains, and the railway system of the metropolis. Examining poetry by four 

long-neglected women poets musing about late-Victorian London like Amy Levy, 

Alice Meynell, Graham R. Tomson, and Michael Field, Vadillo argues that as literary 
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representation, their poetry shows “women were as interested as men in urban life” 

and “their approach to and love of mass transport was due to the democratising 

possibilities that mass transport offered to women” (36).                              

Approaching the Flâneuse: Genre, Subjectivity, and Female Mobility in the 

Writings of Amy Levy, Dorothy Richardson, and Virginia Woolf 

As has been mentioned, women’s experience of modernity is an emergent 

theme explored by feminist scholars adopting interdisciplinary perspectives. 

Addressing the visibility of flâneuses in late-Victorian London, these scholars have 

uncovered possibilities of female walking in the metropolis. Their studies of female 

ramblers contribute to the remaking of Victorian urban history, which has long 

ignored women’s “walking practices” in urban space. Also, as has been indicated, 

women writers’ sympathetic portrayal of various female ramblers serves as a 

testimony to women’s mobility, including walking, shopping, and traveling, and 

active spectatorship in late-Victorian London. 

Yet a review of scholarship by such scholars as Nord, Parsons, and Vadillo 

reveals that much has been left unexplored about women’s streetwalking, though they 

do examine many examples of female ramblers in literature by women writers. First, 

if women were indeed subjects of mobility and spectatorship in the streets of 

late-Victorian London, how would their perspective be represented in the emergent 

narrative about the city? Second, granted that women’s ability to negotiate urban 

space was determined by their gender, class, and ethnicity, how would that relate to 

the mobility and spectatorship of women as shoppers, pedestrians, travelers, workers, 

and philanthropists in the literarily imagined streetscapes of late-Victorian London? 
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Third, considering that most of these women writers were themselves ramblers in the 

streets of late-Victorian and Edwardian London, how would their non-fictional 

writings about the city, such as essays and journalism, become relevant to their 

representation of London’s gendered space in novels? 

Over the past decade, literary studies of female ramblers in fin de siècle and 

modernist women’s writings have largely focused on fictional representation of 

female mobility. The fact that during this half century, from the 1880s to high 

modernism in the 1930s, women writers like Amy Levy, Dorothy Richardson and 

Virginia Woolf were themselves narrators relating their own experience of flânerie has 

been often underplayed. That Amy Levy (1861-1889) was a poetess and a contributor 

to popular journals, acclaiming women’s greater access to public space, that Dorothy 

Richardson (1873-1957) was a regular film critic, commenting on urban female 

spectators and their unique visual and spatial experience, and that Virginia Woolf 

(1882-1941) was an essayist on London life, writing about the history, space, and 

people of the metropolis, has been employed by literary scholars merely as 

explanatory “notes” to these women writers’ fictional representation of female 

autonomy. Thus, while the recent literary interest in urban women’s mobility 

contributes to re-reading works by such non-canonized women writers as Levy and 

Richardson, it is nevertheless confined to the major genre such as novels, ignoring 

that female flânerie was manifested in these women writers’ non-fictional writings as 

well. Unfolding women’s authentic and private experience of modernity, these 

marginalized sub-genres, such as journalism and essay-writing, or diaries, letters and 

social investigations, have not yet been fully examined. 
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The subjectivity of the female rambler is another area needing further 

exploration as regards these women writers’ fictional or non-fictional writings about 

female flânerie. Prior literary studies have assumed that female flânerie is primarily a 

gendered issue, failing to examine other no less “political” aspects of women’s 

streetwalking. Assumption as such takes for granted that the female rambler is a 

gendered, bourgeois subject coming to grips with patriarchal demarcation of public 

space. Despite the fact that most of these women writers come from and write about 

the middle- or lower-middle class, their writings nevertheless reflect that women’s 

streetwalking more often than not calls into question the construction of such a 

rambler. Rather than endorsing a bourgeois subjectivity, these women’s writings 

reveal that such subjectivity is constantly challenged by women’s mobility in and 

spectatorship of modern London’s heterogeneous “representations of space.”19          

The present thesis thus would like to explore the writings about women’s 

streetwalking by Amy Levy, Dorothy Richardson, and Virginia Woolf, the three 

women writers and ramblers in modern London. Writings to be explored in this thesis 

include Levy’s poetry, journalism as well as her novella Romance of a Shop, 

Richardson’s film criticism as well as her novel sequences Pilgrimage, and Woolf’s 

London essays as well as her novel The Years. The three women writers under study 

                                                       
19 This term was coined by the French Marxist thinker Henri Lefebvre, who indicated in his 
well-known book Production of Space (1973) that our everyday life is penetrated by various kinds of 
physically, ideologically, or socio-culturally “represented” spaces which are undermined only by 
people’s bodily resistance. His view on the dialectics of power and space has been borrowed by 
feminists who probe into gendered space as being intricately demarcated by sex, class, and ethnicity 
and explore the possibility of women’s appropriation of daily space. For them, space is not merely a 
passive “receptacle,” determined by its materiality and reproducibility; it is also a “contestable” site 
where the female body performs its transgressive acts. See Gillian Rose, Feminism and Geography: 
The Limits of Geographical Knowledge (Cambridge: Polity, 1993) and Linda McDowell, Gender, 
Identity and Place: Understanding Feminist Geography (Cambridge: Polity, 1999). 



  18

are “modern” or a precursor of “the modern” in terms of their aesthetic expression and 

being situated at a unique historical segment. Employing certain impressionistic 

techniques, Levy’s poetry might link up with Richardson’s and Woolf’s stream of 

consciousness skills, proving that they belong to the very same aesthetic tradition of 

observing London space. 

Besides, the time span occupied by the three women writers is marked as 

“modern” in that it signifies a significant development regarding British women’s 

experience of modernity. In Levy’s fin de siècle period, female walking is still 

confronted with a lot of opposition, though wonder and excitement accompanies the 

female walking subject. By Richardson’s 1910s, which is a “transitional period,” 

female walking is more accepted, though still with some opposition, and this female 

experience coincides with the development of a commodified, spectacular urban 

culture that affects the female spectator and her viewing. In Woolf’s 1930s, opposition 

from patriarchal forces may be much reduced, yet the female subject experiences 

deeper scrutiny of selfhood when faced with the class or ethnic “other,” thus 

producing an enlarged sense of self, more complicated than before when the battle 

was fought just along gender lines. 

To sum up, in this thesis I would like to explore how these three women writers 

represent, exemplify, and meditate on women’s streetwalking in London from the 

1880s to the 1930s. In doing so, I want to examine women’s streetwalking in terms of 

its literary, ideological, and social significance. Analyzing mobility practiced 

particularly by women workers, women philanthropists, women tourists, and women 

cinema-goers in modern London, I would like to examine the many subtle yet 
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effective observations on an ever-changing metropolis made by a conglomerate of 

critical and largely middle-class women ramblers. Considering mobility and 

spectatorship as two essential tropes of women’s experience of modernity, this thesis 

would thus look into how these women’s writings conflate the spatial, aesthetical, and 

social manifestations of “the modern” and how feminine paradigms of mobility and 

spectatorship contest and supplement male-dominated ones. The following is an 

overview of each chapter in this thesis. 

Chapter Organization 

Becoming “Daughters of the City”: Amy Levy’s Romance of a Shop and London 

Poetry  

Amy Levy had been relegated as a minor Jewish poetess and novelist by the 

critics of her time and later decades. Due to her marginalized position, Levy and her 

works were not well known to the reader, academic or not. It is not until recently, with 

the publication of Melvyn New’s The Complete Novels and Selected Writings of Amy 

Levy, 1861-1889 in 1993 and Linda Hunt Beckman’s Amy Levy: Her Life and Letters 

in 2000, that studies of Levy and her works begin to prosper. Studies of Levy and her 

works in recent years are largely characterized by efforts to reconsider her as a Jewish, 

lesbian, feminist, and urban writer.20 In this critical reappraisal of her works, Levy’s 

                                                       
20 For such a rekindled interest in Levy, see Joseph Bristow, “‘All Out of Tune in this World’s 
Instrument’: The ‘Minor’ Poetry of Amy Levy,” Journal of Victorian Culture 4.1 (1999): 76-103; Susan 
David Bernstein’s introduction to The Romance of a Shop (London: Broadview, 2006) 11-41; Alex 
Goody, “Murder in Mile End: Amy Levy, Jewishness, and the City,” Victorian Literature and Culture 
34 (2006): 461–79; Linda Hunt, “Amy Levy and the ‘Jewish Novel’: Representing Jewish Life in the 
Victorian Period,” Studies in the Novel 26.3 (1994): 235-53; Meri-Jane Rochelson, “Jews, Gender, and 
Genre in Late-Victorian England: Amy Levy’s Reuben Sachs,” Women’s Studies 25.4 (1996): 311-28; 
Cynthia Scheinberg, “Canonizing the Jew: Amy Levy’s Challenge to Victorian Poetic Identity,” 
Victorian Studies 39.2 (1996): 173-200; Ana Parejo Vadillo, Women Poets and Urban Aestheticism: 
Passengers of Modernity (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2005). Before the 1990s, scholarship on Levy is 
rather scanty and tends to focus on her position as an Anglo-Jewish writer of late Victorian England.  
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Romance of a Shop (1888), despite the explicit feminist assertion and action made by 

its “New Women” heroines, has been devalued for having three marriages as its 

resolution.21 Over-emphasizing women’s vulnerability to domestic ideology, such 

devaluation is nevertheless ignorant of the many effective “spatial practices” 

performed by those urban heroines against male-dominated dichotomy of space. 

Instead of reading Romance of a Shop as a love story that culminates in three 

marriages, this chapter considers Levy’s novel to be an urban narrative in which 

women’s right to work and walk in the city is vigorously defended. A counterpart of 

male urban narratives in which masculine visual superiority is tacitly approved, 

Levy’s Romance of a Shop is a narrative about the flânerie performed by two 

self-employed female photographers as flâneuses. Besides, this chapter re-examines 

the importance of Levy as an urban poetess composing in rapport with the poetic 

tradition of the 1890s aesthetic school. In her poetry, the lyrical speaker, often 

unidentified, discloses a feminine, delicate perspective on the city, the streets, and the 

crowd. Unlike her preceding male poets, who tend to offer a darker picture of the city, 

Levy has her speaker celebrate the pleasures of urban life and the marvels of 

exploring the city, despite his/her occasional sentimental outbursts. Associating 

Levy’s urban narratives or lyrics with late-Victorian debates over women’s 

streetwalking, this chapter also aims to examine how Levy challenges the bourgeois 

idealized female images like “the Angel in the House” and feminine realms like the 

                                                       
21 For instance, even when Levy’s feminist position is taken into consideration by scholars such as 
Melvyn New and Deborah Epstein Nord, their appraisal often downplays the many positive aspects of 
her representation of female autonomy. See Melvyn New’s introduction to The Complete Novels and 
Selected Writings of Amy Levy 1861-1889 (Gainesville: Florida UP, 1993) 22-26; Deborah Epstein 
Nord, Walking the Victorian Streets: Women, Representation, and the City (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1995) 
200-02. 
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home, the suburbs, and the countryside by setting up examples of women navigating 

the city. Finally, demonstrating that Levy has established a female tradition of urban 

discourse, this chapter regards Romance of a Shop, along with her writings of 

women’s urban exploration in poetry and journalism, as a feminist manifesto of 

women’s rights to public space. 

Consuming the City: Dorothy M. Richardson’s Pilgrimage and Film Criticism 

Given that late-Victorian women’s experience of the modern city begins with 

streetwalking, their mobility necessarily involves visual contacts with the many 

“others,” who are gendered, classed, ethicized, in an over-determined public space. 

Prior scholarship on female flânerie has over-stressed women’s susceptibility to not 

only a male-dominated public space but also a masculine visual supremacy that 

reduces women to “spectacles” instead of “spectators,” ignoring that they could be 

effective observers of the city. Examining the previous conservative approach to 

female ramblers and spectators, cultural critics such as Elizabeth Wilson and Erika 

Rappaport call for a re-consideration or re-appropriation of earlier feminist visual 

theories which emphasize “the male gaze.”22 Such calling has been answered by 

feminist scholars from various disciplines examining female spectatorship as 

                                                       
22 See Elizabeth Wilson, “The Invisible Flâneur,” New Left Review 191 (1992): 101-03; Erika Diane 
Rappaport, Shopping for Pleasure: Women in the Making of London’s West End (Princeton: Princeton 
UP, 2000) 191-92. Since the late 1970s, debates over women’s capability as spectators have been 
initiated by the feminist film critic Laura Mulvey, who employed psychoanalytic theories only to 
exclude the possibility of female spectatorship in her seminal article “Visual Pleasure and Narrative 
Cinema” (1975). According to her, most Hollywood-made films are underpinned by ‘a male-dominated 
scopic regime’ in which male visual superiority and visual space are maintained coherently through 
mechanism such as voyeurism and fetishistic scopophilia. While attacking the omnipresent patriarchal 
gaze in popular films, Mulvey nevertheless overlooked the visual uncertainty and incoherence of 
gazing and thus overstressed the power of male looking. The many premises of her analytic model, 
such as there being a passive female spectator and the female character serving as merely a “spectacle,” 
have been challenged by later feminists such as Elizabeth Cowie, Joan Copjec, Mary Ann Doane, Kaja 
Silverman, and Tania Modleski, who assert that gazing is never a stable process and is constantly 
susceptible to the gaze from the “other.” 
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manifestation of female agency and as involving cultural and psychological aspects of 

the spectator’s viewing.23 

The coincidental development of the film industry and women’s streetwalking 

in the early twentieth century cities had endowed “the female spectator” with a double 

meaning. On the one hand, the early twentieth century female cinema-goers are the 

very antecedents of “the female spectator” haunting feminist film theories over recent 

decades. On the other hand, female ramblers consuming urban spectacle, such as 

those blue- or white-collar women workers, women shoppers, women philanthropists, 

or women pleasure-seekers in the early twentieth century streets, are no less capable 

spectators of a volatile and multiply represented urban space. However, despite their 

repudiation of a male-dominated scopic regime, many 80s and 90s feminist film 

theorists nevertheless consider women’s film-watching as a stationary and 

psychological experience, thus isolating the female spectator and her “textual” or 

“psychological” spectatorship from the female stroller and her mobile viewing. 

Recent cultural studies of female spectatorship have indicated that women’s 

film-watching is a cultural practice as well as a psychic process and that female 

spectatorship is subject to various cultural factors as well as psychological ones.24 A 

cultural revision as such has helped to facilitate a link between the spectatorship of the 

                                                       
23 While it is useful to explore female spectatorship and subjectivity in the light of earlier feminists’ 
re-appropriation of psychoanalytic theories, there are nevertheless doubts about the overtly psychic 
determinism of their approach. These revisionist models fail to explain how factors other than gender, 
such as class and ethnicity, affect the spectator(ship); neither do they place gendered spectatorship 
within socially represented space. See Gillian Rose, Feminism and Geography: The Limits of 
Geographical Knowledge (Cambridge: Polity, 1993) 172-74. 
24 Such a theoretical split regarding the approach to female spectatorship has been most evident among 
critics working in late 70s and early 80s film and cultural studies—the former (such as Laura Mulvey) 
concentrating on the textual and psychological positioning of the spectator whereas the later (such as 
Ien Ang) on setting up new models of audience research.  
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female film-viewer and that of the female rambler, which are both a cultural, spatial, 

and visual “practice.” 

As professional writer and regular film critic, Dorothy Richardson is a rambler 

and spectator in the early twentieth century London. For six years Dorothy 

Richardson contributes regularly to Close Up,25 a film journal published between 

1927 and 1933. In her column “Continuous Performance,” a title suggesting the rapid 

flow and untiring display of the film’s images, Richardson, a critical spectator, 

comments on the socio-cultural aspects of film-watching and the aesthetical, technical 

innovations of film as an art form. That film-watching is an important cultural, 

metropolitan activity providing entertainment, civilization and cosmopolitan vision, 

and that filmic spectatorship is a complex interaction of the viewer, diegetic effects 

and the cinema as an alternative public space, are both persuasively argued by 

Richardson throughout her film criticism. Examining Richardson’s comments on 

cinematic spectatorship in her long-ignored film criticism, this chapter will thus 

explore Richardson as a pioneering film critic to address cinema-viewing as a 

significant cultural, metropolitan, and perceptual activity, and women’s cinematic 

spectatorship as involving particularly gender, urban space, and female pleasure in the 

1920s and 1930s. 

Writing about late-Victorian London, Richardson also portrays a female 

spectator sensitive to her urban existence in Pilgrimage, a grand sequence of thirteen 

novels written between 1912 and 1946. It is notable that Richardson invests her 

                                                       
25 Exploring the potential of films, the contributors of Close Up such as the poet H. D. and the novelist 
Bryher (who are also the editors) discuss possibilities open to the film as an art form. Issues such as the 
film as popular entertainment or avant garde art, the literary value of films, the impact of filmic 
innovations upon spectatorship, and film psychology are cordially discussed by the contributors. 
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novels exclusively with the mind of Miriam Henderson, the heroine who worked as a 

dental secretary in London between 1893 and 1912, which was the very picture of 

Richardson herself. Since Richardson has Miriam, a flâneuse in late-Victorian London 

streets, capture the fragmented urban images, many reviewers and critics indicate that 

Richardson’s experimental writing is highly suggestive of filmic representation.26 Yet 

aside from studies of Richardson’s Pilgrimage as emblematic of modernist, 

feminine/feminist writing, there has been little scholarship studying the heroine as a 

viewing subject and her spectatorship as an over-determined visual mode. 

This chapter thus aims at exploring Richardson’s comments on female 

cinematic spectatorship in her long-ignored film criticism and her fictional 

representation of the female rambler-spectator in her grand novel sequences 

Pilgrimage. This chapter will therefore explore: 1) women’s cinema-going as a 

significant cultural, metropolitan activity in the 20s and 30s, and women’s cinematic 

spectatorship as involving gender, space, and female pleasure in Richardson’s film 

criticism; 2) the female rambler-spectator in Richardson’s Pilgrimage as an 

“alienated” and “situated” viewing subject, whose disruptive vision of the city resists 

visual mastery and coherence. 

Touring the City: Virginia Woolf’s London Essays and The Years 

     Women’s greater mobility in late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century 

England was made possible by the development of public transportation such as the 

                                                       
26 See Rebecca Mary Egger, “Reading by Half-light: Cinematic Spectatorship in Modernist Women’s 
Writing,” diss., Cornell U, 1995, 62-94; Carol Watts, Dorothy Richardson (Plymouth: Northcote House, 
1995) 58-82; Susan Gevirtz, Narrative’s Journey: The Fiction and Film Writing of Dorothy Richardson 
(New York: Peter Lang, 1996) 5-37; Paul Tiessen, “A Comparative Approach to the Form ad Function 
of Novel and Film: Dorothy Richardson’s Theory of Art,” Literature/Film Quarterly 3.1 (Winter 1975): 
83- 90. 
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omnibus, the metro, the railway, and the ship, which enabled them to travel farther to 

different regions of the city. As moving subjects, these women came into contact with 

and increased their “knowledge” of those different spaces and people. In these various 

encounters with “the other”, women as marginalized subjects had their alternative 

experience of modernity. Of the women crossing space in modern London, charity 

workers voluntarily traveling into slums peopled by the working-class or the 

underprivileged immigrants had especially an unusual encounter with “the other.” 

One crucial way for middle-class British women to navigate with relative 

freedom and independence the open streets of London in the last years of the 

nineteenth century, especially those more chaotic, dangerous and poverty-ridden parts 

of London, is as charity workers and philanthropists. Employing “mobility” as a trope 

to account for female experience of the city, this chapter aims to explore the 

significance of women charity workers as subjects navigating urban space in The 

Years (1937), whose contact with “the other” challenges, rather than confirms, their 

subjectivity. As well as representing in The Years fin de siècle female mobility 

practiced by the woman charity worker, whose exploration of the city is legitimated 

and excused by the caring services she volunteers, Woolf herself embodies a flâneuse 

strolling and observing the modern city that welcomes women walking publicly as 

contributing to and making an essential part of the increasingly democratized urban 

crowd in her London essays, a series of urban sketches produced in the early decades 

of the twentieth century. Into the 1920s and 1930s, female public walking is mostly 

accepted, and Woolf has indicated throughout her observations of modern London’s 

growing egalitarian city spaces that the major concerns of her tours around the city 
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might be further associated with aesthetical, socio-cultural, and historical reflections 

on the city space, though her mobility and spectatorship practiced against the 

backdrop of the even more spectacular, commodified urban spectacle unmistakably 

also bring her into line with the previous two women writer-observers of the fin de 

siècle city. This section then also seeks to explore Woolf’s “Street Haunting,” an 1927 

article on her one-hour sauntering in London, along with her collection of five articles 

in The London Scene, as manifesting her observation on the city as a site registering 

modern experience of transience, the movement of the urban crowd, and various 

monuments of the past.27 

                                                       
27 See Beth Carole Rosenberg and Jeanne Dubino, eds., Virginia Woolf and the Essay (New York: St. 
Martin’s, 1997); Leila Brosnan, Reading Virginia Woolf’s Essays and Journalism: Breaking the Surface 
of Silence (Edinburgh: Edinburgh UP, 1997). Since Woolf is recognized mainly as a modernist 
fiction-writer, her essay-writing has suffered long neglect until the 1990s, when her essays are 
re-published and a group of scholars start to re-examine the literary merits of her essay-writing. Even 
such a renewed interest in Woolf’s essays, however, does not pay due attention to her bulk of essays on 
London life, in which Woolf employs a detached and at times involved perspective upon the city as a 
site bearing the “imprints” of time, space, and people. 


