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Chapter Three 

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

The previous chapter has examined female consumption as manifesting fin de 

siècle women’s complicated involvement in the city’s consuming spaces and 

commodity culture, which is represented by Dorothy Richardson in her fictional 

narratives about female consumers emerging in fin de siècle London, a phenomenon 

historically experienced by women of the 1880s and 1890s who increasingly found 

London’s West End a site of consumption and female pleasure, and by the authoress 

herself in her “ethnographical” writings on cinema as popular pleasure appealing to a 

wider spectrum of mass consumers, of which women constitute a significant part who 

seek fantasy and entertainment in the seemingly anesthetic form of pleasure. Yet if the 

West End shopping and entertaining places of London provided an urban space 

inhabitable by respectable women in the fin de siècle period, then East End 

philanthropy provided another opportunity for the modern women to make a claim on 

the city’s public space. 

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. 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.108 By the end of this century, a woman 
                                                       
108 See F. K. Prochaska, Women and Philanthropy in Nineteenth-Century England (Oxford: Oxford UP, 
1980) 5-8. 
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from the upper- or middle-class who did not perform some kind of charitable work 

would have been an anomaly among her friends. In 1893 it was estimated that some 

twenty thousand women were maintaining themselves as paid officials in works of 

philanthropic usefulness in England, while at least twenty times that number, or about 

half a million, were occupied more or less continuously and semi-professionally in 

similar works.109 

Women doing charitable works are considered as answering the calls for 

feminine nature and mission. During much of the nineteenth century there was very 

little employment suitable for middle-class women. Denied specialized training in an 

age that increasingly demanded it, they found it not easy to compete with men better 

qualified in trades and businesses traditionally open to them. Besides, there are 

ideologies about female work, which hold that it should enable women to live up to 

their calling and feminine traits and should be confined to the home ambience. 

Charitable work becomes thus a most compelling vocation to leisured women, who 

are traditionally skilled in caring for the young, the sick, the elderly, and the poor. 

Through performing such tasks, these women of the upper- and middle- classes 

exhibit also their capability as “compassionate” and “self-sacrificing” caretaker, 

which meets the expectation of what is deemed as duly feminine features. 

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 than their male 

                                                       
109 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) 34, qtd in Martha 
Vicinus, Independent Women: Work and Community for Single Women, 1850-1920 (Chicago: Chicago 
UP, 1985) 211-12 
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counterparts.110 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.111 

In fact, such a mobility as practiced by female charity workers is especially associated 

with and ascribable to the greater freedom of public walking enjoyed by most 

ordinary women in the fin de siècle period. As Octavia Hill, the founder of Charitable 

Organization Society (COS), thus comments: 

There are comparatively few parents who do not recognize for their 

daughters the duty of sympathy and of rendering such service as other 

claims permit. With this different ideal of life, customs have altered in a 

marked manner; it used to be difficult for a girl to walk alone, and it was 

considered almost impossible for her to travel in omnibuses or third-class 

trains. The changes in custom with regard to such matters have opened 

out fresh possibilities of work. (Qtd in Vicinus 345)112 
                                                       
110 See Martha Vicinus, Independent Women: Work and Community for Single Women, 1850-1920 
(Chicago: Chicago UP, 1985) 211-46. 
111 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: 
Ladies and London Poverty 1860-1920 (Berkeley: California UP, 2007).  
112 Octavia Hill, “A Few Words for Fresh Workers,” Nineteenth Century, 26 (1889) 454, qtd in Martha 
Vicinus, Independent Women: Work and Community for Single Women, 1850-1920 (Chicago: Chicago 
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The social historian Martha Vicinus also indicates that charitable work entitles 

women 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). Along with other female figures visible in the streets of late-Victorian 

London like protesting female workers, platform women, Salvation Army lasses, 

glamorized girls in business, women philanthropists are thus recognized as one of the 

new entrants to the urban scene who “produced new stories of the city that competed, 

intersected with, appropriated, and revised the dominant imaginative mappings of 

London” (Walkowitz 1992: 88). 

     Visiting the poor undoubtedly gave the well-to-do women a purpose in life. 

Philanthropic works are considered as producing a sublimiating effect upon the 

otherwise boring, tedious life led by most women of the middle-class. For single 

women such work presents itself as particularly a respectable alternative to idleness 

and a search of adventure, self-discovery, and meaningful work. Leading a life of 

independence during their service in the urban slum, many female philanthropists are 

aligned with the “Glorified Spinster,” one of the New Woman stereotypes caricatured 

                                                                                                                                                           
UP, 1985) 345. Looking to an army of female district visitors to carry out the tasks of social 
reconciliation and domestic supervision, Hill had advanced an ambitious project of female slum 
supervision since the 1860s. With the help of John Ruskin, Hill purchased London tenements and 
oversaw their improvement by the tenants, from which she collected the rents. She was also a founding 
member of the Charity Organization Society (COS), which was dedicated to the systematic 
coordination of charity giving and assessment of individual cases in the dispensing of alms to the 
deserving poor. See Judith R. Walkowitz, City of Dreadful Delight: Narratives of Sexual Danger in 
Late-Victorian London (Chicago: Chicago UP, 1992) 54-55. 
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in fin de siècle periodicals for practicing voluntary spinsterhood.113 They represent a 

small number of self-supporting or financially independent single middle-class 

women, who began to practice a new urban female style of being at home in the city. 

     Female philanthropists might also want to put into words what they observe 

when visiting the poor. Through narrating their experiences with the poor, women 

philanthropists align themselves with a group of social investigators or novelists of 

the slum life, who represent a spectrum of authors seeking writing as a form of social 

representation. As observers of urban poverty, female philanthropists depart from their 

male counterparts in giving more attention to the familial or the domestic scenes 

whose significances are largely overlooked in contemporary male writings of the 

urban slum that tend to have detailed and clinical descriptions of filth, squalor, child 

beggars or diseased bodies in the street.114 Through narrating their personal 

encounters with poverty and the poor, women help to produce new and different 

“legends” about London and its people that “now would include factory girls and 

worn mothers, domestic interiors rather than street scenes, schoolchildren rather than 

child beggars” (Ross 13). Besides, while lacking the socially analytic perspective 

typical of male writers on slumming, these female philanthropist-observers 

nevertheless are, in many cases, capable of representing the poor sympathetically as 

                                                       
113 An 1888 article in Macmillan Magazine addresses the “Glorified Spinster” as women marked by 
their unwillingness to look forward to marriage as an ultimate destiny and to acquiesce in a position of 
despondence and subjection, their pursuits of intellectual pleasures. 
114 For a brief introduction to the striking contrast between London’s two class zones of the east and 
the west, see 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) 77-78. See also Judith R. Walkowitz, City of Dreadful Delight: Narratives of Sexual Danger in 
Late-Victorian London (Chicago: Chicago UP, 1992) 15-39, for her elaboration on London as a site of 
social extremes portrayed by a wide spectrum of late-Victorian writers including novelists, journalists, 
and social investigators. 
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individuals rather than as symbols of an alien otherness and dealing with women’s 

topics as an oblique critique of the kinds of subjects that dominate male writings on 

the urban slum.115 

     Studies of female philanthropy have long focused on how Victorian women of 

the upper- and middle- classes perform their feminine, domestic duties though taking 

care of those in need. Few have touched upon how the everyday life and space lived 

by these wealthy women have changed because of their commitment to such an 

enterprise. As is indicated, their life and perspective might be enlarged by the 

cross-class and often cross-ethnic contacts their charity work brings, which would be 

otherwise impossible considering that these women of leisured classes are mostly 

“domesticated.” A gendered difference is especially perceived in how the middle-class 

female philanthropist views her visit to the poor as a means of transcending the daily 

spatial and thus experiential limitations imposed by the gender-discriminated, 

separate-sphere ideology. While the life of the working-class which the female 

philanthropist comes to assist and improve might represent to the socially privileged, 

well-to-do woman misery and poverty, it nevertheless signifies also the vitality of the 

working-class people and thus the freedoms of public mobility and visibility that the 

woman of the leisured class observes with admiring eyes.  

The Female Philanthropist in The Years 

In The Years, the last novel Virginia Woolf published in her life, the heroine 

Eleanor Pargiter is a female philanthropist navigating fin de siècle London’s slums. 

                                                       
115 For more on the uniqueness of the urban observation performed by female charity workers of 
Victorian England, see Ellen Ross, Slum Travelers: Ladies and London Poverty 1860-1920 (Berkeley: 
California UP, 2007) 12-13  
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The novel portrays Eleanor who devotes herself to charity works as fulfilling a 

mission commonly expected of women of the leisured classes in Victorian society, 

who are supposed to feel rewarded spiritually, though not monetarily, in taking care of 

the poor and improving their living conditions. The feminine traits of Eleanor are 

emphasized from the opening pages of The Years, who as the eldest daughter has 

acted as surrogate mother to her younger sisters because the mistress of the Pargiters’ 

household is on her deathbed. As well as performing motherhood, which ranges from 

administering to the three sisters in teenage to giving motherly care to her only 

child-sister Rose, Eleanor plays the role of the mistress and is praised “a good 

housekeeper” by her father for her dexterous management of domestic affairs. 

The expertise Eleanor acquires through managing her own household 

undoubtedly fits her to the many tasks she undertakes in the homes of the poor. As is 

indicated, throughout the nineteenth century charitable work is thought most 

appropriate to women of the middle-class who could apply their domestic, feminine 

expertise to the superintendence of the poor. Implicit in such thinking is an 

endorsement of Victorian separate spheres ideology which maintains that women and 

their vocations should be domesticated. Eleanor’s commitment to charitable work 

definitely meets the requirement of gendered labor propagandized by Victorian 

traditionalists throughout the nineteenth century. Her career as charity worker is 

sharply contrasted with the many masculine professions like college teaching, law 

practice, military service, and colonial exploration undertaken by her brothers. 

In her original draft for The Years, Woolf intends this novel to be a story about 

the sexual life led by three generations of British women from the 1880s onwards, 
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whose unfairly treatment by patriarchal society is accusingly laid bare by the spatial 

limitations imposed upon female public walking. Eleanor’s charitable work is 

especially addressed as an excuse legitimating her exploration of the city’s public 

spaces when all her younger sisters are barred from walking publicly and unescorted: 

Eleanor and Milly and Delia could not possibly go for a walk 

alone—save in the streets round about Abercorn Terrace, and then only 

between the hours of eight-thirty and sunset. An exception might be made 

in favor of Eleanor, when she went to Lisson Grove; but even she, whose 

mission was charitable, was expected either to take a cab, or to get one of 

the girls at the Settlement to see her into the omnibus, if she went to a 

meeting or concert after dark. For any of them to walk in the West End 

even by day was out of the question. Bond Street was as impassable, save 

with their mother, as any swamp with crocodiles. The Burlington Arcade 

was nothing but a fever-stricken den as far as they were concerned. To be 

seen alone in Piccadilly was equivalent to walking up Abercorn Terrace 

in a dressing gown carrying a bath sponge. A large radius of the West End 

indeed was closed to them, whether by day or night, unless they went 

with a brother or their mother; and even the hansom cab, in which they 

were forced to make the transit of the dangerous area, had to have both 

flaps of its door shut. (Woolf 1977: 37) 

This is obviously an exaggerated narrative of the restrictive urban typology mapped 

out for Victorian women of the upper middle-class like the first-generation female 

Pargiters, highlighting the fact that female unaccompanied public walking is deemed 
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as improper and dangerous throughout the nineteenth-century England. 

In contrast with the stifling, domestic life led by her younger maiden sisters, the 

slum experience enables Eleanor to claim her difference from the conventionally 

home-bound, middle-class women whose vision of life have been exceedingly 

restricted. Unlike her sisters, who “stay home too much,” “never see anyone outside 

their own set” and are “cooped up, day after day” (32), Eleanor as charity worker 

presents herself to be a woman capable of transgressing the gendered spaces of 

late-Victorian London. While still subject to a male-dominated, separate-sphere 

cartography prescribing that women be kept from public spaces, Eleanor nevertheless 

makes herself an exception to this strictly observed regulation on female public 

walking by working as a philanthropist, whose charitable work enables her to have 

definitely greater accesses to the street and many other public spaces than her 

domesticated sisters. 

Like Richardson, who invests the mind of Miriam with heightened sensibilities 

in The Pilgrimage, Woolf renders Eleanor receptive to the stimuli generated by the 

city life. Employing the skills of “stream of consciousness” in probing the mentality 

of Eleanor, Woolf shares with Richardson a breakthrough of the narrative perspective 

that conveys the reality through the subjective yet fragmented perceptions of a heroine 

who is an observer of the city. Such an innovative way of approaching the reality has 

been identified by Woolf as feminine in her review of Richardson’s Pilgrimage116 and 

used by Woolf in her many novels to register the subtle and complex workings of the 

mind of the characters. As with Richardson, who conflates the socio-cultural with the 

                                                       
116  For more on Woolf’s review of Richardson’s masterpieces, see page 69 of this dissertation. 
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aesthetical and the ontological in her presentation of Miriam as an urban observer, 

Woolf in The Years portrays Eleanor as unfolding her observations from the 

perspective of a social actor, or more specifically a social worker in the fin de siècle 

city. Yet despite their shared celebrations of the urban pageant, Eleanor is entitled to a 

more detached view of the city and its inhabitants, which results from her socially 

privileged position as the well-to-do female philanthropist. Unlike the much more 

plebian spectatorship exercised by the white-collar worker Miriam, who has affinity 

with fin de siècle Lodnon’s working-class, Eleanor’s slum work and her travelling 

around the city as leisured rambler represent thus largely the upper middle-class 

women’s experience of the city. 

Her mobility around the city is made possible by the routine visits to the poor 

she does on a weekly basis. When carrying out her task, Eleanor has to employ the 

omnibus to commute between Abercorn Terrace, her bourgeois residence in the West 

End, and the slums in the East End. The bus ride around the city thus registers for 

Eleanor a significant spatial and visual experience: 

Among the other traffic she singled out one bulky form; mercifully, it was 

yellow; mercifully she had caught her bus. She hailed it and climbed on 

top. She signed with relief as she pulled the leather apron over her knees. 

All responsibility now rested with the driver. She relaxed; she breathed in 

the soft London air; she heard the dull London roar with pleasure. She 

looked along the street and relished the sight of cabs, vans, and carriages 

all trotting past with an end in view. This was her world; here she was in 

her element. The streets were crowded; women were swarming in an out 
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of shops with their shopping baskets. There was something customary, 

rhythmical about it, she thought, like rooks swooping in a field, rising 

and falling. (94) 

As with Gertrude in Levy’s Romance of a Shop, Eleanor climbs on top of the omnibus, 

presenting herself a passenger intoxicated by the urban pageant. Thus entitled to a 

mobile view of the teeming street, Eleanor, who finds London “her world” and is “in 

her element,” acts out an alternative form of female flânerie through the help of the 

modern mass transport in which Gertrude takes also a particular interest. Like 

Gertrude, whose public visibility in the city is ascribable to her practice of 

independent livelihood as female worker and writer, Eleanor is also the very picture of 

the “Golden Spinster” increasingly visible in the fin de siècle city practicing a 

self-supporting life style. In her bus ride, Eleanor is recognized by her fellow 

passenger as typical of such New Women practicing voluntary spinsterhood: 

The man on whose toe she had trodden sized her up; a well-known type; 

with a bag; philanthropic; well nourished; a spinster, a virgin; like all the 

women of her class, cold; her passions had never been touched; yet not 

unattractive. (102) 

     As well as offering an occasion to explore the bustling fin de siècle London, 

Eleanor’s visit to the slum is presented as a journey into the darkest of the city. The 

ambience of urban poverty is represented through a perspective that sees degeneration 

in the space and those inhabiting it: 

The smoke blowing through Peter Street had condensed, between the 

narrowness of the houses, into a fine grey veil. But the houses on either 
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side were clearly visible. Save for two in the middle of the street, they 

were all precisely the same—yellow-grey boxes with slate tents on top. 

Nothing whatever was happening; a few children were playing in the 

street, two cats turned something over the gutter with their paws. Yet a 

woman leaning out of the windows searched this way, that way, up and 

down the street as if she were raking every cranny for something to feed 

on. Her eyes, rapacious, greedy, like the eyes of a bird of prey, were sulky 

and sleepy, as if they had nothing to feed their hunger upon. Nothing 

happened—nothing whatever. (96) 

A sharp contrast with the glittering urban pageant of the West End, with which 

wealthy, leisured women like Eleanor definitely feel more comfortable and familiar, 

the slum in the East End is represented as a space of shabbiness, unattractiveness, and 

sameness. The woman looking out of the windows for the approach of Eleanor looms 

large especially in the picture and is rendered all the more a representative of those 

poor, hunger-stricken people inhabiting the space. 

     Representing an encounter with the classed other, Eleanor’s slum experience 

generates for her a double consciousness which is accountable in terms of class and 

gender, both factors being particularly pertinent to her newly public subjectivity 

acquired through working as philanthropist. On the one hand, Eleanor patronizes 

those living under the poverty line in her visits to the slum. A condescending gaze is 

especially perceived in her interactions with the slum residents. Yet the vitality of 

those working-class people, who are far from being yoked and disciplined by the 

stifling social decorum which the middle-class is supposed to observe, makes Eleanor 
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envy them. This provides a starkly contrasting experience to the upper-middle-class 

women like the female Pargiters, who lead a life of bourgeois tedium and confinement, 

as perceived in the many limitations upon their social and public life. That was why 

Eleanor says to her sisters after her visit to the slum, “The poor enjoyed themselves 

more than we do” (32).117 

Virginia Woolf and Her London Essays 

Eleanor’s exploration of London streets may have impacted strongly on her 

construction of subjectivity, but in the 1890s, wherein the story is set, many women 

still experience restrictions on their spatial movement and charity work often has to be 

used as an excuse for greater spatial freedom. By the first few decades of the 

twentieth century, however, with the increasing loosening of gender boundaries 

expressed in spatial restrictions on women, more and more women are able to derive 

greater pleasure from freely meandering around London and moving their footsteps to 

hitherto unexplored corners of the great city. Such pleasure and its resultant impact on 

the construction of self are well captured in Woolf’s own London essays. 

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 
                                                       
117  Reflecting that the middle-class women live a leisured yet pathetically enclosed life, Amy Levy 
once wrote to her friend Vernon Lee, “[s]omehow those girls from the streets, with short and merry 
lives, do not excite my compassion half as much as the small bourgeoisie shut up in stucco villas at 
Brosdesbury or Ishington,” adding that their enforced respectability seems to her “really tragic.”117 It is 
a perspective from a woman of the middle-class like Levy, which is obtainable only through looking at 
the life of those socially inferior to her yet exempt from the enforced respectability she is supposed to 
suffer. In The Years, such an envy of the working-class life is also found in Eleanor. 
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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 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 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.118 

Streets of Modernity 

The faculty of sight dominates Woolf’s London essays. The sight as a visual 

capacity is repeatedly associated with an urban, aesthetical experience of modernity 

throughout her essays. In her 1927 article “Street Haunting: A London Adventure,” 

Woolf records her navigation of London streets in a winter’s evening. Embarking on 

streetwalking, Woolf describes herself as stepping out of her house and indulging in 

an exploration based merely on a form of superficial viewing: 

                                                       
118 Of these essays, Woolf notes in her diary from 1932: “I’m being bored to death by my London 
articles—pure brilliant description—six of them—and not a thought for fear of clouding the brilliancy” 
(1978, 301). These words acknowledge the restrictive frame for her essays, intended as they were for a 
primarily North American and European bourgeois readership of the magazine. Susan Squier (1985) 
and Pamela Caughie (1991) have not taken Woolf at her word about the superficiality of these essays, 
and have underscored their significance as social critique delivered through anti-patriarchal 
revisionings of the city. 
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But when the door shuts on us, all that vanishes. The shell-like covering 

which our souls have excreted to house themselves, to make for 

themselves a shape distinct from others, is broken, and there is left of all 

these wrinkles and roughnesses a central oyster of perceptiveness, an 

enormous eye. How beautiful a street is in winter! It is at once revealed 

and obscured. How vaguely one can trace symmetrical straight avenues 

of doors and windows . . . . We are only gliding smoothly on the surface. 

The eye is not a miner, not a diver, not a seeker after buried treasure. It 

floats us smoothly down a stream; resting, pausing, the brain sleeps 

perhaps as it looks. (“Street Haunting” 22) 

Such a journey is indicated as beneficial to the soul excreting “shell-like” covering as 

a shelter and mark of individuality. Walking into the street, as Woolf indicates, our 

individuality gives in to an enormous perceiving eye, “a central oyster of 

perceptiveness.” The eye as such is marked by Woolf especially for its breaking from 

a necessity to see into things under observation. The predominance of a superficial 

viewing over other faculties and especially over a penetrating, meaning-probing 

viewing is highlighted by Woolf as flâneuse and urban connoisseur, who delights in an 

aesthetical appreciation of the city pageant. The street is thus revealed as a site for the 

play of the dallying eye, which is “not a miner, not a diver, not a seeker after buried 

treasure.” 

Woolf’s is an experience of urban modernity traceable to Charles Baudelaire 

and Walter Benjamin. In his analysis of modern life as distinct from that lived by 

people of previous ages, Baudelaire indicates that the visual experience of modernity 
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is featured especially by the transience characterizing urban life. Baudelaire highlights 

these qualities of modernity in “The Painter of Modern Life” when he says: “By 

modernité I mean the ephemeral, the fugitive, the contingent, the half of art whose 

other half is the eternal and immutable” (36). This appreciation of the ephemeral and 

fleeting constitutes what Baudelaire terms modernité. And these elements of 

transience and ephemerality which Baudelaire finds typical of the ever-changing 

patterns of modern city life are further related by Walter Benjamin to numerous 

phantasmagoric manifestations of an urban culture increasingly visualized and 

commodified. The arcade of the nineteenth century is identified by Benjamin as 

featuring such a dominantly visual and commodified culture. A new invention of 

industrial luxury, the arcade, which is marble-paneled and glass-covered so as to 

receive its light from above, becomes the very setting for the display and exhibition of 

commodities. The arcade is thus described by Benjamin as “a dream-house,” “the 

temple of commodity capitalism,” and “a theater of purchases” (1973: 86-87). 

With the introduction of large sheets of glass and new lightening technologies, 

the department stores, along with cafés and restaurants emerging in the fin de siècle 

city, are sites replacing arcades through offering even more amplified physical and 

phantasmagoric spectacles which characterize an emerging form of urban visuality. 

Soliciting the gaze of the passer-by, the shop window becomes “a proscenium for 

visual intoxication, the site of seduction for consumer’s desire” (Frieberg 1993: 65). 

The use of display windows by shops and department stores since the later half of the 

nineteenth century also testifies to the burgeoning of a commodity culture that 

increasingly courts upper- and middle-class women shoppers, who are held as prey to 



  150

the enticing show of commodities by those founders of emporia. 

     Similarly, Woolf finds these emporia a site registering the ephemerality of 

modernity. With its swarming people, vehicles, and commodities, the street of Oxford 

provides a most suitable site for the dallying eye. Those shops and department stores 

are held as domes of pleasure for the window-shopper, whose browsing and 

contemplating capture all the beauty of those on display. The effortlessness of such a 

gaze is ascribable to both the inherently imaginative faculty of the eye that “creates, 

adorns, and enhances” out of what it seizes on and to the modern, democraticizing 

way of window-showing that makes one “under no obligation to possess it”: 

Passing, glimpsing, everything seems accidentally but miraculously 

sprinkled with beauty, as if the tide of trade which deposits its burden so 

punctually and prosaically upon the shores of Oxford Street had this night 

cast up nothing but treasure. With no thought of buying, the eye is 

sportive and generous; it creates; it adorns; it enhances. Standing out in 

the street, one may build up all the chambers of an imaginary house and 

furnish them at one’s will with sofa, table, carpet. Our merrymaking shall 

be reflected in that thick round mirror. But, having built and furnished the 

house, one is happily under no obligation to possess it; one can dismantle 

it in the twinkling of an eye, and build and furnish another house with 

other chairs and other glasses. (“Street Haunting” 27) 

In “Oxford Street Tide,” the street of Oxford is further acclaimed for 

exemplifying these qualities of modernity. The department stores are revealed as 

modern palaces replacing their ancient, aristocratic counterparts in that the former 
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serves as a better vehicle of modern experience of transience. With its glassy, 

glamorous appearance, the department store becomes an emblem of the modern that 

Walter Benjamin also finds in the emporium of Paris of the Second Empire: 

The charm of modern London is that it is not built to last; it is built to 

pass. Its glassiness, its transparency, its surging waves of coloured plaster 

give a different pleasure and achieve a different end from that which was 

desired and attempted by the old builders and their patrons, the nobility of 

England. Their pride required the illusion of permanence. Ours, on the 

contrary, seems to delight in proving that we can make stone and brick as 

transitory as our own desires. The palaces of Oxford Street stretch stone 

fantastically . . . and boldly attempt an air of lavishness, opulence, in their 

effort to persuade the multitude that here unending beauty, ever fresh, 

every new, very cheap and within the reach of everybody, bubbles up 

everyday of the week from an inexhaustible well. The mere thought of 

age, of solidity, of lasting for ever is abhorrent to Oxford Street. (24-25) 

Not only is the department store held as emblems of transience and fleeting beauty 

typical of modern times, but it is also praised for offering a demotic pleasure enjoyed 

by the consuming masses. The modernity this modern palace emblematizes thus is 

highly contrasted with a preference to permanence and endurance perceived in those 

stately architectures that had been occupied exclusively by the dominant class 

centuries before. 

The Urban Crowd 

The crowd is definitely a significant constituent of the streetscape, one that 
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gives off a tidal, engulfing collectivity whose impact has been ambivalently explored 

by a wide spectrum of critical observers since the nineteenth century. On the one hand, 

studies of the urban crowd by theorists like Gustave, Le Bon and Gabriel Tarde 

represent a bourgeois conception or construction of the public walking masses as 

threatening presences.119 The anonymity of the masses embodies a liable, chaotic, 

undifferentiated force that threatens to disrupt the boundaries of autonomous 

individuality. Their theories often associate the crowd with the working-class poor, 

savages, and the insane. Theories as such might arise out of an urgent need to explain 

the conditions of chaos and anomie commonly perceived in the fin de siècle city.120 

Assuming a male, bourgeois, and rational perspective, Le Bon and Gabriel Tarde thus 

address the features of the crowd emerging in the nineteenth-century city: 

It will be remarked that among the special characteristics of crowds there 

are several—such as impulsiveness, irritability, incapacity to reason, the 

absence of judgment and of the critical spirit, the exaggeration of the 

sentiments, and others beside—which are almost always observed in 

beings belonging to inferior form of evolution—in women, savages, and 

children for instance. (LeBon [1895] 1995: 35-36) 

     On the other hand, the crowd might present itself as intoxicating and forming an 

integral part of the cityscape. The crowd as such has figured significantly as object of 

contemplation in urban sketches by the nineteenth-century writers like Edgar Allan 

                                                       
119 Gabriel Tarde, On Communication and Social Influence, ed. Terry Clark (Chicago: Chicago UP, 
1969). Le Bon’s Psychologie des foules was translated into English as The Crowd in 1897 and into 
thirteen other languages by 1913. That it achieved such great popularity indicates exactly the 
widespread interest in the crowd throughout Europe. 
120 See Susanna Barrows, Distorting Mirrors: Visions of the Crowd in Late Nineteenth-Century France 
(New Heaven: Yale UP, 1981) for an excellent discussion of social anxiety as manifested in studies of 
sociology, psychiatry, criminal anthropology, and crowd psychology in fin de siècle France.  
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Poe and Charles Baudelaire. For instance, the flâneur, the rambler in the street of the 

nineteenth-century city, is represented as delighting in observing and seeking 

anonymity amidst the jostling crowd: 

For the perfect flâneur, for the passionate spectator, it is an immense joy 

to set up house in the heart of the multitude, amid the ebb and flow of 

movement, in the midst of the fugitive and the infinite. To be away from 

home yet to feel oneself everywhere at home; to see the world, to be at 

the center of the world, yet to remain hidden from the world—such are a 

few of the slightest pleasures of those independent, passionate, impartial 

natures which the tongue can but clumsily define. (Baudelaire 90) 

Departing from the above-mentioned bourgeois observers of the city who treat the 

urban crowd as an engulfing, threatening, and degenerate presence, the flâneur, who 

makes home “in the heart of the multitude,” is a man of the crowd, which not only 

offers a shelter-like protection but also registers aesthetically the ephemerality of 

modernity by producing “the ebb and flow of movement, in the midst of the fugitive 

and the infinite.” 

Despite its implicitly gendered viewing position, which has been recently 

debunked by feminist scholars, the flâneur, “the man of the crowd,” to whom 

Baudelaire himself and those numerous candidates he indicates throughout his 

sketches, essays, and poetry on urban public life give a lively form, is nevertheless 

entitled to the anonymous and intoxicating experience when he places himself 

amongst the jostling pedestrians in the cityscape of the mid-nineteenth century. This 

experience, largely pleasurable and based upon a plebeian spectatorship, is shared by 
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many female ramblers increasingly visible in the street since the later half of the 

nineteenth century. As is indicated in the previous chapters, women have revealed 

themselves as capable users of the fin de siècle city’s public spaces, and the swarming 

crowd provides the very camouflage, protection and anonymity they need when 

entering the conventionally male-dominated public spaces of the city. A similarity is 

thus perceived between Woolf’s delight in the anonymity of the crowd and Levy’s and 

Richardson’s celebrations of the freedom emblematic of the jostling pedestrians they 

encounter in the public walking in the street of late-Victorian London. 

     It is obvious that when writing her series of London essays, Woolf engages in a 

dialogue with these discourses prior to or contemporary with her observations of the 

urban crowd. Writing about London in the early decades of the twentieth century, 

Woolf is attracted also by the walking public masses that have previously engaged 

much critical attention from a wide spectrum of urban observers. Her observations of 

the urban crowd are, however, more confident and assured about a conglomerate of 

urban population which is becoming increasingly democraticized. Viewed in this light, 

Woolf obviously departs from the late-Victorian male observers of London 

manifesting cityphobia or assuming more or less a bourgeois perspective upon the 

urban crowd as the mob or the unruly and contaminating force. 

     In “Street Haunting” the urban crowd is recognized as aesthetically constituting 

the spectacle of the bustling city. At the end of her one-hour sauntering in the street, 

Woolf observes the passing of those getting off from their work: 

But the main stream of walkers at this hour sweeps too fast to let us ask 

such questions. They are wrapt, in this short passage from work to home, 
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in some narcotic dream, now that they are free from the desk, and have 

the fresh air on their cheeks. They put on those bright clothes which they 

must hang up and lock the key upon all the rest of the day, and are great 

cricketers, famous actresses, soldiers who have saved their country at the 

hour of need. Dreaming, gesticulating, often muttering a few words aloud, 

they sweep over the Strand and across Waterloo Bridge . . . . (32) 

Woolf’s representation of the commuters as a dreaming collectivity thus highlights the 

aesthetical manifestation of the urban crowd, which makes up an intoxicating 

presence indigenous to the cityscape. 

As well as presenting itself to be the object of aesthetical contemplation, the 

urban crowd as observed by Woolf constitutes significantly the masses of a 

democratic era that increasingly takes shape in the early decades of the twentieth 

century. Enamored with the massive presence of her fellow citizens, Woolf represents 

them as the modern crowd, whose humble existence serves to indicate exactly the 

advancement of the political regime from an aristocratic era into a democratic one. In 

“Abbeys and Cathedrals,” for instance, the eras of aristocracy and democracy find 

their contrast in the nobles of the past and the masses of nowadays respectively. The 

essay begins with a description of the undistinguishable crowd of modern London 

before embarking on the tours around those ancient, prestigious churches like St. 

Paul’s and Westminster Abbey, where those of the highest ranks were buried. In 

contrast with the “Kings and Queens, poets and statements” who still seem to “act 

their parts and are not suffered to turn quietly to dust,” (49) these men and women 

walking in the street seem to “shrank and become multitudinous and minute instead of 
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single and substantial” (43-44). Taking the form of “a million Mr. Smiths and Miss 

Browns,” they seem “too many, too minute, too like each other to have each a name, a 

character, a separate life of their own (44). 

A crowd as such might appear to be outweighed by the greatness and splendor 

of those lying quietly inside the cathedrals and abbeys, whose “high-pitched voices,” 

“emphatic gestures,” and “characteristic attitudes” dominate even those spaces 

nowadays (49). Yet for all its humbleness and obscurity, this crowd nevertheless 

constitutes the democratized city pageant, which, despite its seemingly chaotic 

manifestation, embraces people indiscriminately. The significance of the city and its 

swarming crowd registering an egalitarian space is particularly unfolded through the 

contrasting images Woolf discerns when entering Westminster Abbey, a resting place 

for those of the noblest: 

One feels as if one had stepped from the democratic helter skelter, the 

hubbub and hum-drum of the street, into a brilliant assembly, a select 

society of men and women of the highest distinction. (47) 

These men and women from “a brilliant assembly, a select society,” of which only a 

few are chosen as representatives contrast sharply with those anonymous, obscure 

urban masses of “the democratic helter skelter,” accommodating to “the hubbub and 

hum-drum of the street.” 

Monuments of the City 

The city also presents itself as a site of ruins, where the past and the present 

merge. As urban archeologist, Woolf evokes the past not a world she longs to return 

but as a world symptomatic of aristocratic, individualist splendors that the modern 
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democratic system finds increasingly repellent. In “Abbeys and Cathedrals,” the 

churches in London are represented by Woolf as burying grounds evoking contrasts of 

the past and the present, the former registering a space of resourcefulness and luxury 

enjoyed especially by the noble whose deaths are prior to the processes of 

modernization and democratization, whereas the later an obscure yet generally 

egalitarian cityscape occupied by the masses. As Woolf indicates, the space that the 

dead enjoy is especially brought home to us when we step into St. Mary-le-Bow, a 

city church where even a man of obscurity enjoys “a whole wall covered with the list 

of his virtues”121 and occupies space that might in our day “serve almost for an office 

and demand a rent of many hundreds a year” (44). Thus one leaves the church 

marveling at “the spacious days” when even the unknown citizen “could occupy so 

much room with their bones and confidently request so much attention for their 

virtues,” while nowadays a man of equal obscurity “would be allotted one slice of 

white stone of the regulation size among a thousand others and his great and godlike 

virtues would have to go unnoticed” (44-45). 

If these tombs in the church of St. Mary-le-Bow mark the resourcefulness that 

even the common people were entitled to in securing their resting places, Woolf then 

pinpoints that even more luxury of space is enjoyed by the privileged classes who find 

in St. Paul’s Cathedral and Westminster Abbey their reposing room. The majesty of St. 

Paul’s perceived from outside, which “swells like a great grey bubble,” and “looms 

                                                       
121 As Woolf reveals, in the year 1737 a man called Howard died and was buried in St. Mary-le-Bow. A 
whole wall is covered with the list of his virtues: “He was blessed with a sound and intelligent mind 
which shone forth conspicuously in the habitual exercise of great and godlike virtues. . . . In the midst 
of a profligate age he was inviolably attached to justice, sincerity and truth.” See Woolf “Abbeys and 
Cathedrals” 44. 
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mountainous and immense,” (43; 45) finds its expression in the interior where the 

tombs heaped like “majestic beds” lying between the pillars (46). These tombs are the 

dignified reposing room to which “great statesmen and men of action retire, robbed in 

all their splendor, to accept the thanks and applause of their fellow-citizens” (46). 

Westminster Abbey is another resting place for those of the highest ranks, where their 

greatness and virtues have been kept intact for hundreds of years. Like St Paul’s, 

Westminster Abbey with all its grandeur evokes a contrast of the privileged classes 

and the democratized masses, who are separated in terms of the time, space, and 

social position they have occupied.  

Everyone in this brilliant assembly has a mind and a will of his own. The 

Abbey is shot with high-pitched voices; its peace is broken by emphatic 

gestures and characteristic attitudes. Not an inch of its walls but speaks 

and claims and illustrates. Kings and Queens, poets and statesmen still act 

their parts and are not suffered to turn quietly to dust. (49) 

While these cathedrals and abbeys as historical sites mark the privilege entitled 

to those of highest social ranks, there are places registering the privilege enjoyed by 

the dominant sex. In “Great Men’s House” Woolf shows us around a largely 

male-dominated space. Woolf begins this essay with a resounding outcry: “London, 

happily, is becoming full of great men’s houses, bought for the nation and preserved 

entirely with the chairs they sat on and the cups they drank from, their umbrellas and 

their chests of drawers” (31). The narrator then proceeds to name places like 

Dickens’s, Johnson’s, and Carlyle’s houses as sites commemorating these “great men” 

who found London their lodging places. As with many other tourist sites of London 
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Woolf marks as male-dominated, these residences of “great men” map out a gendered 

cartography of the city. Taking a tour around Number 5 of Cheyne Row where the 

Carlyles inhabited decades ago, Woolf first introduces us to the kitchen, whose 

importance to the couple is particularly rendered in details: 

Go down into the kitchen. There, in two seconds, one is made acquainted 

with a fact of incalculable importance—they had no water laid on. Every 

drop that the Carlyles used had to be pumped by hand from a well in the 

kitchen. All through the mid-Victorian age the house was necessarily a 

battlefield where daily, summer and winter, mistress and maid fought 

against dirt and cold for cleanness and warmth. (32-33) 

Such is the effect of a pump in the basement that Mrs. Carlyle’s cheeks turn “hollow,” 

and bitterness and suffering “mingle in the half-tendered, half-tortured expression of 

the eyes” (35). This mentioning of the chores done in the kitchen by Jane Carlyle and 

her maid contrasts with Woolf’s rendering of the daily work performed by Mr. Carlyle. 

The historian is portrayed as occupying himself with the production of his works: 

Up in the attic under a skylight Carlyle groaned, as he wrestled with his 

history, on a horsehair chair, while a yellow shaft of London light fell 

upon his papers and the rattle of a barrel organ and the raucous shouts of 

street hawkers came through walls whose double thickness distorted but 

by no means excluded the sound. (33) 

While the attic-study is presented as a male-dominated space where Carlyle commits 

himself to works of history, an act marking male involvement in public sphere and 

matter, the drawing-room, as well as the kitchen, is depicted as the very place the 
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mistress occupies herself with tedious domestic works: “The horsehair couch needed 

recovering; the drawing-room paper with its small, dark pattern needed cleaning; the 

yellow varnish on the panels was cracked and peeling—all must be stitched, cleansed, 

scoured with her own hands” (33-34). 

     The suffocating domesticity characterizing the life of Jane Carlyle has been 

addressed earlier by Woolf in her 1923 article “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown.” Mrs. 

Carlyle is depicted as a victim to her married life and a domestic tradition that insists 

on female confinement to the private sphere and prevents a woman of genius like her 

from making any literary pursuits.122 The reconstruction or re-imagination of Mrs. 

Carlyle as housekeeper could be thus interpreted as Woolf’s indictment of the 

infamous Victorian ideology of separate spheres discouraging women’s involvement 

in public spaces and affairs. 

     In “This is the House of Commons,” Woolf introduces us to still another site 

registering a male history of power politics, whose development is nevertheless 

interpreted by her not through the lens of gender but of the political regime. Entering 

the House of Commons, Woolf reminds her reader what it signifies through its 

commonness: 

Vague though our history may be, we somehow feel that we common 

people won this right centuries ago, and have held it for centuries past, 

and the mace is our mace and the Speaker is our speaker and we have no 

need of trumpeters and gold and scarlet to usher our representative into 

our own House of Commons. (56) 
                                                       
122 See Virginia Woolf, “Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown,” A Woman’s Essays: Selected Essays, Volume 
One (London: Penguine, 1992) 69-87. 
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This parliament hall thus heralds the rule by the people practiced centuries ago, a 

democracy contrasted by the ancient regime of oligarchy for which trumpeters, gold 

and scarlet were employed to boost an individualist, ceremonious aura to aristocratic 

rulers. Unmistakably Woolf as narrator identifies with those common people who 

fought for democracy before. Marking the origin of British democracy, this hall of 

parliament is revealed a plebian space, since from inside it is “not in the least noble or 

majestic or even dignified,” as palaces or cathedrals might evoke a past of individual 

splendors (56). Rather, there is nothing venerable or ceremonious and it is “as shiny 

and as ugly as any other moderate-sized public hall,” where an untidy, 

informal-looking assembly meets to dispute the issues of national importance (56-57). 

These representatives holding sessions in the House of Commons are thus 

presented as disrupting authority and dictatorship characterizing those who previously 

governed with their scepters: 

It is an untidy, informal-looking assembly. Sheets of white paper seem to 

be always fluttering to the floor. Even the central island of control and 

dignity where the Speaker sits under his canopy is a perching ground for 

casual members who seem to be taking a pee at the proceedings at their 

ease. Dipping and rising, moving and settling, the Commons remind one 

of a flock of birds settling on a stretch of ploughed land. (57) 

The Commons are mockingly compared to “a flock of birds” feeding on sheets of 

white paper. Despite the untidiness and informality manifested by the Commons, as 

Woolf has noted, their presence in the hall of democracy nevertheless heralds the end 

of “single men and power”: 
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Now no single human being can withstand the pressure of human affairs. 

They sweep over him and obliterate him; they leave him featureless, 

anonymous, their instrument merely. The conduct of affairs has passed 

from the hands of individuals to the hands of committees. Even 

committees can only guide them and sweep them on to other committees. 

The supreme need is dispatch. A thousand ships come to anchor in the 

docks every week; how many thousand causes do not come daily to be 

decided in the House of Commons? Thus if statues are to be raised, they 

will become more and more monolithic, plain and featureless. The days 

of single men and personal power are over. Wit, invective, passion, are no 

longer called for. Mr. MacDonald is addressing not the small separate 

ears of his audience in the House of Commons, but men and women in 

factories, in shops, in farms on the veldt, in Indian villages. (62-63) 

While the statues of individual heroes might signify the reign of aristocracy centuries 

ago, these modern halls of the parliament are not built to worship these heroic figures 

but to shine out the anonymity of the increasingly democratized crowd. As Woolf 

observes, Westminster Hall raises its immense dignity when one passes out as “little 

men and women moving soundlessly about the floor” and appears “minute, perhaps 

pitiable, but also venerable and beautiful under the curve of the vast dome, under the 

perspective of the huge columns” (64). Democracy and aristocracy thus find their 

emblems in the halls and statues respectively, the former signifying an embracement 

of the undistinguishable urban crowd by the democratic institution taking shape in the 

very age Woolf writes her London essays, whereas the latter memorizing the glories 
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of individual powers characterizing the British before democracy dawns. 


