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VirginiaWoolf's Posthumous Essays

Reviewed by
Klagus Mann

THE DEATH OF THE MOTH
AND OTHER ESSAYS. By Vir-
ginio Woalf. Harcourt, Brace.

2.

HEW book by Virginia Woolll

Is it really for the last time
that we shall ever open an article
with these words? [ this slim val-
ume of eritical studies and Impres-
slonistic sketches indeed her final
wift, her forewell?

it is an enchanting book and also
a very sad one. The nostalgia it ex-
hales and evokes may spring in
part from our knowledge of Vir-
ginia Woolls tragic end — her
Ophelia-like disappearance in the
waves of on English river. Bui,
then, the wistful connotations have
alwayz been an integral element of
her message and melody. At Hmes
she may have scemed talkative and
plmost frivolous. What did she iry
to conceal from. us, under the dis-
gulse of ber (lippancy? Now we
can discern, everywhers in  her
writings, the tracen of past afflic-
tions and the forebodings of an
ultimate siruggle.

She had to reveal the substance
of her being, whether she wanted
to or naot, Her integrity and her
genius compelied her 1o imbux
everyihing she wrote with the un-
mistakable flaver of bher personal-
ity. It ks always her smile, her dis-
creet [ament, ber sensitivity, her
iridescent charm—in her novels,
short stories, letters, apercus, and
in her beautiful essays.

There are several volumes of es-
savd by Virginia Wooll; the last
one, "The Second Commeon Reader,”
appeared 10 years ago. At the
time of her death she was already
engaged in goihering materinl for
a further collection, as Mr. Woolf
informs us in am editorial nole pre-
ceding “The Death of the Moth.”
“If ghe had lived,” he says, “ithere
is no doubi that she would have
made large alterations and revi-
sions in nearly nll these essays be-
fore allowing them to appear In
volume form," She ht have even
omitted oma or the other of the
more casual contributions we find
now Included, The book would
loge nothing of s diverse and in-
formal character if one removed so
incidental a plece as the one called
“Middlebrow™—a polemic  leiter
Mrs. Wooll Jotted down for The
New Testament, but then chose to
withhold. The wvolume contains
such a Eu-u[u:.jun of significant ma-
terinl that we woald not mind miss-
ing some af the trivia.

The scope of Virginlas Woell's n-
sighta and Inten ches from
the tiniest to the greatest: her de-
scription of an lnsect’s agony i3 as
intense and suggestive as ks her
discusslon of Bhokespeare. Every
subject she touches—even the hum-
blest one—becomes for ane creative
mament the focus of all her afiee=
'1ir:r|§ and anxieties, Her imagina-
tionn  seems  completely selzed,
whether she analyzes the intricacies
of Henry James or remembers an
ald woman, Mre. Grey, wha sils on
a hard chair In the cormer lnoking—
“but at what? Apparently st noth-
ng."

GILE ss a specire nod observ-
ant as only a clever woman can
be, she wandérs through the cen~
turles—equally Intimate with Hor=
ace Walpole and Shelley, Gibbon

-
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VIRGINIA WOOLF

and Coleridge. She appears de-
tached and merciless when apprafs-
ing the works of her contemporary
friends, Lyiten Strochey or E. M.
Farster; but when dealing with the
Rev. William Cole, who lived about
200 years ngo, she makes a minor
slip and talks to him as to an old
acquaintance: My dear William,
In my opinlon you are keeping
something back . . * We must not
blame her for such inconsequential
mistakes, The author of “Orlanda™
han the right to be a little airy and
oblivious; how, otherwise, could she
have deseribed the adventures of
her bisexual bero lo so many dif-
ferent epochy and masquerades?

The writing of letiers geoms an
Ideal form of comminication for
Virginia Woolf. Discreet and re-
servid as she Is, she would not
wanl us to read her diary. But
letters mre not necessarily confes-
siond—just informal and corcdial
messages to the outside world.
Some of the flinest essays in “The
Death of the Moth"” are devoled 1o
tlagsical collections of correspond-
ence; there I8 an exlensive paper
about the, Yale edition of Horace
Walpole's letters 1o Cole; and a
plece about that “immense mzss-of
quivering matter” which s Cole-
ridge's  correspondence  {to  him,
letter-writing- was In its way o
substitute for oplum).  Among the
thres gludies on Henry James, the
one about his Jetters Is the most
profotnd end most revealing.

But the most striking item of the
whole collection f= the brief essay
on Mme de Sevigne, the great
letter-writer and gosslpy chronicler
of the late 17th century. No doubt,
these eix poges of superb. savory
prose rank among the masier es-
eays in modern literature, eompar-
able enly to the most distingulshed
achievemonts of men like Pauol
Valéry, Andre Gide and Hugn von
Hofmannsthal.

A preat essay, loe @ great novel
or o greal poem, is not concelvable
withoul autobiographie intimations
and confessional underiones, Vir-
ginia Wooll's Insplred portrait of
Mme, de Sevigne is Indeed an
Indirect solf-portralt. What ashe

says in refercnce t. the Iotellec-
tual grande dame of 1670 might
be sald about her, the most
sophisticated ‘wommn of 1840: “She
was @ bomm critic, and a critio
whose judgment: were inborn, un~
hesitating. She is always referring
her lmpressions to a standard—
hence the incisiveness, the depth
and the comedy that make those
spontancous statements so Ulumi=
oallng. There ls npothing naive
sbout her, She iz by no means &
simple spectator, Maxims fall from
her pen. She sums up; she judges.
But it Is done effortlessly. She has
inherited the standard and accepls
it without effort She s helr to
a tradition, which siands guardian
gnd gives proportion. The gaiely,
the color, the many movemeonts of
the figures in the foreground have
a bockground.™

The double meaning of this
charscterization is all the more
gignificant f unintentional.
Whether deliberately or unwitting-
Iy, Virginia Woolf has described
hergelf  in depicting Mme, de
Sevigne, “this great lady, who in
oir age would probably have been
one of the great novelista” There
is only one word in ihe guoled
lines that would have o be changed
or omitted if the characler in ques-
tion were not the classical letier-
writer but Virginla Woolf—the
word “guiety." Less robust and
less  self-mssured than Mme. de
Sevigne, Virginin Woolf can be
serene and contemplative, nervous-
ly capricious, o o#t -anusingly
catly. But she cap never be gay.
There Is always a tinge of dark-
ness and approhension, even in her
muost lucid and most spirited words.
The things she loves and describes
nre fleeting and perishable, and
she is always nware of their fragil-
ity and of hers.

H'l‘ HE grent ponds at Sheffield
Ploce ot the right season of
the year are bordered with red,
white apd purple reflections, for
rhododendrons are massad upon the
banks and when the wind passes
over the real flowers the waler

(See Virgindia Woolf, Page 29.)
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SLEUTHS AND SLAYERS

By Elizabeth Bullock

ILY living moves at such a

pace these days that many of
the things we mean to do — the
books we mean to read, the movies
we mean o see, the art exhibits
we mean to go have a look af, and
#0. on—nover get done.  Remem-
ber the okl Chinese proverb about
having only two pennies, one {o be
epent on bread and the other to
fesd your soul? These doys iU's
very ensy to spend the one for
bread, and a lttle later to spend
the other one on bread.

Howover, this column has o do
“with a small and sometimes frivo-
Tous part of the soul—ihe part that
eeeles to escnpe from the confines
of daily living or heavy thinking
into n world that's more exciting
and sometimes seemingly gayer.

And that's important and neces-
gary todoy, It comes under ihe
heading of morale, that indefinable
something we're supposed to keep
up while we do our hard jobs ef-
ficiently.

Here, then, is & resume of some
of the good mystery stories which
¥ou may not have spent your soul
penniés on in the Iast four or five
months, but which you may want
to get around io pows

First on the list Is “The Complete
Dashlell Hammett,” a reprint of
five of Hammeit's stories. (Knopl,
2250y — “The Thin Man" “The
Glass Key," “The Maltese Faleon,"”
“The Dain Curse” and “Red Har-
west™ This remains one of the
great buys of all time. I you
meant 1o get it and didn't, then
hurry along.

“Center of the Web,” by Kathar-
ine HAoberts (Crime Club, $2), ia
o story of the underground move-
memt in the Belgium of teday, Last
summer, some of the things Miss
Hoberts had o say about a Nozi
spy scheol sounded preposterous;
they sound less =0 now, And you'll
get no more heart-wiurming ple-
ture of how the oppressed peoples
in Burope work for freedom.

"o o Blindfold Lady," by Joseph
Purtell (Reynal & Hitcheock, $2),
is an odult mystery of sex ond
erime. It's based, I think, on the
Jake Lingle case of not so very
long ago. It's aboul newspapers,
and gals, and the underworid. And
very sly nnd wlse.

i "Ng Coffin for the Corpse,” by
Clayton Rawson (Little, Brown,
$2), presents the Great Merlini
gifting out itrick from true magic
at an estale on Long Island. A long |
tale, but swiftly moving and fine |
for lelsurely reading. 1

*Tha Spectral Bride,” by Jm;rnhI
Shearing (Smith & Durrell, $2), |
is o slow but fascinating story in |
which the finger of doom from the |
Victorion past finally comes to rest |
Inevitably on @ presentday English- |
man,

“"Her Hearl in Her Throatl,” by
Ethel Lina White (Harpers, $2),
while it may not be the best of
Miss White's suspénse-and-terror
books, upholds her tradition wd-
mirably,

“You Can't Ignore Murder,” by
Ruth snd Walter Teague (Puinam,
£2), iz a literate slory aboul @
group of people on @ house parly
wha are faced with murder and
figure their oWwn way out.

These are by no means all of the
Eood mysiery slories that came out
thiz summer and fall, but they're

English Voveas Hoa

ILLUSTRATED LOMDOM MEWS, . '_’!
HOLLY LEAVES TS

KROCHS/BOOKS
206 X MW Ave ST RAN 5520

among the best And now for a
look at the recent cnes;

DEEP LAY THE DEAD, By
Frederick C. Davis. Crime
Club. $2,

HERE'S o good one, with an up-
to-the mincte plot, It's built
sround an indecipherable elpher
thot's being concocted for the use

of our State and War

Qf‘-.ﬂ;a Departments, Since this
t‘.*, comes out within the
o first 50 pages of the
W book, T guess it's safe

to tell you about it now,

D, Chandler, the cipher's creatar,
lives with his wife ond charming
daughter in & remote country place
in Pennsylvanis. Rigby Webb, his
sssigtani-to-be, arrives at the house
in a heavy blizzard to find, almost
immediately, that the place is now
Isolated by the storm and that
Chandler's wife has on hand a
semi-eafe-sociely bunch of house
guests—including o donce team,
and n radio gossip hound. Hard work
with the doctor and hit-or-miss
socinl contact with the house guests
become at once the two major foe-
tors in Webb's life.

And thet life isn't simplified in
any way when it becomes apparent
that there are enemy agents afier
the clpher—it's either one of the
house guests or someone living in
the wicinity. What happens, and
how, makes darned good reading.

HAMNGED FOR A SHEEP. By
Frances and Richard Lock-
ridge. Lippincatt, $2

ERE are those nice Norths, Pam
and Jerry, agsin, And Lt

Wiegand and Sgt. Mulling of the

homigide squad, too. ‘They make up

o first - rate foursome — or, rather,

three-and-n-half-rome, sinee Mul-

ling does well only when someone
drows a diagram of what he's Lo do.

This time the scene of the crime
is the house of Pam's Aunt Flora,

) who, over a lifetime, has

¢ had four husbands, as well

an children and grandchil-

*J dren, There are, In foet,

more resident relatives in this caze

than you'd think it possible for any
one person to have. Bul, then, Aunt

Flora (who is a great deal heavier

than air and loves blonde wigs and

red dresses) in no opdinary person,
To begin with, semeong (ries to
poison Aunt Flora by giving her
arsende, which, naturally, makes
her very sick. Aunt Flora recog-
nizeg indigestion when she has it,
and this |s conslderably more than
that, so she has the necessary
analyses made—just (o be sure.

Pam, with Jerry out of town
temporarily, arrives about then to
spend a few qulet, peaceful days
with her aunt, After a restful night,
she comes down a litile too early
1o breakifast, sinks intc one of the
chairg ranged neatly aléng the din-
Ing table, puts her hand down—
anly to have it touch halr on @
bead which will never know or
care whether it'n touchod again.
Ba there, for a start, are both poi-
son and mucder.

Yeos, Jerry comes back. Yes,
there's plenty of Li, Wiegand and
Mullina, ¥es, there are cats.  And
ves, indeed, you'll Uke it, One of
the Lockridge's best,

THE MOVING FINGER. By Ag-
otha Christie, Dodd, Mead
52,

-“;HILE this isn't one of the
Christie masterpleces, it's an
engrossing tale about 4 busy polson
pen in a quiet, English villaze.
Jerry Burton, recupecating from a
bad plane erash, and his sister, Jo-
anna, go down to the lttle village
of Lymstock for a few weeks of
peace and rest. A few days of-
ter they arrive, Jerry receélves an

2\ anonymous  letter Im-

“_T plying that he and Jo-

anna: are not brother

and sister and, when he

mentions this to the

local doctar, he learns
that other people hove recelived
equally scurrilous notes about their
own private lives.

Then one doy » woman fecelves
ane of the lotters and commits sui-
cide. Shortly thermfter another
woman is murdened.

It is known that the writer of the
letters i3 aliterate and cultured
person.  Since there aren't many
people like that in the town, this
creates n nasty situation, with each
person suspecting all the others In
the small clrele. Finally someone
thinks to call in Miss Marple, that
deceptively mild snd spinsterish old
lady, who fita things togother very
neatly indeed. It's mild, but nice.
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Virginia Woolf's Essays

{Continued from Page 10.)
flowers shake and break into each
ather” wWith this spleadid sentence
she opens an essay on  Gibbon,
“Reflections at  Sheffield Place"
How moch s this like her!—the
real fowers ceressed by the wind;
the waler flowers shaking and
breaking Into each other; and the
word “reflections™ used In its two-
fuld meaning,

Yea, her ooble and sensitive
mind, saturated with the essence
of English-Eurcpean culture, re-
flects the resllessness snd the un-
certainty of our epoch, along with
the promizes and the hopes. Both
elemeniz are present In *“The Death
of the Moth," but the sombre vein
prevails. The tone of the volume
seems set by the introductory piece
describing the Issl convulsions of
the little hay-colored creature. The
dogpedly and heroically as any hu-

moth strugples agalnst death, as
man heing.  But finally it les still,
“muost decently and uncomplaining-
ly composed. O, yes, he seemed
to say, death Is stronger than I
R

The book thal begins with this
miniature ends  with
“Thoughls on Peace In un Ailr
Raid,” written in Aogust, 1040, for
an Aml.‘l'll'rlll 5,‘.'!‘[I||I(."-'IIII'|'| on cur-
rent matters concerning  women.
But at that point Virginin Woolf
already under the spell of
death. She seems somewhat ab-
sent-minded when she has to talk
about worldly affsirs—professions
for women, for example. Hep
speech—jodiciots and candld, it a
little weary—concludes, somawhat
nbruptly: *Willingly would I atay
dind discuss those guestions and an=
swers—but not tonight, My time
Is up; and 1 muost cegse.”™
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