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“They’ve just sent the second batch of proofs [of Passenger to Teheran] which I have swallowed at 

a gulp. […] I kept saying ‘How I should like to know that woman’ and then thinking ‘But I do’, and 

then ‘No, I don’t– not altogether the woman who writes this.’ I didn’t know the extent of your 

subtleties […]. Indeed it is odd that now, having read this, I have picked up a good many things I had 

missed in private life. What are they, I wonder, the very intimate things, one says in print? There’s a 

whole family of them. Its [sic] the proof to me, of being a writer, that one expresses them in print 

only […].” (The Letters of Virginia Woolf, vol. 3, 290-291) 

This excerpt from a letter written to Vita Sackville-West on the 15th of September 1926, while 

Virginia Woolf was proof-reading her intimate friend’s account of journeying through Persia prior to 

its publication by the Hogarth Press, is a telling illustration of the rich entanglement between intimacy 

and writing opening onto the numerous ways in which Woolf explores this question. She expresses 

here the fundamental difficulty of knowing the other (even when the other is an intimate friend), 

which is also at the core of her reflection upon characterization, and the necessity of turning to the 

written word both to express one’s own mind and to grasp the subtleties of the human mind. The 

paradoxical necessity of going public in order to express one’s private thoughts explains Woolf’s 

reticence to commit herself to autobiography: “Also I’m uneasy at taking this role in the public eye 

 afraid of autobiography.” (The Diary of Virginia Woolf, vol. 5, 141). Yet at the same time, intimacy 

is defined as being beyond words; intimacy is “knowledge” says Lily Briscoe as she conjures up the 

figure of Mrs Ramsay while resting her head on the woman’s lap, “but nothing that could be written 

in any language known to men.” (To the Lighthouse, 305). Yet again, that type of knowledge proves 

to be equally fallacious: “Who knows what we are, what we feel? Who knows even at the moment of 

intimacy? This is knowledge?” (To the Lighthouse, 390). 

Expressing life, the mind (her own and the others’) is indissociable from Woolf’s modernist project 

to reshape the novel and injunction to both the reader of modernist fiction and the writers of her own 

spiritual generation to “look within.” In her effort to define “the proper stuff of fiction” she claims 

that the spirit of life should be conveyed with “as little mixture of the alien and external as possible,” 

(“Modern Fiction” Essays 4, 160) enjoining her contemporaries to stress the inward life of their 

characters, in keeping with the etymology of the adjective “intimate” (which stems from the Latin 

“interior” and from the superlative “intimus”, the most interior or the inmost.)  



It is precisely with this injunction in mind that we propose to analyse intimacy and its political and 

ethical ramifications in Woolf’s oeuvre. For intimacy is as central to Woolf’s essays as it is to her 

fiction, and particularly her feminist essays. Both genres work through the political fabric of the 

intimate and in this respect might be seen to produce an original form of materialist feminism. 

Woolf’s radical endeavours flourished when she also had to navigate the atmosphere of “fear and 

suspicion” (VW in Marshik 3) that prevailed until the late 1920s, when censors and moralists still 

held a strong power over authors, printers and publishers as well as the general public (see Pease, 

Potter, Marshik & Pease). The literary strategies Woolf developed to circumvent censorship affect 

her representation of an embodied intimacy, turning the expression of the personal into an inevitably 

political gesture.  

In A Room of One’s Own she voices women’s experiences and concerns by adopting the guise of a 

persona, a certain Mary Beton, giving her a woman’s body in direct contact with the issues she seeks 

to theorise. It is also obvious that the privacy of the room of one’s own is in fact spurious as the 

outside world keeps impinging upon it, just as the letter written in answer to a middle-aged educated 

man in Three Guineas is in fact a very public kind of address. The frontier between inside and outside, 

confidentiality and publicity is very porous indeed, and Woolf’s political commitment is deeply 

rooted in her own personal experience as an educated man’s daughter. 

The question of intimacy has been central to Woolf studies and to modernist studies since the late 

20th century (Bagguley and Seymour, Berlant, Frost, Illouz, Minow-Pinkney among others), but it 

seems to have gained momentum in recent years with the emergence of the field of affect studies, 

with publications ranging from Jessica Berman’s 2004 article, to Elsa Högberg’s 2020 Virginia Woolf 

and the Ethics of Intimacy, to Jane Goldman’s 2021 chapter in Högberg’s Modernist Intimacies. 

Focusing primarily on four of Woolf’s modernist novels, Högberg’s 2020 study compellingly shows 

that the writing of intimacy and interiority is “configured as an aesthetic, but also ethical process.” In 

the wake of this thinking, arguing that Woolf “places intimacy at the centre of public and political as 

well as private relations”, we propose to examine how Woolf’s conception of intimacy, of human 

relations and of the self informs not only her fiction, but also her essays, auto/ biographies, diaries 

and correspondence. Woolf’s texts convey an ethical and a political stance which is inseparable from 

her poetics foregrounding introspection in a complex nexus of tensions and paradoxes which may be 

expressed in terms of the Woolfian concept of “vacillation” between within and without, secrecy and 

revelation, concealment and disclosure, the private and the public, the personal and the impersonal, 

the self and the other. These questions might equally be extended to consider the reception of Woolf’s 

work in France and the nature of the imprint of the intimate in the French response to Woolf, as it 

meets contemporary feminist thinking anachronistically (see Favre, Gérard, Jones, Lasserre, Meyer)  

This conference intends to bring together Woolf scholars ready to engage with the subject of intimacy 

from diverse theoretical standpoints. We therefore invite papers on the literary, aesthetic, ethical, 

political, philosophical and more broadly cultural aspects of Woolf’s œuvre, its origins, conception 

and reception both then and now. 

 

 

Topics of interest may include, but are not limited to: 

 

*Following the first definition one finds in the OED of the word “intimacy” as “the state of being 

personally intimate, intimate friendship or acquaintance, familiar intercourse, close familiarity”: 

relationship between Virginia Woolf and Bloomsbury; an ethics of intimacy. Influence of George 

Moore’s Principia Ethica, the “Memoir Club contributions”, the Bloomsbury group founded on the 

idea of friendship and truth telling. Thursday evenings as a catalyst for the group’s politics of style. 

In connection with the new domesticity invented by Bloomsbury, one could also look at real or 

imaginary places of intimacy, Hyde Park Gate, Monk’s House, Charleston, etc. 



Virginia Woolf and friends/family: emulation and influence of Leslie Stephen, Lytton Strachey, 

Vanessa and Clive Bell, Roger Fry, etc. Role played by Leonard Woolf in her literary career, in 

furthering her fame even posthumously (the way he shaped her diaries in A Writer’s Diary, how he 

represented her in his own lengthy autobiography). The Hogarth Press and its impact on Woolf’s 

work. 

*Life-writing and autobiography: how to represent the other’s/one’s own intimacy. How Woolf’s 

conception of intimacy led her to revolutionize biography: the New Biography and her poetics of the 

individual. Diary writing vs letter writing: confessional aspect of these laboratories of the self and of 

her fiction. 

Role played by the editors of her correspondence/diaries, by her biographers, in shaping an “intimate” 

Woolf. The way her papers were published (trimmed and censored or published in their entirety), the 

way we are given access to Woolf's innermost thoughts and what different literary critical periods 

have made of them, what these editorial processes say about Woolf, but also about our own reception 

of her texts/images and about our own era. 

*The fascination exerted by Woolf’s intimacy in recent works “recycling” her: her madness, her 

same-sex friendships are presented as a filter through which we are invited to read her fiction and 

essays. The way novelists have used her life as an inspiration; the modernist icon revisited (cf. The 

White Garden, a Novel of Virginia Woolf by Stephanie Barron, The Hours by Peter Cunningham or 

the recent movie Vita and Virginia, which, although they give a fictional, warped, partial and possibly 

erroneous version of Woolf, nevertheless add a complementary touch to the way Woolf is seen as 

part of the canon). 

*Woolf’s photographic practice and conception of photography: Reticence towards self-portrayal and 

intimacy but photography as a necessary means to record private daily life. Visual apprehension of 

the self/of the other, role of her albums in her creation of a family romance. Link with Julia Margaret 

Cameron, role of her father’s Mausoleum Book in creating a visual genealogy redefining familiarity. 

*Woolf’s aesthetic experiments and post-impressionism: towards an embodied formalism. 

*Corporeality, body and mind, the question of “incarnation”: how intimacy, love, the body are 

represented, or transcended, negated or circumvented but always fundamental in her oeuvre as 

sensory experience is seen as necessary to artistic creation. The imprint of the intimate in 

contemporary readings of Woolf and feminist responses to Woolf. 

*Woolf’s feminism as deriving from her ethics of intimacy, link between political space and private 

space. A Room of One’s Own and Three Guineas: the narrator is embodied, telling her story rather 

than his story, the personal is political: gender and sex, the androgynous mind as the naturally creative 

mind. Giving voice to women’s private experiences.  

*Literature and psychoanalysis: relationship with Freudian psychoanalysis, simultaneous 

development of modern psychology, psychiatry, psychoanalysis and literary modernism. Resonances 

with Lacan’s concept of “extimité.” Woolf’s fiction as exploration of the unconscious (cf. “Modern 

Fiction” in which she claims that her generation should explore “the dark places of psychology.” 

(Essays 4, 162). Links with Kristeva’s definition of intimacy as a “continuous copresence between 

the sensible and the intelligible – a true continuity, beyond division.” (Intimate Revolt, 47) 

*Intimacy also means “closeness of observation, knowledge or the like” (cf. OED definition 1c) 

which may trigger reflections upon the intimacy between reader and writer: the reader’s affective 

investment in the novel’s content, link with the theory of reception. Intersection between the reader’s 

quest for meaning and the narrator’s quest for character. How reading and writing as intimate acts are 

possibly conducive to politically subversive acts of revolt. Woolf’s own practice as a reader, reviewer, 

and its effects on her writing. 

*Modernizing characterization: “Life and the Novelist” or how to express the character’s interiority, 

how to cope with the unknowability of the other in a creative way. Woolf’s “tunnelling process” and 

her “digging out beautiful caves.” (Diary 2, 272, 263). 

*Intimacy and modernism: looking within, expressing the modernist inward strand. The stylistic 

revolution of the stream of consciousness in promoting interiority, introspection and free indirect 

speech as a mode of intimate story-telling and in the twenties circumventing censorship. 



We welcome proposals for papers preferably in English on the above-mentioned topics or any other 

topic which you may find relevant to the theme of the conference. 

Please send abstracts of about 300 words together with a short biographical notice to 

woolfintimacy@gmail.com by 30th September 2022. 

Notifications of acceptance will be sent by 15th  November 2022. 
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