


[PMLA 

Feeling Shadows: Virginia Woolf's 
Sensuous Pedagogy 

BENJAMIN D. HAGEN 

BENJAMIN D. HAGEN is assistant profes
sor of English at the University of South 

Dakota, where he teaches courses in 

composition, twentieth-century litera

ture, and the history of criticism and 

theory. This essay is part of a book he is 

writing titled "Learn I Read I love: The 

Sensuous Pedagogies of Virginia Woolf 

and D. H. Lawrence." His previous work 

has appeared in Modernism/Modernity 
and in Twentieth-Century Literature. 

266 

We never know in advance how someone will learn: by means of what loves 
someone becomes good at Latin, what encounters make them a philosopher, 

or in what dictionaries they learn to think. 
~Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition (165) 

[O]ur taste, the nerve of sensation that sends shocks through us, is our chief 

illuminant; we learn through feeling. 
-Virginia Woolf, "How Should One Read a Book?" (581) 

[ I l 

THOUGH UNFINISHED, VIRGINIA WOOLF'S MEMOIR "A SKETCH OF 
the Past" (1939-40) develops her most radical ontological and 
pedagogical insights, which are inseparably connected by her 

seminal concept "moments of being" -redefined in this essay as 
pedagogical accidents, This redefinition opens readers to an unex
plored dimension of Woolf's late thought: namely, the reorientation 
of learning and teaching around the creative function of accidents, 
the unhinged temporality of "sudden violent shock[ s ]" that repeat 
their difference across one's life span, and the prioritization of feel
ing (71). For Woolf, conditions oflearning and teaching require the 
accident-understood as contingency and singularity-and its ca
pacity to cleave and compose memorable events that commence and 
sustain how and what one learns to become: "I ... suppose that the 
shock-receiving capacity is what makes me a writer" (72). The nonlin
ear, nonrealist, and nonsequential temporality of these events serves 
Woolf as a model not only for the memoir, taken up sporadically 
and without method between her other writing projects, but, more 
significant, for the double task oflearning how to write her life other-
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wise and of teaching her potential readers the 
shapes and intensities of their own selves and 
lives. My reading of Woolf's memoir as a work 
of "sensuous pedagogy" attempts to account 
for the importance of feeling to this task. 

The sense of Woolf as pedagogue has 
been steadily expanding in Woolf studies over 
the past two decades and is now supported 
by a field of criticism including Beth Rigel 
Daugherty's pioneering res~arch ("Teach
ing," "'They,"' and "Virginia Woolf"), Melba 
Cuddy-Keane's Virginia Woolf, the Intellec
tual, and the Public Sphere (2003), a special is
sue of Virginia Woolf Miscellany (2008) edited 
by Madelyn Detloff (Woolf), and Rod C. Tay
lor's work in Woolf Studies Annual (2014) on 
the critical pedagogy of Three Guineas (1938). 
The consensus among these varied accounts 
is that the rhetorical style of Woolf's essays, 
lectures, and other nonfiction is inclusive, 
democratic, and empowering and should thus 
be situated in a tradition of alternative peda
gogies that includes the Workers' Educational 
Association and the adult education move
ment, 1 as well as the work of John Dewey, 
Paulo Freire, Henry Giroux, and bell hooks.' 
Daugherty asserts that Woolf's two-year 
teaching stint at Morley College (1905-07) 
was central to the development of this style, 
and she elucidates common strategies that 
characterize Woolf's teaching and writing: for 
instance, identifying with students and read
ers generally, conversing with them instead 
of lecturing to them, "communicat[ing] with 
vivid detail and narrative," and encouraging 
the student's and general reader's attention to 
context ("Teaching" 289-91; see also "Vir
ginia Woolf" 63-65). For.Daugherty, Woolf's 
classrooms and essays are "spaces ... where 
the teacher/writer and student/reader can talk 
comfortably as partners" ("Teaching" 291). 
Cuddy-Keane agrees with Daugherty's analy
sis and shows how Woolf regularly "employ[s] 
a single voice" in her essays "that undergoes 
constant shifts in focalization" (141). By re
fusing to give this voice a dominant position, 
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Woolf "model[s] critical thought" as a dia
logue between reader and author, individual 
and community, present and past, and even 
"affect and analysis" (182). Cuddy-Keane 
concludes that Woolf "inscribes a participa
tory place" in her essays that encourages "the 
voices of the future"-ofher readers, her stu
dents, and our students-to talk back to her 
and with one another (192-93). 

Insisting that Woolf has something to 
teach teachers too, Daugherty describes 
how a course of her own was inspired by 
Woolf's "How Should One Read a Book?" 
(1932) and "Report on Teaching at Morley 
College'' (1905). Aimed first and foremost at 
"develop[ing] lifelong readers," the course 
involved not just getting students to "read 
lots of books" ('"They"' 112) but, moreover, 
building choice, communal feeling, and stu
dent interest into the course's reading list so 
that by the end of the quarter students "had 
read three common books and five books of 
[their] choice and had learned about twenty
five more'' from their peers (114). In another 
course, which focused exclusively on Woolf, 
Daugherty repeats this emphasis on wide 
reading as a ground for more critically and 
contextually nuanced analyses, moving with 
students through "Woolf's diary entries and 
letters.first," before turning to "Woolf, [the] 
essayist and literary critic," then "the story 
writer," and, lastly, "the autobiographer" 
("Teaching" 295-96). This approach enabled 
students to feel Woolf's context even when 
they did not understand all her allusions, to 
sense (as one student puts it) that Woolf's 
"texts are alive" (qtd. in 296), and to learn 
that being a reader might mean (as another 
student writes) "to be engaged in the business 
of intimacy, the business of connecting with a 
larger (or smaller!) community" (qtd. in 302). 

The emphasis of Daugherty and her 
students on feeling inspires my contention 
that problems of teaching and learning are, 
for Woolf, problems of feeling: of touch, af
fect, and intensity. Though distinct from the 
















