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W
hile correcting proofs of The Waves in 1931, 
Virginia Woolf was, as she reported to her 

friend, the composer Ethel Smyth on August 16, 
in a desperate grapple with the last pages of that 
wearysome book: I shall finish tomoITOw; but must 
then go through all the corrections again, copy into 
a second proof, and finally get a revision of one 
chapter gone wrong. 

Scholars have deduced that the "chapter gone 
wrong" was the last chapter of the book, and the 
place where it went wrong was almost certainly in 
the long paragraph that begins with Bernard think­
ing, "This fitful gust blowing so sharp and cold" on 
page 300. Woolf had given another friend, Hugh Wal­
pole, a copy of the uncorrected proofs in which the 
leaf for pages 301 and 302 had been removed. (These 
proofs are now in the Mortimer Rare Book Room at 
the Smith College Library.) In the uncorrected 
proofs, after the gap left by the missing two pages, 
the text resumes on page 303, eleven lines below the 
point where the corresponding text occurs in the 
published book. This suggests that Woolf had fulfilled 
her intention to "get a revision" by reducing the text 
on the removed pages by eleven lines of type. 

Her revision has now been found, and, as 
expected, it reduces the original text by eleven lines. 
A complete set of corrected proofs, marked by 
Woolf for use in typesetting the American edition 
of The Waves, published by Harcourt, Brace, is in 
the Columbia University Rare Books and Manuscript 
Library. The proofs were acquired in 2016-17 as part 
of a collection of papers of Donald C. Brace, the 
founder of Harcourt, Brace, donated by his grand­
daughter Katharine Consenza Butler. The collection 
was acquired by Karla Nielsen, then Curator of 
Literature at the Rare Books and Manuscripts 
Library at Columbia, now Senior Curator at the 
library at the Huntington, who told me about it at 
a chance meeting a short while ago. 

The collection includes, among many other docu­
ments, two further sets of proofs sent to Brace by 
Leonard and Virginia Woolf. One is a set of proofs 
corrected in her hand for use in setting the Amer­
ican edition of The Common Reader, Second series 
(1932). A similar set of corrected proofs of the first 
series of The Common Reader is in the Smith College 
Library, together with the unmarked proofs of The 
Waves, both long been known to scholars. Other sets 
of proofs that Woolf marked and sent to Brace 
include Mrs Dalloway, at the Lilly Library, and To 
the Lighthouse and Orlando, both at Smith. Sets of 
unmarked proofs of Flush and The Years are also at 
Smith; a set of unmarked proofs of Orlando is at the 
University of Texas; and a second set of unmarked 
proofs of The Years is in the Berg Collection of the 
New York Public Library. 

Stuart N. Clarke compiled a list of variants in the 
Smith College proofs of the first series of The 
Common Reader, published as a supplement to the 
Virginia Woolf Bulletin, No. 36, January 20ll. His 
widely mourned death earlier this year leaves the 
task of compiling a similar list of variants in the 
proofs of the Second Series to another hand. 

The third set of proofs at Columbia is a set of 
unbound signatures of the British edition of 
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Orlando, evidently one of six such sets sent to Brace 
for use by his "travellers" (see page lxvii of the 
edition of Orlando by Suzanne Raitt and Ian Blyth 
in the Cambridge Edition of the Works of Virginia 
Woolf, 2018). The Orlando proofs are listed in the 
Columbia catalogue as uncorrected, and they have 
no markings by the author. But they have at least 
one correction, made to the index by an unknown 
hand. Woolf seems to have sent these proofs to 
Brace on July 22, 1928, with a brief covering letter 
(published in the Virginia Woolf Bulletin, May 2025) 
reporting that she had rewritten page 269 and 
added an index. A comparison between these 
proofs and the published edition may perhaps 
reveal which of Woolf's late revisions were her 
final ones. 

A finding aid for the Donald Brace papers is easily 
available through the online catalogue of the 
Columbia University Library, but, as far as I know, 
the three sets of proofs have not been mentioned 
in print or online, except in the finding aid. 

A third set of proofs of The Waves, the set that 
Virginia Woolf marked for the British edition of the 
novel, published by the Woolfs' Hogarth Press, has 
been lost, so the proofs at Columbia are the only 
written record of her late revisions. The edition of 
The Waves in the Cambridge Edition (2011), edited 
by Michael Herbert and Susan Sellers, by necessity 
reports only the uncorrected proofs at Smith. 

Woolf's revision to the chapter gone wrong 
occurs in the middle of a paragraph where Bernard 
remembers a visit he tried to make to Rhoda and 
Louis when they were lovers sharing a flat. 
He begins by imagining Rhoda's awkwardness with 
the tea-kettle and staring out over the slate roofs. 
As he arrives at the door, fantasizing about Rhoda, 
the unrevised text reads: 

She paned the curtain to look at the night. 'Away!' 
she said. 'The moor is dark beneath the moon' (I 
knocked and waited) and then perhaps told him 
some story, for instance, of women in Holborn 
wearing false noses - she had seen them. How lovely 
is the privacy of those to whom the world has given 
so much strife! I waited. Louis perhaps poured out 
milk in a saucer for the cat; Louis, whose bony 
hands shut like the sides of a dock closing them­
selves with a slow anguish of effort upon an 
enormous tumult of waters, who knew what has 
been said by the Egyptian, the Indian, by men with 
high cheek-bones and solitaries in hair shirts! Then 
taking a fine nib and dipping it in red ink, proceeds 
to rule straight lines for this infinitely various, 
vagulous, uncharted and unsounded life. I rang; 
I waited. And Rhoda flings wide the window and 
cries 'Away! The moor is dark beneath the moon. 
The gathering winds will call the darkness soon.' 
I knocked: I waited; there was no answer. 

Woolf revised this in two ways. First, she changed 
the parenthesis "(I knocked and waited)" to "(I rang, 
I waited)" and followed the parenthesis with a full 
stop, ending the sentence after "waited)"; she also 
removed the thirty-eight words from "and then 
perhaps told" through "strife! I waited". 

Second, she made another cut later in the 
passage, but then restored part of it. She began by 
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following "tumult of waters" with a full stop instead 
of a comma, and deleted everything from "who 
knew what" through "the darkness soon". Finally, 
she restored the original comma after "tumult of 
waters" and marked "stet" next to everything from 
"who knew what" through "in hair shirts!" The 
remaining part of the original second cut, from 
"Then taking a fine" through "the darkness soon", 
remained cut. 

The surviving passage, in the published British 
and American editions, reads: 

She parted the curtain to look at the night. 'Away!' 
she said. 'The moor is dark beneath the moon: 

I rang; I waited. Louis perhaps poured out milk in 
a saucer for the cat; Louis, whose bony hands shut 
like the sides of a dock closing themselves with a 
slow anguish of effort upon an enormous tumult of 
waters, who knew what has been said by the Egyp­
tian, the Indian, by men with high cheek-bones and 
solitaries in hair shirts. I knocked: I waited; there 
was no answer. 

One can only guess at Woolf's motives for making 
this revision. It occurs in a passage where Bernard 
imagines the exchange between Rhoda and Louis 
while he stands waiting outside their door. Possibly 
she wanted to avoid a protracted repetition of a 
technique she had used at length in To the Light­
house, when Lily Briscoe imagined, in convincing 
detail, marital conflicts between Paul Rayley and 
Minta Doyle that may never have occurred. In revis­
ing Bernard's imaginings in The Waves, Woolf may 
have been responding to the same doubts that Lily 
Briscoe felt: 

And this, Llly thought, ... this making up scenes 
about them, is what we call "knowing" people, 
"thinking" of them, "being fond" of them! Not a 
word of it was true; she had made it up; but it was 
what she knew them by all the same ... 
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One striking detail about the omitted passage: 
it uses a word, "vagulous", that Woolf invented by 
translating a Latin diminutive in Hadrian's "Animula 
vagula blandula", his address to his wandering, 
charming little soul. (The masculine form is 
vagulus.) When she used the word in Mrs Dalloway 
- about "that wandering will-o'-the-wisp, that 
vagulous phosphorescence, old Mrs. Hilbery" - 
someone at the printers, R. & R. Clark, Edinburgh, 
miscorrected it in proof to "vagous", which duly 
appeared in the British edition (264). The American 
edition correctly retained "vagulous" from the 
proofs that Virginia Woolf sent to New York to be 
used in typesetting that edition (267). There are two 
incidents in which she uses the word in her diary. 
She also invented the verb "vagulate", which she 
used four times in her diary and letters, and the 
noun "circumvagulation", which she used once in 
a letter. Woolf admired and emulated Shakespeare's 
word-coining powers. 

Earlier in the book, the corrected proofs confirm 
a textual detail that helps to illuminate the publica­
tion history of The Waves. In the second section, at 
the end of the paragraph that begins "'That dark 
woman; said Jinny",  the American edition has a 
one-line break between the final sentence ("And we 
pray") and the opening of the next paragraph ("Now 
we march"). In the British edition,  no such break 
appears: "And we pray" occurs at the foot of a page, 
with no additional space between the text and the 
page number, and "Now we march" occurs at the 
top of the next page, again with no indication of a 
break. The uncorrected proofs, like the published 
British edition,  have no indication of  a break,  but 
Woolf marked the proofs "Leave larger space" 
(above "Now we march") and the American printers 
duly inserted the break that appears in the Amer­
ican edition. Thanks to Leonard Woolf's letter to R. 
& R. Clark, 27 July 1931 (now in Reading University 
Library), we know exactly what he and Virginia 
Woolf intended for those breaks: "In the cases 
where we have merely marked 'Leave larger space', 
it will be correct if you leave half an inch space." 

If Virginia Woolf made a  similar marking in the 
lost proofs that she marked for the British edition, 
the printers ignored it. But she seems not to have 
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