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Explore 'Street Haunting, an essay by Virginia Woolf', on the British Library's website. To walk alone in London is the
greatest rest. Woolf published 'Street.

On they came with the unyielding yet tremulous tread of the blind, which seems to lend to their approach
something of the terror and inevitability of the fate that has overtaken them. At such sights the nerves of the
spine seem to stand erect; a sudden flare is brandished in our eyes; a question is asked which is never
answered. Social and Cultural Forms of Modernity. She got up and pirouetted before a glass which reflected
the foot only in yellow shoes, in fawn shoes, in shoes of lizard skin. The number of books in the world is
infinite, and one is forced to glimpse and nod and move on after a moment of talk, a flash of understanding,
as, in the street outside, one catches a word in passing and from a chance phrase fabricates a lifetime. The high
old house without water, without electric light, without gas fires, full of books and coal smoke and four-poster
beds and mahogany cupboards, where two of the most nervous and exacting people of their time lived, year in
year out, was served by one unfortunate maid. One must, one always must, do something or other; it is not
allowed one simply to enjoy oneself. The only way I could get a copy was a third-party seller who only sold
used editions. At length, the pair was chosen and, as she walked out between her guardians, with the parcel
swinging from her finger, the ecstasy faded, knowledge returned, the old peevishness, the old apology came
back, and by the time she had reached the street again she had become a dwarf only. The aim of the walk is
ostensibly the need to buy a pencil, but this narrative framework really has the function of allowing the
essayist a flaneuse in this case to absorb and reflect on the cityscape and the peculiar individuals who inhabit
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. She raised her little skirts and displayed her little legs. She was thinking that,
after all, feet are the most important part of the whole person; women, she said to herself, have been loved for
their feet alone. These garden graveyards are the most peaceful of our London sanctuaries and their dead the
quietest. One could become a washerwoman, a publican, a street singer. Her whole manner changed as she
looked at it resting on the stand. But here we must stop peremptorily. But, after all, the giantesses, benevolent
though they were, had their own affairs to see to; she must make up her mind; she must decide which to
choose. But the main stream of walkers at this hour sweeps too fast to let us ask such questions. Our
merrymaking shall be reflected in that thick round mirror. Fashion has secret crannies off Hanover Square,
round about Bond Street, to which it withdraws discreetly to perform its more sublime rites. It brings down
with it a tug and two barges, whose load of straw is tightly bound down beneath tarpaulin covers. How
beautiful a street is in winter! A cat creeps along the garden wall. There are a few lights in the bedrooms of
great peers returned from Court, of silk-stockinged footmen, of dowagers who have pressed the hands of
statesmen. Strolling sedately as if he were promenading a terrace beneath which the shires and counties of
England lie sun-bathed, the aged Prime Minister recounts to Lady So-andâ€”So with the curls and the
emeralds the true history of some great crisis in the affairs of the land. London: Hogarth Press, This article was
published in June in the art and culture magazine Simulacrum with the theme Urban Transformation. As they
passed, holding straight on, the little convoy seemed to cleave asunder the passersâ€”by with the momentum
of its silence, its directness, its disaster. For there we sit surrounded by objects which perpetually express the
oddity of our own temperaments and enforce the memories of our own experience. One may buy him for
eighteen pence now. Cummings, putting the kettle down with which he was about to fill the teapot so that it
burnt a brown ring on the carpet. In just words, Woolf immortalizes a bygone London and the ways in which
the circumscribed space of a living room can tell us everything we need to know about the heart of a city. We
are no longer quite ourselves. As it is, we must turn, we must cross the Strand again, we must find a shop
where, even at this hour, they will be ready to sell us a pencil. In summer a jar of flowers grown in her own
garden is stood on the top of some dusty pile to enliven the shop. Besides, in this random miscellaneous
company we may rub against some complete stranger who will, with luck, turn into the best friend we have in
the world. He has no future; the future is even now invading our peace. Let us choose those pearls, for
example, and then imagine how, if we put them on, life would be changed. In these minutes in which a ghost
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has been sought for, a quarrel composed, and a pencil bought, the streets had become completely empty.
Second-hand books are wild books, homeless books; they have come together in vast flocks of variegated
feather, and have a charm which the domesticated volumes of the library lack. Let us choose those pearls, for
example, and then imagine how, if we put them on, life would be changed. She looked soothed and satisfied.


