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The Writer’s Diary as Borderland: The Public and Private Selves of Virginia Woolf, Katherine Mansfield, and Louisa May Alcott
Meg Jensen, Centre for Life Narratives, Kingston University
The figure of a woman standing in front of a mirror is a recurrent one in Virginia Woolf’s fiction, and critic Emily Dalgarno has argued that such images are related to a childhood trauma that Woolf recounted in her 1939 memoir “A Sketch of the Past.”1 In “Sketch,” Woolf recalls the “small looking-glass in the hall at Talland House” and the “looking glass-shame” she continued to feel, and links this shame to being molested as a “very small” child by her much older step-brother in front of that hallway mirror.2  Dalgarno posits that this event constitutes the primal source for Woolf’s fiction in which: 

the moment of becoming a female subject often occurs before the looking-glass.  Although many of her characters use the mirror to check their social identity, others glimpse the split between visual subject and object that brings subjectivity into play.  [...] the mirror scene in Woolf’s ‘A Sketch of the Past’ figures the process by means of which her fiction challenges and accommodates the ideology of patriarchy (176).  

Dalgarno concludes that for Woolf, such mirror images reflect “not a face, but a structure in which the face is visualised in the context of its resemblance to its lineage” (176), and thus confront the split between subject and subjectivity.  
I would like to extend Dalgarno’s reading of Woolf’s mirror trope as a context for confronting split selves and suggest that for these three women writers, diaries functioned as borderlands mediating their public and private identities: the mirrors that reflected, and the windows that framed, or offered escape from, the split-voiced selves of the writers that composed them.  In the major fictions of Virginia Woolf, Katherine Mansfield and Louisa May Alcott we encounter not only mirrors but also numerous images of windows, open and closed.  Dalgarno argues that the memoir ‘Sketch’ reveals the primal source of this mirror trope for Woolf.  I suggest that by exploring the diaries that all three women kept throughout their lives, we may likewise find a context for understanding their repetitive use of these key images of self-perception, subjectivity and familial identity.

In Dalgarno’s view, Woolf’s mirrors symbolise her characters’ resemblance to, and divergence from social and familial expectations, and Mansfield and Alcott were likewise concerned with the divide between their public and private selves, between family duty and artistic desire.   These concerns, I would argue, were first reflected on in their diaries and then reimagined, or reframed, into new forms in their fiction: into tropes of mirrors confronted and avoided, windows open and closed.   While the stories that Woolf, Mansfield and Alcott published are very different, their shared need to construct a textual borderland between self-reflection and public revelation is striking. Their diaries functioned as transformative locations in which personal concerns became textual artefacts. As Woolf, Mansfield and Alcott turned from journal to storytelling and back again, their diaries enabled them to define their writerly efforts against the past, and transform the split they felt between their public and private selves into figurative discourse. 
Woolf’s split-voiced self
“A Sketch of the Past,” the longest of a series of autobiographical sketches unpublished in Woolf’s lifetime, makes use of all of the central images of her fiction - windows, mirrors, waves  and the sun. Her diaries, by contrast, rarely engage with those tropes. Instead, they serve to highlight the centrality of the business and the craft of writing to her sense of self, both as the descendant of a distinguished literary family, and as a writer of experimental fiction. On the pages of her diary, Woolf mediates between these two positions: what Dalgarno calls Woolf’s “resemblance to her lineage,” and her need to forge a voice of her own.  Many of the earliest entries, written before her career successes, present Woolf’s reflections on other writers, both contemporary and canonical, listing books she should read, and offering mini-essays in the style of her father, Sir Leslie Stephen, on those she has read.3 Later entries detail the publishing life: her deadlines, the work of the Hogarth Press, who is publishing what and the sizes of their print runs, her envy of friends and enemies when their books succeed and, often, her gloating when they do not.  Further pages are devoted to the reviews and the sales of her own books. 
After the lukewarm reception given to Woolf’s second novel Night and Day in 1919 another preoccupation surfaces on these pages: structure.4 In the years that produced Woolf’s greatest modernist experiments (1920 – 1931) she used her diary to interrogate her groundbreaking techniques in light of her desires and ambitions.  In April 1919, Woolf noted what she wanted from these diary entries, stating “I might in the course of time learn what it is that one can make of this loose, drifting material of  life; finding another use for it than the use I put it to, so much more consciously, and scrupulously, in fiction.” (DVW 1: 231-2) Woolf’s breakthrough as a writer was soon to come, and was predicated on just this discovery:  finding a voice for the “loose, drifting material of life” within her fiction.  This entry thus suggests the transformative power of her journal reflections and the divide the diary helped her to negotiate: on one side one loose and drifting life, on the other conscious and scrupulous fiction. 
In January 1920 while beginning work on Jacob’s Room, Woolf boasted in her diary about her newfound technique: “the approach will be different this time: no scaffolding; scarcely a brick to be seen;[...] I see immense possibilities in the form I hit upon more or less by chance” (DVW 2:13). By 1923, however, Woolf’s method was causing her distress, and after the success of Jacob’s Room, she struggled with Mrs Dalloway: “I have almost too many ideas,” she wrote.  “I want to give life and death, sanity and insanity, side by side [...] “this is going it be the devil of a struggle.  The design is so queer and so masterful [...]” (DVW 2:248).  
Woolf’s struggles with her “queer” and “masterful” narratives, moreover, highlight her overwhelming need to claim a place for herself in literary (and by extension, familial) history.  As she would later proclaim in Three Guineas (1938), she believed that the “boldest mission” of “Victorian sons and daughters” like her was to “cheat the father, to deceive the father, and then to fly from the father.”6 As her diaries make clear, Woolf’s preoccupation with narrative structure was the literary counterpart to her ideological stance. Thus her journal not only recounts experiments with form but also her negotiations of her lineage in novels like To the Lighthouse (“the centre is father’s character, sitting in a boat, reciting We perished, each alone, while he crushes a dying mackerel” [DVW 3:19]). Writing in her diary of her most experimental novel, The Waves in 1931, Woolf noted: 

I can give in a very few strokes the essentials of a person’s character.  It should be done boldly, almost as caricature. [...] The abandonment of Orlando and Lighthouse is much checked by the extreme difficulty of the form – as it was in Jacob’s Room.  I think this is the furthest development so far. [...] It is bound to be very imperfect.  But I think it possible that I have got my statues against the sky. (DVW 3:300) 
As innovation in her narratives and the growth of her literary reputation surface as her most pressing concerns, Woolf’s diaries are both the battlefield on which she confronts, and the border between, those central preoccupations.  On these pages Woolf pores over the anxious divide she envisioned between the self that keeps the journal and the one that creates her fiction. In 1922 Woolf wrote “It is a mistake to think that literature can be produced from the raw. One must get out of life [...] one must become externalized; very, very concentrated, all at one point, not having to draw upon the scattered parts of one’s character.” If a friend visited her, Woolf continued, suddenly “I’m Virginia; when I write I’m merely a sensibility.” (DVW 2:193) This notion of fiction-writing as somehow external and removed from life helps to explain a difference in voice between Woolf’s fiction and her journals. Woolf’s key figures, her public voice of sensibility, is wrought in images of the sun, waves, and mirrors in her fiction.  Those same images are symbolic of the private struggles over identity and subjectivity we see in her diaries. The life Woolf records in these pages is for the most part critical reflection upon her place in literary and family history: both the queerness and newness of the narrative structures of her work and the distance she feels from “Virginia” -  her public writing persona. “The truth is,” she wrote in 1926, “one can’t write directly about the soul.  Looked at, it vanishes” (DVW 5:357).
Towards the end of her life, there is a perceptible difference in Woolf’s tone in the journal, as its focus turns decidedly inward. In one of her final entries she considers this change: 
I intend no introspection.  I mark Henry James’s sentence: observe perpetually. Observe the oncome of age. Observe greed. Observe my own despondency.  By that means it becomes serviceable.  Or so I hope. [...] I will go down with my colours flying.  This I see verges on introspection; but doesn’t quite fall in (DVW 5:357). 
By such observance of both her public and private selves, and her negotiations of the division she felt between them, Woolf’s diary offers more than biographical fact or insights into the sources of her fiction: it was a mirror in which she could reflect upon her ancestry and her private desires, a frame in which she could contextualise her duties as a Victorian daughter and a public figure, and an open window that allowed her to transform these struggles into a symbolic language of subjectivity. For this reason her diaries stand alongside her novels as her flying colours, her statues against the sky.
Mansfield’s Windows
By contrast to Woolf, the similarity between the imagery Katherine Mansfield used in her journals and in her fiction is overwhelming: one need only read fifty pages or so into Mansfield’s notebooks to be shocked at the limitations of her palette. Mansfield’s fiction is wide-ranging and encompasses urbane ‘bad marriage’ tales, stories about and for children, fairy tales, rural and urban stories. Her repetitive use of windows, mirrors, trees and dreams in all of those stories and in her journals and notebooks is therefore the more startling. The changing frame through which Mansfield understood her own place in literary history, however, is revealed by her varying approaches to these images over time.
Mansfield’s younger brother Leslie died in army training in 1915, soon after he had visited her in London. Her reflections on this event stand out as one of few moments of revelation about her sources for writing in the notebooks. In an entry written as if to Leslie, soon after his death, Mansfield noted:

I want to write poetry.  I feel always trembling on the brink of poetry. The almond tree, the birds, the little wood where you are, flowers you do not see, the open window out of which I lean and dream that you are against my shoulder [...] but especially I want to write a kind of long elegy to you – perhaps not in poetry. No, perhaps in Prose. 7 

That prose elegy found its form in Mansfield’s most well-known story, Prelude (1918) which begins with the child Kezia standing at a window and continues with further images of trees, flowers, birds, woods and the rhythms of poetry. What Mansfield’s notebooks illustrate, however, was that these same tropes had already surfaced repeatedly in her writing – indeed they appear in the first extant sample of her fiction, composed when she was nine years old.  This early piece begins with Mansfield’s central trope – that of the protagonist at a window, judging the temperature of the outside world:
‘Oh, mother, it is still raining, and you say I can’t go out.’ It was a girl who spoke; she looked about ten.   She was standing in a well-furnished room, and was looking out of a large bay window. ‘No, Enna dear,’ said her mother, ‘you have a little cold and I don’t want it made worse.’ (KMN 1:1) 
This scene, so like that of Kezia pressing her palms against the ‘big bay window’ in Prelude, is just the first example of this image in Mansfield’s fiction: story after story on page after page of her notebooks begin and/or end in this same way. Such images, moreover, provide a haunting foreshadowing of illness and sick-room enclosure from a writer who was an invalid for much of her career. 
At twelve, Mansfield wrote several versions of a story entitled ‘She’ that begins with a gravely ill boy in a dark room. “Out of the window he saw the night, the stars, and the tall dark trees[...] He had been in pain all day.”  As he “lay in his little bed and gazed out,” a stranger enters his room,  “Death” (1:30-1).  In these childhood tales, the window suggests the character’s fragility and the dangers of the outside world but also implies that separation from the world is itself deadly.  Thus from the start of her writing life, windows frame the gaze of the Mansfield’s protagonists, either representing the division between them and the world, or, instead, the eyes of the soul – the gatekeeper between the private and the public. 
In her youthful work, rain beating against the windows is a frequent metaphor for the interior struggles of her protagonists while later in her career the view changes radically: the world outside is portrayed as altogether fresher, more beautiful and more vital than the life being lived behind the curtains.8
In 1914 for example, Mansfield wrote a story about Elena, a famed singer, and her dying child, Peter.  As in her earlier notebook entries, this story draws upon themes of illness, death and waiting, framed by the image of the window.  Set in Germany, the tale begins in “brilliant sunny weather,” but Elena, trapped in her hotel room caring for her child, has no chance to enjoy it:
The frau tapped [...] ‘Shall I draw the curtains, gnadige frau?’ she whispered.  [...]  ‘No,’ said Elena, ‘I will draw them later. The light is so lovely.’ [...] The lovely light shone in the window.  She loved to think of the world outside under the mingled snow & moonlight. (1: 302) 
Elena gets up to check on Peter and sing him a lullaby, but he begs her not to. Despite his plea, Elena crosses to the window and sings softly. Later, when the Doctor announces that Peter is dead, this window becomes the frame through which Elena recalls the rail journey that brought them to this place.  Then, too, Elena was unable to refrain from performing:

 She could not bear that even so small an audience – half a dozen people in a railway carriage – should go away indifferent or unsatisfied.  She felt bound to play exquisitely for them.  [...]  Sometimes in front of the mirror she played most exquisitely of all.  She  would have acknowledged the fact frankly. [...] I find it frightfully difficult to keep my private & my public life apart (1:303).
This contrast between the falsified public ‘mirror’ self and the vulnerable private self that looks out the window returns again and again in Mansfield’s fiction. Indeed, Prelude begins with the frightened Kezia in front of a window and ends with her refusing to look at herself in the mirror. Similarly, Mansfield’s last, incomplete, story ‘The New Baby’ contrasts a group of women on a yacht cruise who powder their noses in the ‘flat cabin mirrors’ with the freshness of ‘the sun flowing through the saloon porthole’  (2: 323). As this negotiation between public and private is arguably the central theme in Mansfield’s fiction, it is intriguing to see it ‘mirrored’ and ‘framed’ symbolically throughout her journals. As Mansfield reflected in 1921: “I don’t mean that any eye but mine should read this.  This is – really private.”  (2:280).  For Mansfield, then, the writer’s diary was a borderland that enabled her to reflect and then restate the really private self into a public, publishable form, to turn repeatedly from the window to the mirror and back again, writing, recording and reimagining those negotiations into new forms of prose fiction.

Alcott: Dutiful/Devil
Like Woolf and Mansfield, Louisa May Alcott kept a diary throughout her life, and on its pages navigated her own split place in literary and familial history –  as both the creator of dutiful daughters in The Little Women series and the pseudonymous author of sensational, subversive “thrillers.” The central influence on Alcott’s writing life was her relation to her father, Bronson Alcott.  Bronson was, among other things, an educational reformer, and as Karen Haltunen argues “the impression that Bronson expected children to convey with their bodies was the perfect repose of their minds [...] he required his young students to sit perfectly still, without fidgeting or whispering.”9   From infancy, however, Louisa, “presented a major challenge to her father’s educational theories.[...] Louisa was demanding, noisy and even violent ” (Haltunen 235). Just as Mr March in Little Women sees anger as the sin that will halt Jo’s pilgrim’s progress, Bronson constantly instructed Louisa in calmness, stillness and patience.  And while the fictional Jo March’s boisterousness bristled beneath her calm exterior, so too did Louisa’s own stifled energies need to find expression.  
Elsewhere I have argued that Alcott found this release in secretly writing and publishing numerous sensation stories either anonymously or under the pseudonym AM Barnard.10  In tales with titles such as ‘Pauline’s Passion and Punishment’, ‘Doctor Dorn’s Revenge’ and ‘The Mysterious Madamoiselle,’ Alcott escaped from the morality tales for which she had become famous (and through which she single-handedly supported her family) by writing tales of passion, incest, revenge, drug addiction and murder.    
Alcott once wrote that she’d rather be a ‘good daughter’ than a ‘great writer’ and the Little Women series compounds this image of Louisa as conforming like Jo March to the desires of her father.11   In her pseudonymous thrillers, however, she avoided Bronson’s  policing gaze by writing not of feminine stillness, silence and governing one’s temper, but of powerful women with uncontrolled desires. Alcott’s journals offer enticing clues towards understanding this split-voiced fiction, as they witness the divide between her private desire and her public duty that was woven into fictions that seem otherwise irreconcilable: the passion, decadence and addictions of the characters in her thrillers are merely the dark reverse of the controlled and dutiful characters of her morality tales. 
From the age of eleven to Alcott’s premature death at fifty, images of enclosure and intrusion (physical and moral) in the journals run alongside an anxious recital of financial wins and losses – in which none of her astounding successes ever silence her fear of not having enough to share. In an undated sketch of her childhood cited by Alcott’s first biographer, Ednah Cheney, Alcott noted that “[r]unning away was one of the delights of my early days; and I still enjoy sudden flights out of the nest.”12  Louisa’s need for escape hints at the dynamics of their family structure and her relation to the moral surveillance of her father. 

  Like the March girls, Louisa Alcott seems to have so internalised her father’s demand for self-scrutiny, that by the time she began a regular journal at the age of eleven, listing her sins was an everyday event: 
September 24th [1845] I made good resolutions, and felt better in my heart.  If only I kept all I make I should be the best girl in the world. But I don’t, and so I am very bad.  
October 8th [1845]

I wish I was rich, I was good, and we were all a happy family this day.13
In some sense, the wishes Alcott listed on this day are the same ones she repeats in her journal for the rest of her life: to be rich, to be good, and for her family to be happy (often in that order). A year later, she lists the virtues she most needs (Patience, Obedience, Industry [...] Silence, Perseverance, Self-denial) and the vices of which she must rid herself (Idleness, Impatience, Selfishness, Wilfulness  [...] Love of cats) (JLMA 55).  Despite her desire for greater patience, Alcott’s impatience and anger are clearly expressed in an entry recorded soon after: “More people coming to live with us.  I wish we could be together and no one else.  I don’t see who is to feed and clothe us all when we are so poor now” (56). 

By the time Louisa was thirteen the family were in better surroundings and she noted: 
I have at last got the little room I have wanted so long, and am very happy about it.  It does me good to be alone [...] I can run off into the woods when I like. [...] I am going to be good. I’ve made so many resolutions, and written sad notes, and cried over my sins and it doesn’t seem to do any good! (59).
Such resolution-making appears throughout her journals as Alcott negotiates her private desires and public duties. At eighteen, for example, when she was working as a teacher, Alcott noted that she longed for the solitude she had enjoyed so briefly at Hillside.

 School is hard work, and I feel as though I should like to run away from it. [...]I think a little solitude everyday is good for me. In the quiet, I see my own faults, and try to mend them (63). 
In this same entry, Alcott hints at another thing she enjoys: “Reading Miss Bremer and Hawthorne.  The Scarlet Letter is my favourite. [...]I fancy ‘lurid’ things, if strong and true also” (63). Louisa’s ‘fancy’ for such things soon found voice in sensation stories in which women use their wiles and acting talents to outwit the surveillance of a patriarchal society. By creating passionate and powerful women such as Sybill Varna in “Taming a Tartar” and Jean Muir in “Behind the Mask: or, A Woman’s Power,” moreover, Alcott did more than escape her father’s watchful eye. In such stories Alcott satirized idealised images of still and silent women by portraying such docility as a subterfuge disguising moral corruption.
  
Such secretly written stories give evidence of Alcott’s need to critique and elude paternal surveillance, and the value Alcott placed on her solitude throughout her life is noted on page after page of the journal.  She was happiest  “in the garret with my papers round me, and a pile of apples to eat while I write in my journal, plan stories, and enjoy the patter of rain on the roof in peace and quiet” (JMLA 73). “I love luxury, but freedom and independence better,” she wrote (82). So important to Alcott was her privacy that she shunned not only her numerous fans – but love affairs of any kind.  As she reflected in her journal “I’d rather be a free spinster and paddle my own canoe”(99).  
  The diaries of her later years demonstrate the incredible perseverance, tenacity and grit of a woman in extremely poor health who will not give up her financial responsibility to her family.   But they also demonstrate her anger and frustration at having been saddled with that responsibility, and her envy of others who have not such burdens. In 1877, for example, Alcott notes that she has helped to “buy the house for Nan[her eldest sister Anna]. So she has her wish and is happy. Ought to be contented knowing I help both my sisters with my brains. But I’m selfish and want to go away and rest in Europe. Never shall” (JLMA 204-5). Alcott had escaped her fans and family on a trip to Europe in 1870 and dreamed of doing so again, but never did. Instead she bought houses and clothing for others, financed her sister May’s life in Paris and struggled on writing what she called “moral pap for the young” (JLMA 204).
 Despite the anger and envy evinced in her journals and the lurid thrills of her sensation stories, in her deeds and actions she remained dutiful to the last: as Bronson Alcott lay on his deathbed, he pointed to the ceiling, took Louisa’s hand and said “I am going up.  Come with me.”14 Louisa Alcott duly died two days after her father, leaving behind, like Woolf and Mansfield,  new forms of fiction in which we read the coded and public articulations of their private desires.  Their diaries, however, served as the mirrors that reflected their split-voiced selves and as windows that framed the process of reimagining and escaping their concerns in fiction.  And it is in these diaries that we witness the fraught and ongoing negotiations in that most intriguing borderland: the writer’s imagination. 
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