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Throughout Virginia Woolf’s works, she uses the spatial turn theory—the role of physical
location in narrative and the reorientation of space. Experimenting with time and place, she
blends the past and the present seamlessly into “moments of being,” suspending the conventional
constructs of reality. She also incorporates Baudelaire’s theory of the flâneur—the figure of a
male observer of the streets—to break ground and create a flâneuse— a woman who also walks
for pleasure without a societal leash. Her characters discover the vitality of London’s urban
landscape by walking alone. In turn, they cultivate their own autonomy.

In Fall 2019, I flew to London and followed in Woolf’s and her characters’ lofty footsteps. I
visited all six of her London homes; I meandered the green squares of Bloomsbury where she
was inspired to write; and I walked through several parks at the center of her works, including
Kew Gardens where she wrote a short story of the same name. There, I felt the vitality of the
streets, gathering research and observations and walking over 60 miles across Woolf’s narrative
terrain.

Applying my field research, I wrote three narrative essays in which I compare my time in
London with that of Woolf. Through the spatial turn and flâneur theories, I analyze Woolf’s
London in relation to my own London adventure one century later, dividing each essay into
physical places central to Woolf’s works: Streets, Squares and Circles, and Parks and Green
Spaces. Additionally, I created a map and a video component, mapping my itinerary. It is
through this format that I compare Woolf’s London—then and now.
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INTRODUCTION
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Virginia Woolf is not ordinary. But neither is something as simple as a lead pencil. Because that
piece of wood—even the act of seeking out that pencil—according to Virginia Woolf, is the
difference between an adventure and a roadblock (Woolf 177).

Woolf’s narrative essay, “Street Haunting,” is an ode to walking alone in London. She uses the
guise of fetching a pencil to explore the city uninhibited and on her own—something unusual for
a woman in the late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century. Through extensive descriptions of
the urban terrain, she crosses borders and emphasizes the precipice between day and night,
between the outdoor and the indoor, and between the past and the present.

For Woolf, time and place are essential. Her writing blends the past and the present seamlessly
into “moments of being” — moments that suspend the conventional constructs of reality and
reveal characters’ true identities (Schulkind 45). These moments could be spurred by sounds,
colors, something as small and commonplace as a park bench. Woolf’s emphasis on place and
space in her writing falls within the theory of the spatial turn. According to Elizabeth Evans,
Woolf scholar and author of Threshold Modernism: New Public Women and the Literary Spaces
of Imperial London, spatial turn theory is the role of location and emphasis on physical place and
the reorientation of space in literature (Evans, Interview). Woolf’s novels and essays hinge on
this theory: she uses London as a canvas on which to splash her own narratives and stories.

As Woolf describes in her autobiographical essay, “A Sketch of the Past,” writing about place is
a “natural way of marking the past...a means of summing up and making innumerable details
visible in one concrete picture” (Evans Interview). She blurs the line between the past and the
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present in her works. In her book, Virginia Woolf and London: The Sexual Politics of the City,
Susan Squier writes that Woolf’s “scene making” does not only take on the mental perspective of
a subject by delving into the past through moments of being, but it also presents an “actual
physical relationship between objects or places in space” (Squier 8). Woolf effectively portrays
the authentic psyche of subjects by exploring the place around them and the place that is sacred
to them and their past. She investigates the interior of their minds by surveying the exterior
nature of their surroundings, linking qualities of a park or street to her characters’ own
dispositions.

Scholars of Woolf’s modernism have connected the spatial turn and the theory of flânerie. The
flâneur, derived from Charles Baudelaire’s Paris, is a “man of leisure who strolls city streets
observing with equal detachment the people, shop windows, and architecture” (Evans 89). In
“Oxford Street Tide,” Woolf depicts the flâneur. They brood over Oxford Street and stare down
twentieth-century women who only find the freedom to walk alone through shopping. Erika
Diane Rappaport’s Shopping for Pleasure: Women in the Making of London’s West End points to
how twentieth-century women found refuge in shopping at department stores like Selfridges,
which embodied the emancipation of “women from the drab hidebound world of Victorian
commerce and gender ideals” (Rappaport 144). Oxford Street was crucial for women to roam in
the early-twentieth century. Shopping gave women the opportunity to break from their domestic
obligations and explore the city by walking alone. Suspended in a public place, these trailblazing
women were caught between new freedom and old societal barriers, still stared at by the flâneur.
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In essays such as “Street Haunting” Woolf strives to remedy this by breaking ground and
depicting the modern flâneuse—a woman who can also walk for pleasure without a societal
leash.

Fast forward almost one century later to the fall of 2018, I walked around London for three
months, basking in my freedom to amble the streets alone as a woman in the twenty-first century.
After studying abroad, I came back to London one year later. Walking 60 miles in the span of a
week, I followed in the footsteps of Woolf and those women a century ago who didn’t have the
same pleasure of walking the city uninhibited, who needed an excuse to walk “half across
London between tea and dinner” (Woolf 177). And it is for them whom I purchased a lead pencil
at the British Library in the twenty-first century.

*

*

*

In the fall of 2019, I planned a trip to London and followed in Virginia Woolf’s lofty footsteps. I
visited all six of her London homes; I meandered the green squares of Bloomsbury where she
was inspired to write; I walked through several parks at the center of her written works,
including Kew Gardens where she wrote a short story of the same name about isolation, youth,
and versions of reality; and I roamed countless streets, including the Strand, where Elizabeth
Dalloway embarked on her brave bus adventure.

Each of my experiences in Woolf’s beloved city are viscerally connected to time and place.
There, I felt the vitality of the streets, gathering research and observations and finding more
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chance parallels to Woolf’s London than I expected to in the Digital Age. I encountered an
international Extinction Rebellion protest in Trafalgar Square, I explored a Dale Chihuly art
exhibit in Kew Gardens that married art, nature, and reality within the greenhouses of the royal
botanical garden, and I visited the shopping epicenter that is Oxford Street.

In the following narrative essays, I compare my time in London with that of Virginia Woolf.
While most of my reflections take place in the fall of 2019, some are from my time studying
abroad in London in the fall of 2018. Through the lens of the spatial turn and flânerie theories, I
analyze Woolf’s London in relation to my own London adventure one century later, dividing
each essay into physical places central to Woolf’s works: Streets, Squares and Circuses, and
Parks and Green Spaces. Be it the Strand, Tavistock Square, or Regent’s Park, I explore
Woolf’s narrative terrain, stumbling on striking parallels of both her real and imagined London.
It is through this format that I compare Woolf’s London—then and now.
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STREETS
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Waiting for the Number Eleven Bus
The pavement was freshly damp with October rain when I arrived on Victoria Street. The night
before, I mapped out my bus route from Victoria Street to The Strand, embarking on the same
bus ride as Mrs. Dalloway’s Elizabeth Dalloway. I walked to the Westminster City Hall bus stop.
The 11 bus was supposed to arrive 10 minutes ago, but it was clearly delayed. Fortunately, I had
nowhere pressing to be, so I waited and waited. Anticipating the large, shiny number 11 became
a sport in my head. Once I saw the top of a red, gargantuan double-decker turning the corner, my
heart skipped an extra beat. Was it going to be the one? Most times, the bus chugged up next to
the curb and it wasn’t the 11. People in business clothes walked by, wrestling with their
umbrellas while gripping their phones. Across the street, a copper-colored building stood alone.
Flowers grew around the windowsills and on top of the roof next to the building’s name, “The
Albert.”

After waiting 25 minutes, I burst with internal relief at the sight of number 11. I gave my
umbrella a little shake to dry it off before getting on the bus. Right as I tapped my Oyster Card
for admission on, the bus driver said, “nope, diverted to South Kensington.” Resuming my perch
under the bus stop, I checked my phone map in hopes of finding stops nearby that could take me
to the Strand. All were over thirty minutes away or diverted out of my way. It’s fine, I thought. I
just will get on the next 11 bus that hopefully won’t be diverted to South Kensington.

Another 10 minutes passed. An elderly woman with short white hair was chattering with the
young woman next to me. Hearing her pleasant conversation made me smile. She reminded me
of my grandma, striking up a conversation with any stranger on the street. “I’ve walked all the
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way from Sloane Square to here. My husband will think I’m crazy when I tell him!” she laughed
with the woman next to her. A walk from there to Victoria Street took about thirty minutes.
That’s no easy feat for a woman walking with a cane—not to mention her umbrella just broke.
Even while drenched in the London glittered rain, she smiled after every sentence she uttered.

The young woman she was talking to finally gave up waiting for the bus, so it was my turn.
Shuffling over to me, the white-haired woman introduced herself to me as Grace. “I could tell
you’re getting antsy on your phone!” she smiled at me. Red bus after bus vroomed next to the
curve. All diverted. None directed to the Strand. As can happen when people wait over 30
minutes for hopeless buses to arrive, we were bored and Grace was talkative, bringing up every
topic from her favorite fish and chips shop to climate change. “You know a glacier in Iceland is
projected to melt by the end of the century? And those deniers are too selfish to admit their
grandkids who will face the problem! We should have done something about this in the 1980s,”
she said. The twinkle of kindness in her gaze didn’t go away, but around it developed a passion,
a frustration for something she couldn’t alter.

To our dismay, every time we saw the head of a red bus pop up like a shark fin, only the 148 and
211 buses showed up. “We’re so used to everything going right and being on time that when it
doesn’t, we don’t know what to do!” she said to me, still semi-chuckling after each sentence.
Eventually she left in search of “egg and chips, my favorite!” to reward herself for the extra
soggy walk and in search of another bus. I watched her recede into the brush of Christchurch
Gardens across the street. Frosty rain drenched the Santander bikes lining the greenery.

DeBianchi 10
At 2pm, after a rainy 45 minutes under the Victoria Street bus stop, another 11 bus arrived.
“Diverted,” the bus driver said. “We’ll have to avoid Westminster by going across the bridge and
back to Aldwych.” Finally, good news. Aldwych is right by the Strand and, from there, I could
walk to Chancery Lane, following Elizabeth Dalloway’s route. The ride would merely be a bit
longer. After standing on Victoria Street for almost an hour, I was happy to retire my umbrella
and take in a longer bus ride.

It was packed with people sloshing around in their wet shoes, wondering what was causing so
many delays. I found a spot next to a young couple and looked out the window. The bus whizzed
past the South Bank over London Bridge so fast that I barely got a view of Big Ben and
Parliament across the way. As I watched the London Eye disappear, I saw bikers through the tiny
rain droplets on the window racing each other on the cool glass.

Once at Aldwych, I stepped off the bus and breathed in the air around me—a blend of old rain
and car exhaust. I thought of Elizabeth Dalloway. I took roughly the same bus route that she did
from Victoria Street to the Strand where she “delighted to be so free [as] the fresh air was so
delicious” (Woolf 132). Clarissa Dalloway’s daughter, Elizabeth, is a young girl who, in early
twentieth-century fashion, did not often leave the house to explore the city alone. On her
omnibus trip, she wanted “to go a little further. Another penny was it to the Strand? Here was
another penny then. She would go up to the Strand.” (Woolf 133).

Walking in the direction of Chancery Lane, I turned onto Fleet Street, passing banks and theatres
and fancy hotels that shimmered opulence and consumerism in the air. The bells at the Central
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Church of the Royal Air Force boisterously played a “da.da.da.da.da.da...da” rhythm loudly.
Remarkably, as Elizabeth Dalloway approached Fleet Street, she also heard an uproar of military
sounds, keeping her in check, ensuring she was not “penetrating a little further in the direction of
St. Paul’s” (Woolf 144). Once I finally arrived on Chancery Lane, I wanted to explore further,
but I didn’t want to veer from my itinerary or stray from Elizabeth Dalloway’s path. I wanted to
feel the containment she felt within this seemingly boundless city.

In Ballade of an Omnibus, the British, Victorian writer Amy Levy writes in 1889:
The city pageant, early and late
Unfolds itself, rolls by, to be
A pleasure deep and delicate.
An omnibus suffices me. (Levy 386-87)
The omnibus was a symbol of movement for women in the nineteenth and early twentiethcenturies, allowing them some reprieve and autonomy from their societal leash. As Rappaport
describes, bus rides provided young women with access to their love of London, even from their
guarded perches (Rappaport 125). For Elizabeth Dalloway, the omnibus surely “sufficed” her,
and it protected her from outside threats, as well.

As I retracted my steps back to Fleet Street, I remembered my promise to myself before I came
to London. I’m going to pay the extra penny like Elizabeth Dalloway. As a contemporary woman
in London, I was able to commute to my internship off of Camden High Street alone, meet up
with friends at night, and venture into museums by myself. Elizabeth Dalloway didn’t have that
same freedom. Woolf’s descriptions of the young girl offer some degree of flânerie: she nobly
went farther than she ever had. Leaving her marble-arched safety net of Westminster, she was “a
pioneer, a stray, venturing, trusting” (Woolf 134). She also was ever conscious of time and
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space, as she thought every time she turned onto another street that “she must go home. She must
dress for dinner. But what was the time? — where was the clock?” (Woolf 134). While she was
ahead of her time in her own right, Elizabeth Dalloway was confined by the societal and
domestic mores internally scolding her. Instead of having the pleasure of walking around the vast
city, most of her journey to the Strand had her enclosed in an omnibus, looking outside, but she
was not truly outside. I walked back in the direction of the chiming bells. It was 2:38pm, and I
could hear them half a mile away. Like Elizabeth, I had to go. But for me, it was onto the next
adventure. There was no pressing societal watch ticking tirelessly that I had to adhere to.

Mrs. Dalloway Said She Would Buy the Flowers Herself
It was Saturday, December 8, 2018 at 2pm. I was on Tavistock Place in London, and I could still
smell the cappuccinos wafting from Bloomsbury Coffee House where I just dropped in to sip on
an earl grey. The afternoon sun peaked through the crevices of Bloomsbury’s narrow alleyways.
Around the corner on Marchmont Street, I saw a cluster of shops—Waitrose, Starbucks, Boots.
Tucked away on the shopping center’s neighboring Handel Street, stood a tiny stand with
flowers that were merely colorful blurs in the distance. Past an Indie Book Shop with pride flags
draping its windows, I followed the bright dots of purple, pink, and blue hues until I was close
enough to see hydrangeas, daisies, and forget-me-nots come into focus.

The night before, my roommate and I went to the London Bridge Christmas Market. Marveling
at the Tower Bridge and its stunning reflection on the Thames, we stood by the water with our
mulled wine until we were ready to peruse the tiny chalets filled with sweets, fluffy pancakes,

DeBianchi 13
and homemade prints. This was the last of many Christmas market we visited in London until it
was time to leave—our study abroad program’s three-months was over in just one week.

Along with growing stronger connections with already close friends, I met life-long friends in
London. Our shared experiences—last-minute pub visits, royal park picnics, early morning
walks—bonded us together under the London sky. But the relationship I found the most
transformative during my time in London, was that with myself. As a triplet with two sisters, I
was born into a unit. And much of that constant need for togetherness transferred into my adult
life. I love to be with my friends or family constantly, but in London, I embraced my alone time
by meandering countless street corners in the city. And it was through this exterior exploration
that I discovered my ability to flourish on unfamiliar terrain.

On this particular Saturday, I felt burnt out. On top of finishing off my studies this week, I also
bid farewell to my beloved internship at Bauer Media’s Simply You Magazine where I learned
the innerworkings of a British newsroom. After my editors took me out for a farewell lunch on
Warren Street near the office in Camden Market, it was over. The social obligations of that week
were even busier: visiting Hyde Park’s Winter Wonderland, watching Antony and Cleopatra at
the National Theatre, and wandering the South Bank Winter Festival with friends all week was
exceptionally enjoyable, but exhausting.

I told my friends I was going out for the afternoon. “But we need to check out the farmer’s
market in Marylebone!” one said. “And then our last cider at Imperial College’s pub!” another
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pleaded. Despite their protests, and my own subtle ache of missing out, I told them there was one
more thing I had to do before we made our final trip to Heathrow in a week.

A short walk through Gloucester Road and a Tube ride to Russell Square, I made it to
Bloomsbury. When my brother lived in London, he lived in this area, and sat inside Bloomsbury
Coffee House almost daily. Following his lead, I’d also frequent the coffee shop. I sought out the
wooden table by the fire place with my small cup of tea nestled next to my journal. I hadn’t
journaled before London. Be it a rose garden off Baker Street, a busy corner of Oxford Street, or
a quiet spot on Church Street in Kensington, every place I encountered was too overwhelmingly
unique and beautiful not to write about. Even the most unremarkable street corners were
remarkable. The smell of fresh scones drifting from a boulangerie off Notting Hill Gate. The
young girl bidding good morning to a co-worker on Oval Road in Camden. The American
student buying flowers from a family-run stand on Marchmont Street in Bloomsbury.

When I arrived at the flower stand, I saw a middle-aged woman trimming the stems of tulips
behind the rust-distressed counter. Smiling as I approached, she put the white, pink, and yellow
tulips in a vase. Then, gathering up five red tulips, she wrapped them up. “These are what you
want. We rarely get the red ones. They’re special.” I’ve never purchased red tulips before, but
they were vibrant in color and fragrance. I bought them for five pounds and continued my walk
through Tavistock Square.

When Virginia Woolf wrote her essay, “Street Haunting,” she lived in Tavistock Square. The
bust of her face graces one corner of the Square, watching over all those who come to pay her
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homage or merely take their afternoon lunch on one of the benches along the pathway. In “Street
Haunting,” the only way a narrator is able to amble the streets of London is by telling the
household she needs to fetch a lead pencil:
That is true: to escape is the greatest of pleasures; street haunting in winter the greatest of
adventures. Still as we approach our own doorstep again, it is comforting to feel the old
possessions, the old prejudices, fold us round; and the self, which has been blown about
at so many street corners, which has battered like a moth at the flame of so many
inaccessible lanterns, sheltered and enclosed. Here again is the usual door; here the chair
turned as we left it and the china bowl and the brown ring on the carpet. And here--let us
examine it tenderly, let us touch it with reverence--is the only spoil we have retrieved
from all the treasures of the city, a lead pencil (Woolf 187).
The lead pencil signifies the narrator’s autonomy and her ability to go “street haunting.” As I
walked by an almost bare street in Tavistock Square, I glimpsed at the Woolf statue, and I
thought about how she walked these paths while writing “Street Haunting.” Careful the red tulips
didn’t fall out of their delicate packaging, I hugged them to my chest. This is what I needed to do
before leaving London in one week; I needed one more day of solo exploring. The red tulips
were my own lead pencil—my excuse to relinquish any social obligations and travel the urban
streets freely.

Virginia Woolf opens her novel about London with “Mrs. Dalloway said she would buy the
flowers herself” (Woolf 3). This singular, iconic line conveys the deep roots imbedded within
gender roles during the early twentieth century. In order for Clarissa to experience the “divine
vitality she loved” that is London, she had to provide an excuse to leave the house. Before she
wrote Mrs. Dalloway, Woolf wrote seven short stories, crafting out the world she was about to
develop and using the same characters found in the book. The first short story is “Mrs. Dalloway
in Bond Street,” and the first sentence reads “Mrs. Dalloway said she would buy the gloves
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herself” (Woolf 19). It turns out, Woolf’s women characters weren’t the only women using
shopping as an excuse to feel the excitement on city streets.

In Shopping for Pleasure: Women in the Making of London’s West End, Erika Diane Rappaport
describes how department stores and shopping on London’s busiest shopping streets, offered
women a place in the public life of the city in the Victorian and Edwardian eras (Rappaport 1014). Gordon Selfridge, the owner of luxury department store, Selfridges, encouraged women to
experience city life by themselves: “[He believed women should] take up the position of that
modern urban character of the flâneur, or, in that case, the flâneuse. Ads drew on images of
female urban explorers, arguing that the flâneuse should always include the department store in
her ramble” (Rappaport 165-66).

Writers, including Charles Baudelaire and H.G. Wells characterize the flâneur, or man of the
streets, as a pleasure seeker. Selfridge set out on an advertising campaign to present shopping as
a pleasurable pastime for women, therefore paving the way for the flâneuse, as he provided
women with an excuse to enjoy the sights and sound of the city. For women, shopping and free
trade for big business oftentimes meant freedom from domesticity for the afternoon. The
department store offered a protected interior space for their purchases.

One Sunday afternoon in October 2019, I decided to stroll into Oxford Street where Selfridges
stands tall. I took the Tube from South Kensington to Bond Street. The Tube was packed with
people, pushing up against each other. Once I took the lift upstairs, I walked onto Oxford Street.
The constant flux of people pouring onto the street reminded me of Woolf’s essay, “Oxford
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Street Tide,” in which “a thousand such voices are always crying aloud in [the street]” (Woolf
202). Selfridges was glistening from newly misted raindrops, flags billowing from the top of its
regal pillars. Throngs of people crowded the pavement with a multitude of haute bags in tow. I
heard a street pianist play Ed Sheeran’s “Perfect” as I walked across the street to the department
store. Looming over the top center of the building like a mother lion protecting her cubs is a
clock and a figurehead, a figure of a woman warrior who’s surrounded by mermen and cherubs.
She’s standing on the mast of half a ship, while statues of men are working for her. Perhaps the
other half of the ship is in Selfridges.

Prada, Givenchy, Dior, every upscale designer had a counter in Selfridges. Couples waited in
line at a champagne bar tucked behind Gucci. The brown revolving doors were very heavy to
open; tourists speaking French had to give it some elbow grease with teamwork. I stood on the
men’s floor in the Prada section, watching the shoppers below at all different angles. Young girls
sniffing perfume. Children trying to find a place to sit while their mum bought a handbag.
Workers offering free fragrance papers. It was an angle from which all the store’s moving parts
crossed paths as the escalators intersected each other. Dizzying, rich, and exciting, the
atmosphere screamed opulence and consumerism while several languages floated in the air as
credit card machines dinged.

As of March 2020, Selfridges has temporarily closed its doors to shoppers worldwide. As I sit
writing from my home in South Florida during a COVID-19 stay-at-home mandate from the state
government, I feel how privileged I was to be able to return to London before every major city
across the globe became a ghost town. Even the incredible number of people I interacted with
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and brushed past in Selfridges just months before this crisis is now unheard of. In London, I felt
exceptionally uninhibited, exploring a new street or attraction every day.

If I were in London now, I wouldn’t be granted that same opportunity. Currently, the typically
booming shopping street is mostly deserted. The tide on Oxford Street is empty, voices unheard,
as the silence of the street “street reminds us that life is a struggle” (Woolf 203). The freedom to
move and explore is increasingly tightened around the globe. Ousted from my university in
Boston, I’m in my hometown. Every non-essential store is closed in my county. Even
neighborhood walks are altered by social distancing practices. The pandemic restrictions, while
necessary, come with a feeling of confinement—a confinement that has made me grateful for the
freedom I otherwise have to move around and explore as a 21-year-old in the twenty-first
century.

Back outside of Selfridges, an old couple stared in awe at a man using a puppet to make believe
play a tiny violin. He was “playing” Leonard Cohen’s Hallelujah. Clearly it was a speaker
playing music and he was moving his arms back and forth. But there was something solemn
about how the man’s eyes were glued down at his puppet. He didn’t look up at the people
smiling and taking photos of him, putting money in his case. He just kept playing the song.
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SQUARES AND CIRCLES
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Extinction Rebellion in Trafalgar Square
Nearing the end of my stroll along Oxford Street, I saw graffiti on the Marks & Spencer
building: “I’m really scared. How many generations have to go vegan?” Next to it was a symbol
that looked like a triangular hourglass surrounded by a circle. The letters “XR” stood outside the
drawing. I didn’t know what the spray-painted message meant, but I couldn’t stop to do a quick
search on my phone. It was almost dark, and I had two more locations to scout out on my
itinerary for the day.

I took the Tube to Piccadilly Circus where a large crowd gathered around street performers who
called children up to the middle of the crowd. One kid was from Spain, the other from Italy. A
person who sounded English to me on the mic said some words in their native languages to
loosen them up for a dance contest approaching. From here, I walked along the stately and
sophisticated Regent Street. Mercedes and Rolls Royce cars sat outside large marble-bricked
homes and embassies.

I headed to Trafalgar Square. Tired and hungry, I planned on taking a brisk walk through the
Square, watching tourists cluster in small groups outside the entrance of the National Gallery or
climb atop Nelson’s Column. But as I turned onto Pall Mall East, I heard a clatter of drums and
tambourines. As I followed the crescendo down the street, I finally found the source of the
discordance. Led by a man in an orange poncho blowing a whistle, a group of protestors marched
to Trafalgar Square. On a tall flag, they held up the same hourglass symbol I saw sprayed on the
building on Oxford Street. Now I was intrigued: I followed them to Trafalgar Square.
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Once the group siphoned off, I realized this wasn’t just any everyday protest. Thousands of
people flooded the square. Posters pointing to an earth sketch read “I’m with her.” A large
banner spanning almost an entire wall read “TRUTH DEMANDS ACTION.” Two carefully
drawn hourglasses protected the lettering on both sides. When I asked a young participant
wearing a red hour glass symbol on her denim jacket about the protest, she replied, “Extinction
Rebellion.” She introduced herself as Miriam, and before I could even reply, she handed me a
flyer with “Viva! EMERGENCY! EMERGENCY! EMERGENCY!” in yellow, red, and black
letters. Her passionate urgency was evident. She gestured at the pamphlet and implored me to
look into the organization’s strides to inspire people to go vegan. Even though she’s probably
given this same speech countless times before, she seemed as if she were about to cry. Like most
people I spoke to at the protest, she was compelling and respectful.

Extinction Rebellion or “XR,” I soon found out, is an international, peaceful protest underscoring
the global emergency that is the climate change crisis. Miriam told me we are experiencing a
human-induced mass extinction. It was Sunday, October 13, 2019, (just months before the
pandemic would uproot the world and make such gatherings only a memory like this one) and
this particular rally in London was just a couple of days into a two-week demonstration in the
square. The dozens of tents encompassing the great lions of the Square made sense now. As a
person committed to social and environmental justice, I was ashamed I wasn’t aware of the
international movement. I try to slow the pace of my carbon footprint like using reusable cups at
coffeeshops and religiously recycling what I can. At home, I’m a self-proclaimed activist,
attending climate protests and women empowerment marches. Standing in Trafalgar Square, I
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felt like an outsider. I was an outsider in this massive movement. I wanted to take part, but I was
curious to learn about the demonstration and observe the rapid stimuli bustling around me first.

My fatigue from the busy day of walking subsided, as the people around me jolted me awake and
wide-eyed. I explored what felt like every crevice of the protest. There were hundreds of subgroups all united under the umbrella of Extinction Rebellion. Shouts of “we want environmental
justice” rang from the north end of the Square, while blow horns and drums monitored the south.
Gen Zers handed out Extinction Rebellion flyers. A group wore all red and screamed chants for
the Earth. A group of people from Ecuador gathered in a circle with yellow flags and shirts; they
yelled “United” in Spanish near the National Gallery. Another group of older protestors down
near the fountain sang an African hymn. The choir sounded hopeful as crowds of people
watching sang along to the song they just learned moments ago. Everyone in every corner, on
every slab of cement, took photos.

Navigating the crowd and watching children climb on Trafalgar’s iconic column statue, I
ventured into the myriad of yellow, red, and purple tents. Some had signs outside that said
“family tents” with fun activities, including green face paint or drawing with sustainable crayons.
While some were selling “Stop Ecocide” t-shirts, others were serving up vegan food from
portable burners. I didn’t eat the food or purchase any shirts—even though the activist in me was
tempted to contribute to the cause.

People from Europe to the United States and Africa congregated, blending their small groups in
the name of one cause—to slow down our environmental clock. Parents held toddlers on their
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shoulders, elderly couples held hands, and teens zealously chanted as they raised “The Oceans
Are Rising And So Are We” posters. All talking and singing with dire determination in their
eyes.

As I wandered Trafalgar Square, I thought about the reason I had first decided to stop by the
tourist stomping ground. In Mrs. Dalloway, Peter Walsh leaves Clarissa’s house, reflecting on
mortality and how much she has aged. He then wanders into the Square where he feels how “the
strangeness of standing alone, alive, unknown, at half-past eleven in Trafalgar Square overcame
him” (Woolf 48). While at the Extinction Rebellion protest, I was surrounded by thousands of
people; I spoke with dozens of them. I felt the opposite of loneliness, walking back and forth
between the fountain and the great lions. I wanted to feel the same energy the protesters were
feeling. Interviewing them, I dug into my cache of empathy to identify with them. As a reporter,
as an observer, I couldn’t truly feel like one of them as much as I gained knowledge from the
protesters. Instead, I felt like a flâneuse, tediously observing my surroundings.

In her essay, “The Invisible Flâneur,” Elizabeth Wilson describes flânerie as a form of
unattainable nostalgia: “We constantly brush against strangers; we observe bits of stories men
and women carry with them, but never learn their conclusions; life ceases to form itself into an
epic or narrative, becoming instead a short story, dreamlike…we feel a sense of nostalgia, of loss
for lives we have never known, of experiences we can only guess at” (Wilson 107-08).

As a modern flâneuse of sorts, I wandered Trafalgar Square, observing my surroundings. There
were times when I wanted to join the peaceful singing of the protest or purchase the zesty beans I
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smelled wafting from the vegan food tent. But, as an observer, I adhered to my role and
observed. As Wilson describes, this position personifies the “flâneuse-as-artist” (Wilson 107).
Late nineteenth and early twentieth century women, urban artists who she proclaims the
“flâneuse,” were journalists and writers who wrote under pseudonyms. Their art was hard-fought
and required risk to achieve. These factors made their fragmentary observations of the city and
“act of creating meaning…become heroic in itself” (Wilson 110). My writing here results from
the privilege of two transatlantic flights in order to be in Trafalgar Square in London during the
middle of my semester in Boston; a privilege that will never compare to the plight of women
centuries ago and even that of many contemporary women.

Extinction Rebellion is a peaceful protest. I spoke to several open, warm, and accepting
protesters in Trafalgar Square. But, as a young woman in the twenty-first century, I have to
dodge a multitude of unsafe situations enhanced in urban spaces. Ever since I experienced
harassment from a counter-protestor in the fall of 2018, I’ve been extra wary of running into
similar situations at other protests. At Extinction Rebellion with police barricades at every street
corner around the perimeter, I felt a tinge of anxiety before I approached anyone for a
spontaneous interview.

After one early autumn night in 2018, my friends and I were Tubing back from an anti-Brexit
rally in Piccadilly Circus. The train car was packed with an overflow of fellow protesters. My
friend was talking to me while we stood by the doors. We saw a counter-protester with an unruly
white beard staring at us. He held a counter-protest sign that said “It’s time to go” with a large
red X over an EU flag.
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“Can you shut up? You’re so loud!” he said, yelling noisier than any of our voices rang. We
ignored him. “Looking pretty tonight, girls!” Again, we ignored him. “Oh, you bitches, go ahead
and pretend like I’m not here,” he said. We could see his eyes, red and watery from one too
many beers. My friend tried to speak up at one point, “Please, let’s just all mind our own
business tonight,” she said quietly. But, he kept rambling one derogatory comment after the
other. As soon as we reached the Knightsbridge stop, we looked at each other with distress. As
we hurried off, we watched him give us the finger as the Tube zoomed away. We were just
relieved he didn’t follow us.

When Peter Walsh walks alone in Trafalgar Square, he fabricates the image of a woman in his
head. Unlike Clarissa, the woman is “young, quite young, thought Peter…as she came across
Trafalgar Square burning again in his eyes and making her lips red” (Woolf 52). Woolf depicts
Peter sexualizing the phantom woman as he directs his male gaze. According to Wilson, the gaze
of “the flâneur articulates and produces a masculine sexuality which in the modern sexual
economy enjoys the freedom to look, appraise, and possess” (Wilson 101). Just as Peter makes
the woman’s lips red in his mind, the flâneur can use his gaze for extensive objectification and
pleasure. While the flâneur feels the most comfortable in a public space, the woman—the object
of his gaze—feels quite the opposite. And this struggle persists. Wilson posits that
“contemporary debates concerning rape, pornography, and sexual harassment testify that we
have not solved these problems; nor have they gone away” (Wilson 110). While I understand that
the condition of women has improved in some respects over the last century, the male gaze
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Woolf depicts in Mrs. Dalloway is similar to my own experiences as unwelcome, undesired, and
unsolicited stares inundate urban spaces.

Flânerie predominantly hinges on pleasure gained from observing. Peter, who oftentimes
discovers his pleasure as a sexual outlet through roaming the streets, finds his masculinity under
self-siege. Contrastingly, I found intellectual pleasure and knowledge in learning so deeply about
the Extinction Rebellion Movement and gaining material for my own journalistic endeavors.
Despite my fear of running into counter-protestors, I didn’t. All of the protestors I spoke to were
open, gracious, and clearly passionate about the state of the environment. They didn’t receive
pleasure from the work they were doing. While their efforts were uplifting and hopeful, they
were vehemently distressed over climate change. In Trafalgar Square, I saw a middle-aged
woman crying; a couple hugged each other tightly in front of a sign that said “ACT NOW” in
large blue letters.

Even though I was observing and reporting, through my activist standpoint, I was able to
empathize with these rally-goers. And with this empathy, I saw through a bifocal lens. Scholar
Melinda Harvey alters the gendered notions of Charles Baudelaire’s description of the flânerie.
She explores this discrepancy in a new light by describing a woman observing another woman, a
writer watching a prostitute in Dorothy Richardson’s Pilgrimage. Harvey finds that women who
are the flâneuse, observing the passante, experience a kinship in womanhood that allows the
flâneuse-writer to relinquish most notions of dissimilarity between herself and the prostitute:
“[The main character’s] encounters with prostitutes in the streets of central London thus enact
the confrontation of the opposition woman/whore in which the recognition of uncanny sameness
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as well as irreducible difference dismantles the conditional and dependent logic of the binary
itself” (Harvey 752). The evidence of sameness that the main character finds within herself and
her subject inform her of her own experiences as a passante. Similarly, I empathized with
protestors who had tears in their eyes as they chanted hymns to the earth. The moment my eyes
also stung with fresh tears at the sound of these songs and sights of their cries, I found solidarity
and sameness with those I was observing.

I returned to Trafalgar Square on Tuesday, October 15, two days after I initially stumbled upon a
sea of hourglass insignias. I walked through the square easily; no tents to deftly navigate around
or chants to listen in on. Police roamed a significantly less crowded space where less than 100
protesters sat quietly on the steps centering the National Gallery. Imposing the Section 14 Code
to ban any Extinction Rebellion protests in London, the police terminated the two-week protest
one week early. While protesters were disheartened, revealing to me how the government
infringed on their democratic rights, they were still hopeful. “We were just trying to heal the
earth,” Bea Doyle, a protester with a “Rebel” patch on her khaki jacket told me. Those remaining
on the steps held up hourglass posters for the cause; and they sat quietly. Only the sound of
pigeons and slight tourist chatter filled the space. Their pacifist approach spoke louder than any
of their chants and drums had just days earlier. While the police may have eradicated the bulk of
Extinction Rebellion protesters from Trafalgar Square, their presence was still palpable. One
rally-goer, Georges Audish, left his university class early to sit in solidarity on the steps. “Even
though I might feel as though we’ve run out of time, it’s still important to demand fundamental
changes to the way society is run and the way that we interact with the environment,” he told me.
“And we might have run out of time, but there’s still time to do something about it.”
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As I walked away from Trafalgar Square, down Great Portland Street, I saw Big Ben in his
scaffolding, looming over the city. Woolf chimes “the direct downright sound of Big Ben
striking” throughout the novel and throughout Peter’s walk in Trafalgar Square and into Regent’s
Park (Woolf 52). Peter “had been so profoundly happy when the clock was striking” (49). When
I saw Big Ben, I wasn’t. I felt the oppressive presence of time—time we cannot reverse for the
climate change damage Extinction Rebellion so powerfully hopes to mitigate. Just as scaffolding
currently encompasses Big Ben in order to prevent broken pieces from falling, the world is
surrounded by scaffolding held up by those trying to repair the unimaginable damage humans
have inflicted upon the earth. Once the natural world’s hourglass braves its last storm and the
final piece of sand drops from the bottom, will passionate activists’ scaffolding continue to
sustain the weight of the whole world?

There was a reason why my number 11 bus earlier that week got diverted from Westminster
where heavy police presence barricaded Trafalgar Square’s crosswalks; a reason I found the
Extinction Rebellion graffiti on an Oxford Street department store; and a reason I found a group
of boisterous protestors marching down Regent Street and Pall Mall East, leading me to
Trafalgar Square—the heart of the action. I’ll never fully know how the arteries of the city are so
complexly connected. What I do understand is that timing is critical. In time, I realized how each
of these disparate moments were linked to Extinction Rebellion.
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PARKS AND GREEN
SPACES

DeBianchi 30

If you ever lose faith in the world, take a walk through Regent’s Park
Every time I’ve gone to Regent’s Park, I’ve gone alone. In the beginning, I’d ask my friends if
they wanted to go, but our morning schedules rarely aligned.

Before my first visit, I mapped out how to get from South Kensington to the Baker Street Tube
stop. The exterior of my London dormitory was quintessential Kensington – white marble brick,
two tall columns holding up a small balcony. It was opulent and prettier than anything I’ll ever
live in for the rest of my life. Walking down the five-step entryway, I turned from Queens Gate
and into the busy Gloucester Road. I saw one mother lag behind her young daughter slightly
ahead of me. She wore a purple jumper and a wide brim hat tied in the back with a bow. The girl
was scootering quickly until she stopped at each intersection, giddily waiting for her mom to
catch up. And for school to start.

London morning air is distinctly sweet. I have a hunch that English perfume is stronger than
American perfume. Every parent or suited professional I walked past smelled of a strong flower
mixed with brisk bus exhaust. As I got closer to the Tube stop, coffee shops would shift the air,
drifting buttery croissants and pastries from their windows. I’d almost always grab a treat at one
of these. I couldn’t resist. But I didn’t stop before my first journey to Regent’s Park. I wanted to
get there fast before my class started in the next few hours. So, I hopped on the Tube and took
out a book I wanted to re-read in a London park: Mrs. Dalloway.

Exiting the Hammersmith and City line at Baker Street station, I walked about a mile to the York
Terrace entrance of Regent’s Park. It was late September 2018, so the air had a crispness to it,
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but I didn’t need a coat to walk around in yet. I made it my goal to visit as many parks as I could
throughout the three months I was studying in London. And for some reason unbeknownst to
myself, Regent’s was always the top on the list. I barely researched any travel guides of the Park.
Instead, I wanted to take my first steps through the Royal Park Gates with no preconceived
knowledge. No “Best spots in Regent’s Park!” travel articles clouding my inner compass. I
wanted to freely explore and discover the place that so mysteriously captured me.

The only research I conducted to read up on Regent’s Park wasn’t even deliberate: I read Mrs.
Dalloway as a first-year undergrad in my writing studio. My first encounter with Woolf’s
writing, the book was both intriguing and difficult—so difficult that I had to read the novel twice
before I could even begin to appreciate the carefully sewn-together sentences and, most
importantly, Woolf’s striking use of place and space. Her affinity for London is so palpable in
this novel, as she meticulously maps out distinct city routes for her characters. It is woven within
those pages all culminating in Clarissa Dalloway’s party— a singular moment of being—that I
first read about Regent’s Park.

Blush roses were the first flower I saw when I arrived. I walked in through the inner circle
entrance and found a grand path lined by benches, tall trees, and nannies pushing babies in
prams. A key part about Regent’s Park is that it rests on 410 acres (Regent’s Park, Web). Some
sections are green; some contain tennis courts; some boast cafes. But, the first day I came here, I
didn’t want to walk along the large promenade at the south entrance. I wanted to start small. The
Park’s inner circle is a quiet walkway, sheltered from the tourist bustle of the large outer circle of
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the Park. It is the green space where local families come for walks, elderly people stay active on
a tennis court club, and, now, where an American college student comes to read Mrs. Dalloway.
Turning to the right, I found a modest entrance to the Japanese Garden Island pond. I walked
past a tiny, curved bridge arched in the middle of the pond. A few steps later, I entered a place
that has served as a formative part of my time in London: Queen Mary’s Rose Garden.
Countless rows of roses formed a floral circle lined with benches around the perimeter.
Cascading flowers and foliage draped the roped trellis above each bench. Blessings. Keep
Smiling. Nostalgia. Pink Perfection. Precious Time. Each plot of roses had a special name. My
favorite was the Golden Anniversaries. Since it was only early fall, they were still thick with
color and life. An elderly couple walked by me. Holding a cane, the woman looped her arm
through her spouse’s for extra support. They both stopped every few paces to smell the next rose
in front of them. After watching them walk the entire small circle, I did the same, smelling some
roses. Each was distinct. Some more powerful than the others—all beautiful in their own right. I
found a bench that I eventually self-proclaimed “my bench” and with a little squeak of the
hinges, I had burst open Mrs. Dalloway (Woolf 3).
In the novel, Woolf paints a detailed scene with Septimus Warren Smith, a shell-shocked World
War I veteran, on a bench with his wife, Rezia. Depicting a large open green space in the middle
of a bustling city, Woolf acknowledges the vast, physical nature of Regent’s Park and capitalizes
on it by using the space to conjure several disparate emotions floating around. Septimus is
withdrawn inside his own mind the entire afternoon as he hallucinates in the Park. Rezia is the
figure of an unhappy caretaker, for “it is she who suffered—but she had nobody to tell,”
constantly professing how alone she feels while next to her husband on the bench (Woolf 23).
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Woolf crafts a heartbreaking portrait of two people together, but completely apart; one entirely
detached from reality and the other completely isolated from her husband and her own
happiness. Another reason Woolf constructs such a solemn scene in a serene setting is that the
landscape allows readers to see how connected Septimus is with nature and his shell-shocked
memories. The fact that he understands that the “leaves were alive; the trees were alive,”
provides a counterbalance for Septimus’ thoughts of suicide and death (Woolf 22). A moment
that so drains his wife, gives him more life—but not a life in present reality. Through the brush
and greenery of Regent’s Park, Septimus finds his past battlefield days in the trees and the
“sparrows perched on the railing opposite chirping Septimus” (Woolf 24). The brush of the Park
and the permeating chirps of the birds pivot him into one of Woolf’s moments of being. He’s
physically sitting in Regent’s Park with Rezia, but the sound of nature around him takes him
back to the desolate days of war where he sees the dead and his comrade Evans fighting behind
the railings where the birds perch.
Toying with consciousness, Woolf uses the large, beautiful Regent’s Park as grounds for
portraying the wide breadth of emotions people can feel while in the same physical place. While
lonely, this scene also presents Rezia—unlike Septimus—accepting her current reality, saying
“he was not Septimus now” (Woolf 22). She protects herself from further hurt by detaching postwar Septimus from her husband whom she loved before the war. Practicing her newfound
freedom, she even leaves her post on the bench to stand by the fountain to find her wedding ring
has slipped (Woolf 23). In nature she undoubtedly finds sadness, but she also is able to find an
inkling of freedom, by armoring her downtrodden emotions. Different onlookers watch Septimus
and Rezia’s peculiar interaction, as one of them, Mrs. Dempster, observes that “life has been no
matter of roses…as she implored pity. Pity, for the loss of roses” (Woolf 27).
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During my freshman year of college, I had a severe case of homesickness to the point that I
would call my family everyday crying. Increasingly hopeless and depressed, I considered
transferring universities. Soon, however, I found hope and happiness by joining a community
service organization, among other groups, where I made friends who became family. By taking
on several new responsibilities and joining student groups, I busied myself into feeling happy.
While studying abroad in London, I found those same feelings of homesickness insidiously
bubble up within me. To combat them, I overextended myself often; I got caught up in writing
articles and attending events for my internship; I busied myself in school work; and I booked
every hour of my weekend with social obligations. While I mitigated my homesickness freshman
year by overworking myself, this method didn’t seem to help those feelings in London—I
needed a calming remedy where I could center myself.
Throughout my months in London, I found myself fleeing to the Park countless times. There, I
would religiously journal, developing my spiritual beliefs and my ties to the written word. I’d
typically take the Tube to Baker Street Station, but occasionally I’d take the Bakerloo line to
Regent’s Park Station where Rezia gave one of those onlookers directions. During my last visit
to Regent’s Park in December 2018, I found that Mrs. Dempster is right—pity for the loss of
roses. The flower-beds were mostly flower-less stems, their petals on the ground, while some
colorful roses were still somehow thriving in the frostier weather. I smelled the Golden
Anniversary rose that still bloomed in an almost entirely dead garden—it still was sweet.
If you ever lose faith in the world, take a walk through Regent’s Park. That is the first sentence I
wrote that day I came to Regent’s for the first time. I stopped asking my friends to join me in the
Park. My sacred mornings and afternoons there were my refuge in an ever-bustling world of
work and school. My bouts of homesickness fell away while I was in the Park, and as I returned
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more and more, I felt myself emerging from the veil that darkened my spirits. Regent’s was my
kept away secret, a place I cherished to grow within on my own. I would take my spot on the
bench, exploring my own past and observing the old couples and young children who, quite
literally, would stop to smell the roses around the inner circle of Queen Mary’s Rose Garden.
During one of my final visits to Regent’s Park, I found myself back on my bench. I usually don’t
like how dark it gets so early in the winter, but as I sat in the rose garden, it dawned on me —the
darkness is a blessing. It allows me to stay out, exploring for as long as possible until darkness
emerges and brings a whole new sense of discovery. I never like wasting daylight. I could have
gone to do work in a café or done anything productive during my Park visits, but instead I chose
to sit and stroll in my favorite spot. It’s always sad to leave a place you’ve sunk your heart and
sense of curiosity in; it’s sad to leave a place you love and challenged and learned about yourself
in—a place in which you’ve made vital human, geographic, and spiritual connections. What I’ve
also learned from leaving places I love—willingly or not—is that you may say you don’t want to
leave, but you know you’ll feel the same way when you leave the next place you’re going. So is
change that is life. I’ve found that you can’t be in all at the same time. But you can feel all and
bring your memories and experiences, your triumphs and anxieties, your fears and failures, and
your moments of pride everywhere you go. Including in a rose garden of flowers lining a circle.

I cried when I walked through the garden for the last time. Exploring London and this vast green
space, I now feel more hope than ever in the world. Septimus Smith didn’t. He lost hope and,
ultimately, his life by suicide. The sweet roses and thick brush transported Septimus back to his
past. They made him feel emotions other than the numbness he otherwise felt in the present.
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Nature couldn’t save him. But it provided a venue for him to connect and experience beauty
before his dark past overcame him.

A year later, like Regent’s Park roses in the spring, I came back to London. It was raining
heavily. The drapery above “my bench” was still looped around its cascading rope, welcoming
me back home. Some of the roses were still blooming like the yellow “Keep Smilings.” The
“Precious Times” were aptly withering, signifying the fleeting nature of their name. Couples and
groups filtered in and out of the rose garden. Some British, some American, all with umbrellas. I
left once again, with hope because that’s what the Queen Mary’s Rose Garden is to me. Walking
out of the royal park gates, I took the Baker Street Station Tube via Bakerloo and Piccadilly
lines.

Kew Gardens: A Difference in Centuries
Before I ventured into Kew Gardens on an unseasonably warm October day, I went to visit
Virginia Woolf’s home, Hogarth House, in the affluent district where Kew Garden resides—
Richmond. The neighborhood is a quaint, market town bordering the Thames with a busy square.
It’s been a wealthy, shopping hub since the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and it still is.
Although I’m quite sure the modern-day stores, including Whole Foods, Lulu Lemon, and
Anthropologie, may not have been around for more than a century. Neither has the artisanal
coffee shop where I ordered an oat milk latte. But, one thing I’m certain of is Virginia Woolf
roamed these streets. And shopped. And may have ordered herself a cup of tea.

From the District Line, I walked up a steep hill that rounded into Paradise Road. Checking my
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itinerary to ensure the address number, I walked until I stood in front of 34 Paradise Road—the
house where Virginia and Leonard Woolf founded the Hogarth Press. Large and covered in
modest bricks, Hogarth House has a stately black door covered by an awning held up by four
white pillars, two on each side. A young woman walked by the property. She glanced at the blue
plaque for less than a second that documented “in this house Leonard and Virginia Woolf lived
from 1915-1924.” Ten elegant white windows lined the second and third floors of the house. I
peered in each of them from my street view, wondering which one Woolf used to write in and
gaze outside of.

She published her short story, “Kew Gardens,” in 1919 while living at her home in Richmond.
Only a forty-minute walk and a couple of Tube stops away from her home, the Royal Botanical
Garden had a large impact on Woolf’s writing, especially about and within nature. “Kew
Gardens” serves as a microcosm of Woolf’s emphasis on place and space and her
experimentation with the passage of time. From her Richmond home and a century later, I set off
to explore the 326-acre garden she found so inspiring.

While some of the exhibitions and galleries are new and rotating, the greenhouses and grounds of
Kew Gardens date back centuries. The Great Pagoda was built in 1762 before the garden was
even open to the public (Kew Gardens, Web). And the tropical oasis Palm House, built in 1848,
harbors the world’s oldest potted plant, a prickly cycad planted in 1775 (Kew Gardens, Web).
Walking through the garden, I felt its rich history permeate every corner.
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But with the old, I found many new gems on the grounds. As I scavenged another historical
greenhouse, the Temperate House, I searched for inspiration. Its plants are native to five
continents, so it couldn’t be too difficult to spot differences. A tour guide was providing
schoolchildren with directions, pencils, and sketchpads. She told them to wander the entire
greenhouse and draw what sparks the most curiosity. One boy drew a simple white daisy with a
yellow center. Some others drew more obvious stunners like purple bell flowers. My personal
favorite was the young girl with pigtails who sketched a cabbage plant.

Although I didn’t have a sketchpad, I tried to follow the exercise with my camera by following
what first interested me. And that’s when I spotted it. A glass sculpture with a bronze vase as its
base, holding two glass flowers that appeared to be clear buds hanging off translucent stems.
Throughout Kew, the glass work of American artist Dale Chihuly carefully blended in with the
natural plants. Staff at Kew Gardens worked with Chihuly consultants to create the exhibit open
to the public for three seasons in 2019. Known for his contemporary sculptures, Chihuly creates
art that oftentimes resembles plants. At Kew, some of his pieces mysteriously hid in the foliage
of the Temperate House. Extroverted, loud, and boisterous, others stood in the entryway or in the
middle of pathways.

The Summer Sun sculpture looked like a giant Medusa head. A cluster of hundreds of red,
orange, and yellow glass swirls, it strikingly juxtaposed an autumn tree that presented its same
colors and size just across the Palm House yard. The only difference between the two is one is
made up of chloroplasts and goes through photosynthesis. And the other is pure glass. Upon
reflection, the two flaming beauties have more primitively in common than similar shapes and
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colors. Humans planted them both. With meticulous attention to detail, shape, and temperature,
Chihuly created a piece of precise imprecision. On the other hand, a Kew Gardens horticulturist
planted the large tree, tediously measuring pH levels, soil type, and weather. Nature took over
the rest and painted it red in the autumn.

Chihuly’s exhibition is called “Reflections on Nature.” The entrance of Kew Gardens includes a
quote from the artist about his creations here: “I want my work to appear like it came from
nature, so that if someone found it on a beach or in the forest, they might think it belonged
there.”

In a way, aren’t Chihuly’s pieces just as natural as the plants that adorn Kew Gardens? The
physical property of the botanical garden is a human-made epicenter of the convergence of
nature and science. Kew scientists and horticulturists are constantly growing new plants, while
curators are brainstorming new flower-bed locations, exhibitions and garden showcases.
Chihuly’s musings on nature continuously urge me to reconsider nature’s relationship with art—
something that Woolf’s short story Kew Gardens constantly calls for.

Throughout the story, Woolf depicts a husband and a wife walking in the park. The man “was
about six inches in front of the woman, strolling carelessly, while she bore on with greater
purpose” (Woolf 7). The man kept this distance in front of the woman purposely, though perhaps
unconsciously, “for he wished to go on to his thoughts” (Woolf 7). Already the couple is both
physically and mentally distant from one another at the onset. In a moment of being, the man
looks at the lake and is immediately transported to his past. He recalls being with a former lover,
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Lily, by the water. Removed from his moment of thought, he talks to his wife, then he tells his
two children to continue walking.

Similar moments of past reflection and isolation comprise “Kew Gardens.” Woolf writes that
“doesn’t one always think of the past, in a garden with men and women lying under trees? Those
ghosts lying under trees,…one’s happiness, one’s reality?” (Woolf 11). To Woolf the physical
place of a park, the thick nature, is rife with the past and present merging into disparate
consciousness and reality. A snail is the stylistic vehicle in which Woolf uses to unite each
couple she portrays walking through the garden. In her book, A Conversation Set to Flowers:
Beyond the Origins of Kew Gardens, Woolf scholar Karina Jakubowicz describes how “the snail
has purpose, a goal, though we never learn what that is; the four couples appear aimless.”
(Jakubowicz 2). It slowly chugs along as the central figure that brings the different couples back
to the present moment.

Like Chihuly, Woolf forces readers to reevaluate the relationship between nature and art. Am I
truly in a green oasis while I still hear the hum of city streets? Are these daffodils planted
through genetic engineering more natural than this glass structure?

The last pages of “Kew Gardens” provide a view of the Palm House shimmering its greenery in
the sun while “the drone of the aeroplane the voice of the summer sky murmured its fierce soul”
(Woolf 37). While I walked through Kew Gardens, a dozen airplanes from Heathrow soared
above me as I walked around for a few hours. At one point I heard an especially loud hum and
looked up. “Emirates Airline” read the planes underbelly. I didn’t focus on the sun that finally
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peeked through the sky on the densely overcast day. The industrial sound piqued my interest
instead. It’s almost as if Emirates Airline knew its loud roar would cause people to look up. The
sounds of birds chirping in a park are too common to warrant a reaction sometimes.

The end of the short story is a masterful meeting of nature, urbanity, and human beings through a
collective crescendo of sounds:
“Voices, yes, voices, wordless voices, breaking the silence suddenly with such depth of
contentment…Breaking the silence? But there was no silence; all the time the motor
omnibuses were turning their wheels and changing their gear; like a vast nest of Chinese
boxes all of wrought steel turning ceaselessly one within another the city murmured; on
top of which the voices cried aloud and the petals of myriads of flowers flashed their
colours into the air” (Woolf 38-39).
To Woolf, reality is embroidered within the past and the present, the human and the non-human.
Former consciousness is just as real as a current one. Within the venue of a vast greenspace,
Woolf plays with style, crafting several moments of being in order to reveal that the humanmade is equally as authentic as the natural. Art is viscerally connected to nature. The city’s
murmurs will always be as audible as ceaseless human voices and ever-blooming flowers in the
spring.

During my final stop inside one of the Kew greenhouses, I found giant, living lily pads adjacent
to exquisite, crystallized lily pads made of glass. Floating ever so softly above the indoor pond,
they hovered like butterflies sure of every turn in their next flight. They looked free and natural.
And they were indeed.
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CONCLUSION

DeBianchi 43
Just six months after returning from my London adventure in the Fall of 2019, the world has
changed immeasurably. In London, as I passed Westminster, I noticed Big Ben dressed in drab
scaffolding, holding up its fragile pieces. Currently, I feel the scaffolding holding us up all
around the globe. Healthcare professionals, grocery store workers, truck drivers, countless
people are tirelessly working to keep the world intact, supporting the vulnerable.

The unprecedented COVID-19 Crisis has prohibited precisely what my project hinges on:
movement. The London Tube Service has currently shut down to all passengers except
healthcare workers. Kew Gardens has closed its gates indefinitely. Selfridges has locked its
doors in Oxford Street. And my favorite coffeeshop, Bloomsbury Coffee House, has temporarily
stopped accepting customers.

The common denominator among all of my London adventures—café visits, park strolls, Woolf
scavenger hunts—is the freedom I felt; the freedom to walk through Regent’s Park and smell the
roses; the freedom to zigzag through a crowd of thousands of protesters and interview them less
than six feet apart; the freedom to take a packed Tube ride from one end of the city to the other.

Throughout her works, Virginia Woolf portrays the simple act of walking as a means through
which her characters discover autonomy. As I shelter-in-place in my hometown of South Florida,
I feel the constraints of being unable to move. I am highly privileged to have visited London
before this crisis struck, privileged that the doors of the several places I visited were not bolted
shut. Even though the days of quarantine seem to drag on, my studies of Virginia Woolf have
given me hope. While the freedom to travel and join in commonplace gatherings outside the
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house are currently prohibited, they are not banned forever. I still possess that hard-wrought
freedom inside of me, ready to rediscover the world, ready to wander the streets when its safe.
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