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ABSTRACT: This paper arises from a feeling that scholars have mainly focused their attention on the influence of 

Woolf’s life on contemporary narratives written in prose, while there is a lack of research on graphic biographies, which rewrite 

the lives of canonical historical authors. By examining five graphic biographies [Alessandro Bacchetta’s Una stanza tutta per 

tre (2013), Lucrèce’s Virginia (2017), Lady Desidia’s El jardίn secreto de Virginia Woolf (2020), Liuba Gabriele’s Virginia 

Woolf (2021), and Susanne Kuhlendahl’s Virginia Woolf (2021)], I aim to illuminate how graphic biographies, and the 

compelling practice offered by the visual-verbal form, have the merit of making a significant contribution to continuing Woolf’s 

iconicity and literary tradition in the twenty-first century.Moreover, since they are written in Italian, Spanish, and German, my 

aim is to demonstrate how Woolf’s iconicity has transcended the boundaries of the Anglo-American world and how these 

biographies provide a unique opportunity to broaden the already existing interest in Woolf. The artists, who are the focus of 

this paper, not only recreate a life by borrowing facts, details and events from Woolf’s real life, but they are also intertextually 

related to her fictional world since their biographies include fragments of her works within themselves, highlighting the 

palimpsestic nature of life writing through Woolf’s life story. Thus, this paper is especially indebted to the theoretical positions 

developed by Gerard Génette, who invites us to study the relationships that link a text to other texts, and by Frassen and 

Hoenselaars, who suggest considering earlier authors’ lives as texts, which contemporary authors can appropriate.  
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In the last two decades, Virginia Woolf’s life has become a major source of inspiration 

for contemporary writers who, fascinated by their famous predecessor, have made a significant 

contribution to the practice of reading the past in relation to the present and of bringing her 

closer to writers and readers alike. As Hermione Lee reminds us, Woolf’s life and work have 

been […] variously and passionately idealised, vilified, fictionalised, and mythologised.i In 

Virginia Woolf Icon, Brenda Silver, who has investigated Virginia Woolf’s position in popular 

culture, considers the mid-nineties as the turning point in the upsurge of her cult, to the extent 

that the interest in her biography and work, which was mainly limited to academics and scholars 

until the nineties, has become increasingly widespread since then. 

Several contemporary biographies, in prose and in the practice offered by the visual-

verbal form, are thus indebted to Virginia Woolf, both because of her eventful life and her 

suicide, as well as her literary techniques for exploring the complex inner lives of her characters. 

Her life, illness and death have been closely investigated and not only have they become the 

focus of several contemporary biofictions, such as Susan Sellers’ Vanessa and Virginia and 

Maggie Gee’s Virginia Woolf in Manhattan, among others, but also, more recently, the focus 

of graphic biographies, of which ‘[t]here is no doubt that we are witnessing a publishing gold 

rush’.ii Following the path opened by her close Bloomsbury friend Lytton Strachey, who was 

aware of the relativity of factual biography,iii Virginia Woolf herself engaged with the question 

of life writing,iv extended its range, and explored the relationship between auto/biography and 

fiction. In her influential essays ‘The New Biography’ (1927) and ‘The Art of Biography’ 

(1939), Woolf acknowledged the importance of Strachey’s contribution to the change in the 
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genre of biography. In ‘The New Biography’, she recognised that, in writing his biographies 

‘he has ceased to be the chronicler; he has become an artist’ (Woolf, 2008, p. 97), and in ‘The 

Art of Biography’, Virginia Woolf restated the value of Lytton Strachey’s biographies ‘to show 

both what biography can do and what biography cannot do’ (Woolf, 2008, p. 117). However, 

in both essays she claimed for herself the distinction between fact and fiction ‘Let it be fact, 

one feels, or let it be fiction; the imagination will not serve under two masters’ (Woolf, 2008, 

p. 100), and concluded that despite Strachey’s efforts to write ‘a book that was not only 

biography but also a work of art, [...] the combination proved unworkable; fact and fiction 

refused to mix’ (Woolf, 2008, p. 119). However, ‘Strachey’s novelization of biography’ 

(Saunders, 2012, p. 456) was very stimulating for her, so much so that in her novels, Virginia 

Woolf openly drew inspiration from her own life experience, her memories and feelings and 

transformed biographical facts into fiction, a tradition that postmodernism has further 

developed. As Michael Lackey has pointed out in The American Biographical Novel [2016], 

postmodernism has given authors more creative liberty when representing historical figures, a 

tradition further exploited by graphic biography artists. Speaking about graphic narrative, 

Hillary Chute says that it is ‘obviously relevant to postmodernism in that it is […] itself an 

approximately twentieth-century form, and an inherently self-reflexive one that mixes high and 

popular mass modes’ (Chute, 2011, p. 354). 

The contemporary reader has shown great interest in the lives of famous people, so the 

decision to relocate historical authors as characters in life writing speaks to contemporary tastes 

and sheds light on the dialogue between the canonical author’s life and work and our own 

cultural experience. 

Investigating the possible relationship between contemporary narrative theory and 

graphic narratives, Jared Gardner and David Herman claim that ‘the richness and complexity 

of narratives told in words and images might pose challenges to existing modes of story’ 

(Herman, 2011, p. 3). There is a long history of Woolf’s biographies written in prose, but over 

the last few years, there has certainly been a considerable increase all over Europe in graphic 

biographies, which delve into Woolf’s life and push the boundaries of storytelling by using 

images as well as words.  

At the heart of her study, Brenda Silver emphasises ‘the extensive visual and verbal 

representations of Virginia Woolf that have circulated in Anglo-American culture […] giving 

her a visibility and an immediacy, a celebrity, rare for a living writer and even rarer for one of 

the past’ and adds that ‘the proliferation of Virginia Woolfs has transformed the writer into a 

powerful and powerfully contested cultural icon’. (Silver, 1999, p. 3). 

This chapter investigates Alessandro Bacchetta’s Una stanza tutta per tre (2013), Lucrèce’s 

Virginia (2017), Lady Desidia’s El jardίn secreto de Virginia Woolf (2020), Liuba Gabriele’s 

Virginia Woolf (2021), and Susanne Kuhlendahl’s Virginia Woolf (2021), not only to 

demonstrate that Virginia Woolf’s representation has gone beyond Anglo-American borders, 

but also to address the question of how the dialogue between images and words contributes to 

the perpetuation of Woolf’s myth. Moreover, this paper argues that graphics and biography 

form an inseparable union, since images succeed in focusing on crucial moments of Woolf’s 

life that cannot be represented just by words. 

All the graphic biographies, the focus of this chapter, alternate between two different 

modes of engagement, since they not only recreate a life by borrowing facts, details, and events 

from Woolf’s real life, but they are also intertextually related to her fictional world. Their 

biographies, in fact, include fragments of her works within themselves. Even though these 

graphic biographies employ different styles to tell the story of Woolf’s life, they all depend on 

minute factual research on Woolf’s life, and also on the authors’ imaginative and creative 

ability. These graphic biographies, now established in the literary mainstream, share many 

characteristics with more traditional factual life writing forms and with biofiction, a hybrid 
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genre at the intersection of biography, historical biography, and fiction. Both biofiction and 

graphic biography undoubtedly have their roots in the practice of life writing, but they have 

freed themselves from the limitations of traditional life writing and have developed as separate 

and distinct aesthetic practices. Their aim is not an objective reconstruction of Woolf’s life, but 

rather a subjective one, which focuses on some key events in Woolf’s life as a woman and an 

artist. As Hillary Chute points out: ‘[g]raphic narrative suggests that historical accuracy is not 

the opposite of creative invention; the problematics of what we consider fact and fiction are 

made apparent by the role of drawing’ (Chute, 2008, p. 459). It is a different way of telling the 

story of a life. However, both practices are original ways to reinterpret the past, and they 

succeed in reinforcing the canonical status of the modernist writer. As Michael Lackey has 

pointed out ‘biographical novelists differ from biographers because, while authors of traditional 

and fictional biographies seek to represent the life (or a dimension of a life) of an actual 

historical figure as clearly and accurately as possible, biographical novelists [,,,] use the 

biographical subject in order to project their own vision of life and the world’ (Lackey, 2016). 

As Virginia Woolf becomes the protagonist of the graphic biographies, the focus of this chapter, 

the artists highlight the palimpsestic nature of life writing through their versions of Woolf’s life 

story. Moreover, they have the merit of making Virginia Woolf and her works more accessible 

to a wider reading public, since the textual practice offered by the visual-verbal form is an 

effective way to invite active participation on the reader’s part and engage them in a more 

emotional connection than prose. Furthermore, as Dirk Vanderbeke points out in his essay 

‘Graphic Grief’, ‘[t]raumatic experiences, loss and grief have been common features in graphic 

narratives’; thus, Woolf’s troubled and eventful life is undoubtedly appealing to contemporary 

writers and artists. It is also a fascinating subject for the reader, who is drawn to investigate the 

truth of Woolf’s life and, relying on images, can enter a world more deeply than just through 

words.  

The French theorist Gérard Genette provides a theoretical framework for the reading of 

graphic biographies, the focus of this chapter. In his seminal books, Palimpsestes: Literature 

in the Second degree (1997[1982]) and Paratextes: Thresholds of Interpretation (1997 [1987]), 

he discusses at length the relationship, ‘whether obvious or concealed’ (Genette, 1997 [1982], 

p. 1), of a text with other texts. He considers every text as a ‘palimpsest’ and thus he redefines 

the entire field of narrative poetics, whose task is not to consider a text in its singularity, but 

rather to study the relationships that link one text to another text. Moreover, in the Introduction 

to The Author as Character: Representing Historical Writers in Western Literature (1999, pp. 

11-35), Franssen and Hoenselaars suggest considering earlier authors’ lives as text, which 

contemporary authors can appropriate as with previous literary texts. 

In each graphic biography, the name of Virginia Woolf is explicitly mentioned in the title (only 

Lucrèce calls her simply Virginia), and each front cover shows her in the foreground. Yet she 

is represented through very different images, which, paratextually,v give the reader indications 

about the relationship the artists have with their subject. Moreover, the back covers provide 

further information on the life and work of the artist and offer the reader a first clue about this 

extraordinary canonical writer. 

Alessandro Bacchetta’s graphic narrative is entitled Una stanza tutta per tre. (A room 

just for three) [2013], which recalls the title of Woolf’s famous essay A Room of One’s Own, 

translated into Italian as Una stanza tutta per sé and shows how Bacchetta’s work can be read 

not only as a reappropriation of Woolf’s life, but also as a close dialogue with A Room of One’s 

Own, demonstrating that Bacchetta is interested in the relationship between Virginia Woolf and 

her works. 

The choice of the title makes it clear that Virginia is not alone in her room anymore; she 

actually shares it with two more people, two black ghosts, who haunt her and graphically 

embody the voices she is said to have heard because of her illness. By making these ghosts 
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visible, Bacchetta forces the reader to understand the violence of her nightmares and uses the 

visual form and its proportions to give his text an emotional quality and communicate this 

traumatic experience effectively. Bacchetta focuses on the most crucial moment of Woolf’s life, 

namely her suicide. As he states on the back cover, the book is about Woolf’s last day. Thus, 

he crucially imagines the last day in Woolf’s life and, in doing so, he breaks free from 

conventional biography and fuses real with invented events. With Woolf’s diaries in mind, 

Bacchetta intertextually selects moments from her life and works and integrates them into his 

graphic biography, so much so that the last tragic moments of Woolf’s life are constantly being 

rewritten to adapt to new readers and reading practices.  

Bacchetta wants to show Virginia beyond her works of art, so he makes her experiences 

and her mental tumults visible to the reader, and his medium helps to develop a sympathetic 

relationship between the reader and Virginia Woolf.  

 

 
Figure 1: Illustration of Alessandro Bacchetta from the book ‘Una stanza tutta per tre’. Published with the kind permission 

of Alessandro Bacchetta 

 

The coversheet is the only coloured part of Una stanza tutta per tre and shows Virginia 

Woolf in her fifties while she is smoking and reading; this drawing shows similarities to the 

actual photos we have of the historical figure. As Bacchetta himself claims,vi he is loosely 

inspired by the painter Egon Schiele, who depicts his figures with distorted lines and 

exaggerated anatomies in order to convey deep, often violent emotions, which are a mirror of 

an intimate sorrow. 

On the frontispiece is a quotation from a letter that Virginia Woolf wrote to Ethel Smith 

in July 1934: ‘Sometimes I think heaven must be one continuous unexhausted reading’ (Woolf, 

1977), vii a memory of Virginia Woolf’s love for reading since her early childhood, when she 

used to spend time in her father Leslie Stephen’s library, where she was allowed to read 

whatever she wanted. 

The book opens with panels without words, which set up the scene: we see Woolf’s 

cottage in the countryside. From the very beginning, Bacchetta uses black, white and different 

shades of grey to mirror Virginia’s ever-changing moods and evoke crucial moments of 

Woolf’s life, as well as pivotal themes of her works, such as the efforts of literary creation, the 

transience of fame, the meaning of life and the horror of war. Following the path laid down by 

biofiction writers, who have managed to intertextually reconstruct authorship by taking 

canonical authors back into the fictional world, often in the act of producing their famous texts, 
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Bacchetta shows Virginia while she is writing her latest novel and is wondering whether her 

works are worthwhile and will be remembered. Virginia Woolf was actually quite uneasy about 

her literary legacy and was always susceptible to criticism, to such an extent that after the 

publication of each of her novels, while waiting for the critical reviews, she suffered from 

stress, fearing that her creations might not survive. Bacchetta focuses on her lack of 

inspiration, and significantly, Virginia’s first words are ‘è finita’, which refers to her literary 

career, but indeed foretell the tragic event that is going to happen.  

In Una stanza tutta per tre, Bacchetta also shows war planes, whose bombings of 

London during the Second World War terrify Virginia and heighten her worries to the extent 

that she starts having visions again, which are very effectively portrayed with the two black 

ghosts. Woolf’s suicide is successfully built up step by step: in the beginning, Virginia 

identifies the two ghosts with her ambivalent feelings for her father, Leslie Stephen, which, 

as she herself says in ‘Sketch of the Past’, were made up of ‘rage alternated with love’. The 

ghosts underline her failure as a woman and accuse her of not being able to cook, of not 

having children, and of not being able to write and think. Virginia tries to fight against them, 

but in a crescendo of pathos, they order her to write her last letter to her husband Leonard, the 

only other character in the background of this graphic biography. 

 

 
Figure 2: Illustration of Alessandro Bacchetta from the book ‘Una stanza tutta per tre’. Published with the kind permission 

of Alessandro Bacchetta 

 

Even though Bacchetta chooses to present the last day in Woolf’s life, her suicide is not 

shown directly, but only hinted at. First, we read fragments of her letter to Leonard, the main 

parts of which are given in captions inserted in the panels, but also partially handwritten, a 

facsimile of what Virginia Woolf actually wrote to her husband. Then one of the ghosts comes 

to get her, the door of the cottage closes, we see an empty room, and the last panel, which covers 

the whole page, shows a ghostly landscape of a river illuminated by a full moon.  
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Figure 3: Illustration of Alessandro Bacchetta from the book ‘Una stanza tutta per tre’. Published with the kind permission 

of Alessandro Bacchetta 
 

Bacchetta does not follow Woolf’s claims for the distinction between fact and fiction; 

on the contrary, he borrows from Woolf’s biography and diaries, and he fuses real with 

imagined events. In doing so, he moves away from the traditional factual biography and fills in 

the gaps by intersecting it with his personal narrative, showing that it is difficult to read Woolf’s 

work independently from her life. As Clare Hanson has pointed out, ‘aspects of Woolf’s well-

documented life have by now attained the status of intertexts, which interweave with her fiction 

and influence our interpretation of it. [...] In her production of diaries, letters, and memoirs, 

Woolf created a kind of interface between life and text, and herself questioned the barriers 

between them’ (Hanson, 1994, p. 1). 

Virginia [2017] presents Woolf’s life through illustrations by the artist Lucrèce, the 

pseudonym of Lucrezia Buganè, accompanied by texts written in Italian by Lorenza Tonani. 

Thus, it is the result of a collaborative work between a writer and an artist. Virginia offers a 

different perspective: on the cover sheet, a young Virginia only partially resembles her known 

physical appearance, but she is recognizable by her big green eyes. On the back coversheet 

there is a quotation from one of Woolf’s letters written to her sister Vanessa in June 1911 ‘To 

be 29 and unmarried-to be a failure-childless-insane too, no writer’ (Woolf, 1977), viii which is 

immediately contradicted by the text that follows, which introduces Virginia Woolf as the 

greatest English author of the twentieth century. 

     
Figure 4: Illustration of Lucrèce from the book Virginia. Published with the kind permission of Hop-Pavia 
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The visual plays a major role here; nevertheless, the authors exploit the advantages of 

image-text, creating an interaction between the verbal and the visual. This biography makes use 

of the interplay between words and images, with many allusions in the text and images of 

Woolf’s career as a writer. The biography is written in short vignettes, each chapter dealing 

with a crucial moment in Woolf’s life. The first chapter, entitled ‘Il nostro diritto’, our right, 

indicates the emphasis that the two authors want to use in their biography. On the right, a young 

Virginia, covered in paper sheets, sits on some bricks and writes. On the left, the image features 

a broom, balls of wool, plates, and elements traditionally associated with women, which play a 

secondary role. The text reinforces the picture and emphasizes Woolf’s contribution to women's 

emancipation, as well as her awareness that a woman needs economic independence and a room 

of her own, as her famous essay "A Room of One’s Own" made clear. 

 

 
Figure 5: Illustration of Lucrèce from the book Virginia. Published with the kind permission of Hop-Pavia 

 

The following chapters follow a chronological order from Virginia’s birth to her tragic 

death. Her childhood, her parents and siblings, her close but also difficult relationship with her 

sister Vanessa, the untimely family deaths, her new life in Bloomsbury, her marriage with 

Leonard, the Hogarth Press and her relationship with Vita are all represented, but the authors 

crucially focus on connections between art and life, and on how Virginia, but also her sister 

Vanessa, dedicated their lives to artistic experimentation and innovation. Significantly, some 

chapters are dedicated to Woolf’s novels and essays, which aim to remember Virginia more as 

an artist than as the novelist who committed suicide, an idea strengthened by novels such as 

Cunningham’s The Hours (1999). Nevertheless, Virginia’s death closes the narrative, preceded 

by an image of her face split into two halves, which anticipates her fatal crisis.  
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Figure 6: Illustration of Lucrèce from the book Virginia. Published with the kind permission of Hop-Pavia 

 

One panel is then dedicated to the famous letter to Leonard, handwritten, which, 

according to Hillary Chute and Marianne DeKoven ‘is an important part of the rich extra-

semantic information a reader receives’ (Chute, 2006, p. 767), while another entitled ‘L’addio’ 

(Farewell), shows the image of Virginia’s body in the river. 

In Virginia, Lucrèce creates symbolic pictures, and the colours, even in the most tragic 

moments, offer various shades of green combined with pinks and greys, which recall the Liberty 

style, with its clean, sinuous lines. Moreover, the pictures are often enriched with details and 

elements referring to the natural world. Throughout the narrative, Lucrèce represents Virginia 

as a beautiful young woman with large, expressive eyes and an intense, melancholy gaze. As 

she herself claims,ix Lucrèce took inspiration from the many photos available on the web, but 

her aim is to offer a personal vision of Virginia, which focuses more on Woolf’s inner life than 

on her outer life, thus emphasising the writer’s interior changes, rather than the exterior ones. 

Even the choice of the title, Virginia, implies a confidential relationship with Virginia Woolf 

and underlines the will of the artists to reshape their visual narrative into something that they 

can claim as their own.  

El jardίn secreto de Virginia Woolf (2020) is written in Spanish by Lady Desidia, the 

pseudonym of Vanessa Borrell. On the coversheet, a young woman with red hair and green 

eyes stands out against a green background full of flowers and leaves, closely connected to 

the secret garden in the title. The visual plays a major role here; Lady Desidia, in fact, creates 

delicate portraits of floral women using the watercolour technique, and the pictures are often 

enriched with details and elements referring to the natural world.  

The biography opens with a quotation from Moments of Being: 
‘From this I reach what I might call a philosophy; at any rate it is a constant idea of mine; that behind 

the cotton wool is hidden a pattern; that we -I mean all human beings- are connected with this; that the whole 

world is a work of art; that we are parts of the work of art. […] We are the words; we are the music; we are the 

thing itself. And I see this when I have a shock’. (Woolf, 1985 [1976], p. 72)x 

Following Woolf’s belief that all human beings are part of a work of art, (Woolf, 1985 

[1976]) Lady Desidia offers a different perspective from the other graphic life writings 

examined in this chapter: El jardίn secreto de Virginia Woolf is not only a biography of Virginia 

Woolf, but that of many other artists, mainly women, who made an important contribution to 

renewing their respective artistic fields, often without recognition, and who influenced or 

inspired Virginia Wool herself. In doing so, Lady Desidia creates a variety of voices and offers 
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a multi-faceted perspective of Woolf’s background. All these artists led tormented lives, yet 

they all fought to be free to dedicate themselves to their art. Among others, the model Elizabeth 

Siddal, the poet Christina Rossetti, whose centenary Woolf celebrated in ‘I am Christina 

Rossetti’, Julia Margaret Cameron, Woolf’s great-aunt, who devoted herself successfully to 

photography, the painter Dora Carrington, and Vanessa Bell, Virginia’s sister, who dedicated 

her life to painting. In her graphic biography, Lady Desidia emphasises Vanessa and Virginia’s 

personal relationship, with Virginia always looking for her sister’s maternal role, but also 

focuses on their professional connection. Even though each sister dedicated herself to her art, 

they were in constant artistic dialogue, and they were both aware of the effort that artistic 

creation requires, especially from women. 

The biography of the Victorian and Modernist artists included in El jardίn secreto de 

Virginia Woolf and the chapters dedicated to artistic movements like the Pre-Raphaelite 

Brotherhood and the Bloomsbury group, find room to mention the botanist Anna Atkins and 

the garden designer Gertrude Jekyll, thus emphasising the interest Lady Desidia has in the 

natural world, which becomes the leitmotif of her work. Following this path, one of the most 

important ‘protagonists’ is Woolf’s short story ‘Kew Gardens’, whose many quotes are 

interspersed with the life stories Lady Desidia tells. Significantly in this story published in 1919, 

and set in Kew Gardens, emphasis is given to the natural world of flowers, with their red, blue, 

and yellow petals stirred by the summer breeze, to a brown snail and to white and blue 

butterflies, motifs that Lady Desidia takes up and inserts into her text in colourful and evocative 

images. Similarly to Virginia Woolf, who often employed the language of the senses, with its 

nuances and different tones, in her works, Lady Desidia tells her biography as an artist would, 

using an imaginative, pictorial style and successfully exploits the advantages of the verbal-

visual medium. Some pages of her narrative are dedicated to the colour sky blue and the 

different techniques connected to it. However, Virginia Woolf herself pointed out the important 

role that visual arts play in verbal arts and was firmly aware that ‘painting and writing have 

much to tell each other: they have much in common’ (Woolf, ‘Walter Sickert: A Conversation’ 

1950). 

The last chapter of El jardίn secreto de Virginia Woolf focuses on the protagonist of this 

biography, namely, Virginia Woolf. Like all the other women, Virginia is portrayed as a delicate 

woman, with a sweet, pale face and green eyes, accompanied by elements from the natural 

world. In the beginning, she is represented as a young woman in profile, then Lady Desidia 

shows the slow passing of time with an image of a more mature Virginia Woolf. With brief 

hints, the artist gives a portrait of the world of Virginia, starting from her childhood in 

Kensington, the untimely family losses, and her life in Bloomsbury. Space is dedicated to her 

relationship with Leonard Woolf, made up of strong complicity, and emphasis is also given to 

Virginia’s meeting with Vita and their relationship, which inspired her famous novel Orlando: 

A Biography. The narrative parts are mixed with the voices of the characters heard through 

fragments of letters, diaries, and texts. Lady Desidia recreates the covers of Virginia’s novels 

and essays, drawn by her sister Vanessa and published by the Hogarth Press. Moreover, she 

even draws some of the photographic portraits done by Julia Margaret Cameron. El jardίn 

secreto de Virginia Woolf shows the aim of the artist to highlight Virginia’s role as an 

independent woman who devoted her life to art. As Woolf’s famous essay A Room of One’s 

Own made clear, she was aware that a woman needs some money and a space for herself if she 

wants to become an artist, thus she created her own shelter at Monk’s house to dedicate herself 

to writing, which Lady Desidia successfully reconstructs in images. To depict the last moments 

of Woolf’s life, Lady Desidia uses different nuances of the colour blue and significantly 

accompanies the colour with an entry from Woolf’s diary written on 4 July 1929, in which she 

wonders about the transitoriness of human life and seems to anticipate the tragic epilogue. After 
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a short paragraph about Woolf’s suicide, the graphic biography closes as it has started with a 

quotation from Woolf’s ‘Sketch of the Past’: 
‘I was looking at the flower bed by the front door; “That is the whole”, I said. I was looking at a plant with a spread 

of leaves; and it seemed suddenly plain that the flower itself was a part of the earth; that a ring enclosed what was 

the flower; and that was the real flower; part earth, part flower,’ (Woolf, 1985 [1976], p. 71).xi 

Liuba Gabriele’s Virginia Woolf, written in Italian, has a circular structure, since it 

opens a few days before Virginia’s death and closes with her suicide. The prologue is set in 

Rodmell in March 1941, and it is mainly made up of pictures of the river Ouse drawn in cold 

and gloomy colours such as blue, violet, and green, which mirror Virginia’s mood and her 

whirlwind of emotions. Since the thought of death haunted Virginia Woolf throughout her life, 

Liuba Gabriele chooses to introduce it at the beginning of the story as an invisible presence that 

accompanies Virginia. Virginia is represented here as a mature woman; a few thought captions 

show her desperation, and the image of a crucial object, a big stone in her hand, makes the 

reader anticipate her tragic death. In choosing thought captions, Liuba Gabriele adopts Woolf’s 

pioneering technique of exploring the inner life of her character, in which the visual-verbal 

form has a natural advantage, making it clear from the very beginning that Liuba Gabriele is 

interested in giving life to Woolf’s flow of thoughts and her emotions. 

On the coversheet Virginia is represented as a young woman in profile; the drawing 

shows similarities to the actual photos of her when she was young and, even though on the back 

cover the captions refer to Woolf’s suicide, the image shows Virginia’s beloved garden at 

Monk’s House in Sussex, which played an important role in her life as a source of pleasure and 

inspiration for many of her works and shows that in her biography Gabriele aims to emphasise 

the strength of Woolf's creativity rather than to focus on her suicide. 

 

 
Figure 7: Illustration of Liuba Gabriele from the book ‘Virginia Woolf’. Published with the kind permission of Liuba 

Gabriele 

 

In Virginia Woolf, the internal and external life of this cultural icon is creatively 

reconstructed, also based on her most famous works. Gabriele’s graphic biography is made up 

of short vignettes, each dealing with an important moment in Woolf’s life from 1922 to her 

death. Emphasis is given to Virginia’s meeting with Vita Sackville-West, their relationship and 

their growing intimacy which was extremely important for her life and literary work, and some 

chapters are dedicated to her most famous novels, Mrs Dalloway, To the Lighthouse, Orlando, 

The Waves and Between the Acts, whose salient moments are recalled with cameos.  
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In each episode, Gabriele uses the hand drawing technique in pencil and a great range 

of colours to mirror Virginia’s fluctuating emotions and different moods. Brilliant colours, such 

as red, yellow, and orange, define happy moments in Virginia’s life, such as the beginning of 

her relationship with Vita. In contrast, dark colours mark out the most tragic events. Moreover, 

Gabriele’s swirling strokes graphically represent the overwhelming rhythm of life that Woolf 

highlighted in her works. 

 

 
Figure 8: Illustration of Liuba Gabriele from the book ‘Virginia Woolf’. Published with the kind permission of Liuba 

Gabriele 

 

The last chapter, titled ‘Il Finale’ (‘The End’), starts in September 1940 and opens in 

London under a bomb attack by a war plane. The size of the panels and the cold colours 

underline Virginia’s anguish, while voice-overs, which frame the panels, indicate that she is 

hearing voices again, warning her that they will never leave her.  

 
Figure 9: Illustration of Liuba Gabriele from the book ‘Virginia Woolf’. Published with the kind permission of Liuba 

Gabriele 
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Virginia cries black tears, and a completely black panel anticipates the tragic end, 

drawing the reader into this appalling experience. Virginia’s two letters, one for her husband 

Leonard and one for her sister Vanessa, which she leaves in her cottage in March 1941, and her 

walk to the river further challenge the reader to react to the information provided by the visual 

and the textual. Unlike Bacchetta’s graphic narrative, here the reader witnesses Virginia’s 

suicide, and the focus is on specific, well-known details. Virginia picks up a stone and walks 

into the river, while in the cottage Leonard finds the letters, runs to the river, sees his wife’s 

stick on the bank, and his desperate shout ‘Virginia’ closes the graphic biography. The very last 

page features swirling patterns in different shades of blue, which effectively evoke the flow of 

water in the River Ouse.  

An essential chronology of Woolf’s life and a list of reference books, films, and Internet 

sites about her close the narrative. As she herself claims,xii Gabriele’s biography is informed by 

Woolf’s Moments of Being, Woolf’s nephew Quentin Bell’s biography, and The Letters of Vita 

Sackville-West to Virginia Woolf. Moreover, she refers to Leonard Woolf’s selection of 

autobiographical writings, which give an intimate view of Leonard and Virginia’s life together, 

thus granting her biography not only authority but also a more personal perspective. 

Susanne Kuhlendahl’s Virginia Woolf (2021), written in German, subtly paints a 

detailed picture of the modernist writer, whose life is also reconstructed on the basis of her 

famous works. This biography depends on minute factual research into Woolf’s life, and her 

graphic life writing is informed by Hermione Lee’s, Quentin Bell's, and Susanne Amrain’s 

biographies. Nevertheless, Kuhlendahl not only borrows facts, details, and events from the 

author's real life but also from her fictional world. The front cover shows Virginia while she is 

writing, and her dip pen gives life to many of her famous characters; thus, Kuhlendhal focuses 

on how closely Woolf’s life was woven into her writing from the very beginning. 

 
Figure 10: Copyright © 2021 Susanne Kuhlendahl, Knesebeck Verla 

The back cover further reinforces this idea through a very famous quote from A Room 

of One’s Own, an essay that is mentioned again in the inside cover and is given ample space in 

her biography.  

‘Lock up your libraries if you like; but there is no gate, no lock, no bolt that you can set 

upon the freedom of my mind’ (Woolf, 2016 [1929]). xiii 

All the graphic biographies, the focus of this chapter, establish a relationship with Woolf’s 

famous essay A Room of One’s Own, which explores the difficulties women writers have in a 

world dominated by male artists, but in Virginia Woolf, Kuhlendhal openly displays the 
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influence of A Room of One’s Own, echoing Woolf’s themes and adapting them to 

contemporary life. 

Virginia Woolf is written in short vignettes and follows a chronological order. It deals 

with all the important moments of Woolf’s life, from her happy childhood to her tragic death, 

which are interspersed with quotations in borderless captions written in block capitals taken 

from her famous works, thus reinforcing the idea that her life was closely connected to her 

work. Moreover, by showing Woolf while she is writing her novels, diaries, and letters, the 

graphic narrative also explores Virginia’s mind, and in doing so, she carries on Woolf’s legacy. 

Woolf was not interested in exterior actions and events, and she handled time freely, often 

altering time sequences and juxtaposing past and present. Instead, she was fascinated by the 

flow of her characters’ emotions and thoughts as they experienced these events. In her essay 

‘Modern Fiction’ (1919), Virginia Woolf invites the reader to ‘[e]xamine for a moment an 

ordinary mind on an ordinary day. The mind receives a myriad of impressions- trivial, fantastic, 

evanescent, or engraved with the sharpness of steel’ and adds ‘if a writer were a free man and 

not a slave, if he could write what he chooses, not what he must, if he could base his work upon 

his own feeling and not upon conventions, there would be no plot, no comedy, no tragedy, no 

love interest or catastrophe in the accepted style’ (Woolf, 2016 [1919]). 

Kuhlendhal and the other artists that I have analysed so far, influenced by Woolf’s same 

strategy, are not so much interested in an accurate reproduction of the events of Woolf’s life, 

but rather in giving testimony and illustrating an inner experience. Even though they reconstruct 

Woolf’s life with a variety of references, such as biographies, literary works, and historical 

events, and connect to Woolf’s texts through the many quotations, they want to build up their 

own vision of Woolf’s life and work and speculate on her interior life. In doing so, they exploit 

the possibility that graphic narrative offers to make her inner world visible, and they rely on 

images to successfully depict Woolf’s emotions and memories. 

Kuhlendahl’s drawings bear a certain similarity to the real photos we have of the 

historical figures. The author successfully creates an interplay between the verbal and the 

visual. She tells the story in italics to distinguish it from the quotes, which she has made look 

more fixed. Meanwhile, different shades of colours illustrate Woolf’s life, with pastel colours 

depicting her childhood and peaceful moments. In contrast, darker colours underline the most 

tragic moments of her life, such as her parents’ and siblings’ deaths, the abuses she suffered, 

her nervous breakdowns, and her own death. Even the lines of the drawings and the proportions 

change according to the situation and, crucially, they become more ruptured when the situation 

becomes more dramatic, such as in Virginia’s last moments when she finally faces her enemy, 

which is death, represented as an elderly man dressed in black. 

 
Figure 11: Copyright © 2021 Susanne Kuhlendhal, Knesebeck Verlag 
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However, since Kuhlendahl is interested in the close link between Woolf’s life and her 

writing, her graphic biography ends significantly, with a close-up of Virginia’s face, her dip 

pen in her hand, and the following words: Virginia did not stop telling us stories (my 

translation).xiv A chronology of Woolf’s life and a list of reference works close the narrative. 

 
Figure 12: Copyright © 2021 Susanne Kuhlendhal, Knesebeck Verlag 

 

In conclusion, despite their differing approaches, all the graphic biographies covered in 

this chapter show that contemporary artists are interested in revisiting and reclaiming texts 

written by Virginia Woolf and sharing with her the experience of using biography creatively. 

These graphic biographies have the merit of making Virginia Woolf and her life more accessible 

to a wider reading public through the verbal-visual medium and stimulate further interest in 

Woolf’s work and her contribution to literature. Through the interplay between text and images, 

they attract readers from all age groups, and so, even though it is clear that a more competent 

reader will understand the many references and visual allusions to Woolf’s life and work, these 

graphic biographies are also enjoyable for and accessible to readers who do not have extensive 

knowledge of her, and who are invited to imagine and participate actively. 

As Hillary Chute points out, graphic narrative ‘can express life stories, especially 

traumatic ones, powerfully because it makes literal the presence of the past by disrupting special 

temporal conventions to overlay and palimpsest past and present’ (Chute, 2011, p. 109). 

Virginia Woolf has inspired several rewritings of her life in the last decades, and Bacchetta, 

Lucrèce, Lady Desidia, Gabriele and Kuhlendhal take Woolf’s life from history, but they 

convert it into a metaphor and create their own Virginia, thus making a significant contribution 

to carrying on Woolf’s iconicity and literary tradition in the twenty-first century. The artists 

skilfully exploit the hybrid nature of the visual and textual code, and through their narratives 

perpetuate Woolf’s myth and remind us of how relevant Virginia Woolf still is to contemporary 

culture. 
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i i Lee, Hermione. 2005. Virginia Woolf's Nose. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 

ii Groensteen, Thierry. 2017. “Biographies of Famous Painters in Comics. What Becomes of the Paintings.” 

ImageTexT 9 (2). Even though Groensteen focuses on the graphic biographies of famous painters, he claims that 

this taste for graphic biography has been extended to key figures in other fields. 

 
iii According to Todd Avery, it was Lytton Strachey who transformed English biography, by introducing an 

awareness of the relativity of factual biography in favour of a more subjective approach into the more 

conventional Victorian tradition. (Avery, 2020, p. 30) 
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iv Throughout her life Virginia Woolf engaged with biography, wrote autobiographical writings, collected and 

published posthumously as Moments of Being, and wrote a conventional biography, Roger Fry: A Biography 

(1940), many biographical essays, reviews on biographies and auto/biographical novels such as To the Lighthouse 

(1927), Orlando: A Biography (1928) and Flush: A Biography (1933)  

 
v In his Paratexts: Threshold of Interpretation (1997), Genette defines the paratext as everything that 

accompanies a text, which gives clues to the reader about it even before its reception. The paratext is made up of 

the peritext, which is elements within the text, and the epitext, which defines elements outside the text. 

 
vi Bacchetta, personal communication with the author of this chapter, 12 May 2022. 

 
vii ‘Talvolta penso che il paradiso sia leggere continuamente, senza fine’ 

 
viii ‘Ventinove anni, non sposata, destinate a fallire, niente figli, persino pazza, nemmeno scrittrice, 

 
ix Personal communication with the author of this chapter, 17 May 2022 

 
x A partir da esto llego a lo que podrίa llamar una filosofia; en cualquier caso, es una idea constante mia; que 

detrás del algodόn se oculta un patrόn; que nosotros -quiero decir, todos los seres humanos- estamos conectados 

con esto; que el mundo entero es una obra de arte; que nosotros somos parte de esa obra de arte. Somos las 

palabras; somos la música; somos la cosa misma. Y reo esto cuando tengo un shock’ 

 
xi ‘Estaba mirando el macizo de flores junto a la puerta principal; “Eso es todo”, dije. Estaba mirando una planta 

con una extensiόn de hojas; y de repente pareciό evidente que la flor misma formaba parte de la tierra; que un 

anillo encerraba lo que era la flor; y esa era la flor real; parte tierra; parte flor’ 

 
xii Gabriele, personal communication with the author of this chapter, 14 November 2023. 

 
xiii ‘Schließt eure Bibliotheken ab, wenn ihr wollt, aber es gibt kein Tor, kein Schloss, keinen Riegel, mit dem ihr 

die Freiheit meines Geistes einschließen könnt᾽. 

 
xiv ‘Virginia Woolf hat nicht aufgehört, uns zu erzählen’. 
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