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ABSTRACT 

This essay reads Virginia Woolf's suicide note from a feminist critical perspective, 
tracing the intersections of genius, gender, and madness in her last gesture of 
writing. Entirely a personal goodbye, Woolf's note is also a reflection of the profound 
tensions between her womanhood, authorship, and madness during early twentieth-
century England. By placing the note in the context of Woolf's wider work—
specifically her representations of female subjectivity, domestic entrapment, and 
mental instability—the study contends that the letter represents both the burden of 
patriarchal expectations and the innovative genius that fought back against them. 
The critique highlights how Woolf's deliberately chosen words complicate the 
conventional association of madness with weakness, instead situating her final work 
as a testament to the weight and genius of a woman writer navigating the boundaries 
set by society and her own mind. Finally, then, this paper proposes that Woolf's 
suicide note, if read critically, is not merely a document of despair but is also a 
feminist text revealing the fraught relationship between gender, creativity, and the 
cultural stigmatization of mental illness. 
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FULL PAPER 

Introduction 

Virginia Woolf remains one of the most influential figures in modernist 
literature, celebrated for her groundbreaking explorations of consciousness, self, 
and the intricacies of women's lives. However, her legacy is also irretrievable from 
the tragedy of her death in 1941, when she stuffed her pockets with stones and 
drowned in the River Ouse. At the center of this incident is her suicide letter to her 
husband, Leonard Woolf, a short but chilling document that has been analyzed, 
sentimentalized, and mythologized for decades. This paper argues that Woolf's 
suicide letter can be read not just as a private goodbye but as a cultural and feminist 
text illuminating the intertwining of madness, gender, and genius in early-twentieth-
century England. By situating the note within Woolf's literary oeuvre and the broader 
discourse of feminist critical thought, this research demonstrates how the note 
captures the limitations imposed on women writers, the pathological stigmatization 
of mental illness, and the paradox of creativity arising from affliction. 

Literature Review 

Scholarly accounts of Virginia Woolf's suicide tend to fluctuate between two 
extremes: romanticization of her desperation and clinical discussion of her mental 
illness. Early biographies, like Quentin Bell's Virginia Woolf: A Biography (1972), 
present the suicide in terms of her ongoing struggles with depression and potential 
bipolar disorder. More contemporary feminist scholarship, however, has claimed 
that cultural conditions of gendered oppression were equally important in 
constructing Woolf's desperation (Showalter, 1985; Marcus, 1992). 

Feminist theorists like Elaine Showalter have highlighted the historical 
connection between "female madness" and patriarchal oppression, pointing out that 
women's mental distress was frequently pathologized in a manner that further 
solidified male hegemony. Woolf's suicide note, then, written under the darkness of 
war and individual disintegration, becomes not merely a personal confession but 
part of a larger discourse of women's repressed voices. In addition, theorists such 
as Toril Moi (1985) have maintained that Woolf's texts consistently resist settling on 
binary oppositions between sanity and madness, rationality and irrationality, and 
creativity and destructiveness. Her last note, though short, can be read through the 
same modernist aesthetics of fragmentation and flow that are found in her novels, 
including Mrs. Dalloway and The Waves. 
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This essay draws on such feminist and literary criticism by suggesting that 
Woolf's suicide note is usefully understood as both an individual document and a 
cultural text that instantiates the interlaced dynamics of gender, madness, and 
genius. 

Analysis: Suicide Note as Text 

Woolf's suicide letter to Leonard starts with a declaration of love and 
appreciation, but quickly turns into a reflection on her mental deterioration: "I feel 
certain that I am going mad again. I feel we cannot go through another of those 
terrible times. Moreover, I shall not recover this time." The lines are both desperate 
and self-conscious, positioning madness as an inescapability and not an isolated 
episode. The note's succinctness, simplicity, and restraint indicate that it is greater 
than an uncouth outpouring; it has the precision of a composed text, befitting Woolf's 
literary voice. From a feminist perspective, the letter reveals how Woolf internalized 
the cultural association of women with instability. Her employment of the term 
"going mad again" illustrates both her own history of breakdowns and the broader 
medical narrative of hysteria and female delicacy that dominated her time. However, 
instead of being weak, Woolf's narration contains clarity and agency—she labels her 
state, admits its repetitive nature, and proclaims her choice to take her life. 

Madness and Burden of Genius 

Woolf's note should also be understood as part of her vision of artistic genius. 
All through her essays, especially A Room of One's Own (1929), she emphasizes the 
requirements of space, time, and liberty for women to write. Her own life, as she 
created, however, was filled with tension: her genius bloomed under circumstances 
that heightened her vulnerability as well. By acknowledging that she was not able to 
"go through another of those horrible times," Woolf makes her intellectual brilliance 
inextricable from her mental anguish. Feminist critique enables us to understand 
that this is not just the tragic destiny of one person, but a larger cultural pattern in 
which women artists have been both adored and annihilated by the exact terms of 
their creativity. The note, therefore, registers the "double bind" of women's genius: 
to write against the stream of patriarchy yet pay the psychic price for doing so. 

Gender, Love, and Domesticity 

One of the most striking features of the note is its repeated invocation of 
Leonard Woolf: "You have been in every way all that anyone could be. I do not think 
two people could have been happier till this terrible disease came." This phrasing 
brings her into focus as wife, partner, and companion, even in the act of her own 
erasure. Instead of an assertion of individual liberty, her last words are stated in 



THE RUBRICS Journal of Interdisciplinary Studies         ISSN 2454-1974 
International, Indexed and Peer-Reviewed e-Journal 

Page | 52  
 
VOLUME 7 ISSUE 7, SEPTEMBER 2025 
 

gratitude and relational identity. From a feminist perspective, such a focus on the 
self discloses women's gendered constructions of selfhood during Woolf's era. In 
death as in life, Woolf navigates the conflict between her autonomy as an artist and 
that of a faithful wife. The note, therefore, illustrates the feminist contention that 
women's subjectivity has traditionally been socially mediated through relationships, 
specifically within marriage. 

Madness as Feminist Protest? 

Finally, Woolf's suicide letter can be read as both resignation to illness and 
resistance. In choosing death, she refuses patriarchal medical establishments' 
greater domination of her body and mind. Though suicide is usually regarded as a 
sole act of desperation, in Woolf's own instance, it can be interpreted as a refusal—
a final rejection of the patterns of treatment, incarceration, and recuperation that 
had governed her life. In such a way, her madness, quite contrary to being a sign of 
weakness, emerges as a feminist rebellion against institutions that curbed her 
autonomy.  

Conclusion 

Virginia Woolf's suicide letter, when interpreted through feminist critical 
analysis, becomes more than an intimate goodbye. It is a cultural and literary text 
that contains the complexities of madness, gender, and genius in early twentieth-
century England. The letter speaks to the pressures of mental illness, but it also 
identifies the systemic forces that forced women writers into pathologization for 
their excellence and patriarchal oppression. By placing the suicide note in the 
context of Woolf's overall body of work and feminist theory, this essay illustrates that 
her last words complicate traditional understandings of madness as vulnerability. 
Instead, they bear witness to the clarity, agency, and richness of a woman navigating 
the double legacies of suffering and artistic creation. In the end, Woolf's suicide note 
is both an intensely individual gesture and a feminist document, revealing the 
manner in which gender, madness, and genius continue inextricably intertwined in 
cultural remembrance. 
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