
Visit Shmoop for full coverage of Orlando

Shmoop: study guides and teaching resources for literature, US history, and poetry

Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial 3.0
This document may be modified and republished for noncommercial use only. 
You must attribute Shmoop and link to http://www.shmoop.com. 2

Orlando, by Virginia Woolf

In A Nutshell
Orlando was written in 1928, at the peak of Virginia Woolf's career, and at the time the novel

was published, it proved to be her most popular book. The novel tells the story of a young man

named Orlando who lives for about 400 years and also experiences a sex change. In terms of

the idea for the book, we know from a handy diary entry that Woolf came up with it in

October of 1927: “And instantly the usual exciting devices enter my mind” she wrote. “A

biography beginning in the year 1500 and continuing to the present day, called Orlando: Vita;

only with a change about from one sex to the other." The Vita she refers to is Woolf’s friend

(and occasional lover) Vita Sackville-West; Vita served as the basis and inspiration for the

character of Orlando.

Although Orlando bears all the hallmarks of a Virginia Woolf novel – it addresses the nature

of time, truth, identity, and memory – its use of satire distinguishes it as one of Woolf’s more

accessible works. Orlando mocks the way that conventional biographies emphasize a subject’s

external life. What do we mean by this? Well, if you were to write a biography about, say,

Julius Caesar or Abraham Lincoln, you’d write about their epic battles and great deeds, not

about every little thought going on inside their heads every day of their lives. Orlando begins

with a similar spotlight on the action, but by the end of the novel, the focus has shifted entirely

to Orlando’s inner life. Woolf felt this method of biography writing was more effective than

the old, conventional way, because it had greater capabilities of accessing the “truth” behind

an individual’s life.
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Visit Shmoop for much more analysis:

• Orlando Themes

• Orlando Quotes

• Orlando Summary

• Also: literary devices, characters, trivia, audio, photos, links, and more

Big Picture Study Questions

1 Compare the first three paragraphs and the last three paragraphs of the novel. In what ways

are they similar? In what ways are they different? Can we use them to help us understand

the shift in Orlando ’s character over the course of the book?

2 Aside from the whole sex change, how has Orlando changed over the course of the book?

3 What does Orlando’s biographer/narrator consider to be the problems with the genre of

biography? How do we know? Do you agree? Does this novel fix those problems?

Visit Shmoop for many more Orlando Study Questions
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