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JACOB FLANDERS ‘COULD NOT DANCE’: THE SIGNIFICANCE OF NONDANCE IN JACOB’S 
ROOM 
 
Rhonda Mayne 
 
This year, Virginia Woolf’s novel Jacob’s Room (1922) celebrates the centenary of its first publication. By way 
of commemoration, I will raise a dance lens to the novel’s eponymous hero, Jacob Flanders. The text’s 
revelation that Jacob Flanders ‘could not dance’ has a dual implication. Jacob both ‘could not dance’ and was 
not permitted to dance by masculinist codes of behaviour. Indeed, Jacob’s immobility is thrown into light relief 
by the stasis of Percival in Woolf’s novel The Waves (1931) (JR 121). In this article, I will explain how encoded 
moments of nondance and stasis in each text help Woolf outline her understanding of the ideological roots of 
traditional masculinity and call for the reconfiguration of men’s roles in society. 

In Jacob’s Room, Virginia Woolf creates the life of Jacob Flanders in a series of short arresting episodes that 
explore, as Edward L. Bishop notes, Jacob as an individual and as a ‘representative’ of his social class (148). 
The narrative recounts the protagonist’s childhood holidays in Cornwall and travels through his university years 
until, aged 22, Jacob moves to London to make his way in the world as a trainee solicitor. He travels abroad to 
Greece, Italy and France and, after 1914, enlists in the army before becoming a victim of the First World War 
(1914–1919).1 The novel concludes on a note of grief, when, after his death, Jacob’s mother, Betty Flanders, 
clears out his rooms and, lifting an old pair of shoes asks, ‘What am I to do with these […]?’ (JR 290). With 
regard to dance more specifically, one scene is of particular note. Attending a social gathering, Jacob’s friends 
encourage him to join the dance, but, writes Woolf, ‘Jacob could not dance. He stood against the wall smoking a 
pipe’ (121). 

Percival, in The Waves, is also a military man. He is depicted as heroic, ‘surly’ and ‘brutal in the extreme’ 
(TW 28, 60). On arriving in India to take up a governmental position, Percival is regarded as godlike by the 
communities he presides over (97). Throughout the text, Woolf draws the reader’s attention to his immobility, 
remarking on one occasion that even when the natural world around him dances, Percival could be found ‘sitting 
silent as he sat among the tickling grasses’ (98). In his quiet stillness, Percival mirrors the silent, static pose of 
Jacob Flanders, who ‘stood against the wall smoking a pipe’ (JR 121). 

It is Bernard, Percival’s childhood friend in The Waves, who begins to uncover the ideological roots of 
traditional masculinity. Reflecting on their shared journey from formative years to adulthood, Bernard highlights 
the role of the education system in promoting masculinist doctrines, describing it as follows: 
 
‘At last,’ said Bernard, ‘the growl ceases. The sermon ends. He has minced the dance of the white butterflies at the door to 
powder. His rough and hairy voice is like an unshaven chin. Now he lurches back to his seat like a drunken sailor. It is an 
action that all the other masters will try to imitate’. (TW 26) 
 

A few pages earlier, Bernard identifies the growling with ‘old Crane, the Headmaster’, who has a ‘nose like 
a mountain at sunset, and a blue cleft in his chin, like a wooded ravine’ (23). This description recalls the 
mythological figure of an ogre, which, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, is a ‘man-eating monster, 
usually represented as a hideous giant’ and regularly encountered in children’s fairy tales.2 Physically affected 
and mentally atrophied, the ogre is a callous, cruel and violent character. Bernard figures the headmaster, with 
his inflamed nose, bestial ‘growl’ and heavy lurch to ‘his chair like a drunken sailor’, in ogre-ish terms. That the 
ogre’s type of coarse masculinity is exhibited in order or to be emulated is evident in the actions of the other 
masters who also lurch ‘rather heavily from side to side’ and hurl themselves ‘through the swing-doors’ (23). 
Woolf’s point is clear: the central indexes of hypermasculinity are aggression, immobility and inarticulacy. And 
the young men who are trained to emulate the ogre will, Woolf implies, produce the same monstrous qualities. 
Ergo, in employing the figure of the ogre as an exemplar of masculinism, Woolf underscores its tenets as 
artificial, contrived and inhumane. 

The stillness shared by Jacob and Percival demonstrates their unquestioning acceptance and internalisation 
of male regulatory discourse. Contrastingly, however, Bernard and Neville refuse to comply with the 
overbearing creed of the ogre, recognising it as false and a threat to their liberty (TW 23, 25). In essence, Jacob 
and Percival are captives. Woolf reduces the trope of the redemptive military hero to naught by pointing out 
these characters’ inability to free even themselves from the ogre’s commands. Eventually both men succumb to 
the burden of their stasis and stumble towards the premature deaths foreshadowed by the fate of the delicately 
dancing ‘white butterflies’ which the callous ogre has ‘minced’ to ‘powder’. The link between Jacob, Percival 

 
1 The First World War officially ended on 11 November 1918 with the signing of the Armistice (Germany surrendered to the Allied forces 

of Britain, France and the USA), but fighting continued in certain regions beyond the Western Front. Peace terms were agreed at the signing 
of the Treaty of Versailles on 28 June 1919, and this may be regarded as the diplomatic end of the war. 

2 OED. ‘Ogre’. http:www.oed.com/view/Entry/130848 [accessed 20 April 2022]. 



and these graceful lepidopterous dancers suggests that Virginia Woolf does not completely vilify these men. 
Rather, the violent deaths they share with the dancing butterflies help to explain the extreme pressures under 
which they exist. 

Looking more closely at Jacob’s inability to dance, it is clear that his static pose indicates that he has been 
successfully conditioned by masculinist precepts. Trapped inside an oppressive framework, Jacob’s reduced 
mobility signals society’s want of autonomous male subject-constitution. By joining the dance Jacob could 
destabilise the master discourse, turn away from the ogre’s autocratic orders and move towards a new political 
awareness. But, having no radical concerns, Jacob never thinks of entering the dance. In fact, throughout the 
text, Woolf makes it clear that his life is tightly held within the strict parameters of masculinism. This is, 
perhaps, most evident in Jacob’s misogynistic views of the female mind, the education of women, and their 
presence in King's College Chapel (JR 49–50, 142, 192, 246–7). Chiselled and polished by a controlling system, 
Jacob stands as still as the statues of ‘great statesmen’ whom Woolf discusses in her 1932 essays ‘Abbeys and 
Cathedrals’ (52) and ‘This is the House of Commons’ (61). To be sure, his static pose, which takes place during 
a social occasion where to dance might be deemed acceptable, could be considered suspiciously overdramatic. 
However, it is important to remember that while the other guests are free to dance, Jacob has been successfully 
trained to accept an unrelenting set of imperatives and to dance would be to give in to a deviant impulse and 
transgress against the ogre’s predetermined rulings. In point of fact, Jacob’s failure to dance encourages the 
reader to negatively critique his immobility and undercuts any prestige he might assume as a stately figure. 

Returning for a moment to the novel’s famous end scene, Betty Flanders raises Jacob’s shoes with the query: 
‘What am I to do with these […]?’ (JR 290). As John Nash astutely observes, Virginia Woolf queried the 
employment of shoes as ‘personal memorials’ (Nash 284). That being the case, I would like to propose that the 
closing image of Jacob’s shoes is not simply a synecdochical ‘stand-in’ for the absent Jacob but holds a much 
wider significance. 

Granted, Woolf does not specify the exact type of shoe raised at the novel’s end. However, as Pauline 
Stevenson observes, during the Edwardian period ‘[e]very form of activity and entertainment required suitable 
garments’ (9). There was, continues Stevenson, ‘no room for slap-dash apparel’ and each occasion called for the 
correct hats, gloves, scarves and, of course, footwear. True, Stevenson’s comment refers to the members of the 
British aristocracy. However, Diana de Marly points out in Fashion for Men: An Illustrated History (1985) that 
‘what is done at court influences the rest of polite society to follow’ (109). Consequently, fashions set by the 
aristocracy were emulated by society more widely. Therefore, it seems reasonable to suggest that Jacob would 
have owned a pair of dance shoes. Indeed, Frank Bentall’s Catalogue (1912) illustrates the formal shoes owned 
by the young middle-class men of pre-war Britain (Stevenson 122–3), which, as G. R. M. Devereux notes in 
Etiquette for Men: A Book of Modern Manners and Customs (1929), were worn with a dinner jacket or full 
evening dress on social occasions and at ‘most ordinary small dances’ (Devereux 90). 

Moreover, as de Marly explains, it was not until after the Great War that the strict rules governing men’s 
dress started to loosen (119). Note here that it was not until after the death of Jacob Flanders that dictates 
imposed on male attire began to relax. And, having lived through this period, Woolf would have undoubtedly 
been aware of this fact. Hence, entering the ambit of war, a pair of dance shoes would have been of no use to 
Jacob and would have in all probability been left behind. For this reason, when Betty Flanders raises a pair of 
shoes at the novel’s end, Woolf may have had Jacob’s dance shoes in mind. If so, the book’s final image 
performs several tasks: reflecting the difficulty men of that time had in moving out of oppressive strictures; 
poignantly evoking a generation of young men who would not dance again; and bolstering Woolf’s appeal for 
fresh models of masculinity. 

By way of conclusion, within the figurative walls of Jacob’s Room and The Waves, Virginia Woolf maps the 
traditional transition from boyhood to manhood. More than simple atmospheric backdrops, moments of 
nondance and stasis warn against problematic modes of masculinity. Unable ultimately to disengage from the 
brutish forms of masculinism handed down by their forefathers, Jacob and Percival pass into the permanent 
immobility of death. Recognising this, Virginia Woolf is prompted to appeal for a change in the roles of men, 
under the name of a man who ‘could not dance’, Jacob Flanders (JR 121).  
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