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But while the country people suffered the extremity of want, and the trade of the country
was at a standstill, London enjoyed a carnival of the utmost brilliancy. The Court was at
Greenwhich, and the new King seized the opportunity that his coronation gave him to curry
favour with the citizens. He directed that the river, which was frozen to a depth of twenty feet
or more for six or seven miles on either side, should be swept, decorated and given all the
semblance of a park or pleasure ground, with arbours, mazes, alleys, drinking booths etc..., at
his expense. For himself and the courtiers, he reserved a certain space immediately opposite
the Palace gates which, railed off from the public only by a silken rope, became at once the
centre of the most brilliant society in England. Great statesmen, in their beards and ruffs,
despatched affairs of state under the crimson awning of the Royal Pagoda. Soldiers planned
the conquest of the Moor and the downfall of the Turk in striped arbours surmounted by
plums of ostrich feathers. Admirals strode up and down the narrow pathways, glass in hand,
sweeping the horizon and telling stories of the north-west passage and the Spanish Armada.
Lovers dallied upon divans spread with sables. Frozen roses fell in showers when the Queen
and her ladies walked abroad. Coloured balloons hovered motionless in the air. Here and there
burnt vast bonfires of cedar and oak wood, lavishly salted, so that the flames were of green,
orange, and purple fire. But however fiercely they burnt, the heat was not enough to melt the
ice which, though of singular transparency, was yet of the hardness of steel. So clear indeed
was it that there could be seen, congealed at a depth of several feet, here a porpoise, there a
flounder. Shoals of eels lay motionless in a trance, but whether their state was one of death or
merely of suspended animation which the warmth would revive puzzled philosophers. Near
London Bridge, where the river had frozen to a depth of some twenty fathoms, a wrecked
wherry boat was plainly visible, lying on the bed of the river where it had sunk last autumn,
overladen with apples. The old bumboat woman who was carrying her fruit to market on the
Surrey side, sat there in her plaids and farthingales with her lap full of apples, for all the world
as if she were about to serve a customer, though a certain blueness round the lips hinted the
truth. “T’was a sight King James specially liked to look upon, and he would bring a troupe of
courtiers to gaze with him. In short, nothing could exceed the brilliancy and gaiety of the
scene by day. But it was at night that the carnival was at its merriest. For the frost continued
unbroken; the nights were of perfect stillness; the moon and stars blazed with the hard fixity
of diamonds, and to the fine music of flute and trumpet the courtiers danced.

(..)

The River had gained its freedom in the night. It was as if a sulphur spring (to which view
many philosophers inclined) had risen from the volcanic regions beneath and burnt the ice
asunder with such vehemence that it swept the huge and massy fragments furiously apart. The
mere look of the water was enough to turn one giddy. All was riot and confusion. The river
was strewn with icebergs. Some of these were as broad as a bowling green and as high as a
house; others no bigger than a man’s hat, but most fantastically twisted. Now would come
down a whole convoy of ice-blocks sinking everything that stood on their way. Now, eddying
and swirling like a tortured serpent, the river would seem to be hurtling itself between the
fragments and tossing them from bank to bank, so that they could be heard smashing against
the piers and pillars. But what was the most awful and inspiring of terror was the sight of the
human creatures who had been trapped in the night and now paced their twisting and
precarious islands in the utmost agony of spirit. Whether they jumped into the flood or
jumped on the ice their doom was certain.

Orlando, Virginia Woolf, 1928



1. Version
Traduire de « But while the country people... » jusqu’a « was yet of the hardness of
steel »

IL. Questions :

1. To what purpose and with what benefits does Woolf alternate description and narrative
in those passages ?

2. Show on what contrasts the text is based and what effects they convey

3. Literature and painting are sometimes called the sister arts; how do they relate here?

4. Would you say the expected ending of the revels illustrates the power of God’s wrath
or that of poetic justice?



