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Abstract 

This essay primarily looks at the relationship between gender and art through history, 

by comparing the two main characters of Virginia Woolf’s Orlando (1928) and Ali 

Smith’s How to Be Both (2014), and their shared qualities of being gender-bending, 

century-travelling artists. The theoretical background to this comparison is Angeliki 

Spiropoulou’s (2010) theory on the shared opinion of Walter Benjamin and Virginia 

Woolf, on how art history is a constructed narrative, which, as Woolf has illustrated by 

her use of Orlando in Orlando, has favoured male artists over women artists and their 

work. My analysis of Woolf’s Orlando, and the subsequent analysis of the artist 

Fransescho del Cossa’s role in How to Be Both shows that Smith’s similar use of 

century-travelling and gender-bending in her character reinforces Woolf’s point that 

artistry has been unfairly gendered throughout history, and that this has slowly changed 

towards a larger acceptance of women artists. Furthermore, How to Be Both especially 

highlights the importance of understanding historical accounts as constructed 

narratives, by making the reader question who the narrator behind Fransescho’s story 

is. 

Each novel also shows the importance which clothes have in marking a person’s 

gender, and therefore the characters are directly affected in their artistry depending on 

the clothes they wear. Moreover, this essay shows that both novels have a similar 

perspective on the creativity process, with both of their characters detaching themselves 

from their own gender identity when creating art through painting and writing. 
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Love and the imagination  

are not gendered things. 

- Ali Smith 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When Ali Smith’s novel How to Be Both was published in 2014, it was described by 

reviewers as comparable to Virginia Woolf’s modernist novel Orlando, published 

1928. A review in the New York Times observed that “the first section of ‘How to Be 

Both’ has some of the cavalier brio of Virginia Woolf’s gender-bending ‘Orlando’” 

(Benfey 2014). Smith’s fictive rendering of the historical artist Fransescho del Cossa 

seems to correlate with the character of Orlando. Though Smith has not named Woolf’s 

Orlando as a source of inspiration, the two novels’ common themes of artistry (Orlando 

being a writer, Fransescho a painter), the characters’ ambiguous genders as well as the 

fantasy element of their travelling through history seem substantial enough to motivate 

linking Smith’s contemporary novel to Woolf’s modernist work. 

However, it is not the themes of art, gender and time-travelling separately that 

make a comparison of the novels salient, but how these themes are combined in the two 

novels’ main characters. The two novels share, essentially, gender-bending century-

travelling artists as their main characters. Woolf’s Orlando, who has a passion for 

writing, goes from being a man to being a woman during a life spanning several 

centuries, from the sixteenth century to when the novel ends, in 1928. Smith’s 

Fransescho, a woman who has to live disguised as a man in order to pursue a career as 

an artist during the Italian Renaissance, comes alive through a painting exhibited in one 

of London’s art galleries in the twenty-first century. 

My point is not that the character of Fransescho is a copy of Woolf’s Orlando–

far from it, but that the similarities between the two novels warrant a scholarly analysis 

that has not yet been done. These elements of gender-bending, century-travelling 

artistry that sum up the main character of Orlando, have been revived in Smith’s 



  Wretman Lundgren  2 

portrayal of Fransescho, almost a century later. It is interesting to see what these 

particular elements combined in these characters have achieved, first in Woolf’s 

modernist work and subsequently in Smith’s recently published novel. Besides the 

gender-bending aspect, with both Woolf’s and Smith’s stories spanning centuries we 

see that the two narratives have a shared aspect of historicity. This, I will analyse based 

on Angeliki Spiropoulou’s (2010) Benjaminian approach to Woolf, more specifically 

her theory on Walter Benjamin’s and Woolf’s shared opinion on historiography as a 

constructed narrative. As there already exists extensive and rich research on gender in 

Woolf’s Orlando, my intention is to discuss some research that specifically comments 

on the relationship between gender and art in Orlando, and to examine what is achieved 

by Woolf’s experimental narrative technique and idiosyncratic characterization of 

Orlando through my own close reading. In the following analysis of How to Be Both, I 

will compare Smith’s novel to Woolf’s and proceed to argue that Smith’s take on 

gender, historicity, and art, primarily through Fransescho, reinforces Woolf’s gender-

inflected criticism on artistry as conveyed in Orlando. 

 

 

Woolf’s Orlando 
 

The Century-Travelling Aspect 
In Woolf’s novel, Orlando’s life spans several centuries; Orlando starts out as a young 

gentleman in sixteenth-century England, transforms into a woman at the end of his 

ambassadorship in Turkey, and from then on lives primarily as a woman, but also 

intermittently as a man, until 1928. From beginning to end, Orlando’s life is told by a 

narrator who makes it clear from the first pages of the novel that they consider 

themselves to be in the position of a biographer. Woolf’s inclusion of the distinctly 

fictional element of Orlando’s slow aging process and supernatural life span in her 

novel which was published with the title Orlando–A Biography is, Spiropoulou (2010) 

argues, what shows Woolf’s opinion about the writing of history. Orlando, according 

to Spiropoulou, “blurs the boundaries between historiography and fiction” (76). In her 

study, Spiropoulou compares Walter Benjamin’s view on the writing of history with 

that of Virginia Woolf’s: 
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Woolf colludes with Benjamin in asserting a hermeneutic act at the heart 
of historiography. The story of the past is revealed to be ’constructed’, 
resembling the work of fiction. And by highlighting the issue of how 
history is written and by whom, Woolf’s Orlando concurs with 
Benjamin’s concern with underlining the act of repression or silencing 
constitutive of official historiography. (Spiropoulou 77) 

With this, Spiropoulou concludes that Woolf intended for Orlando to bring attention to 

the fact that history is a narrative, and that women writers have been excluded from 

history simply based on their gender. What is more, Woolf’s novel Orlando raises this 

issue by being written as a historiography, but one that challenges the genre by 

portraying the character of Orlando as both woman and artist, and by letting Orlando’s 

life span several centuries in history. Furthermore, the historical, century-spanning 

aspect of Orlando is what lets the reader see how Orlando’s passion for writing remains 

the same regardless of her gender identity, whereas society’s view of Orlando’s artistry 

changes through time. 

Spiropoulou also writes that Benjamin “calls for an examination of the 

historical determinations underlying not just the process of art’s production but also, 

and more significantly, that of the history of its reception” (163), and a similar 

examination of the reception of art made by women through history is done by Woolf. 

In Orlando, the reception of Orlando’s literary works and the negative reception of 

women writers’ works is shown to change throughout history, and an important aspect 

of Orlando’s success in having her poem published is the historical time in which this 

happens: around the time when female writers begin to gain more acceptance in society. 

Earlier in history, the biographer of Orlando notes that Orlando “often occurs in 

contemporary memoirs as ’Lord’ So-and-so, who was in fact her cousin; her bounty is 

ascribed to him, and it is he who is said to have written the poems that were really hers” 

(Woolf 153). The biographer makes a point of how history has had a tendency of 

preferring male writers and assuming that the author is male, and thereby erasing 

women from artistry and literature, illustrated here by the act of putting a male name 

on a work by a female artist. 

 

 

The Gender-Bending Aspect 
The event of Orlando’s sex change may stand out as an otherworldly phenomenon and 

seems to completely bend the traditional narrative of a historical biography. It is 
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described by the biographer as Orlando, “[o]n the seventh day of his trance” (Woolf 

94) being surrounded by angelic figures and the sound of trumpets, and then waking up 

not as a man, but as a woman. I would however argue that it is not the technical 

transformation itself which calls for attention, but Orlando’s immediate lack of 

response to it; Orlando does not react to this sex change, until she finds herself travelling 

back to England. It is as if Orlando’s identity has up until then been detached from her 

gender identity, and thus Orlando has been unaware of the boundaries that outline the 

different genders. Living with the Romanies, her main concern seems to lie with her 

artistic identity, as she feels frustration over not being able to get her hands on ink and 

paper, to write. When with the Romanies, she barely reflects on her changed sex, as 

there is no major change demanded in terms of her gender role, dressed as she is in 

androgynous clothes. But upon leaving her androgynous life among the Romanies, she 

literally steps into the shoes of a woman, and becomes aware of the constraints of the 

female gender. During her voyage back to England, the female gender seems to 

dominate Orlando’s whole identity until she recalls the artist in her: 

Now her hand went to her bosom (the other was still in the Captain’s 
keeping), where the pages of her poem were hidden safe. It might have 
been a talisman that she kept there. The distraction of sex, which hers 
was, and what it meant, subsided; she thought now only of the glory of 
poetry, and the great lines of Marlowe, Shakespeare, Ben Jonson, Milton 
began booming and reverberating, as if a golden clapper beat against a 
golden bell in the cathedral tower which was her mind. (Woolf 117)  

Here Orlando, who after her sex change has become aware of and started to conform to 

the gender norms of the time, momentarily lets go of her identity as a woman as she 

reaches for her poem, “The Oak Tree”, which is placed symbolically close to her heart. 

Even though the biographer originally describes ’The Oak Tree’ as Orlando’s “boyish 

dream” (Woolf 67), eventually it turns into a genderless work of art as a result of 

Orlando’s sex change and subsequent gender-bending life. This poem, Orlando keeps 

and works on both as a man, as a woman, as well as “in a China robe of ambiguous 

gender” (Woolf 153) which she dresses in as she spends her mornings “among her 

books” (Woolf 153). Orlando herself does not seem to categorise the art of writing as 

specific to any gender, or as gendered at all. Even though most of her knowledge of 

literary writing, through “the great lines of Marlowe, Shakespeare, Ben Jonson, 

Milton”, traces back to exclusively male writers, she does not, after having become a 

woman, really ever consider herself unfit to write or read literature. In addition to this, 

the fact of her poem, a work-in-progress, remaining with her through all her different 
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gender identities implies that “the desire for writing seems to be an aspect of constancy 

in Orlando’s personae across historical time” (Spiropoulou 83), whereas her gender is 

changeable and therefore not a core part of her identity. 

That the meaning and “distraction of sex” (Woolf 117) is described as subsiding 

when she thinks of “the glory of poetry” (Woolf 117) implies that she does not think of 

literature through the lens of her gender identity. It rather suggests that she lets go 

completely of her gender identity and is consumed entirely by the thoughts of poetic 

lines by famous authors. Gender thus does not have any effect on her relationship with 

reading. The same lack of self-awareness, including awareness of gender identity, 

seems to be present as she completely disappears into the act of writing–she is so 

consumed by it that the biographer becomes troubled by how to continue the story, 

“since sitting in a chair and thinking is precisely what Orlando is doing now–there is 

nothing for it but to recite the calendar … until she has done” (Woolf 184). Orlando’s 

writing process ultimately makes her abandon her own identity while writing, which in 

turn leaves nothing for the biographer to write about. 

I have mentioned that “The Oak Tree” poem can be viewed as a genderless 

work of art over time due to Orlando’s gender-bending identity, and because Orlando 

does not seem to think of writing as specifically male or female. The topic of 

androgynous and genderless artistry, with Orlando’s writing as an example of this, has 

been discussed by scholars, who have, however, made it a question of good or bad art. 

Cecile Ladjali (2005) writes about the androgynous state of writing which she defines 

as almost ethereal, godlike. She points to Orlando as the androgyne, who has embodied 

the ultimate literary genius. This view appears not to say that art is something which is 

independent from the artist’s gender identity, but that a combination of the two binary 

genders in one artist is the secret recipe for making good art. And so Ladjali’s analysis 

ultimately favours the androgyne-gendered artist over the female and the male artist. 

This raises the question whether the writings of a person whose gender identity is 

dominantly female or male could never be considered sublime. Would Orlando’s 

writing, had it been written from a female perspective of the world, have been classified 

by Ladjali as less brilliant? Ladjali’s article does not address this issue, though it does 

portray the androgyne gender as a natural genius when it comes to art-making. 

To contradict Ladjali, Victoria L. Smith (2006) claims that Orlando is Woolf’s 

love letter to Vita Sackville-West; one in which she however conveys a critique of 

Sackville-West’s writing by using “the image of the wild goose … [which] indicate[s] 
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the literary genius that always eludes Orlando’s abilities” (66). Literary talent does 

seem to be something which Orlando continually searches for in the novel, not only in 

the form of the “wild goose” as noted by L. Smith, but also in the form of acknowledged 

literary geniuses, as well as through the language of poetry, which seems to be 

something that Orlando again and again tries but fails to pin down: 

he tried saying the grass is green and the sky is blue and so to propitiate 
the austere spirit of poetry whom still, though at a great distance, he could 
not help reverencing. Looking up, he saw that, on the contrary, the sky is 
like the veils which a thousand Madonnas have let fall from their hair; 
and the grass fleets and darkens like a flight of girls fleeing the embraces 
of hairy satyrs from enchanted woods. ‘Upon my word,’ he said … ‘I 
don’t see that one’s more true than another. Both are utterly false.’ And 
he despaired of being able to solve the problem of what poetry is and 
what truth is. (Woolf 70) 

However, the judging of whether Orlando is a good writer or not seems finally to be 

made inessential. Orlando eventually gains literary recognition and success through 

“The Oak Tree” poem. But throughout her life, from the time when she, as a young 

nobleman, invites Nick Greene and discovers that “[t]hese, then, were his gods! Half 

were drunken and all were amorous … Their poetry was scribbled down on the backs 

of washing bills held to the heads of printer’s devils at the street door” (Woolf 63), 

Orlando’s idea of what the genius behind a brilliant text looks like is, at the end, 

completely void of romantic illusion. The authorial genius cannot be singled out from 

the rest in terms of character and appearance, it seems. The idea of the literary genius 

is even ridiculed by Woolf, as both the biographer in Orlando comments and Orlando 

eventually sees for herself that literary geniuses such as “Addison, Pope, Swift” are 

“much like other people” (Woolf 145) in that their genius “resembles the lighthouse in 

its working, which sends one ray … and then lapse[s] into darkness for a year or for 

ever” (Woolf 144). Based on this, would Woolf really criticise Sackville-West for not 

being a literary genius? And as for Orlando’s literary recognition, this is gained in 

Orlando’s real name and not in her male cousins’, at the time in history when female 

authors have become more accepted in society. Here we can see, then, that whether 

Orlando is a good writer has been a question arbitrarily based on gender, which is now 

slowly being taken out of the equation. This indicates that Orlando’s former inability 

to become a literary genius, or simply a professional author, in the public’s eye, comes 

down to the historical fact of middle and upper class women being prevented from 

being seen as credible writers at all, simply due to their sex. As Orlando is then finally 
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met with recognition in the minds of literary society, she buries her poem by the original 

oak tree, asking herself: “What has praise and fame to do with poetry? … [A]ll this 

chatter and praise and blame and meeting people who did not admire one was as ill 

suited as could be to the thing itself” (Woolf 225). Orlando thus denies the importance 

of her literary success because it ultimately does not have anything to do with her ability 

or talent for making art. 

But what does Virginia Woolf herself have to say on the subject of the 

androgyne artist? In an excerpt from her collection of essays titled A Room of One’s 

Own, Woolf concludes that it “is fatal for any one who writes to think of their sex. It is 

fatal to be a man or a woman pure and simple; one must be woman-manly or man-

womanly” (904). Woolf’s conclusion on gender and artistry seems slightly 

contradictory, in that the first line appears to encourage a creative process completely 

free of gender, whereas the second sentence argues that the creative process requires 

the artist to be and to use both the female and the male gender, in order to achieve a 

form of writing which gives the reader a “sense that the writer is communicating his 

experience with perfect fullness” (A Room 904). This begs the question of what “perfect 

fullness” entails, in practice: what does the specific writing style which expresses either 

a total escape from the binary gender system, or that of an androgyne man-womanly or 

woman-manly mind, really look like? Our chance of finding our answer to this in 

Orlando’s “The Oak Tree” is to all appearances nil, since the full content of the poem 

is not actually presented to the reader of Orlando. Though this question of what the 

written or artistic style of either an androgyne or a genderless mind actually looks like 

remains unanswered in the case of Orlando, the actual creative process of Orlando’s 

does seem to be striving towards a state of mind that is free of gender, even in terms of 

what clothes Orlando is wearing while writing or reading. 

It is made quite clear throughout the novel why Orlando’s clothes are in fact an 

important aspect of her ability to create, and why she chooses to wear an androgynous 

“China robe” (Woolf 153) when among her books. To begin with, it seems that when 

Orlando first becomes fully conscious of her changed gender identity and what it 

entails, it seems that the catalyst for this awareness are the women’s clothes that she 

finally has to put on for her journey back to England: “it was not until she felt the coil 

of skirts about her legs … that she realised with a start the penalties and the privileges 

of her position” (Woolf 108). Prior to this, she has lived with the Romanies where, 

dressed in “Turkish trousers”, “she had scarcely given her sex a thought” (Woolf 108). 



  Wretman Lundgren  8 

The androgynous outfit seems to reflect Orlando’s genderless state of mind when 

writing and reading. They seemingly impose none of the societal constraints which 

affect the identity of the wearer of female or male clothes. It is by dressing in female 

clothes that makes both Orlando as well as the people around her, such as the Captain, 

begin to see her as as a woman, and as a woman only. Subsequently, when wearing 

women’s clothes, her identity is immediately expected to be womanly, which shackles 

her to the part of “pouring out tea for Mr. Pope” (Woolf 148) and other great writers, 

nothing more. Thus, dressed as a woman, Orlando is not deemed qualified as a serious 

literary writer or thinker, and so, “though a wit sends her his poems, praises her 

judgements, solicits her criticism, and drinks her tea, this by no means signifies that he 

respects her opinions” (Woolf 148). As the story then enters the nineteenth century, 

Orlando is “dragged down by the weight of the crinoline” and “the spirit of the 

nineteenth century” (Woolf 168) and attempts to write the ending to ‘The Oak Tree’ 

which she has carried with her from boyhood, she can only come up with “the most 

insipid verse she had ever read in her life” (Woolf 164). Here, the biographer’s previous 

comment “that it is clothes that wear us and not we them; … they mould our hearts, our 

brains, our tongues to their liking” (Woolf 132) is very much applicable. As a woman 

and when dressed in women’s clothes, she is not accepted as a writer and thinker to the 

literary world as well as in society. The pressure of conforming to the role of the female 

gender eventually results in Orlando deciding, according to the nineteenth century 

fashion, to wear a ring and then to marry, making her appear to conform on the outside, 

but leaving her mind to think for itself: “Now, therefore, she could write, and write she 

did” (Woolf 184). 

However, even when having conformed in exterior to the societal ideas of a 

woman’s appearance, Orlando’s inner life still struggles with the constrictive rules of 

the female gender: when Orlando attempts a second time to write the ending to ‘The 

Oak Tree’, she seems at first to be conscious of “some power … reading over her 

shoulder” (Woolf 183), most probably the voice of society which determines the 

appropriateness of Orlando’s writing through a gendered point of view: “the snaky 

flower – a thought, strong from a lady’s pen, perhaps, but Wordsworth, no doubt, 

sanctions it” (Woolf 183). The quoted part of her poem is only deemed appropriate 

since it would surely be sanctioned by Wordsworth, a male writer. But Orlando seems 

then to let go of her position as a woman, and disappears into the act of writing, which 

is described by the biographer as being void of all that is seen as the only appropriate 
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cause for women writing, that is, writing love notes dedicated to men. And so, when 

Orlando detaches herself from one specific gender, she is finally able immerse herself 

in her writing and write something she is fully satisfied with. 

 

 

Smith’s How to Be Both 
 

The Century-Travelling Aspect 
Similar to how Woolf’s story of Orlando brings attention to the fact that women writers 

have been excluded from history through the “silencing constitutive of official 

historiography” (Spiroupoulou 77), Ali Smith’s fictive story, which is largely about the 

historical artist Fransescho del Cossa, seems to produce the same perspective on 

gendered history as the one found in Spiropoulou’s Benjaminian reading of Woolf. In 

one of the two sections of How to Be Both, Ali Smith provides the historical artist 

Fransescho del Cossa, of whom little is actually known, with a first-person narrative. 

Like Orlando, Fransescho’s story also spans centuries, though it is set up in a slightly 

different way, especially with Smith’s novel containing two separate, though highly 

interlinked parts. Fransescho’s part, however, is set in both Ferrara, in Renaissance 

Italy, and in contemporary England as a result of Fransescho’s time-travelling through 

a painting. 

However, it is in the other section of How to Be Both, the section belonging to 

sixteen-year old George who lives in the twenty-first century, that we are given a form 

of background to Smith’s fictional and gender-focused rendering of Fransescho del 

Cossa. In this section, Carol (George’s mother) answers George’s question about the 

possibility of there having been any female artists behind the Italian Renaissance 

frescoes they have seen, saying that it is “pretty unlikely that women worked on much 

that’s extant” (Smith 110). In saying this, however, she nevertheless claims that it is 

possible, but not realistically probable that Fransescho the artist would have been a 

woman. The unlikelihood which George’s mother Carol is talking about here is based 

on the historical fact that a career as an artist would not have been an option for a woman 

at the time in which Fransescho lived. If not for this, Fransescho could very well have 

been a woman, and Carol goes on to analyse “the constant sexual and gender 

ambiguities running through the whole work” (Smith 111), finally concluding that she 
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“could make a reasonably witty argument for its originator being female” (Smith 111). 

Thus through Carol’s comments, which bring in a contemporary perspective on the 

historical background of the art of Fransescho del Cossa, George as well as the reader 

are made aware of the fact that women have been excluded from historiography, by not 

being allowed to participate in the making of art history. 

Woolf’s method of raising awareness about gendered history is not only 

followed up but also reinforced in Smith’s novel. Overall, there is a theme of historical 

awareness and a focus on how we think about history, in the present section written 

from George’s point of view. Through George’s character, the reader is first faced with 

the fact of how history, specifically art history, has been written from a male standpoint. 

The reader is then presented with Carol’s interpretation of Fransescho’s art, as she 

points out that it seems to show a possible duality, or ambiguity in terms of gender: 

“The way he used that figure of the effeminate boy, the boyish girl … and how this 

figure holds both an arrow and a hoop, male and female symbols in each hand” (Smith 

111). This visible gender ambiguity in Fransescho’s art, as well as the full narrative of 

Fransescho, defies not only the historical exclusion of women from art, but it also defies 

the standard binary way of viewing art and artistry. The fact that there is so little 

information on the historical figure of Fransescho del Cossa is an important point, 

which provides the creator of Fransescho’s narrative with a lot of freedom. And so the 

possibility of Fransescho being a woman, remarked on by Carol, is realised in the 

Fransescho part of the novel. There, Fransescho is revealed to the reader as a woman 

disguised as a man. With this, Smith’s story of Fransescho tells us that even if 

Fransescho had in reality been a woman, she would have had to appear disguised as a 

man in society, in order for her art to be accepted and actually written into history–thus 

inevitably having to erase her female identity from her artist identity and consequently, 

from history.  

I would also argue that Smith’s novel reinforces the idea of how history consists 

of constructed narratives as shown in Orlando through Spiropoulou’s Benjaminian 

reading of Woolf. Through the numerous clues given in George’s section of How to Be 

Both it is possible that it is George who has written Fransescho’s narrative. While this 

possibility is not confirmed anywhere in the novel, the details that simply suggest that 

it is George who is the writer of the narrative of Fransescho bring to mind Spiropoulou’s 

observation on Woolf’s “highlighting the issue of how history is written and by whom” 

(77) in Orlando. And clearly, this issue is highlighted by Smith as well, by making the 



  Wretman Lundgren  11 

reader wonder if it is George, or if not, who else is behind Fransescho’s narrative. This 

creates an awareness of the importance of questioning who or from what perspective a 

historical account has been constructed. 

But it is not only the reader who is made aware of this. In fact, throughout the 

novel, the character of George starts out as “being appalled by history” (Smith 104) as 

well as insisting that an artist and art must be either “male or female … It can’t be both. 

It must be one or the other” (Smith 8)–to which her mother replies: “Who says? Why 

must it?” (Smith 8). George, however, goes on to learn about the exclusion of women 

from art history from her mother, and then through her growing interest in Fransescho 

del Cossa. And importantly, George learns to consider the narratives of history as she 

is given a school assignment which she describes as “that dreary historical imagine you 

are a person from another time stuff” (Smith 137), which forces her and her friend H to 

consider the narrative of Fransescho del Cossa. 

In fact, I would argue that George does not only learn about the narrative aspect 

of art history, but that there are several clues which make the reader of How to Be Both 

consider the possibility that it is George who has written the Fransescho del Cossa 

section in the novel. To start with, the first-person in which Fransescho’s narrative is 

written can be linked to the school assignment that asks George and H to imagine 

themselves as a historical person. What is more, George and H discuss how they would 

construct Fransescho’s language. Though they finally decide that there is not enough 

information on Fransescho del Cossa to give a factual presentation on, George “has 

become more and more interested despite herself” (Smith 157) and starts going twice a 

week to a London “gallery where the only painting in [England] done by the painter her 

mother liked is” (Smith 153). The George section finally ends with George on the final 

pages recalling her mother asking her to “[c]onsider for a moment this moral 

conundrum. Imagine it. You are an artist” (Smith 185), a line which the reader of How 

to Be Both is first met with on the first page of George’s section as she and her mother 

are on their way to Italy. The fact that this line goes back all the way to the beginning 

of George’s narrative, suggests its importance as a theme, and the idea suggested by 

this line is fresh in the reader’s mind as they begin to read the Fransescho del Cossa 

section: that Carol’s prompt leads to George “[i]magine” the historical life of 

Fransescho, “an artist”. All this suggests to the reader that it is in fact George who is 

the writer of Fransescho’s narrative in the other part of How to Be Both. What this 

ultimately does is it makes the reader think actively about who is behind the narrative 
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of Fransescho del Cossa, which links back to Spiropoulou’s theory of Woolf’s 

Benjaminian view on historiographical writing, illustrated in Orlando and here in How 

to Be Both. The implications listed suggest George as the writer of Fransescho’s 

narrative in How to Be Both and thus reinforce the idea on how history is a constructed 

narrative. 

In addition to the theme of history and its gendered narrative, the century-

travelling aspect of Fransescho’s story offers a comparative perspective on the 

accessibility of art and artistry. To delve more deeply into Fransescho’s half of the 

novel, a major part of Fransescho’s section is spent in contemporary twenty-first 

century England, to which Fransescho has time-travelled through a painting. 

Fransescho follows George around, and while doing so inevitably discovers a society 

completely alien to an artist from fifteenth-century Ferrarra, Italy. Fransescho takes 

note of George using a “magic box tablet” (Smith 289), referring to her smartphone. 

Fransescho sees the changes that have taken place within art culture by looking at the 

inside of George’s room, among them “1 picture : the study the girl took with her magic 

box tablet of the house we sat outside on the poorly made wall” (Smith 289) and 

compares them with the wall frescoes made in fifteenth century Ferrara, which were 

hidden from public sight behind another layer for many years: “No one even knew the 

room had frescoes in it till only about a hundred or so years ago … Then some 

whitewash fell off the walls and they found [Fransescho del Cossa’s] pictures 

underneath” (Smith 56-57). These differences resemble the reflections of Benjamin on 

the changes that have occurred in art, that is, how art has moved from being unique 

pieces of art with an aura, invested with cult value, to mass-produced art in the form of 

photography, being available to everyone, everywhere (Benjamin 1051-58). 

However, even though Fransescho does see the casual way in which George 

takes photos, for Fransescho this small act of what could be considered artistry done by 

a woman does not signify anything special, since Fransescho does not consider the 

photos to be art until George “has peeled down off her north wall all the many pictures 

of the house we sit and wait outside so often, and … making a new work out of them 

and I cannot help but feel I have hit target with her cause the new work is in the shape 

of – a brick wall” (Smith 344-45). Fransescho then recognizes the similarity of 

George’s creation to the form of art made by Fransescho centuries ago, and it is only 

then that Fransescho exclaims with surprise that “the girl is an artist!” (Smith 344-45). 

However, this realization nevertheless does not result in any reflections on the progress 
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that has been made in terms of the reception of women’s artistry, because Fransescho 

does in fact think that the century she has landed in is a form of purgatory, and not the 

real world a couple of centuries later. Unlike Orlando whose life, in line with 

Spiropoulou’s observation of Benjamin’s call “for an examination of the historical 

determinations underlying … the process of art’s production … and … that of the 

history of its reception” (163), spans several centuries and thus lets Orlando experience 

the changes happening within the literary world, which gradually grows to include 

women, this omniscient perspective is not achieved by Fransescho’s form of century-

spanning existence. The century-travelling aspect of Fransescho’s story thus does not 

result in any perspective on Fransescho’s side on the progress that has been made in 

terms of how the societal opinion of the negative relationship between art and the 

female gender has changed throughout time. But perhaps Smith’s implementation of 

century-travelling in her artist’s story nevertheless serves to provide a perspective for 

the reader, since Fransescho’s century-travelling invites the reader to look at and 

compare the situation for women artists in the fifteenth century as well as in the twenty-

first century. 

 

The Gender-Bending Aspect 
It has been noted, not only in Benfey’s (2014) review on How to Be Both, that “[one] 

might reasonably argue that Ali Smith is among Virginia Woolf’s most gifted 

inheritors” (Flanery 2014). Also, with Smith’s How to Be Both as the winner of Baileys 

women’s prize for fiction 2015, chair of judges Shami Chakrabarti said it “reminded 

[her] of what it felt like reading Virginia Woolf, James Joyce, all of the greats” (Flood 

2015). Other than through the theme of gender-bending artistry, Smith uses grammar, 

more specifically personal pronouns, to create ambiguous gender. Smith takes the 

gender ambiguity one step further by implementing it in personal pronouns, in her other 

works, and in George’s name in How to Be Both, one example of how the gender 

ambiguity seen in Woolf’s modernist work has been reinforced in Smith’s novel. In 

Woolf’s Orlando, the reader is immediately informed of Orlando’s gender. For How to 

Be Both it is the opposite; the reader is at first clueless as to George being a boy or a 

girl, in both Fransescho’s narrative and George’s own narrative. This is because in 

George’s narrative, she is simply called George by the narrator, and the reader does not 
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find out that George’s real name is Georgia until further into the novel; in Fransescho’s 

narrative, Fransescho initially mistakes George’s appearance for a boy’s. 

The question of gender ambiguity is no new concept in Ali Smith’s oeuvre. In 

previous works she has adopted the narrative techniques such as the second person 

narration, to create stories and characters free of gender, or at least ambiguous to the 

reader in terms of gender. Tory Young’s (2015) essay in Twenty-First-Century British 

Fiction looks at the “ways that Ali Smith employs the second-person narrator, ‘you’, to 

challenge preconceptions about gender … through a chronological discussion of her 

short stories” (293). In Smith’s previous short stories, Young observes that readers’ 

“gender stereotypical interpretations are challenged” through Smith’s use of the 

ambiguous second-person narrative (298). In How to Be Both, I would argue that this 

gender ambiguity is also present, even though the novel is not written in the second-

person narrative. This ambiguity is especially present in Fransescho’s section, which is 

told in the first-person narrative and does not immediately reveal Fransescho’s sex and 

gender. Even in George’s twenty-first century part of the novel which is written in the 

gender-marked third-person narrative, the main character is, as I have mentioned, at 

first not referred to as “he” or “she”, but simply as “George” followed by “Georgia”. 

This way, Smith challenges the reader’s interpretation of George’s gender through her 

use of proper nouns, much like she has done in her previous work Girl Meets Boy 

(2007), a story which Kaye Mitchell (2013) describes as also containing “gender 

mixing” and a character named “‘Robin Goodman’ [who] is the girl with the gender 

ambiguous name” (68). The theme of gender roles and gender identity are thus central 

to the narrative style in both sections of How to Be Both, in Fransescho del Cossa’s as 

well as George’s story. Clearly, this stylistic method has the effect of challenging the 

reader’s automatic reading of gender in her works, simply by playing with language in 

the form of pronouns. 

As we can see, Smith’s particular use of language plays an important part in 

how the reader perceives the characters. In fact, Young (2015) argues that “[h]er literary 

experimentation and concern with narrative style are not aims in themselves but are 

animated by an ethical desire: the humane concern for the expression of a range of 

emotions and marginalized voices” (133). Here Young mentions “the grieving daughter 

George in How to Be Both” as an example of “marginalized voices” (133), but I would 

argue that this voicing of the marginalized also very much applies to women artists, 

specifically Fransescho del Cossa. In Fransescho’s narrative especially, there is an 
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aspect of How to Be Both that surely is part of the reason why the reviewers mentioned 

previously were reminded of Virginia Woolf’s writing, and that is the distinct 

Modernist-inspired narrative style in which Fransescho’s story is told. It is through this 

experimental style, which makes for a less automatic reading, that Fransescho’s voice 

is heard. This Modernist style is, I would argue, suitable for the character of Fransescho; 

just like Fransescho’s character bends the traditional gender moulds, so does the 

language that makes up Fransescho’s narrative. 

In How to Be Both, the reception of Fransescho’s art tells the reader that 

Fransescho’s gender identity does show in the created artwork. However, Fransescho 

does not seem to show any awareness of having deliberately painted the figures in a 

way that combines male and female physical attributes. Even though Fransescho does 

question previous artists, thinking that “even the great Alberti was wrong when he 

wrote in disapproving terms that it would not be suitable to dress Venus or Minerva in 

the rough wool cloak of a soldier … [or] dressing Mars or Jove in the clothes of a 

woman” (Smith 276), Fransescho does not, during the artistic process of creating the 

frescoes, seem to be conscious of painting the features of the figures as androgynous. 

Nevertheless, Fransescho is informed by his assistant that people in Ferrarra come “to 

see the face you painted in the blackness … whose eyes – your eyes, Master Fransescho 

– look straight out at them”, which Fransescho denies, saying: “They’re not my eyes” 

(Smith 354). However, his assistant insists that this particular artistic work by 

Fransescho reflects the ambiguity of Fransescho’s eyes, in that “all the women who 

come to look go away talking about how the eyes are a woman’s eyes. All the men who 

come to look go away sure the eyes are a man’s” (Smith 354). One way to interpret this, 

is that Fransescho has painted these eyes based on his own, without reflecting on their 

male or female aspects, thus showing no consciousness of gender identity while 

painting. And finally, though the process of painting is not described to the reader, the 

“figure which stands for youth and fruitfulness, holding, say, an arrow, for skill and 

aim” which Carol, in George’s section, sees as both woman and man, is the figure 

Fransescho is asked to paint in the form of “[a] self-portrait maybe, Fransescho, your 

own fine face” (Smith 297). Though Fransescho, with the critique of “the great Alberti”, 

seems to prefer figures in art which are androgynous or that have a balance of male and 

female in them, Fransescho nevertheless does not seem to actively reflect on gender 

while in the process of creating. 
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As for fashion, the clothes which Fransescho wears play a major importance in 

Fransescho’s relationship with artistry, much like it does for Orlando in Woolf’s novel. 

Based on the fact that clothes can be and are used to mark a person as a woman or a 

man, Fransescho’s father asks his daughter “to put, say, breeches on, or these leggings” 

and “boy’s clothes” so that Fransescho can “be seen to be working with [her father] and 

[her] brothers” (Smith 215-18), which will make people think Fransescho is a man and 

thus accept Fransescho as a professional artist. Dressed in women’s clothes, Fransescho 

would be seen as a woman, and have to settle for “enter[ing] a nunnery”, her father 

says, “which is the one sure way you can spend your days making colours or filling the 

pages of holy saint books with your pictures” (Smith 217). Deeming Fransescho’s talent 

as large enough for professional artistry, however, her father urges Fransescho to dress 

as a man, since “nobody will take you for such a training wearing the clothes of a 

woman” (Smith 218). The fact that clothes are what in the end have the power to 

determine Fransescho’s fate as an artist shows, much like Orlando does, the 

arbitrariness in categorizing artists as suited or ill-suited to the profession based on their 

gender. 

 

 

Conclusion 
Through the use of characters whose lives span centuries, Woolf and Smith bring 

attention to the fact that art has been unfairly gendered throughout history by excluding 

women from the field of artistry. In Woolf’s novel, this is a fact of which the reader is 

faced with through the reading of Orlando’s story. In How to be Both, the same can be 

said of the reading of Fransescho’s narrative in the novel, and through the character of 

George who also becomes aware of the importance of considering the history of art, 

and the narratives of this history. Also, with the pointers present in the George section, 

the reader is made to wonder if it is George who has written Fransescho’s fictional 

narrative. This way, Smith’s novel reinforces Woolf’s Benjaminian opinion on the 

importance of highlighting that history consists of subjective narratives. 

Furthermore, both novels show the ambiguity of gender roles through the 

gender-bending aspect that is part of the two novels’ characters. The unfounded 

categorizing of artistry as male is shown through Orlando’s interest in writing which 

remains constant through her change from man to woman. In How to be Both the same 
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relationship between gender and art is visible in the character of Fransescho, born a 

woman but accepted by society as an artist only when disguised as a man. The arbitrary 

construct of gender roles marked largely by clothes shown by Woolf and Smith thus 

points to the unfair exclusion of artists of specifically the female sex from the field of 

literature and art. Both novels thus show that society’s construction of gender matters 

even in the field of art and artistry since it obstructs artists from finding work, as well 

as in their creation of art. 

Finally, the concept of androgynous artistry is visible in both works, and both 

present the artist as lacking awareness of their own sex and gender while in the process 

of making art. Orlando seems, overall, to detach herself from her gender identity when 

reading and writing, and Fransescho’s art consists, among other figures, of portraits that 

are simultaneously male and female, even though Fransescho does not seem to have 

been aware of this gender ambiguity when painting. For both characters, written a 

century apart by Woolf and then by Smith, it seems that their process of creating art 

communicates the message that artistry is essentially free of any specific gender of the 

artist’s.  
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