CSEN 6016 MODERNISM
Week 9: Disjunctions: Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthouse
1. Woolf on Modern Fiction
Woolf as novelist and critic – her essays, reviews and lectures compose a fragmentary theory of the modern novel.

‘Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown’ (1924) – distinctions between Realist ‘Edwardians’ (Wells, Galsworthy, Bennett) and Modernist ‘Georgians’ (Forster, Lawrence, Joyce, Eliot).

Seismic shift in ‘human character’ – epistemological break:
‘And now I will hazard a second assertion, which is more disputable perhaps, to the effect that in or about December, 1910, human character changed. […] All human relations have shifted – those between masters and servants, husbands and wives, parents and children. And when human relations change there is at the same time a change in religion, conduct, politics, and literature. Let us agree to place one of these changes about the year 1910.’ Virginia Woolf, ‘Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown’ in Collected Essays, Vol. 1 (London: The Hogarth Press, 1971), p.320-1.

Material (external) approaches to character replaced by subjective/psychological (internal) perspectives:

‘Look within and life, it seems, is very far from being ‘like this’. Examine for a moment an ordinary mind on an ordinary day. The mind receives a myriad impressions – trivial, fantastic, evanescent, or engraved with the sharpness of steel. […] Life is not a series of gig-lamps symmetrically arranged; life is luminous halo, a semi-transparent envelope surrounding us from the beginning of consciousness to the end. Is it not the task of the novelist to convey this varying, this unknown and uncircumscribed spirit, whatever aberration or complexity it may display, with as little mixture of the alien and external as possible?’ Virginia Woolf, ‘Modern Fiction’ in Collected Essays, Vol. 2 (London: The Hogarth Press, 1966), p.106.

2. Narrative Technique
To the Lighthouse as a ‘novel of fine consciousness’ which uses a variety of techniques in order to look (from) within its characters.

Attempts to convey the fickle movements of thought through a combination of indirect discourse, free indirect style and interior monologue.
Contrast with Joyce’s episodic Dubliners, or Kafka’s blinkered Metamorphosis: Woolf’s narrative uses multiple focalisation, moving fluidly between the thoughts and perceptions of many different characters. Individual/Community:

‘Woolf’s sense of interaction with the world is designedly tenuous, a matter of intermittent intensities which seem to befall the perceiver. But the implied passivity is not the only difference, for this ‘halo’ is also a liminal space in which the self may experience an openness to others, and a temporary relaxing of those psychic defences which had seemed essential to one type of modernist aesthetic. […] For the dominant temporal structures of Woolf’s fiction are ones which produce a sort of loosening of the self’s boundaries. Interior monologues and exterior description flow into one another, just as different times merge together.’ Peter Nicholls, Modernisms: A Literary Guide (Houndmills: Macmillan, 1995), p. 264-5.
Functions of ubiquitous, omniscient narrator – encompassing ‘state of mind’ in which characters’ are united. Narrator as all-pervasive – ‘life’ or ‘memory’ itself? (J. Hillis Miller)

Woolf’s use of external events/objects to produce a tissue of connections between characters: the window; the lighthouse; the act of painting; water, candles, the shawl
3. Time

Interpenetration (simultaneity) of past and present … and as wider Modernist preoccupation. (Stephen Kern)

Homogeneous/heterogeneous; atomistic/flux; irreversible/reversible. Standard, universal time vs. time understood as relative to the system by which it is measured. Public vs. private time:
‘Modernist characters’ hostility to clockwork can be seen as a figuration, a symbolic focus, of a changed attitude to time more generally evident in the texts in which they appear – in their structure particularly. Hostility to clocks, within modernist texts, is matched by novelists’ reluctance to rely on chronological sequence as the basis of their construction. […] Much of [Woolf’s] fiction […], and modernist writing generally, gave up, amended or abbreviated the chronological sequence, the vision of life as a series, which had conventionally structured the novel in the nineteenth century.’ Randall Stevenson, Modernist Fiction: An Introduction (Hemel Hempstead: Harvester Wheatsheaf, 1992), p.86-7.
Gendering of public (Mr Ramsay/masculine) and private (Mrs Ramsay/feminine) times. Memory and growing old (mortality – will things last?) as themes throughout the novel.

That was all—a simple question; one that tended to close in on one with years. The great revelation had never come. The great revelation perhaps never did come. Instead there were little daily miracles, illuminations, matches struck unexpectedly in the dark; here was one. This, that, and the other; herself and Charles Tansley and the breaking wave; Mrs Ramsay bringing them together; Mrs Ramsay saying, “Life stand still here”; Mrs Ramsay making of the moment something permanent (as in another sphere Lily herself tried to make of the moment something permanent)—this was of the nature of a revelation. In the midst of chaos there was shape; this eternal passing and flowing (she looked at the clouds going and the leaves shaking) was struck into stability. Life stand still here, Mrs Ramsay said. “Mrs Ramsay! Mrs Ramsay!” she repeated. She owed it all to her.

4. Space

The spaces inside and outside the house – a version of The Tempest – constant references to translation of the ordinary into something rich and strange
5. War

There is a bareness and abruptness in their literature which grates upon a taste accustomed to the intricacy and finish of printed books. We have to stretch our minds to grasp a whole devoid of the prettiness of detail or the emphasis of eloquence. Accustomed to look directly and largely rather than minutely and aslant, it was safe for them to step into the thick of emotions which blind and bewilder an age like our own. In the vast catastrophe of the European war our emotions had to be broken up for us, and put at an angle from us, before we could allow ourselves to feel them in poetry or fiction. The only poets who spoke to the purpose spoke in the sidelong, satiric manner of Wilfrid Owen and Siegfried Sassoon. It was not possible for them to be direct without being clumsy; or to speak simply of emotion without being sentimental. But the Greeks could say, as if for the first time, “Yet being dead they have not died”. They could say, “If to die nobly is the chief part of excellence, to us out of all men Fortune gave this lot; for hastening to set a crown of freedom on Greece we lie possessed of praise that grows not old”. They could march straight up, with their eyes open; and thus fearlessly approached, emotions stand still and suffer themselves to be looked at.
Virginia Woolf, ‘On not knowing Greek’ http://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/w/woolf/virginia/w91c/chapter3.html 
To the Lighthouse: a novel that sketches the culture before and after the war with a central dark section that mirrors its dehumanising effects.

Mrs Ramsay in part 3: an uncanny return of the dead to haunt the living. (Consider Eliot’s Wasteland and ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’)

