CSEN 6016 MODERNISM
Week 10: Disjunctions: Virginia Woolf, Mrs Dalloway
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.

Narrative Technique
Mrs Dalloway 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. (Allegorical figure of changeable clouds – p.152).
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: skywriting airplane, royal motorcar in Bond Street, Peter Walsh’s knife.
Time

Interpenetration (simultaneity) of past and present – ‘time’ as a major theme in Mrs Dalloway 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.
Mrs Dalloway is, like Joyce’s Ulysses, a novel set entirely on one day and is punctuated by London clocks (especially Big Ben) striking to mark the passage of time. Contrast slippage of past/present throughout.

‘Shredding and slicing, dividing and subdividing, the clocks of Harley Street nibbled at the June day, counselled submission, upheld authority, and pointed out in chorus the supreme advantages of a sense of proportion, until the mound of time was so far diminished that a commercial clock, suspended above a shop in Oxford Street, announced, genially and fraternally, as if it were a pleasure to Messrs. Rigby and Lowndes to give the information gratis, that it was half-past one.

Looking up, it appeared that each letter of their names stood for one of the hours; subconsciously one was grateful to Rigby and Lowndes for giving one time ratified by Greenwich […].’ Virginia Woolf, Mrs Dalloway (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1992), p. 112.

Gendering of public (masculine) and private (feminine) times. Memory and growing old (mortality) as themes throughout the novel.

Space

Mrs Dalloway as London novel: topography of the city is carefully detailed and ranged across. Walking in the city streets as both plot device and theme: Clarissa walking to Bond Street for flowers; Peter Walsh pursuing a woman from Trafalgar Square past Oxford Street; Elizabeth on the Strand.
‘Virginia Woolf was fascinated by place, that condensing of past and present which subtly controls and changes experience and establishes a common life. In Mrs Dalloway she sets out the topography of London as precisely as does Defoe whom she so much admired. Social territories are marked out (Lady Bruton in Brook Street, Sarah Bletchley in Pimlico); communal spaces are lovingly articulated, particularly all the details of Regent’s Park. The accounts of walks and of districts register the characters’ social space as well as their separations. […] The people in the book are inhabitants of the same city on the same day. They lightly bear the weight of a common past sealed in statues, buildings, roadways, and stored in the memories each privately preserves as they walk those open ways.’ Gillian Beer, Virginia Woolf: The Common Ground (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1996), p. 52-3.
Atomism and flux/connection suggested by busy life of the city – Clarissa seems to identify London with life itself:

‘But everyone remembered; what she loved was this, here, now, in front of her; the fat lady in the cab. Did it matter then, she asked herself, walking towards Bond Street, did it matter that she must inevitably cease completely; all this must go on without her; did she resent it; or did it not become consoling to believe that death ended absolutely? But that somehow in the streets of London, on the ebb and flow of things, here, there, she survived, Peter survived, lived in each other, she being part, she was positive, of the trees at home; of the house there, ugly, rambling all to bits and pieces as it was; part of people she had never met; being laid out like a mist between the people she knew best, who lifted her on their branches as she had seen the trees lift the mist, but it spread ever so far, her life, herself.’ Virginia Woolf, Mrs Dalloway (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1992), p.9-10.

Representations of urban space as metaphors for consciousness, the topography of thoughts and the perceiving mind?

War

Mrs Dalloway as a novel that responds to the aftermath and upheavals of the war – its survivors and its (living) casualties. War as temporal disruption, creating a sense of ‘before’/‘after’ (p. 78-9)

Septimus Smith, shell-shock and life’s impossibility/intolerability – experience of war has left him numb, unable to ‘feel’. Terrifying experience of death-in-life:

‘The war had taught him. It was sublime. He had gone through the whole show, friendship, European War, death, had won promotion, was still under thirty and was bound to survive. He was right there. The last shells missed him. He watched them explode with indifference. When peace came he was in Milan, billeted in the house of an inn-keeper with a courtyard, flowers in tubs, little tables in the open, daughters making hats, and to Lucrezia, the younger daughter, he became engaged one evening when the panic was on him – that he could not feel.

For now that it was all over, truce signed, and the dead buried, he had, especially in the evening, these sudden thunder-claps of fear. He could not feel.’ Virginia Woolf, Mrs Dalloway (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1992), p.95.
Septimus and Evans: repressed homosexual desire figured as an uncanny return of the dead to haunt the living. (Consider Eliot’s Wasteland and ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’)
‘The breakdown of the war was reflected in an aesthetic of fragmentation in art, but also in distressing criticisms of society, from analyses of shell-shock, cowardice and psychiatry to discussions of cultural crises and social upheaval. […] In Mrs Dalloway, the disturbance to the conscious mind of shell-shock is linked with sexuality as Septimus Smith represses his desire for his officer Evans and cannot contemplate sex with his wife, while she dreams of children.’ Peter Childs, Modernism (London; New York: Routledge, 2000), p.164.
Clarissa’s homosexual desire for Sally Seaton. Gender politics (androgyny) of doubling between Clarissa and Septimus. Septimus’s suicide and Clarissa’s response to it (p.163-4; p.201-4)

Mental instability as a dominant theme (Jeremy Tambling). Critique of medical profession in figures of Dr Holmes and Sir William Bradshaw – Proportion and Conversion (p.109-12).

Mrs Dalloway as a politically radical novel?

WEEK 10: Disjunctions

Virginia Woolf’s Mrs Dalloway
Woolf on Modern Fiction

1. 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), pp.320-1.

2. 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.

Narrative Technique

3. 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.

Time

4. 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), pp.86-7.

5. Shredding and slicing, dividing and subdividing, the clocks of Harley Street nibbled at the June day, counselled submission, upheld authority, and pointed out in chorus the supreme advantages of a sense of proportion, until the mound of time was so far diminished that a commercial clock, suspended above a shop in Oxford Street, announced, genially and fraternally, as if it were a pleasure to Messrs. Rigby and Lowndes to give the information gratis, that it was half-past one.


Looking up, it appeared that each letter of their names stood for one of the hours; subconsciously one was grateful to Rigby and Lowndes for giving one time ratified by Greenwich […]. 
Virginia Woolf, Mrs Dalloway (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1992), p. 112.

Space

6. Virginia Woolf was fascinated by place, that condensing of past and present which subtly controls and changes experience and establishes a common life. In Mrs Dalloway she sets out the topography of London as precisely as does Defoe whom she so much admired. Social territories are marked out (Lady Bruton in Brook Street, Sarah Bletchley in Pimlico); communal spaces are lovingly articulated, particularly all the details of Regent’s Park. The accounts of walks and of districts register the characters’ social space as well as their separations. […] The people in the book are inhabitants of the same city on the same day. They lightly bear the weight of a common past sealed in statues, buildings, roadways, and stored in the memories each privately preserves as they walk those open ways. 
Gillian Beer, Virginia Woolf: The Common Ground (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1996), p. 52-3.

7. But everyone remembered; what she loved was this, here, now, in front of her; the fat lady in the cab. Did it matter then, she asked herself, walking towards Bond Street, did it matter that she must inevitably cease completely; all this must go on without her; did she resent it; or did it not become consoling to believe that death ended absolutely? But that somehow in the streets of London, on the ebb and flow of things, here, there, she survived, Peter survived, lived in each other, she being part, she was positive, of the trees at home; of the house there, ugly, rambling all to bits and pieces as it was; part of people she had never met; being laid out like a mist between the people she knew best, who lifted her on their branches as she had seen the trees lift the mist, but it spread ever so far, her life, herself. 
Mrs Dalloway, pp.9-10.

War

8. The war had taught him. It was sublime. He had gone through the whole show, friendship, European War, death, had won promotion, was still under thirty and was bound to survive. He was right there. The last shells missed him. He watched them explode with indifference. When peace came he was in Milan, billeted in the house of an inn-keeper with a courtyard, flowers in tubs, little tables in the open, daughters making hats, and to Lucrezia, the younger daughter, he became engaged one evening when the panic was on him – that he could not feel.


For now that it was all over, truce signed, and the dead buried, he had, especially in the evening, these sudden thunder-claps of fear. He could not feel. 
Mrs Dalloway, p.95.

9. The breakdown of the war was reflected in an aesthetic of fragmentation in art, but also in distressing criticisms of society, from analyses of shell-shock, cowardice and psychiatry to discussions of cultural crises and social upheaval. […] In Mrs Dalloway, the disturbance to the conscious mind of shell-shock is linked with sexuality as Septimus Smith represses his desire for his officer Evans and cannot contemplate sex with his wife, while she dreams of children. 
Peter Childs, Modernism (London; New York: Routledge, 2000), p.164.

Virginia Woolf, Mrs Dalloway
Key concern: relationships
Airplane sky-writing (narrative technique): shifts between characters within a city; shifts between  ooder order of the closed car and the faceless politicians of the imperial order to technology and commerce
Clarissa on love and memory (Sally, Peter, Richard).

Clarissa’s ‘theory’ of being personal-communal identities.

Time

Big Ben’s portioning out of time in hours, minutes, seconds.

Peter’s Walsh’s apprehension of historical and cultural change between 1918 and 1923.

Space

Clarissa’s walk (Regent’s Park/Piccadilly to Bond St).

Peter Walsh as hunter-flaneur (Trafalgar Sq to Oxford St).

Elizabeth’s ‘adventure’ on the Strand.

War

Septimus’s visions in the Park.

Septimus as Messiah-sufferer – hallucination of Evans and War-dead.

Septimus’s experience of War – numbness/meaninglessness.
Septimus’s suicide / Clarissa’s reaction.

