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The elegiac dimension of Virginia Woolf's writing was already identified in the first book-length study of her work, when Winifred Holtby called To the Lighthouse a "ghost story" aimed at burying the phantom of the dead mother (159). But numerous critics did not take up the challenge of reading her work as a narrative form of mourning until the posthumous publication of Woolf's diary, letters, and memoirs that began in the 1970s. Based on these autobiographical writings, early biographical and critical evaluations reflected a remarkably uniform view, defining Woolf's life and writing as an unfortunate display of pathological grief. Just as biographers attributed Woolf's recurring mental breakdowns and suicide to her failure to mourn the premature deaths of her mother, half-sister, and brother, literary critics claimed that Woolf's unresolved grief marred her fictional achievements.1 Mark Spilka, in Virginia Woolf's Quarrel With Grieving,the only monograph to date focused exclusively on Woolf's textual mourning, suggests that her "lifelong inability to love . . . seems to have been peculiarly intertwined with her lifelong inability to grieve" and argues that her novels suffer "from an emotional vacancy beneath their surface brilliance" (7, 11). Even Elaine Showalter, [End Page 197] one of the most widely recognized voices in feminist literary criticism, claims to have found the "real" Woolf not in her fiction but in the story of her disordered bereavement. In Showalter's audacious account, Woolf's concern with "a female tradition" proved to be "stifling to her development" and "a betrayal of her literary genius" because "by the end of her life she had gone back full circle, back to the melancholy, guilt-ridden, suicidal women . . . whom she had studied and pitied" (264). 

This project of reading Woolf's fiction as a case history of neurotic grief has now come to an end. In the past decade Thomas Caramagno, Smith, and John Mepham have produced studies that articulate Woolf's positive reinvention of mourning. Despite diverse textual interests, these critics demonstrate how Woolf defies the orthodox assumption, still reigning in some circles today, that healthy mourning comes to a decisive end when the bereaved have detached emotional bonds and installed consoling substitutes for the loss. Disputing grief as the cause of her mental illness, Caramagno suggests that Woolf suffered from manic-depression, a condition with a physiological source, and goes on to read Woolf's fiction as a "sensitive exploration of certain components of her mood swings that . . . invites us to question how we construct meaning from a text" (3). (Susan Bennett) Smith focuses on Woolf's specifically feminist revision of Victorian mourning. Responding to a social situation in which nineteenth-century grieving was devalued as women's work, Woolf "deviates from tradition," according to Smith, "by not designating women chief mourners and by not feminizing male mourners" (318). Finally, Mepham links the development of Woolf's aesthetics to her critique of traditional mourning and argues that her "insight into the connection between literary form and forms of mourning should be understood not as a symptom but an achievement, an achievement which has cultural and historical rather than purely personal significance" (143). 

These critics have convincingly shown how Woolf redefines mourning as an ongoing experience, an endless process where the living separate from the dead without completely severing attachments. What has been less widely appreciated, however, is that Woolf's reinvention of mourning was stimulated by the cataclysmic traumas of the First World War. In her sustained effort to confront the legacy of the war, Woolf repeatedly sought not to heal wartime wounds, but to keep them open. Some of the most disconsolate images in her fiction—the empty pair of shoes that Betty Flanders holds up at the conclusion of Jacob's Room to grieve her son's battlefield death and the ravished summer home undone by the passing of the war years in To the Lighthouse—testify to Woolf's refusal to engage a process [End Page 198] of mourning aimed at "working through" despair and grief. Woolf used her writing to critique her culture's symbolic resources for suturing the private and public ruptures wrought by the war. Jacob's Room and To the Lighthouse, I will argue, denounce traditional forms of consolation for loss, consolatory paradigms that neutralize grief in antiquated salves and perpetuate gender values counter to Woolf's feminist politics. In waging a gendered form of rebellion against the aim of closure, Woolf's texts define a deliberate refusal to mourn as the only adequate response to death and wartime destruction, to losses that are at once personal and social, emotional and political. The anticonsolatory practice of mourning that Woolf forged in response to the Great War, it should be remarked, has gained widespread currency among contemporary memorial makers, artists, and critics who seek commemorative forms intended to provoke and hurt, rather than console and heal. Anticipating the innovative memorializing acts of Claude Lanzmann's Shoah, Maya Lin's Vietnam Veterans Memorial, and the NAMES Project AIDS Memorial Quilt,2 Woolf's textual practice of endless mourning compels us to refuse consolation, sustain grief, and accept responsibility for the difficult task of remembering the catastrophic losses of the twentieth century. 

The Politics and Ethics of Mourning Wartime Loss 

Jacob's Room has frequently been read as a modernist critique of wartime idealism, the belief in God, king, and country that led the generation of 1914 to its tragic end. Less attention has been paid, however, to the way Woolf's formal innovations participate in the creation of an anticonsolatory practice of mourning. Consider the way Woolf raises Jacob's death to the level of a complex formal principle. Admittedly, the narrative's complexity is easily overlooked, especially for first-time readers who seem to follow a linear account of Jacob's maturation from youth to manhood. It is not until the novel's close, when Betty Flanders displays her son's shoes, that we definitively discover that he enlisted and died on the battlefield. But Woolf's opening scene already presents Jacob as an absent figure, a boy on the beach whose missing presence forces the painter Charles Steele to complete his landscape with a mournful dab of black paint. Framed between two images of loss, the novel thus unfolds in the very form of an absence. Moreover, the narrative's proleptic structure, its repeated anticipation of Jacob's wartime death in the telling of his life's story, serves as a constant reminder that "the present seems like an elegy for past youth and past summers" (168). In elegizing Jacob as an irrecoverable absence from the start, Woolf refuses to allow even the narrative of his life to compensate for his [End Page 199] loss.3 The shock of his absence, for reasons that will become clear, must be experienced without tempering or cure. 

Why did Woolf believe that writing about the war needed to foster a new consciousness of death, one that stressed its absolute finality? Why did she insist on engaging the reader in an experience of wrenching and unalloyed grief? One reason, the novel suggests, is that nineteenth-century mourning customs no longer adequately expressed the complexities of loss, consoling despair at the cost of a deeper confrontation with mortality. Woolf wrote at a time when mourning rituals had already shed much of their Victorian extravagance, but the pages of her novel offer a virtual catalog of traditional modes of celebrating death: tombstones, burial customs, epitaphs, requiems, elegies, and monuments. This cataloging enables Woolf's narrator to parody those vestiges of defensive belief that continued to allow conventional mourning to offer consolation. The narrator, a decidedly skeptical consciousness, includes the religious rebirth of the dead in God and the secular tendency to shroud the dead in bogus praise among the relics of an outworn tradition. If the former fails to register death's finality by promising the transcendence of the soul, the latter serves to legitimate social values that do not honestly reflect the dead, a point the narrator makes when remarking that the tombstone for Betty Flanders's husband falsely describes him as a "Merchant of this city" in order to set an "example for the boys" (16). 

This critique of graveyard pieties begins with an understanding that mourning occurs not only as a private labor within the psyche, but also as a social practice regulated by an array of cultural norms. Woolf undoubtedly recognizes the validity mourning has for analyzing culture and focuses special attention on the way that death rituals operate in the maintenance of class divisions. Her narrator observes Mrs. Lidgett, a working-class woman whose very name suggests her singular wish to "get" a proper "lid" for her coffin.4 In her brief appearance in the novel, Mrs. Lidgett, "[t]ired with scrubbing the steps of the Prudential Society's office," repeatedly visits St. Paul's Cathedral, burial place of royalty and statesmen (65). She frequently admires an ornate tomb where a Duke has been buried and "never fails to greet the little angels opposite, as she passes out, wishing the like on her own tomb" (65-66). Mrs. Lidgett's desire for a grave replete with the kind of expensive marble statuary characteristic of traditional burial customs does not escape the narrator's biting sarcasm. And for good reason, since the Victorian working class typically sought in death a level of affluence they had not enjoyed in life. As David Cannadine points out, over one quarter of the twenty-four million pounds deposited in banks by the working class [End Page 200] in 1843 represented savings for funerals (189). The elaborate accouterments of Victorian mourning, which included everything from lavish funerals, formal garments, black-bordered stationery, special tea sets, and even somberly decorated ear trumpets for the hearing impaired, prompted many late-nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century commentators to argue that mourning rituals served as sources of financial anxiety and commercial exploitation, rather than ritual supports for the dying and their loved ones. It is not surprising, then, that Woolf identifies St. Paul's "ghosts of white marble" as part of the symbolic machinery supporting conventional social "order" and "discipline" (65). The Lidgett scene insists that death, when viewed as a consoling promise of deferred reward, reflects a conservative ideology that perpetuates class division and material hardship in this life by offering compensation in the next. 

In promoting a new consciousness of death, Jacob's Room does more than criticize the tenacious persistence of consolatory mourning rituals. The novel also responds to what Philippe Ariès has called the "dying of death" in the twentieth century (28). By "dying of death," Ariès means the reduction of death to insignificance, a reduction he attributes to the modern emergence of the secular individual whose values derive solely from earthy satisfactions. The decline in religion decisively downgraded death's uniqueness and impact on life. No longer viewed as a spiritual transition to final judgment, death ceased to occupy a place in the cycle of mortality and immortality. To many observers, this changing attitude about death seemed more and more like an active denial, supporting Freud's contention that modern Europeans showed an "unmistakable tendency to put death to one side, to eliminate it from life" (289). Other factors involving the emergence of modernity have also been cited to explain the disappearance of death from the practice of everyday life: the spread of capitalist values, the demands of urban life, and the medicalization of illness and dying.5 Even the Great War, which temporarily returned an acute awareness of loss to the center of British society, did not ultimately stem the modern dying of death. As Woolf observed just one month after the signing of the Armistice, "the war is already almost forgotten" (Diary 1: 227). Writing Jacob's Room five years later, Woolf inveighs against this distinctively modern repression. In the same passage where her narrator chastises Mrs. Lidgett's longing for death's "sweet melodies," a London merchant is rebuked for banishing mortality from his thoughts. The old merchant finally visits St. Paul's but sees the cathedral as little more than "a gloomy old place" and hastens away with "no time now" (66). His ongoing lack of interest in meditating among the tombs appears as a willful avoidance, an attitude the narrator finds as reprehensible as Mrs. Lidgett's. [End Page 201] Consequently, Woolf navigates through these opposing attitudes about death, through the Scylla of outright repression and the Charybdis of consolatory evasion, in order to move her readers toward a direct confrontation with wartime loss and the social conditions that produced it. 

Woolf's uncompromising resistance to consolation and healing in the wake of the Great War stands in stark contrast to widespread mourning practices recently evaluated by Jay Winter. In Sites of Memory, Sites of Mourning, Winter suggests that millions of Europeans represented their shared grief and found collective solace in the years following the Armistice through commemorative acts informed by classical, religious, and romantic traditions (4). In a direct challenge to Paul Fussell's claim that the war ushered in a modern sense of irony in Western cultural expression, Winter argues that "traditional modes of seeing the war" were far more prevalent during the interwar period than "modern" ones (5). In his evaluation, modernist responses might register the anger and disillusionment felt by soldiers and their loved ones, but they could not heal. Only war memorials, literature, and art that adopted resources from tradition and the sacred, Winter concludes, "provided a way of remembering which enabled the bereaved to live with their losses, and perhaps to leave them behind" (5). 

In relation to these postwar forms of memorialization, Jacob's Room stands out precisely for what it withholds: the text offers no faith in religious immortality, no applause for individual heroism, no celebration of male comradery, no stoical acceptance of fate, no aesthetic smoothing over of the war's human costs of any kind. While it would be ridiculous to think Woolf was against healing as such, she did recognize that the symbolic resources capable of offering consolation, ending mourning, and enabling the bereaved to cut their losses were the very same resources that led to the outbreak and legitimation of the Great War. It was only by renewing and sustaining the pain of wartime loss that Woolf hoped to intervene, changing the social conditions that might allow such a catastrophic event to reappear.6 

Woolf's was certainly not the only voice protesting the practice of conventional mourning during the period. Siegfried Sassoon similarly railed against didactic memorializing gestures in "On Passing the New Menin Gate," a satirical poem criticizing the war memorial for the inscription, "Their name liveth for ever," placed on the gateway above the names of 54,889 war fatalities (188). For Sassoon, the text carved in "peace-complacent stone" serves to cover over "the world's worst wound" with a consoling promise of heroic immortality, turning the memorial into nothing less than a "sepulchre of [End Page 202] crime" (188). Even more analogous to Woolf, Freud also warned against engaging the work of mourning to restore cultural values destroyed by the war. In "Thoughts for the Times on War and Death," a text that Peter Gay has aptly called "an elegy for a civilization destroying itself" (355), Freud focused not on the loss of life but on the loss of "the common possessions of humanity," including many of society's foundational principles: the belief in peaceful relations among nations, the power of human reason to curb violent desire, and the steady march of progress for the individual and state (289). Forced to confront the disappearance of what seemed to be the unassailable ideals of Western culture, Freud cautioned against engaging the mourning process to replace these social ideals with new ones of equal or even greater value. Instead, he deployed grief as a form of cultural critique, exposing idealistic inventions as nothing more than the insubstantial chimeras of a naïve humanism. The overwhelming sense of despair and disillusionment, Freud argued, must be experienced without any defensive shields, for only then can prewar idealism be squarely understood as the untenable and lost products of human endeavor, only then can a "new generation" work to rebuild a "better civilization" on stable ground (285). 

Beyond Freud, Woolf places grief in the service of assessing conventional attitudes about gender, displaying a feminist form of bereaved anger toward her male protagonist to show how prewar constructions of masculinity prepared the way for intolerable loss. It is for this reason, in fact, that Woolf insists on a resolutely antiheroic account of Jacob, repeatedly criticizing him for patriarchal beliefs, relentlessly chastising him for misogynistic behavior. Any effort to understand why Jacob provokes such intense scorn must begin with an account of the novel's narrator. In Woolf's later novels, the narrative perspective often merges with that of her characters, establishing what critics from Erich Auerbach to J. Hillis Miller have addressed as the completely expressive, ubiquitous, and androgynous mind narrating Woolf's fiction (Auerbach 536; Miller 179). In Jacob's Room, however, Woolf constructs an intrusive narrator, a narrative persona readers cannot help but confront. We know that "ten years' seniority and a difference of sex" distinguish the narrator from Jacob (94). Woolf defines the narrator, therefore, as older and more experienced, a female character for whom the healing rhetoric of religion, patriotism, or heroism would have flown in the face of her feminist challenge to the masculine status quo. Woolf's narrator refuses, in other words, to idealize the war dead. Such idealizations, she clearly understood, directly or indirectly sustain prewar values, the very values that empowered men and consigned women to the margins of society. By the time Woolf addressed the subject of the Great War in [End Page 203] her 1922 novel, the wartime social gains women made in factories, hospitals, and government had all but disappeared with the return of soldiers to the homefront.7 Woolf would raise the problem of postwar gender inequality sixteen years later in Three Guineas (1938) as the threat of the Second World War loomed large, criticizing patriarchal power for directing women "back to their homes" (141). In refusing to lavish unadulterated praise on her protagonist, Woolf's prosaic elegy positions us to see Jacob as her feminist narrator does, as an embodiment of patriarchal attitudes that led to a war many believe to have been fought without real purpose. 

Woolf's aggression toward a male protagonist killed on the battlefield, clearly a strategic maneuver of her own to combat pre- and postwar gender constructs, begins early in the novel. The narrator exposes the young Jacob's cruelty by creating sympathy for a crab he carries from the beach and leaves to die. This criticism of male brutality shifts when the narrator follows Jacob to Cambridge, where he commences study in 1906. Jacob may well be an exceptional young man at odds with mainstream society, an intellectual especially sensitive to the nuances of Greek and Elizabethan literature. It should come as no surprise, however, that Woolf's female narrator sees the university he attends as a bastion of paternalism and notices that Jacob's scholarly remarks were often "dull" and "unintelligible" (73). The library Jacob amasses also reflects his belief in male superiority, for he owned the work of only one woman, Jane Austen, and even then "in deference, perhaps, to some one else's standard" (39). Most importantly, the narrator exposes Jacob as a flagrant misogynist. The reproach emerges in an often-cited passage where Jacob criticizes female attendance at a church service in King's College Chapel. He remarks the absurdity of "bringing a dog into church" and draws a comparison between the canine and the feminine. In the same way "a dog destroys the service," Jacob claims, "So do these women," who are "as ugly as sin" (33). In more subtle form, Jacob's misogyny informs the romantic liaisons he makes after college when working as a London lawyer. The narrator sharply criticizes him for taking up with Florinda, a love interest of Jacob's whose willingness to engage in sexual intercourse blinds him to her "horribly brainless" quality (80). Finally, toward the novel's end, the narrator ridicules Jacob for falling in love with Sandra Wentworth Williams, a married woman given over to the kind of romantic musings that led the generation of 1914 to willingly and even enthusiastically sacrifice life for the British cause (141). 

By warring on Jacob with aggressive hostility, Woolf rejects the traditional role of submissive and passive mourner, a role historically burdensome to women who carried out the restrictive sartorial codes [End Page 204] and social isolation of grieving to a much greater extent than their male counterparts.8 As part of this passivity, mourners were expected to adhere to the ancient wisdom that counsels de mortuis nil nisi bonum, the prohibition against speaking badly of the dead. In an illuminating passage in "A Sketch of the Past," Woolf challenges this social repression of bereaved anger: "That is one of the aspects of death which is left out when people talk of the message of sorrow: they never mention its unbecoming side: its legacy of bitterness, bad temper, ill adjustment" (123). Rather than glorifying the dead, Woolf's narrator repeatedly vilifies Jacob as a member of an elite masculine world, giving voice to a healthy form of mournful criticism. A similar expression of bereaved anger has recently been analyzed by Jahan Ramazani, whose Poetry of Mourning, an impressive study of the anticonsolatory animus in twentieth-century elegies, addresses the importance of contemporary displays of ambivalence and hostility toward the dead. When complaints about the deceased are repressed by self-censorship or the idealizing conventions of the traditional elegy, Ramazani argues, hostility is driven inward, taking an intense and sometimes debilitating form of self-reproach and self-punishment (28). Moreover, Judith Butler has also advocated the externalization of bereaved anger, an issue she relates to the formation of gay and lesbian identity. Butler defines the ego as constituted through identifications partly composed of unresolved grief. When culture prohibits the expression of lost homosexual attachments, Butler rightly claims, "the rage over the loss can redouble by virtue of remaining unavowed," producing types of "gay melancholia" with potentially "suicidal proportions" (148). Butler's commitment to establishing new social institutions for the expression of loss in all its manifestations also motivates Woolf, who succeeds in transforming female grief into feminist grievance. Woolf's central concern, indeed, is to defile the sanctity of the dead for the purposes of living. It is by venting bereaved hostility onto Jacob rather than allowing this anger to foment within the self that the narrator seeks to render the world fit for female habitation. 

Woolf advances the work of gender reform through an aggressive mourning discourse by setting up the novel as a bulwark against patriarchal structures of inheritance. Despite his rebellious temperament, Jacob has reaped the benefits of his gender and class, acquiring status in a society he appears to disdain. As the narrator sees him, Jacob appears "satisfied" and "masterly" because "the sound of the clock conveyed to him (it may be) a sense of old buildings and time; and himself the inheritor" (45). To negate this masculine legacy, the narrator begins by raising a familiar elegiac trope, the cataloging of material possessions left by the deceased. Jacob's room contains, [End Page 205] among other things, a collection of coats of arms, upper-class calling cards, books of Greek philosophy, and an essay entitled "Does History Consist in the Biographies of Great Men?" (39). These items function as metaphors for Jacob, figurative substitutes that not only seem identical to this elite young man but that also remain after his death. However, Jacob's possessions are not easily passed on, at least from the viewpoint of Woolf's narrator, who sees his things as the lingering artifacts of male privilege. Because the narrator views Jacob's belongings as part of a legacy created by men and for men, she blocks their transmission and contests the motif of elegiac inheritance. No longer guaranteeing an elite young man's enduring presence among the living, Jacob's personal effects become the empty and lifeless signifiers of his absence. Nothing is passed on in Woolf's novel, nothing except for an articulation of the gender constructs that surreptitiously conspired to produce Jacob's death. 

Woolf's practice of anticonsolatory mourning, her interest in using grief to foster feminist grievance rather than social complacency implied by healing in the postwar years, was more than a response to the war in general. It was also intimately connected to the death of her brother, Thoby Stephen, who died of typhoid in 1906 at the age of twenty-five. By all accounts, Woolf remained inconsolable long after Thoby's death and invited readers to hear echoes of him in Jacob when she recorded in her diary the closing line of Catullus's lament for a dead brother, "Ave Atque Vale" ("Hail and Farewell") and wrote "Julian Thoby Stephen 1881-1906" (Diary 4: 10). The endurance of Woolf's grief, coupled with what Judith Lee has addressed as her ambivalence toward a beloved brother who nevertheless enjoyed the benefits of masculine privilege (198), could only have reiterated the need for a mourning discourse no longer tied to outworn consolations, false idealizations, and defensive closure. But Woolf may well have gleaned more from filial death than the need for a therapeutic form of ferocious criticism in postwar displays of mourning. Her experience of losing a brother she loved, admired, and elegized in Jacob's Room may have motivated and informed Woolf's resolve to forge a new bereaved sincerity, a new language for loss capable of conveying genuine sympathy and profound solemnity for a young man who lived and died during belligerent times. 

If the gender politics of Woolf's postwar bereavement entails a rejection of banal and culturally suspect forms of consolation, the feminist ethics of her commemorative practice derives from her representation of the exteriority of the lost other with respect to any signifying system, including the novel in which Jacob figures. Woolf presents Jacob, that is, as a character irreducible to the very narrative [End Page 206] that offers his life's story, a refusal to provide an aesthetic or commemorative form that might divest us of the task of remembering. In so doing, her text makes the thought of Jacob's radical otherness possible, an alterity that resists conceptualization by the mourning subject and makes possible our ethical relation to both present and absent others. This is the significance of Woolf's abandonment of conventional characterization, of her narrator's insistence on the inscrutable and unknowable aspects of Jacob's character. 

No one has raised the possibility for an ethics of mourning more insightfully than Jacques Derrida. In "By Force of Mourning," Derrida addresses a work of mourning that "would have to fail in order to succeed" and claims that while this failure "is always promised, it will never be assured" (173). His emphasis on the potential for grief work to fail emerges in response to psychoanalytic theories of loss. From Freud to the more recent work of Nicolas Abraham and Maria Torok, mourning has been used to explain the formation of subjectivity, the means by which the infant separates from the mother, acquires language, and accepts linguistic mastery as an adequate compensation for the loss. Derrida argues that psychoanalytic accounts of mourning perpetuate the main assumptions of the philosophy of the subject, reducing the lost other to an object for the mourner. In the conventional sense, mourning allows the lost other to be recovered in the language of the symbolic so that the subject can refuse to admit that something of the self has been lost with the other's departure. Conversely, Derrida shows how failed mourning, an account of endless grief that forgoes recovery and consolation, clarifies a fundamental decentering of self. He defines the "being-in-us" of the lost other as an absolute excess, a kind of exteriority belonging to the other that resides in a space neither properly inside nor strictly outside the psyche. By locating an otherness that resists the subject's attempt to constitute or reconsolidate a sense of strongly bounded identity, failed mourning succeeds in revealing "an essential anachrony in our being exposed to the other" (188). This anachronism indicates an outside that shatters any illusion of strict identity and relates us "to the law of what does not return or come back," that is, to the other's singularity and to our own mortality (192). For Derrida, then, the acknowledgment of another's death entails an acknowledgment of our own death, the mortality we embody as a condition of life. Far from a narcissistic practice, this acknowledgment names the condition for our ethical orientation in the world, the very condition, as Derrida puts it, of "hospitality, love or friendship" (188). 

That Woolf's text prefigures Derridean insights should come as no surprise, for poststructuralism has often been understood as a theoretical elaboration of the basic workings of modernist aesthetics. [End Page 207] Like Derrida, Woolf insists on the difference between the lost other and the mourner's memory of the lost other, showing how the bereaved narrator refuses to accept her own signifying authority as adequate compensation for Jacob's loss. No fewer than fifteen times does the narrator deflate the interpretations she herself imposes on Jacob, calling attention to the subjective and, indeed, narcissistic quality of her narrative: "Nobody sees any one as he is, let alone an elderly lady sitting opposite a strange young man in a railway carriage. They see a whole—they see all sorts of things—they see themselves" (30-31). And later, "It seems then that men and women are equally at fault. It seems that a profound, impartial, and absolutely just opinion of our fellow-creatures is utterly unknown" (71). 

For many of Woolf's contemporaries, the rendering of Jacob's character as an impenetrable entity reflected serious flaws in the novel, indicating the narrator's unreliability and Woolf's own intrusive authorial theorizing. More recent critics, however, understand the narrator's self-defeating remarks as an integral part of Woolf's modernist break with the conventions of Edwardian realism. According to William Handley, Woolf's rejection of omniscience preserves her protagonist's subjecthood and opposes the "war's treatment of human beings as objects" (111). For Alex Zwerdling, Woolf highlights the inscrutable features of Jacob to portray "the sense of someone who remains a permanently unknown quantity," her way of pronouncing the devastating human cost of the war (909). In addition to the political relevance these critics insightfully suggest, Woolf's refusal to pin Jacob down also reveals the ethics of her anticonsolatory mourning. The narrator's willingness to deflate and ultimately abandon her own projections and conceptualizations of Jacob works as a powerful critique of the desire to master loss through the order of representation. Woolf's narrator never forgets, and never allows her readers to forget, the radical heterogeneity of the character she mourns. 

What we know with certainty about Jacob amounts to this: he never survived the war to return to his room. To the extent the novel recalls us to irrecoverable loss, it presents Jacob as a character who exists in excess of any individual's memory of him. This ethical recognition of an other who exceeds any constituted sense in the mourner has a strange kind of healing power. It is not the power of consolation or recovery, but of acceptance, the healing power that comes from accepting we never heal and that we embody the effects of loss throughout our lives. To grieve such a loss, Woolf suggests, is not simply to embark on a process that can never be complete; it is also to mourn Jacob's death by attending to our own mortality, a way of living in sight of our own inevitable self-loss that Woolf's text offers [End Page 208] as a means of dissolving schemes of mastery and destruction linked to forms of death denial. When Mrs. Flanders's question as to what she should do with Jacob's shoes goes unanswered, Woolf's text moves beyond a critique of the consoling and gender-biased rhetoric with which British culture memorialized the war dead. The novel rallies a community of mourners around a mother's inconsolable grief. To mourn Jacob, then, is to acknowledge the absence he has become. And to sustain grief for this absence establishes the possibility for a vigilant relation to a fragile social present, an historical moment, as Woolf rightly recognized, that threatened to repeat the catastrophic violence of a war intended to end war. 

The Mourning of Art 

In Virginia Woolf and Postmodernism Pamela Caughie pursues a productive line of inquiry about the failed artists in Woolf's fiction by evaluating her work in terms of postmodern theories of language. Caughie does not categorize Woolf as a postmodernist, for she "resist[s] generalizing from reading Woolf's work in terms of postmodernism to concluding that she is postmodernist" (196). Rather, she uses postmodern concepts to challenge the adequacy of modernist paradigms to explain Woolf's writing. Caughie argues that Woolf's antithetical relation to modernism is particularly evident in her characterization of painters, writers, and dramatists. Woolf's artists not only draw attention to the failure of their own artistic creations; they also reject, in Caughie's analysis, an array of modernist positions, particularly the assumptions "that the artist is a special and self-sufficient individual, that the artwork is original and autonomous, and that art is a means of providing order or revealing truth" (29). The emphasis Caughie places on aesthetic issues that are raised and assessed rather than resolved by Woolf's fictional artists informs my reading of the resistance to formal consolation in To the Lighthouse. However, the account of Woolf that Caughie constructs, an account based on her "refusal to choose" any classification for Woolf's work (197), is limited insofar as it treats literary modernism as a set of self-evident assumptions in need of no analysis or explanation. Although in many ways productive, Caughie's study perpetuates the monolithic view of modernist aesthetics as necessarily compromised by an attempt to create "aesthetic harmony or unity out of the flux of experience" (31). Rather than claiming that modernist formulations of language and narrative cannot account for Woolf's writing, I read To the Lighthouse as a means of articulating her own practice of literary modernism, a practice that not only engages but also critiques the capacity for formal unity to console a world fragmented by [End Page 209] personal and social loss. Having ransacked her culture's healing rhetoric, the religious and patriotic discourses that urged survivors to substitute ennobled memory for wartime loss in Jacob's Room, Woolf turns her mourning lens more fully on her own medium, using To the Lighthouse to scrutinize the propensity of literature to serve traditional memorializing aims. Woolf's text dislocates literary and elegiac conventions that historically furnished solace in the wake of painful loss; it also links her specifically modernist disintegration of novelistic unity to the legacy of the Great War. In making the development of Lily Briscoe's painting emblematic of the development of the novel and in interrupting both with the rupturing effects of the Great War, Woolf grounds a practice of anticonsolatory mourning on the very failure of her artist to derive recompense from the work of art. Just as Lily refuses to regard her painting as an aesthetic substitute for the absent Mrs. Ramsay, Woolf's modernist text distances the reader from the consoling and recuperative function of literature itself. 

In the "Time Passes" section of the novel, Woolf not only depicts the destructive forces of passing time and of the war years on the Ramsay's summer home; she also puts extreme pressure on one of the central tropes of elegiac poetry: the pathetic fallacy. An integral component of the genre's compensatory machinery, the pathetic fallacy personifies a natural world that mourns along with the bereaved. Whether Spenser's "medows mourne" or Milton's "sanguine flower" is "inscribed with woe," the pathetic fallacy assumes a deep affinity between the human and the natural: it consoles by promising the rebirth of the dead in a natural landscape governed by a cyclical process of growth, maturation, decline, and regeneration. Clearly, the trope undergoes a heightened critique in the commemorative lyrics of the Great War, as soldier-poets came to regard standard elegiac conventions as an ineffectual means of expressing man-made destruction. Nevertheless, the pathetic fallacy and other poetic salves are not wholly annihilated by the experience of mechanized warfare. Consider Ivor Gurney's "To His Love," a poem that takes over conventional funerary practice by advising readers to "forget" the "red wet / Thing" that a soldier has become by covering his body with "violets of pride" and "Masses of memoried flowers" (41). There can be no mistaking the challenge to consolatory closure that Gurney expresses, for the poem ends with the speaker unable to lay his friend to rest. And yet, the poem's predominant theme, the hope for reconciliation, is fully contained within its literary appropriation of conventional social ceremonies for celebrating the dead. Also seeking to magnify and elevate wartime death, Isaac Rosenberg's "Dead Man's Dump" draws on the healing power of the pathetic fallacy. A [End Page 210] measure of consolation is found in knowing that the "Earth has waited" for the dead, is "Fretting for their decay," and "Now she has them at last!" (110). While personifying a bereaved landscape, Rosenberg's poem also raises serious doubts about a sustained affinity between natural and human orders, and a plaintive question is posed: "Earth! have they gone into you?" (110). These doubts are never fully resolved and the poem concludes with an image of the inhumane treatment of the deceased body during wartime. Nevertheless, Rosenberg's poem still maintains overt allegiances to the aim of consolation and the "metaphor of resurrection" that Winter finds in even the most realistic, critical, and despairing lyrics of the period (221). 

In "Time Passes" Woolf similarly draws on the resources of the pathetic fallacy, the salve that combatant writers used to make death less painful and life more endurable. However, "Time Passes" not only invokes but also repudiates the idea of a natural order mirroring a human one, going so far as to evaluate human projections of grief onto the landscape as a display of the same mastery and violence found on the battlefields of Europe. "Time Passes" opens on one of the last nights of the Ramsay's summer vacation depicted in the novel's initial section. Darkness descends on the house and "certain airs" already "gave off an aimless gust of lamentation" (127), an early anticipation of the deaths of Mrs. Ramsay, Prue, and Andrew Ramsay that occur during the family's ten-year absence at the holiday home. Woolf's narrator begins by recalling the consolations offered by theological and natural archetypes: "divine goodness had parted the curtain and displayed behind it, single, distinct, the hare erect; the wave falling; the boat rocking, which, did we deserve them, should be ours always" (127-28). But in keeping with the critical function of modernism, the narrator confronts the disappearance of both God and the sympathetic responsiveness of the natural world. Indeed, when Mrs. Ramsay dies, the search for meaning and solace yields next to nothing: "no image with semblance of serving and divine promptitude comes readily to hand bringing the night to order and making the world reflect the compass of the soul" (128). While registering both a profound emptiness and at least an ongoing hope for future fulfillment, Woolf's narrator moves on to produce an amazingly insightful account of how the painful extremity of loss gives the pathetic fallacy a powerful and irresistible allure. 

Woolf attributes the personification of natural forces to a basic human longing, a longing for kinship with a world capable of overcoming death's finality and providing closure to mourning. The speaker understands, that is, the immense attraction to a conception of nature that grants compensatory meaning to human loss: "it was impossible to resist the strange intimation which every gull, flower, [End Page 211] tree, man and woman, and the white earth itself seemed to declare (but if questioned at once to withdraw) that good triumphs, happiness prevails, order rules" (132). When Prue dies from a complicated pregnancy, the narrator remarks the return of pathetic fallacy, a confirmation of nature's sympathy for human bereavement: "the spring with her bees humming and gnats dancing threw her cloak about her, veiled her eyes, averted her head, and among passing shadows and flights of small rain seemed to have taken upon her a knowledge of the sorrows of mankind" (132). In response to the unbearable death of mother and unborn child, the trope buffers the impact of trauma, permitting the consoling illusion that nature participates in human grief and promises the rebirth of the dead with the inevitable coming of Spring. But even here the trope's compensatory power is beleaguered at best, since Woolf's narrator begins to short-circuit an empathetic nature by making Spring, the very season of rebirth, assume the wintry desolation of intense bereavement. 

In response to the deaths of Mrs. Ramsay and Prue, the pathetic fallacy lives on, ironically, by virtue of the tentative and questioning attitude with which Woolf's narrator raises it; however, the trope disappears irretrievably as a result of an exploding shell that sends Andrew Ramsay and other soldiers fighting in the First World War to an early grave: 

Did Nature supplement what man advanced? Did she complete what he began? With equal complacence she saw his misery, his meanness, and his torture. That dream, of sharing, completing, of finding in solitude on the beach an answer, was then but a reflection in a mirror, and the mirror itself was but the surface glassiness which forms in quiescence when the nobler powers sleep beneath? Impatient, despairing yet loth to go (for beauty offers her lures, has her consolations), to pace the beach was impossible; contemplation was unendurable; the mirror was broken. (134) 

The importance of this key passage resides in the way Woolf links the war's destruction of human life and of the landscape to the shattering of an age-old affinity between the human and the natural. As noncombatants walk the beach and search for meaning in the aftermath of wartime loss, Woolf's narrator insists that "comfortable conclusions" and "sublime reflections" are no longer possible (134), a lost transcendence also echoed in Robert Graves's "Recalling War," which linked the "foundering of sublimities" to the Great War (121). The beauty of the landscape, so long a source of healing in traditional elegiac verse, is now emptied of compensatory potential and [End Page 212] suspiciously regarded for its "lures" and "consolations." But Woolf goes even further than tearing apart the seamless fabric that appeared to weave humanity into a natural design. In associating Andrew Ramsay's battlefield death with the complete dissolution of the pathetic fallacy, she foregrounds a correspondence between the practice of personification and the practice of war. The passage identifies the projection of grief with a masculine desire for mastery, the same display of male mastery and sexual aggression that Woolf diagnosed in Three Guineas as a primary source of the brutal and protracted fighting of the war (108). 

The centrality of Woolf's feminist critique of the patriarchal war machine has long been recognized. Most critics who address this issue, myself included, see the text's critique of masculine attitudes and male dominance as central to her account of the war. Nancy Topping Bazin and Jane Hamovit Lauter observe that Woolf uses war imagery in describing men in the Ramsay circle to connect "domestic and public politics within a patriarchy"; this relationship indicates "how sexism and its concomitant behavior can provide a foundation for either heroism (which can be admirable) or fascism (which is deplorable)" (19). But it is not enough to argue, as Bazin and Lauter do, that "Woolf integrates the concept of nature as destroyer and men as destroyer" (20). To address Woolf's assault on the pathetic fallacy exclusively in terms of her feminist critique of the male ego is not wrong as much as incomplete: such accounts tend to focus on textual themes rather than formal structures, overlooking the impact that the war had on Woolf's literary practice. "Time Passes" undoubtedly reflects Woolf's feminist perspective; however, the section primarily engages what James Haule addresses as Woolf's specifically artistic response to the legacy of the war. In his study of the early holograph and typescript versions of To the Lighthouse, Haule demonstrates that Woolf eliminated numerous identifications between the war and masculine aggression and severely qualified Mrs. McNab and Mrs. Bast's ability to rescue the human project from wartime destruction (167). In Haule's provocative thesis, Woolf opted against a direct account of the war's patriarchal source "not because it was unpopular or because she lacked courage but because it was not the 'history' she wanted to write and, however appealing, it was not art" (167). That Woolf labored through extensive textual revisions indicates "her enormous faith in art" as a crucial and distinct expression of the war's impact on character and life (178). 

Woolf's dismantling of the pathetic fallacy, it strikes me with some force, evidences her fundamental interest in redefining the conditions of linguistic and artistic practice in light of the war years. If the abiding question raised in To the Lighthouse concerns the kind [End Page 213] of elegiac art and commemorative practice that is possible after the Great War, Woolf's response could not be more directly demonstrated: art must be stripped of compensatory literary tropes in order to soberly confront the horror and politics of manufactured death. Woolf's practice of anticonsolatory mourning looks ahead to a post-Holocaust vision of art theorized by Theodor Adorno. In addition to his well-known claim about the barbarism involved in writing poetry that aims "at squeezing any kind of sense, however bleached, out of the victim's fate" (361), Adorno redefines the aim of art and philosophy after Auschwitz: "what must come to be known may resemble the down-to-earth more than it resembles the sublime" (364). Equally scornful of elevated sentiment, Woolf uses her writing to discover down-to-earth knowledge, the knowledge that art can no longer responsibly serve the purposes of transcendence, consolation, and redemption. It is for this reason that "Time Passes" details a house ravished by nature, a house where birds nest inside, rain rots the roof, thistles break through floor tiles, and vegetables disrupt flower beds. By highlighting "the insensibility of nature" (138), Woolf strips the pathetic fallacy of all consolatory effects, insisting that when art neutralizes the trauma of private and public loss it obscures the very conditions that produce destructive violence. Woolf's critique of consolation is reiterated in her treatment of Mrs. McNab and Mrs. Blast, working-class characters who may succeed in salvaging the summer home from destructive forces of nature and time, but who never forget that the returning Ramsays and friends would "find it changed" (139). Instead of depicting an unchanged place that reassures the mourners of their own temporal continuity, the surviving Ramsay circle returns to a house fundamentally altered by the war years, a house that Woolf poetically represents in order to recall survivors and readers alike to those who can no longer return. 

Just as Woolf resists the allure of the pathetic fallacy in "Time Passes," Lily evaluates her own attraction to art's consolatory power. In attempting to complete her painting, a nonrepresentational portrait of Mrs. Ramsay and her son James begun a decade earlier, Lily still has not experienced the "great revelation" (161), the absence of which had brought her work to a standstill. However, the wartime atrocities that claimed Andrew's life, along with the premature deaths of Mrs. Ramsay and Prue, have made Lily acutely aware that any present solution depends on distancing herself from the compensatory imagination of traditional art. Returning to her canvas, Lily both imagines and scrutinizes a consoling image of Mrs. Ramsay, an image of a flower-crowned woman moving across fields with a lover: 

For days after she [Lily] had heard of her [Mrs. Ramsay's] death she had seen her thus, putting her wreath to her [End Page 214] forehead and going unquestioningly with her companion, a shade across the fields. The sight, the phrase, had its power to console. . . . But always something—it might be a face, a voice, a paper boy crying Standard, News—thrust through, snubbed her, waked her, required and got in the end an effort of attention, so that the vision must be perpetually remade. (181) 

The potential for the image to console Woolf's artist is held out even more intensely to the reader, who may hear echoes of the epiphanic revelation experienced by Mrs. Ramsay ten years earlier. Looking up from her knitting and seeing the third stroke from the lighthouse, Mrs. Ramsay seemed to sense "her own eyes meeting her own eyes," an intimation of unmediated selfhood that revealed "a triumph over life when things came together in this peace, this rest, this eternity" (63). This moment of being, as these revelatory flashes typically reserved for Woolf's female characters have come to be called, gives rise to a spectral scene that concludes Mrs. Ramsay's illumination: "There rose. . . from the lake of one's being, a mist, a bride to meet her lover" (64). For Lily, the image of woman and lover, however poignant, cannot be elevated to the level of transcendent truth, much less rendered on her mournful canvas, for she recognizes the intrusion of the outside on the inside, the way the world of others and politics dissolves any artistic claim to apprehending unconditional immediacy. It is by maintaining a resistance to her own desire for healing and closure in the wake of Mrs. Ramsay's loss, a resistance the war years urgently reiterated, that Lily is able to acknowledge that both her mourning and mourning art must be "perpetually remade." 

Lily's rejection of aesthetic consolation reveals the profound distance that separates Woolf from the "culture of redemption" isolated by Leo Bersani as a defining characteristic of literary modernism practiced by writers including Proust and Joyce (28). In Bersani's account, modernist aesthetics, especially evident in "encyclopedic fiction," imparts meaningful form onto the chaos of experience and compensates for lost transcendence by establishing art as an autonomous sphere in the attainment of truth (178). In contrast, Lily questions the practice of redemptive modernism when she stirs her paints, meditates on loss, and looks to Augustus Carmichael, a friend of the Ramsays whose poetry was well received after the war. She imagines how Mr. Carmichael would respond to the traumatic losses wrought by time and the war: "That would have been his answer, presumably—how 'you' and 'I' and 'she' pass and vanish; nothing stays, all changes, but not words, not paint" (179). Mr. Carmichael, [End Page 215] at least as far as Lily surmises, endorses a theory of the aesthetic where the dead endure in the timeless memorials of elegiac art. He invests literature, that is, with a transcendent capacity usually associated with religion, a view of art that becomes a substitute for both the loss of God and the loss of socially-performed mourning rituals. Literature, as he sees it, steps in and fills the vacated space of the sacred and of ritual mourning in the postwar years, replacing outworn social ceremonies with the ceremonies of elegiac writing. 

Woolf both raises and evaluates this compensatory aesthetic, giving the lie to the assumption that art transcends the determinants of history and politics. Consider her repeated citation of lines from Tennyson's "The Charge of the Light Brigade," a poem where artistic memory serves as an immortal replacement for human life. Tennyson memorializes those who died during the Crimean War battle at Balaclava when an offensive into enemy lines resulted in the death of more than one-third of a cavalry of 637 men. "When can their glory fade?" Tennyson's speaker asks (1036). The answer is implied: their heroic achievement will not be forgotten so long as the poem itself stands as a timeless testament to the noble deed. Woolf's text, in contrast, deflates the ascendancy of poetic memory by identifying the Crimean War leaders who "blundered" in ordering the suicidal charge with Mr. Ramsay, the patriarchal "leader of the doomed expedition" who consistently appeals to female characters closest at hand for consolation and sympathy for having failed to achieve lasting distinction as a philosopher (36). The redemptive aesthetic that Woolf's text challenges, it is interesting to note, is sustained even by a poet as critical of the Great War as Graves. In "When I'm Killed," Graves's speaker imagines achieving immortality not in God or nature but in a literary artifact that outlasts and outshines the very self it mourns. Having rejected religious salvation in counseling the reader not to search for this dead soldier's soul "In Heaven or Hell," the speaker redirects attention to the poetic memorial: "You'll find me buried, living-dead / In these verses that you've read" (29). In line with Carmichael's theory and Tennyson's poem, Graves's self-elegy offers consolation to both writer and reader, the consolation furnished by substituting an immortal literary text for a mortal soldier who may not survive the war. It is this redemptive aesthetic that defines the terms that Lily questions and resists in her effort to complete her "tribute" to Mrs. Ramsay. When she returns to her painting after the decade hiatus, Lily places her easel "not too close to Mr. Carmichael, but close enough for his protection" (147). Woolf's artist seeks, then, to perpetuate the vitality and significance implied by Carmichael's poetics, at the same time she determines to disentangle her painting from the notion of commemorative form as a permanent replacement and consoling substitute for human life. [End Page 216] 

Lily has good reason for rejecting the notion of art as a reflection of aesthetic perfection and timeless endurance. Such a theory overlooks the gender politics involved in canonizing those works that have been designated as the most significant and lasting artifacts of tradition. Like A Room of One's Own, which Tillie Olsen insightfully reads as Woolf's elegy for all the women artists absolutely forgotten by history and absolutely lost to tradition (10), To the Lighthouse expresses both the desire to recover the lost Mrs. Ramsay and the sheer impossibility of succeeding in the effort. In Lily's case, this awareness of irrecoverable loss, along with an awareness of the social contingency implicit in silencing the lost traditions of women's art, becomes the artistic principle that enables her to complete her painting. Woolf's artist acknowledges that her work might "be hung in attics" or "rolled up and flung under a sofa" (179). Lily thus shifts attention from the "actual picture" to "what it attempted," an attempt to mourn loss through the creation of an artifact (179). In this regard, Woolf focuses on Lily's creative process, a process of bereaved inspiration that begins by recalling Mrs. Ramsay in both loving and aggressive ways. In the course of working on her canvas, Lily not only praises the lost matriarch's power to gather others into a meaningful collective; she also criticizes Mrs. Ramsay's failure to see women beyond their role as wives, a form of mournful aggression Woolf's artist deploys as a means of selecting what she will and will not inherit as part of her maternal inheritance.9 But for Lily, even this emphasis on the despairing contents of artistic consciousness elicits critical suspicion, for this focus on Lily's own grief "sounded even to herself, too boastful" (179). Woolf moves on, then, to dissolve her artist's narcissistic desire to recover the lost Mrs. Ramsay in the portrait initially intended to immortalize her. This dissolution finally enables Lily to see her painting, as we might see Woolf's novel, through the "tears" and "pain" of mourning, through a perspective clarified by ongoing grief that registers the irrecoverable loss of Mrs. Ramsay and the futility of any aesthetic effort to neutralize the pain that attends it.10 By sustaining rather than overcoming grief, Lily demonstrates how the very wish to recover the lost object might be placed in the service of creating an anticonsolatory and antiredemptive art. 

The final brush stroke down the center of Lily's canvas has often been read as constituting the novel's aesthetic wholeness, as the culmination of Woolf's attempt, in the words of James Naremore, "to attain an absolute unity with the world" (242). Woolf certainly engages this search for an essence beyond appearance. Indeed, the painting's completion suggests both the resolution and fusion of the novel's main thematic concerns: Lily has her vision, Mr. Ramsay completes [End Page 217] his quest for self-knowledge, and James and Cam resolve their Oedipal struggles. However, there is, as I have sought to demonstrate throughout, a certain irony in Woolf's depiction of art as an aesthetic remedy for the painful experience of loss. In fact, her text does not ultimately reward but critiques nostalgic longing for lost immediacy by employing Lily's canvas to articulate a new relationship between past and present. The issue of relations, it is important to recall, had been fundamental to Lily's painting from the start. In attempting to venerate mother and child in abstract form, Lily questioned "how to connect this mass on the right hand with that on the left" (82-83). When her final "vision" prompts her to draw a line at the painting's center, Lily divides her canvas in two parts, a division that recalls the way "Time Passes" separates the novel's own prewar and postwar sections. At once a thematic and structural feature, this division highlights Lily's awareness that past and present cannot be seamlessly joined together. Put differently, the painting's central line distinguishes a time characterized by Mrs. Ramsay's presence and another by her absence, inviting us to read Lily's final gesture as a sign of the impossibility of fully assimilating the past in the name of a redeemed present. That Lily conveys both absence and presence in the space of a single canvas does not suggest the attainment of a mythic unity typically associated with modernist aesthetics, but rather the fundamental importance she places on a relation to the past that allows the loss of Mrs. Ramsay and prewar cultural values to inform present understanding. Without such an understanding Lily runs the risk, as do we, of endorsing a narcissistic absorption in the self and inviting the cultural amnesia that results from completely digesting the past. In recasting the issue of aesthetic wholeness as a question of relations, Woolf's artist succeeds, then, in granting the present a mournful awareness of losses suffered in the passing of time, losses that cannot be negated through consolatory aesthetic forms but that must be endured and ceaselessly mourned. 

It is certainly no secret that Woolf wrote her roman à clef to mourn the death of her own mother, Julia Stephen, who died when Woolf was thirteen. In the extensive scholarship on maternal mourning in To the Lighthouse, many critics such as Gillian Beer and Jane Lilienfeld argue that writing the novel enabled Woolf to terminate her protracted grief (Beer 35; Lilienfeld 373). "A Sketch of the Past" is typically cited as evidence for this view, given Woolf acknowledges that writing the novel helped her accomplish "what psycho-analysts do for their patients": "I expressed some very long felt and deeply felt emotion. And in expressing it I explained it and then laid it to rest" (81). The passage clearly draws a connection between finishing the novel and finishing mourning; however, critical commentary typically [End Page 218] neglects the way Woolf also dedicates her writing to an exploration of "invisible presences" that the dead leave behind (80). It is this exploration of the enduring trace of the lost other and the historical past that underwrites Woolf's invention of a modernist understanding of mourning and cultural memory. 

In her fiction on war and mourning, Woolf dramatizes the endurance of grief to demonstrate that emotional bonds to the lost other have not been severed, that wounds have not healed. In similar fashion, her texts refuse to fully digest and be done with the past. Only by preserving the intractable otherness of the lost other and of the past, only by adapting art to an articulation of "invisible presences," can the possibility for an anticonsolatory practice of mourning be fully realized. Woolf's resistance to healing is important to our understanding of her modernist mourning project, for she asks us to live grief in such a way, to borrow Kathleen Woodward's suggestive formulation, "that one is still in mourning but no longer exclusively devoted to mourning" (96). With the final brush stroke down the center of her canvas, Woolf's artist shows us why we need to perpetually remake our grief and perpetually remake our memorializing art. Woolf teaches us, finally, that only by refusing consolation and sustaining grief can we accept responsibility for the difficult task of performing private and public memory. 
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Endnotes 

1. For biographical studies, see Bell and Poole. For critical discussions of unresolved grief in Woolf's fiction, see Love and Rose. 

2. For excellent accounts of the resistance to consolation and closure in contemporary memorializing practices, see Homans, especially the essays by Levi Smith and Young. 

3. For discussions of Woolf's challenge to elegiac conventions, see Handley, Zwerdling, and Moss. 

4. Other critics have linked Woolf's naming of characters to her modernist irony and critique. See Minow-Pinkney and Hermione Lee. 

5. Historians and literary scholars agree that mourning practices dramatically declined in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries; however, the meaning of this decline is often in dispute. Ariès laments the modern disappearance of traditional death rituals and writes, "This life in which death was removed to a prudent distance seems less loving of things and people than the life in which death was the center" (314-15). Similarly, Gorer links the disappearance of public mourning to "the maladaptive and neurotic behavior" he [End Page 219] claims to have observed in Britain and the United States during the 1950s (xiii). In contrast, Cannadine warns against romanticizing conventional ceremonies regarding death and emphasizes that mourning practices were easily exploited for commercial ends (191). In a manner similar to Cannadine's analysis, Woolf's fiction displays a critical attitude toward traditional mourning. 

6. Levenback makes a similar point: "Mourning is itself a key, Woolf will suggest in Mrs. Dalloway and in To The Lighthouse especially, not only to acknowledging the reality of death but also to gauging what would be called the 'public mood'" (43). But Levenback insists on a progressive narrative of Woolf's developing "war-consciousness" and unconvincingly argues that Jacob's Room does not confirm the protagonist's death but "suggests that the implications of the war have not yet been either felt or recognized" (43). 

7. For important feminist and historical studies of women's experience during and after the Great War, see Higonnet and Higonnet, Gilbert, Gallagher, and Culleton. 

8. For important historical accounts of the Victorian feminization of grief, see Morley and Litten. For a fascinating psychoanalytic study of the devaluing of women's expressions of loss in Western culture from Petrarch to Lacan, see Schiesari. 

9. For a good account of Lily's confrontation with maternal loss, see Abel, who suggests that Lily "fashions the mother she now needs, one who, neither engulfing nor diminishing, actively joins in the creation of a shared imaginative space" (79). 

10. Joan Lidoff examines the centrality of maternal mourning as a vehicle for Woolf's recreation of the masculine elegy in a female voice. Lidoff insightfully recognizes that mourning for Lily entails a "new assertion of identity" with unfixed boundaries between self and other, but she qualifies Woolf's achievement: "The perception of fluid boundaries in Woolf feels not secure or affirming, but threatening" (56). 
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