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Virginia Woolf , Mrs Dalloway: Gender and Modernism 
Issues 
· Gender and Modernism: mothers as well as fathers
· Woolf on women and writing: ‘Women and Fiction’

· The ‘androgynous mind’ and women’s writing

· Gender and ambivalent sexuality in Mrs Dalloway
· ‘Manliness’ and masculinity: Septimus, war and the medical profession

· Clock time and gendered identities

Key Quotations

1. ‘Shifts in gender relations at the turn of the century were a key factor in the emergence of Modernism. The period from 1880-1920, within which Modernism emerged and rose to pre-eminence as the dominant art form in the West […], was also the heyday of the first wave of feminism, consolidated in the woman suffrage movement. The protagonist of this movement was known as the “New Woman”: independent, educated, (relatively) sexually liberated, oriented more toward productive life in the public sphere than toward reproductive life in the home.’

Marianne Dekoven, ‘Modernism and gender,’ Michael Levenson, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Modernism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), p. 174.

2. ‘To begin with, there is the technical difficulty – so simple, apparently; in reality, so baffling – that the very form of the sentence does not fit her. It is a sentence made by men; it is too loose, too heavy, too pompous for a woman’s use. Yet in a novel, which covers so wide a stretch of ground, an ordinary and usual type of sentence has to be found to carry the reader on easily and naturally from one end of the book to the other. And this a woman must make for herself, altering and adapting the current shape of her thought without crushing or distorting it.’ 

Virginia Woolf, ‘Women and Fiction,’ Michele Barrett, ed., Virginia Woolf: Women & Writing (London: Women’s Press, 1979), p. 48.

3. ‘It is fatal to be a man or woman pure and simple; one must be woman-manly or man-womanly. It is fatal for a woman to lay the least stress on any grievance; to plead even with justice any cause; in any way to speak as a woman. […] Some collaboration has to take place in the mind of the woman and the man before the art of creation can be accomplished. Some marriage of opposites has to be consummated. The whole of the mind must lie wide open if we are to get the sense that the writer is communicating his [sic] experience with perfect fullness.’ 

Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own and Three Guineas ed., Morag Shirach (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000), p. 136.

4. ‘She could see what she lacked. It was not beauty; it was not mind. It was something central which permeated; something warm which broke up surfaces and rippled the cold contact of man and woman, or of women together. For that she could dimly perceive. She resented it, had a scruple picked up Heaven knows where, or, as she felt, sent by Nature (who is invariably wise); yet she could not resist sometimes yielding to the charm of a woman, not a girl, of a woman confessing, as to her they often did, some scrape, some folly. And whether it was pity, or their beauty, or that she was older, or some accident […] she did undoubtedly then feel what a man felt. Only for a moment; but it was enough.’ 

Virginia Woolf, Mrs Dalloway ed., Stella McNichol (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1992), p. 34.

5. ‘The neurosis making suicide so potent a possibility in the text is less important than the fact that sexual difference – the male/female distinction – is, for Woolf, in no way fast and definite, but constructed. Septimus Smith emerges out of a potential in Mrs Dalloway. The novel questions how much the characters may recognise these differences as socially constructed, maintained through the patriarchal discourse of Sir William [Bradshaw], for whom the distinction between normal and marginal behaviour is to be violently maintained by the imposition of willpower, and by the relegation or ‘conversion’ of the person who feels differently.’

Jeremy Tambling, ‘Repression in Mrs Dalloway’s London,’ Sue Reid, ed., Mrs Dalloway and To The Lighthouse (Houndmills: Macmillan, 1993), p. 64-5.

6. ‘Septimus was one of the first to volunteer. He went to France to save an England which consisted almost entirely of Shakespeare’s plays and Miss Isabel Pole in a green dress walking in a square. There in the trenches the change which Mr Brewster desired when he advised football was produced instantly; he developed manliness; he was promoted; he drew the attention, indeed the affection of his officer, Evans by name.’ 

‘Once you fall, Septimus repeated to himself, human nature is on you. Holmes and Bradshaw are on you. They scour the desert. They fly screaming into the wilderness. The rack and the thumbscrew are applied. Human nature is remorseless.’ 

Virginia Woolf, Mrs Dalloway ed., Stella McNichol, p. 94, 107.

7. ‘The lack of settlement or of fixed identity in Clarissa’s life stands out also in its difference from the order and regularity – the daily ‘proportions’ – indicated by the repeated chiming of Big Ben. The intoning of the hours is associated with the authority of national and other institutions: with what Paul Ricoeur, following Nietzsche, calls ‘monumental’ time. […] Such emblems of power are fully implicated in this novel, as habitually in Woolf, with masculinity institutionalised and imposing. […] It is as if the highlighting of the time, almost a refrain with the repetition in the narrative of exact forms of words, brings to the fore the artifice of the naturalised structure within which individual lives and times are differentiated.’

Rachel Bowlby, ‘Thinking Forward through Mrs Dalloway’s Daughter,’ Sue Reid, ed., Mrs Dalloway and To The Lighthouse (Houndmills: Macmillan, 1993), p. 149.
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