
  [image: ]


  
    VIRGINIA WOOLF


    ENGLISH WRITER


    
      	Born in London in 1882.


      	Died in Lewes, Sussex in 1941.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	Mrs Dalloway (1925), novel


          	To the Lighthouse (1927), novel


          	A Room of One’s Own (1929), essay

        

      

    


    Virginia Woolf is widely considered to be one of the most important writers of the 20thcentury. She is known for her experimental style, which is representative of literary modernism, and for her feminism.


    Woolf wrote several works of fiction and non-fiction, which remain widely read, discussed and studied to this day. Her constantly evolving writing style made her an important figure of literary modernism. She experimented with writing techniques such as non-linear narratives and stream of consciousness (a literary style which attempts to depict the flow of a character’s thoughts as they occur instead of organising them in a logical or linear fashion). Woolf’s fiction and non-fiction explore issues such as the social reality of her society and how individuals experience it, as well as women’s place in society. Woolf can be described as one of the most influential feminist thinkers of the 20thcentury. Her essay A Room of One’s Own, in which she argues, among other things, for the need for women to be educated and to have financial freedom, is one example of her investigation of gender questions. Woolf’s feminism and her unique writing style have ensured her a place as an iconic figure.

  


  
    NIGHT AND DAY


    A LOVE STORY AND AN EXPLORATION OF SOCIAL CLASS, GENDER AND IDENTITY


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Woolf, V. (1992) Night and Day. London: Penguin Books.


      	1st edition: 1919


      	Themes: love, gender, social class, identity, social conventions, people’s inner worlds, perception of reality, limitations of language

    


    Night and Day is Virginia Woolf’s second novel. It is written in a more traditional style than her later novels, in which she uses more experimental, modernistic literary devices. In fact, out of all Woolf’s novels, this one is the most classical stylistically.


    The novel’s heroine, Katharine Hilbery, is a young upper-middle-class woman who has to find her voice, identity and place in her society. Her story is entangled with that of Mary Datchet, a young women’s rights activist, and with that of the two men whom she becomes romantically involved with, William Rodney, a would-be poet, and Ralph Denham, an intelligent young man who comes from a much less privileged background than Katharine. The novel explores the romantic feelings and the relationships of its different characters in form of a social comedy. Woolf investigates social conventions, identity and women’s place in society, as well as women’s quest to find their own voices, through the experiences of characters with different personalities and backgrounds.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    SOCIAL GATHERINGS IN EDWARDIAN LONDON


    The novel opens with a scene from a tea party in a drawing room in Chelsea, in apparently Edwardian England. Katharine Hilbery, a young woman in her 20s, and her parents are entertaining guests in their home. Ralph Denham, a young man who occasionally writes articles in a journal that Mr. Hilbery edits, enters the party. Mrs. Hilbery asks Katharine to show Ralph the things that belonged to the late Richard Alardyce, a great poet and Katharine’s grandfather. As she does this, the differences between Ralph and Katharine become obvious. Katharine is privileged and comes from a literary family. Her family is very proud of their literary past, Richard Alardyce’s memory is cherished, and Katharine is helping Mrs. Hilbery write a biography of him. Ralph’s background is lower-middle-class, and he has to work to sustain himself and help sustain his mother and siblings. He currently works as a lawyer. Ralph and Katharine do not seem to like each other, as Katharine feels that Ralph is criticising her. Nevertheless, Ralph develops a fascination for Katharine, which eventually develops into an elaborate fantasy, and finally love.


    Katharine and Ralph meet again in another social gathering, this time organised by Mary Datchet, a young women’s rights activist. Here Katharine is in the company of William Rodney, a young would-be poet, who gives a talk about Elizabethan use of metaphor at the gathering. William is sure that his talk was a failure, but Mary tries to reassure him, saying that it got everyone talking, which shows its success. After spending some time talking to Ralph and Mary, Katharine and William leave. Ralph decides to go too, and follows the two others. He finally ends up spending time with William when they meet again after Katharine has gone home. Although Ralph is jealous of William’s connection with Katharine (Mary has told him that Katharine is likely to marry William), the two of them have a certain degree of sympathy for one another. Moreover, at this point it seems to Ralph that Katharine has turned William down.


    KATHARINE AND WILLIAM BECOME ENGAGED


    Katharine, who initially had not agreed to marry William, finally decides to accept his offer of marriage. She is not in love with him, but she sees marriage as her only way of getting out of her parents’ home and achieving some sort of independence from them. Katharine feels oppressed in her family home. She likes being alone, and secretly prefers the precision of mathematics to literature. While her engagement will not give her the freedom she wants, she feels that it is her only way to leave the family surroundings. Katharine’s family is pleased with the engagement, and William spends a lot of time with the family, including going to visit Katharine’s aunt, uncle and cousins around Christmastime. William feels in love with Katharine, but does not feel that she reciprocates his affections.


    Meanwhile, Ralph spends time with his friend Mary. Mary is an independent woman who works to achieve suffrage for women. She and Ralph discuss many subjects together, and feel they can talk to each other with honestly (even if they both keep certain thoughts and feelings for themselves). Mary discovers that she is in love with Ralph, but does not want her feelings to get too strong a hold over her. She invites Ralph to spend Christmastime with her family in the village of Disham, which he accepts. Ralph expresses a desire to find a cottage in the country and leave London. Later he realises that Mary loves him and asks her to marry him, but she refuses, because she has already guessed that he is in love with Katharine and thinks that he is not sincere. Ralph tries to explain that he cares for Mary, even if he is not in love with her, but she does not care for this sort of marriage and feels upset with Ralph. Nevertheless, they continue their friendship. Mary and Ralph meet Mrs. Hilbery in the village and she invites them to join her, Katharine, William and Katharine’s cousin on an excursion. Ralph is once again impressed by Katharine’s presence.


    DOUBTS AND EMOTIONAL TURMOIL


    Back in London, Mary tries to find satisfaction in her work and reminds herself of her desire to be independent and to work. She eventually ends up changing her job, but keeps pursuing her ideals for social justice and personal independence. She and Ralph remain friends, even if this is (at first) painful for her. Eventually, she discovers that she no longer loves Ralph, and finds fulfilment in her work. Ralph keeps thinking of Katharine although he knows she is engaged to William.


    Katharine and William begin to understand each other better, even though this means that they no longer wish to get married. Katharine had already once told William that agreeing to marry him was a mistake, but then promised to try to make him happy when she saw how much it upset him. Now, however, she discovers that he too has doubts. In fact, William has fallen in love with Katharine’s cousin Cassandra. They decide to end their engagement, but keep it a secret for the time being. Although Katharine and William still occasionally feel jealous of each other and argue, their relationship becomes a friendship, and they try to help each other. Katharine invites Cassandra to stay with her family so that they can see if she reciprocates William’s feelings. Cassandra is very happy with her visit, and seems to admire William. However, when he expresses his feelings to her, she finds it very inappropriate and wants to go home. Katharine explains the situation to her, and she stays and becomes (still secretly) engaged to William.


    Katharine meets Ralph and they decide to become friends, and try and be honest with each other. Ralph expresses his feelings to her, but she tells him he has created an image of her in his mind that has little to do with who she actually is, and they continue their friendship based on this kind of honest and direct conversation. Eventually Katharine too realises that she has feelings for Ralph. Ralph, William, Katharine and Cassandra spend a lot of time together, and people begin to talk. Katharine’s aunt Celia, who often meddles with the affairs of others, tells Mr. Hilbery of this, and says that she believes that Cassandra has behaved inappropriately towards William. Mr. Hilbery thinks that it is just gossip, but asks Katharine about it. When he is told the truth, that Katharine and William are no longer engaged, but William and Cassandra are, and that Katharine and Ralph like to spend time together but are not engaged, he becomes angry. He tells Cassandra to go home, forbids William and Ralph to come to their house, and sends a message to Mrs. Hilbery, who was visiting Shakespeare’s grave, asking her to come home.


    ALL’S WELL THAT ENDS WELL


    Mrs. Hilbery comes home and talks with Katharine. She discovers that Katharine loves Ralph. She does not share Mr. Hilbery’s anger and begins to help set everything ‘right’. She talks to everyone involved, and finally brings Ralph and William to her home, where they join Katharine and Cassandra, who had missed her train. Katharine and Ralph become engaged and finally Mr. Hilbery too accepts the situation, and everyone is welcome in his home once again.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    KATHARINE HILBERY


    Katharine is a young, upper-class woman from a literary family. She plays her role as a daughter of this type of family well, but feels trapped in this situation. In fact, although she does not express this overtly in her family surroundings, she does not like literature. Unlike her mother, who adores literature and the memory of her late father, Katharine “even [has] some natural antipathy to that process of self-examination, that perpetual effort to understand one’s own feeling, and express it beautifully, fitfully or energetically in language” (p.32). Instead, Katharine enjoys the silence of her inner world and has a secret passion for mathematics. She is helping her mother write her grandfather’s biography and attempts to bring order in her mother’s disorganised manner of working. As an upper-class woman of her time, she does not work and is fully dependent on her family. However, she would like to be independent of her parents. She admires and is jealous of Mary Datchet, who lives alone and works. Initially, she sees marriage as her only way out of life with her parents, and agrees to marry William Rodney although she does not love him. Finally, however, she comes to see the engagement as a mistake. She then falls in love with Ralph Denham, but is at first reluctant to marry him because she and Ralph discuss their feelings openly and recognise that they are not always sure of their feelings. Furthermore, Katharine enjoys solitude and is not sure if she wants to give up on her freedom. She is searching for her place in her society and her own voice, and she is not sure how marriage would impact her. Finally, she lets Ralph into her inner world and even lets him see her passion for mathematics.


    RALPH DENHAM


    Ralph Denham is an intelligent young man from a lower-middle-class background. Since his father has died, Ralph’s mother and siblings depend on his contribution to support the family. Like others in his family, and unlike Katharine Hilbery, he has to earn a living. His family values working and getting an education, and engages in intellectual arguments. He works as a lawyer and occasionally writes articles for the journal that Mr. Hilbery edits. Although Ralph and Katharine have very different backgrounds, and Ralph seems at first to suggest that their differences are very significant, he develops an obsession with Katharine. She fills his fantasies, but he is aware of the differences between the fantasies and the real person who features in them (this is actually even remarked on by Katharine herself when Ralph first begins to speak to her about his feelings). Finally, however, he falls in love with the real woman behind his fantasies.


    Ralph has also a close friendship with Mary Datchet. He feels affection for her but does not love her. However, this friendship is important, because Mary is kind, intelligent and honest, and the conversations with Mary influence Ralph.


    MARY DATCHET


    Mary Datchet is a young women’s rights activist who works for a society for women’s suffrage. She values her work and her independence. She is a daughter of a clergyman and receives support from her family, but she does not want to live with them. Although Mary is in love with Ralph Denham at one point in the novel, she turns his marriage proposal down because she thinks that he is not sincere, having guessed that he is in love with Katharine Hilbery. At first she is heartbroken when she realises that Ralph does not love her, but she is rational and does not want to let her emotions control her. Later she realises that she no longer loves Ralph, and that she can find fulfilment in her work and her independence. She takes up new projects and continues her friendships with Ralph and Katharine, and finds that she does not need romantic love or marriage to be happy. Mary represents female empowerment and feminism in the novel: she is a feminist, and she does not need a man to feel complete.


    WILLIAM RODNEY


    William is a young would-be poet. He is first engaged to Katharine, but finally finds love with Katharine’s cousin Cassandra. He is romantic and loves poetry and romantic gestures, but is also very conventional and traditional. He is a rather comical character. While he behaves according to social conventions, he is also socially awkward. He is aware of this, and is constantly afraid of looking ridiculous. For example, after he has given a
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