
  [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 20th century. 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 20th century. 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.

  


  
    THE VOYAGE OUT


    A NOVEL ABOUT A YOUNG WOMAN SEARCHING FOR HER IDENTITY


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Woolf, V. (2009) The Voyage Out. Oxford: Oxford University Press.


      	1st edition: 1915


      	Themes: love, gender, identity, social conventions, difficulty of expression, Englishness and imperialism

    


    The Voyage Out is Virginia Woolf’s first novel. While it is stylistically more traditional than her later works (except her second novel, Night and Day, which is her most classical novel), Woolf already begins to experiment with narrative techniques and style in this novel, by using dreamlike states and free indirect discourse to explore her characters’ inner worlds.


    The novel tells the story of Rachel Ambrose, who travels on her father’s ship and goes to spend time with her aunt and uncle in the colony of Santa Marina in South America. Rachel and her aunt, Helen, spend a lot of time with other English people in Santa Marina, especially two young men, Terence Hewet and St John Hirst. Rachel and Terence fall in love and become engaged. Besides the love story, the novel depicts Rachel’s journey of self-discovery and coming-of-age, but ends tragically with her death. The Voyage Out explores themes such as gender, identity, love and marriage, as well as social conventions.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    THE VOYAGE OUT


    The story begins with Helen Ambrose and her husband Ridley making their way through London to the port, where they board a ship that will take them to spend the winter in South America. Helen is sad to leave her children behind. The ship is a cargo ship which belongs to her brother-in-law, Willoughby Vinrace, whose daughter Rachel is also on board, as well as his friend Mr. Pepper. They are all polite to one another, but do not spend a lot of time together, as they enjoy their solitary pastimes. For example, Ridley reads Greek literature and Rachel spends a lot of time playing music. They are later joined for a part of the journey by Mr. and Mrs. Dalloway, who are rather sociable, and their presence livens up the mood on the ship. There is a storm, which makes the Dalloways ill. Mrs. Dalloway especially feels very poorly, and Helen helps her. When Mr. Dalloway begins to feel better, he meets Rachel on the deck and follows her to her room, where she usually reads and plays the piano. He kisses her, and she feels confused. Later, after the Dalloways have left, she tells Helen what happened. Helen is alarmed when she realises that Rachel, who has lived a very sheltered life, is very ignorant about relationships between men and women and about life in general. She thinks that she should educate Rachel, and asks Willoughby if Rachel could come to stay with her and Ridley in Santa Marina instead of continuing the voyage with him. He agrees to this and Rachel too accepts the offer after some hesitation.


    SANTA MARINA


    In Santa Marina Helen, Ridley, Rachel and Mr. Pepper stay at a villa that belongs to Helen’s brother (who is not there himself). After a few days Mr. Pepper goes to stay at a hotel close by. Rachel begins to learn about life under Helen’s care, and thus begins her journey of self-discovery. There are many English people at the hotel, and many different types of characters, such as Miss Allen, an older woman who writes about English literature, and Susan Warrington, a young woman who is travelling with her aunt and who falls in love with another guest at the hotel, are introduced. Helen and Rachel begin to spend time with the people who are staying at the hotel. Ridley, who is a scholar, does not take part in the social activities as much as they do, because he spends a lot of time with his books.


    Helen and Rachel are invited out on an excursion with many people who are staying at the hotel. The excursion is organised by a young man called Terence Hewet, who is accompanied by his friend St John Hirst, who is an intelligent and distinguished young man, but who sometimes comes across as rude and arrogant. During the excursion two young people, Susan Warrington and Arthur Venning, become engaged. A dance is organised to celebrate the engagement. Helen and Rachel attend the dance. The dance is a success, and everyone enjoys themselves. When the musicians who are playing at the dance stop playing, Rachel starts to play the piano, as people want to keep dancing. When Rachel plays, people dance more freely than they did before. The party finishes at dawn. St John and Terence accompany Helen and Rachel when they go home. Although Rachel did not like St John at first, as she thought he was insolent, she and Helen become friends with the two young men. St John is drawn to Helen, and they have many conversations together while Rachel and Terence enjoy each other’s company. Rachel and Terence think more and more about each other, and they (both on their sides) try to analyse their feelings, and wonder if they are in love. They want to spend more time together and become more sure about their feelings.


    RACHEL AND TERENCE GET ENGAGED


    An English couple staying at the hotel, Mr. and Mrs. Flushing, invite other people to join them on an excursion on a river. Helen, Rachel, Terrence and St John join them. During the excursion Rachel and Terrence go on a walk together and begin to talk about their feelings. After some more thought and conversations, they decide to get married, even if neither one of them had initially been sure that they wanted marriage. Now, however, they feel that it will make them happy. Everyone else is happy for them too, and congratulates them. They are generally happy together, although they have some disagreements and Terence feels threatened by how deeply absorbed in music Rachel can be, and how she can forget him when this happens. They make plans for the future, and decide they will live in London.


    RACHEL’S ILLNESS


    One day, when Rachel and Terrence are sitting outside, Rachel starts to feel unwell. She says that her head is aching, and Helen advises her to lie down. The headache does not pass as everyone had hoped, but gets worse. Rachel comes down with a high fever. Everyone is worried, but Dr. Rodriguez assures them that it is not dangerous. Terrence feels reassured, but Helen thinks that Rachel is dangerously ill. Rachel becomes delusional with fever. Terence and St John stay with the Ambroses during Rachel’s illness. As the days go by Rachel does not show any signs of recovering, but seems to be getting worse. Helen wants to consult another doctor, so Terrence sends St John to find one. Dr. Lesage, the new doctor, says that Rachel is seriously ill. At one point Rachel seems a little better, but this does not last. Finally, Dr. Lesage tells Terence he should go to her now. He enters the room, and Rachel is herself again. They have a little moment together, and then Rachel dies. For a brief moment Terence feels at peace and like their union was perfect, but as the reality of her death sinks in, he feels utterly desperate.


    People at the hotel are saddened when they hear about Rachel’s death. The death of the young woman who had recently got engaged impacts everyone. Mrs. Flushing is particularly upset, as she thinks that Rachel might have caught her illness during the excursion on the river, to which she had invited her. Her husband thinks that she should not blame herself. A storm disrupts the activities in the hotel. After the storm St John returns to the hotel. He seems relieved that the difficult days have come to an end, even though the kind of end they came to is not what he (or anyone) would have wished for. People begin their normal activities again, and start to prepare their journeys home.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    RACHEL VINRACE


    Rachel Vinrace is a quiet 24-year old woman who has lived a very sheltered life. She is inexperienced and ignorant of what happens between men and women, and of many other things. Her aunt, Helen, is shocked that at her age she “had never heard that men desired women, and […] did not know how children were born” (pp.104-105). Helen thinks that she needs to learn about the “facts of life” (p.183). The novel is her coming-of-age story, but just as she is learning to assert herself, her life comes to an end. Rachel’s journey to self-discovery is central to the novel. She learns about life and about her place in her society, and what it means to be a woman. Rachel learns about life when she leaves her usual surroundings and the control of her father and her aunts, with whom she lives in Richmond, and spends time with Helen, who encourages her to explore her identity and the world. While many people in the novel wish to educate Rachel by recommending her books to read and express a view that she should spend less time playing the piano and more time reading the classics, Rachel asserts her identity through her love for music. She thinks that music can express more freely something that words cannot. In fact, her preference for music despite other people’s attempts to make her read more is a sign that she is an individual who is capable of independent thought and who forms her own identity separate from the opinions of other people. Even her engagement with Terrence, which is important to her and is one of the driving forces of the novel and of her development, does not interrupt her intense relationship with music. Terrence feels left out when she is absorbed by her music, which shows the prominence of this part of her and her capacity to assert her own person, independent of him. Unfortunately, her early death puts an abrupt end to her positive development.


    HELEN AMBROSE


    Helen is Rachel’s aunt by marriage. She is intelligent, direct and independent. She is easily bored by conventional people, and enjoys the company of people who speak their minds. She is shocked to find out of the kind of education - or lack of it - that her niece has received. She takes it upon herself to educate Rachel, and allow her to explore life more freely than she could under the traditional values of her father and the aunts with whom she lives. Rachel blossoms under her wing, until her untimely death, which cause a great deal of pain to her aunt. Although Helen wishes to educate Rachel, she tries to avoid telling her what to think and what to read. She wants Rachel to find her own identity and her own opinions, which she cannot do if she is constantly told what to do. This is why, when Rachel criticises her, she “smile[s] as if she rather enjoy[s] the attack” (p.305). Rachel and Helen spend a lot of time together and with some of the other English people in Santa Marina. She forms a friendship with St John Hirst, who admires her intelligence and her candor.


    RIDLEY AMBROSE


    Ridley is Rachel’s uncle. He is a quiet, intelligent man. He is a scholar and spends a great deal of time with his books. He thinks Greek literature is superior to any modern writing. He is kind and cares for his wife and for his niece, but does not spend a lot of time with them because he is very absorbed by his work. He represents a classical scholar and an intellectual. He is learned, but somewhat disconnected from his environment and social circles.


    TERENCE HEWET


    Terence Hewet is an aspiring novelist and a sociable young man. He organises a picnic to which he invites Rachel, Helen and other people staying at the same hotel as him and his friend St John Hirst. He and Rachel feel at ease in each other’s company and start to appreciate one another more and more until they realise they are in love. He finally becomes engaged to Rachel, despite first thinking that he does not want to get married, even though he is in love with her. He becomes increasingly dependent on Rachel’s company and love. Although he is more sensitive to women’s issues and more respectful towards women than most of the men in the novel (he expresses interest in women and says


    ST JOHN HIRST


    

    WILLOUGHBY VINRACE
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