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Her first novel, The Voyage Out, appeared in 1915, and she then worked through the transitional Night and Day (1919) to the highly experimental and impressionistic Jacob’s Room (1922). From then on her fiction became a series of brilliant and extraordinarily varied experiments, each one searching for a fresh way of presenting the relationship between individual lives and the forces of society and history. She was particularly concerned with women’s experience, not only in her novels but also in her essays and her two books of feminist polemic, A Room of One’s Own (1929) and Three Guineas (1938). Her major novels include Mrs Dalloway (1925), the historical fantasy Orlando (1928), written for Vita Sackville-West, the extraordinarily poetic vision of The Waves (1931), the family saga of The Years (1937), and Between the Acts (1941). All these are published by Penguin, as are her Diaries, Volumes I–V, selections from her essays and short stories, and Flush (1933), a reconstruction of the life of Elizabeth Barrett Browning’s spaniel.
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Introduction

By November 1937, seven months after its publication, Virginia Woolf ‘s The Years had sold 40,000 copies. Her only novel ever to reach The New York Times bestseller list, it topped the list in early June, remained there through July and finally fell off altogether only in late October. As she remarked, it was her ‘best by far’, in financial terms at least.1 Today, it is probably the least read of all her novels. Leonard Woolf thought it her worst;2 many critics agreed. In part, this is because the book appears to be many things that it is not. That The Years appears to be a historical novel perhaps accounts for its initial popularity, for historical fiction has always been popular. Presenting itself as a ‘family saga’, the novel follows the lives of three generations of the Pargiter family from ‘1880’ to the ‘Present Day’. But where the genre promises evolution over time, this novel refuses any simplistic ideas of development or progress. Despite this, The Years profoundly engages with history by repeatedly asking what history might mean to individuals caught within it. The answers it offers are neither obvious nor reductive, for while The Years is a political novel, it nevertheless refuses didacticism, cant and dogma. In this it marks both its similarity to, and its difference from, other works of the 1930s. And as it resists reduction to propaganda, it similarly spurns an easy idealism. Woolf, the profound sceptic, weaves (repeated) failure into its very fabric. Yet, she allows too for hope and vision, for The Years insists that both hope for and a vision of a future different from the past are justified. All of which is to say that this is a novel at once critical and creative, materialist in its analysis and poetic in its vision, alternately mundane and lyrical. In some ways, it is a difficult book masquerading as an easy one. To understand what The Years both is and isn’t, it helps to see the terrain Woolf covered from her conception of the work to its final publication.

A HISTORY OF THE WRITING

On 20 January 1931 Woolf recorded in her diary: ‘I have this moment, while having my bath, conceived an entire new book – a sequel to a Room of Ones Own – about the sexual life of women… Lord how exciting!’3 The conception, in fact, spawned multiple offspring – becoming, in turn, essay (‘Professions for Women’4), ‘Novel-Essay’ (The Pargiters5), comic-polemical family saga (the long holograph manuscript which survived fifteen changes of title6) – before it finally emerged in 1937 as The Years. Even then the propagation continued with Three Guineas, published the next year: ‘lumping the Years & 3G[uinea]s together as one book – as indeed they are’.7 Clearly Woolf herself thought the metaphor of conception both apt and prescient, for nearly six years later she described the long, seemingly interminable process of writing, rewriting, revision and excision which would culminate in The Years ‘publication as being ‘like a long childbirth. Think of that summer, every morning a headache, & forcing myself into that room in my nightgown; & lying down after a page: & always with the certainty of failure.’8 By comparison, the delayed emergence of its ‘other half’ – Three Guineas – would seem ‘the mildest childbirth I have ever had’.9

The gestation of The Years from idea to text repeatedly and increasingly threatened to result in stillbirth. The movement of Woolf ‘s thoughts and feelings about the book is captured in her succinct ‘Book again very good: very bad yesterday.’10 The closer she came to completion, the more intense the struggle: ‘After a week of intense suffering – indeed mornings of torture – & I’m not exaggerating… a feeling of complete despair & failure… here is a cool quiet morning again, a feeling of relief; respite: hope.’11 In a letter to Vita Sackville-West, Woolf referred to the enterprise as one of her ‘freaks’ and revealed her true fear: ‘The mess, the repetition, the diffusion, the carelessness were, and still are, inconceivable.’12 Elsewhere Woolf seems unsure of whether to think of the novel’s completion as an anticipated birth or as the laying to rest (or indeed murder) of a tenacious, but threatening demon: ‘I swear to finish this incredibly tough old serpent – a serpent without any of the charm of the Nile, only with all the toughness of what is evil and perennial – by Christmas… [M]y book decays upon me like the body of the albatross.’13

In large part, Woolf ‘s frustration arose simply from the time composition took. She began writing in heady excitement and within two months announced, ‘I have written 60,320 words since Oct. 11th [1932]. I think this must be far the quickest going of any of my books: comes far ahead of Orlando or The Lighthouse… I have secured the outline & fixed a shape for the rest.’14 This hope proved premature, for Woolf would change the shape significantly and repeatedly over the next four years. Each change meant substantial revision. Then, too, The Years exceeded in length all her mature novels. By the time of her final revisions, Woolf was vowing: ‘Never again – never another long book for me.’15

Behind this lay another more profound hermeneutic struggle: one which caused Woolf to confront her own most vociferously held positions on the nature of fiction. The history of the gestation reveals just how intense the struggle was for Woolf as she challenged her own preconceptions about novels, history and politics.

The seeds of the conception of this ‘entire new book’ lay in the speech Woolf was to deliver the next day (21 January 1931) to the London branch of the National Society for Women’s Service, an organization concerned with bettering the opportunities for women in the professions.16 In this speech – best known to readers in its edited form, the essay ‘Professions for Women’,17 which covered familiar terrain for any reader of A Room of One’s Own – Woolf asserted the need for the woman writer’s financial independence, that ‘a real relationship between men and women was [in the last century] unattainable’, that the woman writer must kill ‘the Angel in the House’18 if she were to have any hope of success as a writer. ‘I discovered,’ she continued, ‘when I came to write[,] that a woman – it sounds so simple, but I should be ashamed to tell you how long it took me to realise this for myself – is not a man. Her experience is not the same. Her traditions are different. Her values, both in art and in life are her own.’ Having already addressed in A Room of One’s Own the rudimentary material conditions necessary for the woman writer to write – an independent income and physical space – Woolf now contemplated the more insidious social proscriptions that stifle women’s imaginations. We cannot even think ‘about womens bodies for instance – their passions – and so on, because the conventions are still very strong’. As to the chance for change, Woolf is both resigned and hopeful:

[The woman novelist] has to say I will wait. I will wait until men have become so civilised that they are not shocked when a woman speaks the truth about her body. The future of fiction depends very much upon what extent men can be educated to stand free speech in women. But whether men can be civilised, what capacities lie dormant in them, how far their condition is the result of reeducation or of nature, whether given a better environment the results might be such that women too can be artists lies on the lap of the Gods, no not upon the laps of the Gods, but upon your laps, upon the laps of professional women.19

Woolf ‘s inspiration arose, then, from her preoccupation with the social and economic position of women, specifically professional women writers, within the contemporary society of 1930s Britain, and with the ideological prohibitions on their imagining a future different from the present. It began in politics and a specifically feminist politics at that. Woolf’s historical awareness in this speech – a recognition that any future will depend not only on the present but on an understanding of the past – utterly informs her political position.

As Woolf imagined her ‘new book’, it would retain this commitment to a politics founded in material history, a commitment which seemed to demand of her that she attempt a new experiment in form. This book (which we now know as The Pargiters) was to be neither an essay nor a novel per se, but a ‘Novel-Essay’: a work which would alternate between essays and fiction in discrete chapters. The strictly maintained convention of the essays is that they form parts of a speech being delivered to an audience of professional women. To illustrate her at times overtly polemical points, the Speaker (handily, a novelist) reads from an ostensible ‘work in progress’, an historical novel which traces the fortunes of the Pargiter family from 1800 to 2032.20 Describing her goal as the elucidation of the present position of women through illustration of the past that has preceded and produced them, the Speaker suggests that this is best accomplished through the transformation of the present audience of women into their own ancestors:

We cannot understand the present if we isolate it from the past. If we want to understand what it is that you are doing now, I must ask you to forget that we are in this room, this night. We must forget that we are, for the moment, ourselves. We must become the people that we were two or three generations ago. Let us be our great grandmothers.

And it is fiction, Woolf claims, that can best bring the past alive, even if analysis of that past can best be achieved through essays. The Pargiters would contain both. To anticipate the objections that ‘history’ or didactic essays alone might have a more obvious claim on the ability to transform the present into the past, the Speaker boldly asserts:

If you object that fiction is not history, I reply that though it would be far easier to write history – ‘In the year 1842 Lord John Russell brought in the Second Reform Bill’ and so on – that method of telling the truth seems to me so elementary, and so clumsy, that I prefer, where truth is important, to write fiction.

Woolf deftly supplants narrative history with ‘historical’ narrative. Further, she carefully draws this fiction into material history – this is a ‘novel of fact’, the Speaker declares: ‘There is scarcely a statement in it that cannot be verified’ – while yet claiming that as fiction it possesses a less ‘clumsy’ capacity to speak the ‘truth’. And by the 1930s ‘truth is important’ for Woolf where the material history of women is at stake.21

So, the first incarnation of the new book shares the preoccupations of the actual speech. It retains a commitment to ‘truth’, ‘history’ and ‘fact’ while simultaneously working within the generic conventions of both the essay and imaginative fiction. Herein lies the origin of the hermeneutic struggle which would cause Woolf to rewrite and revise its generic shape over the next four years. In emphasizing the ‘factual’ nature, the veracity, the fidelity to history, of the fictional portion of The Pargiters, Woolf invoked – provoked, perhaps – a long tradition which tacitly asserted the necessary ‘realism’ of historical fiction, and in so doing reopened a debate about the nature of fictional verisimilitude that she had conducted in the previous decade with Arnold Bennett in particular.22

In ‘Modern Novels’ (1919), her first seriously theoretical essay on the nature of fiction, Woolf launched a salvo directly at the novelistic techniques (and the implicit philosophies) of such contemporary novelists as Bennett, John Galsworthy and H. G. Wells (whom she would later collectively dub the ‘Edwardians’23). In Woolf ‘s eyes, they shared a common fault: they were ‘materialists’.24 A fidelity to material history in its exterior detail mars their work, she argued, whether this takes the form of a concern with politics or the creation of ‘an air of probability so impeccable that if all [the writer’s] figures were to come to life they would find themselves dressed down to the last button in the fashion of the hour’. But despite this supposed ‘reality’, ‘the question suggests itself whether life is like this after all?’ Any representation of ‘life’, Woolf implied, must consider that ‘life’ is not experienced externally, but internally: ‘The mind, exposed to the ordinary course of life, receives upon its surface a myriad impressions – trivial, fantastic, evanescent, or engraved with the sharpness of steel. From all sides they come, an incessant shower of innumerable atoms, composing in their sum what we might venture to call life itself.’25 Thus a fiction which would be truly faithful to ‘life’ would incorporate the consciousness of the individual; it would ‘record the atoms as they fall upon the mind in the order in which they fall,… trace the pattern, however disconnected and incoherent in appearance, which each sight or incident scores upon the consciousness’.26 The truly ‘realistic’ novel would move from the experiencing consciousness outwards to the material world rather than from external ‘materiality’ inwards to an extrapolated character. The centre of consciousness, the subject in history, would motivate such fiction. So, modern novelists (those she will later dub the ‘Georgians’27) ‘find their interest more and more in [the] dark region of psychology’.28

Woolf extended and renewed this debate, most notably in ‘Character in Fiction’ (1924) where she defended herself against Bennett’s charge that though Jacob’s Room was a ‘clever’ book, ‘the characters do not vitally survive in the mind’.29 As counterblast, Woolf asserted that however well suited the Edwardians’ novelistic techniques were for describing external ‘reality’, ‘the fabric of things’, they were wholly inadequate when one wanted to look seriously at ‘character in itself ‘. Their commitment to something ‘outside’ their novels left one with ‘a feeling of incompleteness and dissatisfaction. In order to complete them it seems necessary to do something – to join a society, or, more desperately, to write a cheque.’ But, Woolf maintained, the novel has evolved ‘to express character – not to preach doctrines, sing songs, or celebrate the glories of the British Empire’.30 And not, she might as well have added, to prompt action. The Georgians, on the other hand, guided by what in a draft of this essay she called the ‘Spirit of the Age’, had begun to ‘look much more closely into the reasons why people do and say and think things’, and so were ‘divert[ed]… from what [people] do[,] from the adventures, the violent events, the actions in short, of the human race’.31 Modern novelists were diverted from history as conventionally conceived with its fidelity to exterior details.

Yet Woolf did concede, to herself at least, ‘I daresay its true, however, that I haven’t that ‘‘reality’’ gift. I insubstantise, wilfully to some extent, distrusting reality – its cheapness.’32 This very distrust of externalized ‘reality’ lies behind her insistence that the novel should be less concerned with ‘realistic’ conventions, less preoccupied with ‘materialism’, less driven by a desire to urge political action than it was in its Edwardian manifestations. If one took instead the perceiving consciousness of the character as the novel’s motivating centre, one might produce novels like her own Jacob’s Room, Mrs Dalloway, To the Lighthouse, The Waves, novels in which externalized history plays little part. While Woolf ‘s essays provide ample evidence of her belief in the significance of history and of her skill in persuasive argument, fiction – ‘Art’ – was not the place to polemicize, to exteriorize, to replace fidelity to character with fidelity to material detail, to urge the reader to action. How then was she to proceed with this new work, motivated as it was by a concern with the position of women in history, by a desire to produce in ‘Art’ a new work which would retain aesthetic integrity while simultaneously attending to ‘reality’? Her admission that she more usually ‘insubstantises’ in her fiction reveals that her previous forms would not serve her now that she desired to draw ‘substance’ (or exterior material history) into it. How then was Virginia Woolf to write a historical novel?

Her first answer was to create in The Pargiters a new genre, the ‘Novel-Essay’. In this way Woolf avoided the problem of making fiction carry the burden of historical analysis by siphoning it off into the didactic essays. She established a dialectical rhythm between ‘Art’ and ‘explication’: the fiction transforms the present into a ‘realistic’ representation of the past, while the essays draw out and make explicit the historical meaning latent in that fictional past. That she intended this fiction to be ‘realistic’ she made clear in the ‘First Essay’: ‘This novel, ‘‘The Pargiters,’’… is not a novel of vision, but a novel of fact. It is based upon some scores – I might boldly say thousands – of old memoirs… My intention… is to represent English life at its most normal, most typical, and most representative.’33 By calling it ‘a novel of fact’, Woolf marks its difference from her previous novels (at least one of which she designated a novel of ‘vision’34), but it also marks her own suspicion that ‘fact’ and ‘vision’ rest uncomfortably together. As she wrote in her 1933 essay on Turgenev, ‘few [novelists can] combine the fact and the vision’.35 Thus with The Pargiters she set her sights on the creation of a ‘representative’ ‘novel of fact’. But while faithful to verifiable historical ‘fact’, it must refuse didacticism and trust to character. ‘[G]reat novelists have brought us to see whatever they wish us to see through some character. Otherwise, they would not be novelists; but poets, historians, or pamphleteers.’36 Overt attempts to draw out the lessons of history must be left to the non-fiction. Fiction (‘Novel’) and exegesis (‘Essay’) alternate in The Pargiters, but their particularity remains.

This is entirely consonant with Woolf ‘s repeated insistence that the Edwardians’ gesturing to something outside their novels – to politics, for example, or to the lessons of social history – was misguided, or with her remark in 1936 that artists had traditionally (and quite rightly, she implies) held that ‘to mix art with politics… was to adulterate it’.37 The hyphen separating ‘Novel’ and ‘Essay’, like the spaces between the chapters in The Pargiters, provided a prophylactic barrier which protected fictional ‘Art’ from direct contamination by polemical prose.38

The result left Woolf dissatisfied. Within four months she abandoned this new experiment. Late in January 1933, she confessed: ‘I’m afraid of the didactic’, and within the fortnight had taken a radical decision: ‘I’m leaving out the interchapters – compacting them in the text; & project an appendix of dates.’39 By April she announced:

I want to give the whole of the present society – nothing less: facts, as well as the vision. And to combine them both. I mean, The Waves going on simultaneously with Night & Day… It should aim at immense breadth & immense intensity… And there are to be millions of ideas but no preaching – history, politics, feminism, art, literature – in short a summing up of all I know, feel, laugh at, despise, like, admire hate & so on.40

Now she desired to produce a novel not only of ‘fact’ but also of ‘vision’. Art had won out over polemics, but she retained her commitment to ‘history, politics, feminism’, so how were they to be included? That she still intended this to be a ‘realistic’ novel of some sort is indicated by her comment: ‘[H]ow give ordinary waking Arnold Bennett life the form of art?’41 Only in the completed novel, that is in The Years, does Woolf finally give us her answer, but that was still four years away.

In the interim, she wrote the long MS, a text which stands generically half-way between The Pargiters and The Years. It is in the MS that Woolf attempts to ‘compact’ the polemical essays ‘in the text’ and so produces a polemical prose fiction. If The Pargiters separates the representative historical narrative from the analysis of the meaning of that history, the MS shows the two sitting uncomfortably together. Here, the characters struggle to free themselves from the polemical impulse, while their thoughts bear the burden of interpretation which had previously been carried by The Pargiters’ Speaker. The attempt to interpolate analysis into the fiction can already be detected at the end of The Pargiters, in the ‘Fifth Chapter’ – Kitty’s visit to the Brook family (the Robsons in The Years). Finding herself in a totally alien environment (the home of a ‘free-thinking’, self-made academic), Kitty, the daughter of the master of St Katharine’s College, Oxford, self-consciously thinks about how to act and struggles to make sense of what she feels. Kitty registers Mr Brook’s accent as ‘curious’, realizes that ‘the sort of talk she made & heard at the Lodge… was meaningless here’, compares her father’s ‘specially ironical manner’ of talking ‘as if he were afraid of being taken seriously’ with Mr Brook’s manner which makes her feel that ‘he took things too seriously’.42 When Jo, the eldest Brook boy, appears, Kitty responds unconsciously as she would usually and then finds this response inadequate:

Her body began to send out impressions & to receive back impressions just as it did at the Lodge or at the Balliol hall: the same question – does he like me? do I like him? occurred to her; & she had instinctively applied the usual curb, – so that the result of these investigations might be secret; & had therefore assumed the manner of a well bred young lady, conscious of her appearance; which had been forgotten; but here at the Brooks this was so completely wrong – she felt out of touch, out of tune, out of harmony – she did not know how to express it – but somehow she was once more an alien & almost an enemy in the Brook family.43

Here the narrative attempts interpretative analysis. Nothing like this occurs earlier. In the fictional episode Eleanor may chide her younger sisters ‘Dont be caught looking’ as they gaze out of the window at a young man in a top hat, but it is the Speaker in the essay who tells us that Eleanor ‘was at once alluding to the fact that a young man was on the pavement two doors down; and that he was, because of his sex, exciting a certain interest in her sisters; and she was assuming, as one assumes a fact well known to every one, that the girls must hide their interest in the young man’.44

Woolf may have decided in February 1933 to drop overt argument but she determined to keep the ideas. Now, however, they would be carried in and through the fiction. So, where The Pargiters separates fiction and analysis, the MS blends the two together. And if this marks a distinction between The Pargiters and the MS, it also distinguishes the MS from the final published novel: the MS is a much franker, blunter, more direct and polemical work than The Years. For example, in the MS, when Delia goes upstairs to sit with her dying mother, the narrative didactically asserts:

There was nothing for Delia to do except sit there. There was no book within reach, no paper. She felt extraordinarily {active} repressed; her activity {was} curbed, her body {stiff} {held tight} subdued; she {could} must not even fidget. And yet everything seemed to be at full tide in her: {she wanted} as she sat there she felt a bar of iron laid across her. She was only twenty-two. And yet as she sat there it seemed to her that she was {a} full of energy, full of power; {It was} not fair she felt: her mother was sixty. She was only twenty-two. And again & again & again she had to submit, to batten down, not to fidget. {They} There she sit [sic], doing nothing, till nurse relieved her.45

This is the scene in its entirety as it is originally written. Compare this with the final version in The Years (pp. 15 – 19). The only sentence which survives in any form is ‘As she sat down, everything seemed to be at full tide in her.’ We are left to make the connections ourselves between Delia’s feeling that everything was ‘at full tide in her’, her savage cry to her mother ‘You don’t want to die’, her resisting the tug of the memory of ‘the man in the frock-coat with the flower in his button-hole’, the collapse of her resistance as memory slides into fantasy and she imagines herself speaking by his side for ‘Liberty’ and ‘Justice’ (pp. 16 – 17). All trace of didacticism has vanished.

Throughout the MS the strain of polemic pulls against the fiction. At times this deadens the prose, as in the example above; at others it paradoxically pulls it into a kind of directness and candour which seems otherwise to register only in Woolf ‘s letters or diaries. A brief exchange between Maggie, Elvira (Sara in The Years) and Rose is a case in point. ‘“Look at those wretched little children,” said Rose, looking down on the street. ‘‘Stop them then,’’ said Maggie. ‘‘Stop them having children.’’ ‘This prompts a discussion of birth control during which Rose expresses concern for the poor who cannot afford contraception and shock at the level of Elvira’s ignorance of society (she doesn’t know that distribution of information about contraception is illegal). In the course of their discussion – itself fuller, franker and more overtly political than anything contained in The Years – Elvira notices that Rose blushes at the very mention of these matters:

‘I saw you blush. Thats odd I thought to myself. I was saying Maggie wore a wedding ring. You remember perhaps the little scene? <Now:> Maggie, or I for the matter of that, lying asleep one day on a hill top, {fail to see} the fellow[?] crouched under {the olive trees:} {but sure enough he seizes} <sees us and snatches> us in his arms. {I come to Maggie &} {(this is putting it picturesquely for the sake of euphemism)} you say, from that moment my dear cousins, I feel contaminated by the mere touch of your robes?’

‘She means, if we were {not} virgins, would you mind? What’s the use of wrapping things up in language, Elvira?’

‘Of course I should mind,’ said Rose. ‘Its an instinct.’46

In the MS, Woolf repeatedly returns to frank discussions of sexuality: here, Edward as well as Nicholas is homosexual, while Rose is lesbian.47 As Elvira remarks when told by Bobby (later Martin) that Edward is homosexual, ‘I don’t feel it. She spread her hand out. <You see> that’s the only test after all. <One’s body> You can’t say <this is right that’s wrong>.’48 Compare this with Eleanor’s response on learning of Nicholas’s homosexuality in The Years: ‘For a second a sharp shiver of repugnance passed over Eleanor’s skin as if a knife had sliced it. Then she realized that it touched nothing of importance. The sharp shiver passed’ (p. 217). The conditioned somatic response occurs in the final novel but passes without any comforting comment. Between the MS and The Years, didacticism and polemicism have been jettisoned entirely. They find their place instead in Three Guineas.

Indeed, The Years is a much subtler, more complex, more difficult work than The Pargiters and the MS in virtually every way – and a work more different from its novelistic predecessor, The Waves, is hard to imagine. This shift has often bemused Woolf critics. Accustomed as they are to seeing a progression from Jacob’s Room culminating in The Waves, which shows Woolf seemingly concerned to equate the representation of life with the representation of consciousness, critics find The Years a shocking departure. Standing next to The Waves where character has been very nearly refined out of existence,49 it looks startlingly like a ‘traditional’ novel. It has dates, characters, takes place in a real world of ‘history’ which is seen to have real, if at times elusive, effects. And yet, read as a ‘traditional’ novel, it disconcerts. The critics have decided that, as Victoria Middleton summarizes their views, The Years is ‘an ugly and poorly written novel, at best a misfire’.50

By April 1934, before Woolf had started the ‘Present Day’ chapter in the MS, she had begun to theorize her work quite differently:

An idea about Sh[akespea]re

That the play demands coming to the surface – hence insists upon a reality wh[ich] the novel need not have, but perhaps should have. Contact with the surface. Coming to the top. This is working out my theory of the different levels in writing, & how to combine them: for I begin to think the combination necessary.51

Woolf continues to think about multi-layered writing and gradually comes to equate the layers with ‘strata of being’: ‘About novels: the different strata of being: the upper under –’.52 She also complicates the whole by persistently insisting that disparate genres cohabit in the novel: ‘My idea is to contrast the scenes; very intense, less so: then drama; then narrative. Keeping a kind of swing & rhythm through them all. Anyhow it admits of great variety – this book… And now hardly a line of the original is left.’53 All of this coexists with repeated statements of a desire to move away from the ‘didactic’ and of an increasing resistance to what she refers to as ‘propaganda’: ‘[T]he burden of something that I wont call propaganda. I have a horror of the Aldous [Huxley] novel: that must be avoided. But ideas are sticky things: wont coalesce; hold up the creative, subconscious faculty.’54

A decisive moment came in April 1935. By now Woolf had finished the MS and was revising the typescript, which would be sent to be printed in galleys the following spring. (There would be a subsequent, dramatic revision of the galleys in the second half of 1936.55) On 8 April, Woolf encountered E. M. Forster at the London Library. Forster, a member of the Library’s governing committee, told her that they had been ‘discussing whether to allow ladies –… havent ladies improved? But they were all quite determined. No no no, ladies are quite impossible. They wouldnt hear of it.’56 The encounter enraged Woolf, and it spurred her on to sketch a draft of what would become Three Guineas:

Let me make a note that it would be much wiser not to attempt to sketch a draft of On Being Despised [provisional title of Three Guineas], or whatever it is to be called, until the P[argiter]s. is done with. I was vagrant this morning & made a rash attempt, with the interesting discovery that one cant propagate at the same time as write fiction. And as this fiction is dangerously near propaganda, I must keep my hands clear.57

Here for the first time Woolf imagines siphoning the ‘propaganda’ off into a separate work. The didactic, the polemical has found an outlet outside the novel at a crucial stage in its revision. Critics, reading in Woolf ‘s diary her fear of the effects of propaganda on the novel, have largely failed to note that she dealt with this impulse by directing it elsewhere.

This is not to suggest that The Years steps aside from politics and history, far from it, but rather that they do not remain a distinctively different discourse within it; they are imbedded in the very form of the novel itself. Throughout the final months of 1935, Woolf repeatedly returned to the questions of the relationship between politics and art. After attending the Labour Party conference on 1 October, she wrote: ‘Ought we all to be engaged in altering the structure of society?… And yet I cant deny my love of fashioning sentences. And yet… L[eonard] has gone there, & I daresay I’ll discuss it with him. He says politics ought to be separate from art.’58 A mere two weeks later she wrote, ‘a kind of form is… imposing itself, corresponding to the dimensions of the human being’,59 intimating that her answer to the question ‘ought politics to be separate from art?’ differed dramatically from Leonard’s.

THE WRITING OF HISTORY

As we have seen, throughout the 1920s Woolf repeatedly argued that the conventions of ‘realism’ relied upon by the ‘Edwardians’ were not only ‘unreal’ but ill-suited for use by contemporary novelists who were more deeply concerned with ‘personality’ or ‘character’ than any previous generation.60 Woolf ‘s reclamation of verisimilitude resituated the novel in character in so far as the narrative thread followed the consciousnesses of characterized individuals. And given that consciousness is quite precisely subjective, the external world entered fiction only as it impinged on the mind of the character, while narrative continuity (always an illusion) gave way to ellipses, repetition, interruption. At times, history itself (at least as conventionally conceived) seemed to disappear altogether to be replaced by the intense moment ‘out of time’. (Of course, I exaggerate here, but only relatively recently have we begun to reread Woolf ‘s own ‘novel[s] of vision’ with an eye to both their placement within, and their reading of, ‘history’.)

But 1930s Britain differed markedly from 1920s Britain. The contours of the landscape had changed for everyone, and not surprisingly, therefore, for novelists. As Jean-Paul Sartre recounted in What is Literature?:

From 1930 on, the world depression, the coming of Nazism… opened our eyes… All at once we felt ourselves situated… History flowed in upon us… Whereas our predecessors thought that they could keep themselves outside history and that they had soared to heights from which they could judge events as they really were, circumstances have plunged us into our time… Since we were situated, the only novels we could dream of were novels of situation… In short, if we wished to give an account of our age, we had to make the technique of the novel shift from Newtonian mechanics to generalized relativity.61

Sartre’s account of the mandated shift in novelistic technique places the narrative centre quite precisely where Virginia Woolf already had – within a limited, individualized consciousness: ‘We had to people our books with minds that were half lucid and half overcast, some of which we might consider with more sympathy than others, but none of which would have a privileged point of view either upon the event or upon itself.’62 Rather than history being something one viewed from a distance with the benefit of a panoramic perspective, it became something one experienced oneself as being within, something one could neither see fully nor understand clearly – something one could not ignore. So in The Years, Woolf placed characters’ consciousnesses within history. Characters struggle to understand the meaning of their own lives, to uncover the pattern which may or may not exist beneath the fabric of things and events, to piece together the fragments of memory into a coherent reading of experience. All fail – and succeed – in fits and starts.

In 1910 Rose Pargiter, now over forty, visits her cousins Maggie and Sara who now live ‘across the river’ in an area of London where Rose once lived. As she walks across the bridge, she pauses in an alcove ‘from habit’. Repeating now an action which had once been regular, Rose experiences the past stirring in her as a painful feeling:

As she stood there, looking down at the water, some buried feeling began to arrange the stream into a pattern. The pattern was painful. She remembered how she had stood there on the night of a certain engagement, crying; her tears had fallen, her happiness, it seemed to her, had fallen. Then she had turned – here she turned – and had seen the churches, the masts and roofs of the city. There’s that, she had said to herself. (p. 119)

Later as she enters her cousins’ house, Rose finds the scene disconcerting: ‘Everything was different from what she expected… Maggie too looked different… But there was a crimson-and-gilt chair; she recognized it with relief’(p. 121). As Maggie and Sara recall Rose’s family and the scenes of Abercorn Terrace they remember from their childhood, Rose thinks:

They talked… as if Abercorn Terrace were a scene in a play. They talked as if they were speaking of people who were real, but not real in the way in which she felt herself to be real. It puzzled her; it made her feel that she was two different people at the same time; that she was living at two different times at the same moment…

What is the use, she thought, of trying to tell people about one’s past? What is one’s past? (p. 123)

Much here is typical of The Years: repetition, habit, the reappearance of familiar solid objects, the sudden formation of a pattern which just as suddenly dissolves, the characters’ experience of themselves as existing as two different beings at the same moment, the sudden question about the past (‘What is one’s past?’). This last often takes a different form: ‘Where am I?’ Delia asks as she leaves her mother’s sickroom (p. 19); Eleanor repeats the question as she leaves Rose’s bedside having assured the child she was safe from her nightmare (p. 31), as does Kitty as she examines herself in the mirror before dashing off to catch the midnight train: ‘What am I doing? Where am I going?’ (p. 195). Pushed further, the question becomes Maggie’s ‘What’s ‘‘I’’?’ (p. 102) or the ‘Am I that, or am I this? Are we one, or are we separate [?]’ she remembers having thought on her way to a party (p. 102); or Peggy’s ‘Where does she begin, and where do I end?’ as she crosses London in a cab (p. 245). The more than fifty years that separates the first questions from the last has not rendered the urge to question obsolete. The pattern draws together in Eleanor’s ruminations when, during the party in the ‘Present Day’, Sara asks her to talk about her life:

My life… I haven’t got one, she thought. Oughtn’t a life to be something you could handle and produce?… Millions of things came back to her. Atoms danced apart and massed themselves. But how did they compose what people called a life?… Perhaps there’s ‘I’ at the middle of it, she thought; a knot; a centre; and again she saw herself sitting at her table drawing on the blotting-paper, digging little holes from which spokes radiated. Out and out they went; thing followed thing, scene obliterated scene… I can’t find words; I can’t tell anybody… My life’s been other people’s lives… (pp. 268 – 9)

Thematically, Woolf ‘s concerns centre on the experience of the single individual moving through the mundanities of everyday life caught in a moment of confusion which prompts examination. These characters suddenly face questions about the meaning of their lives: what, if anything, renders their own lives distinctive or gives them a shape, a meaningful pattern and hence a significance? If there is a pattern, what relation has it to the patterns of other lives and to ‘history’ in general, and how might it be articulated? It is as if, in these moments, the ‘unconscious’ breaks into the conscious mind, or an acute and sudden memory of the past flickers across the landscape of present consciousness (hence the sensation, as Rose puts it, of being ‘two different people… living at two different times at the same moment’). The doubt distinguishes them from those ‘moments of being’ so typical of Woolf ‘s earlier fiction. Clarissa Dalloway’s ‘sudden revelation’ which comes in ‘an illumination’ may register Woolf ‘s scepticism when she insists that this moment carries only ‘an inner meaning almost expressed’ – a ‘meaning’ presented to the reader indirectly, indeed opaquely, as metaphor (‘a match burning in a crocus’) – but Clarissa herself clearly singles out ‘such moments’ as significant against the random events of everyday life.63

In Eleanor’s ‘moment’ her questions prompt a provisional answer (‘Perhaps there’s ‘‘I’’ at the middle of it, she thought; a knot, a centre’) which itself prompts a fleeting memory of her ‘drawing on the blotting-paper, digging little holes from which spokes radiated’. What next occurs is a disintegration of meaning. Eleanor’s thoughts follow the radiating spokes ‘out and out’ as though the ‘dot’ at the centre were being pulled into motion and into linearity in those spokes. If the metaphor equates the ‘dot’ with the ‘I’ at the ‘centre’ of ‘life’, the extension of that dot into line signifies the attempted extension of that ‘I’ into a linear history: ‘thing followed thing’. But this extension results not in Eleanor’s cognitive grasp of a life rendered coherent as a continuous narrative but rather quite precisely in the disintegration of that continuous line as ‘scene obliterated scene’. The pattern refuses to cohere into what for Woolf would surely be a falsifying linearity. Scenes of the past are not strung together like beads on a thread, but rather supplant one another: they come seriatim but remain discontinuous, refusing even to coexist simultaneously within the conscious mind. These ‘scenes’ resemble most those ‘images’ invoked by Walter Benjamin in his description of history as it is experienced by the subject who exists within it: ‘The true picture of the past flits by. The past can be seized only as an image which flashes up at the instant when it can be recognized and is never seen again.’64 More than this, the violence of the verb ‘obliterated’ suggests a forced displacement of scene by scene, unwilled by Eleanor.

Whatever the meaning of the past, it cannot lie in the ‘cheapness’ of a ‘reality’ made ‘real’ by coercing it into the false coherence of a narrative sequence. Perhaps the reason for this lies in Woolf ‘s suspicion of what Roland Barthes describes as ‘a good motto for Destiny’:

Everything suggests… that the mainspring of narrative is precisely the confusion of consecution and consequence, what comes after being read in narrative as what is caused by; in which case narrative would be a systematic application of the logical fallacy denounced by Scholasticism in the formula post hoc, ergo propter hoc – a good motto for Destiny.65

In no simple, sentimentalizing or exculpatory way can the past be construed into a sequential narrative which allows one to read the present as straightforwardly ‘caused by’ the past. The narrative sequence breaks apart for Eleanor (as it does repeatedly for the reader), leaving her facing uncertainty. Rather than discovering through her reflections a consecutive narrative, Eleanor reflects that her personal history has been one of perpetual discovery:

‘Isn’t that odd?’ she exclaimed. ‘Isn’t that queer? Isn’t that why life’s a perpetual – what shall I call it? – miracle?… I mean,’ she tried to explain, for [North] looked puzzled, ‘old age they say is like this; but it isn’t. It’s different; quite different. So when I was a child; so when I was a girl; it’s been a perpetual discovery, my life. A miracle.’ (p. 280; ellipses in original)

Eleanor’s recognition of the pattern of her life as discontinuous releases her from the falsifying linear logic, releases her from the past as burden into the present as ‘discovery’ and the future as possibility. Hence her thought: ‘It seemed to her that they were all young, with the future before them. Nothing was fixed; nothing was known; life was open and free before them’ (p. 280). When Peggy catches sight for a moment of the pattern of life as possibility, she struggles to articulate her vision, only to ‘flounder’: ‘“You’ll write one little book, and then another little book,’’ she said viciously [to North], ‘‘instead of living… living differently, differently’’’ (p. 286).

The refusal of the past to cohere into sequence or pattern resituates the meaning of these characters’ lives in present action and a future possibility – ‘to live differently’. Paradoxically, the uncertainty that comes with this dissolution of pattern frees both the present and the future: meaning must be performed in action in the full face of uncertainty, from within a narrative of doubt. Thus Eleanor’s insistence on providing housing for the poor (Rigby Cottages) or Rose’s militant suffragism or Peggy’s becoming a doctor – in these actions, each character attempts to make it possible ‘to live differently’. The limitations of each venture (Eleanor’s Cottages crack and leak, Rose’s militancy turns to war work, Peggy’s doctoring brings her as much despair as joy) increase rather than diminish the necessity of such action. They also mark the scepticism with which Woolf rejects easy answers and the particularity of the ‘situatedness’ of this text: remember Sartre’s remark that the novel of the 1930s will employ a narrative grounded in the theory of relativity: ‘it was a matter of describing the relationship of different partial systems to the total system which contains them when both are in movement and the movements condition each other reciprocally’.66 The efficacy of any individual action will depend on the general system (society) within which it is performed, a system that is itself in a state of flux.

Within the flux, though, characters who remain open to alternative futures – who believe in the necessity of intervening in history to improve society – do catch sight of a pattern of possibility which inspirits and encourages them. Peggy, for example, laughs at the comic chimera created collectively in the family’s party game:

She laughed, laughed, laughed; she could not help laughing… her laughter had had some strange effect on her. It had relaxed her, enlarged her. She felt, or rather she saw, not a place, but a state of being, in which there was real laughter, real happiness, and this fractured world was whole; whole, and free. (p. 285)

It is her attempt to articulate this vision which leads her stumblingly to suggest that North will fail ‘to live differently’. Similarly, earlier at the party Eleanor experiences a moment of déjà vu:

She knew exactly what he was going to say… As she thought it, he said it. Does everything then come over again a little differently? she thought. If so, is there a pattern; a theme, recurring, like music; half remembered, half foreseen?… a gigantic pattern, momentarily perceptible. The thought gave her extreme pleasure: that there was a pattern. But who makes it? Who thinks it? (pp. 270 – 71)

The doubt registered in the questions does not negate the validity of the moment which itself comes as one of the ‘discoveries’ of which Eleanor later claims her life is made.

A general pattern emerges in The Years, then, marked by a rhythm of repetition and interruption, cohesion and dissolution, coherence and disjunction. The characters repeatedly, if briefly and intermittently, catch hold of a coherent image only to find it inexpressible, or recognize a repeated motif in what appears to be a complex but integrated design only to have it slip away. This experience mirrors that of the reader attempting to comprehend The Years, a novel formally marked by its narrative interruption, alternation, discontinuity and ellipses, its movement from internal to external narrative perspective, its allusive evasions, its repetition with variation of tropes and events, its displacement of familiar objects into new and disorientating contexts. In this the novel resembles its own most frequently recurrent trope – that of an alternating rhythm of light and dark, illumination and obscurity. As Delia, Milly, Martin and Rose sit at tea, ‘The sun, judging from the changing lights on the glass of the Dutch cabinet, seemed to be going in and out… Here was a pattern; here was a bald patch’ (p. 9). As Delia looks out of the window at the houses opposite, she notices that ‘a light glowed in the drawing-room opposite; then the curtains were drawn, and the room was blotted out’ (p. 14). As Rose returns from Lamley’s, she observes that ‘The lamps stood at great distances apart, and there were pools of darkness between’ (p. 21). Years later, Maggie, looking up from her sewing, notices that ‘The light of a passing car slid across the ceiling… [It] trembled with a watery pattern of fluctuating light’ (p. 138). The novel presents variations on this image of alternating light and dark, an image which itself makes rhythm visible: illumination, darkness; stress, release. This trope has its correlate in the image of the searchlight, first mentioned in the opening pages: ‘[T]he moon rose and its polished coin, though obscured now and then by wisps of cloud, shone out with serenity, with severity, or perhaps with complete indifference. Slowly wheeling, like the rays of a searchlight, the days, the weeks, the years passed one after another across the sky’ (pp. 3 – 4). By metaphorical sleight of hand, Woolf suggests that history can be apprehended by the senses just as the searchlight beam can be visually followed. The plausibility of the metaphor resides in its capturing of the ephemerality of time in the likening of its passage to the movement of the beam. But the simile simultaneously suggests both that the past can be illuminated – that it can be seen from an external perspective to be an unfolding pattern of successive ‘days,… weeks,… years’ – and that that illumination is itself defined by its brief, transitory separation of light from darkness. When the searchlight recurs, its significance has altered. In ‘1917’, in which external political events register upon the characters with greatest violence, Maggie, Sara, Renny, Nicholas and Eleanor huddle in a cellar while bombs drop on London. The chapter opens in the literal darkness of London during blackout: ‘Darkness pressed on the windows; towns had merged themselves in open country. No light shone, save when a searchlight rayed round the sky, and stopped, here and there, as if to ponder some fleecy patch’ (p. 204). The darkness dissolves distinctions and so remains far preferable to an illumination which threatens imminent destruction. If the lighthouse could be said to figure the alternating rhythm of enlightenment and confused darkness which typified the lives of characters in Woolf ‘s earlier fiction, The Years politicizes that symbol in its historical alternative – the searchlight. No longer can the illuminating beam be read without ambiguity, for now it may signify being caught in the violent light of political history.

The figure itself embodies alternation and interruption, and thus signifies the narrative discontinuity of The Years. The novel proceeds in fits and starts: the intervals between the years have no regular pattern. Each chapter starts in medias res; no connecting narrative catches us up. ‘The difficulty is always at the beginning of chapters or sections where a whole new mood has to be caught plumb in the centre’, Woolf wrote in her diary.67 So she began each chapter with an impersonal interlude, often parodic in tone, always seasonally situated and frequently politically pointed – like the end of the opening paragraph of ‘1917’ quoted above, or the parody of Matthew 5:45: ‘he sendeth rain on the just and the unjust’ which separates the earliest scenes of the Pargiter household from those of Edward and Kitty in Oxford (pp. 34 – 5). Still, as these interludes catch a ‘whole new mood’, they emphasize variance, change, contrast, difference and minimize continuity, progression, development. What we do learn about the events of intervening years comes sporadically and often cryptically. So we learn of Rose’s having moved from suffragism to war work when Peggy thinks: ‘Some decoration had been given her… for her work in the war’ (p. 263). We may even receive narrative information that we did not know we didn’t possess: a gap is filled that we didn’t know was a gap, and the shape of the past must alter to accommodate it. Thus, when in ‘1908’ Rose and Martin recount childhood events, Rose recalls her ire when Martin goes ‘beetling’ without her. ‘“And you went… And I dashed into the bathroom and cut this gash’’ – she held out her wrist. Eleanor looked at it. There was a thin white scar just above the wrist joint. When did she do that? Eleanor thought’ (p. 116). These revelations intrude on the narrative as memory does on the consciousness of individuals: sudden, half-formed, often called forth by a coincidental associative word or phrase. The characters themselves seldom fill in the blanks; it remains for the reader to put the past and present together and connect the dots at their peril.

Narrative discontinuity registers too in the pattern of alternating scenes in the novel. Woolf confided to her diary that she wanted to ‘contrast the scenes; very intense, less so: then drama; then narrative’, and to register in their form ‘the different strata of being’. She would shift from scenes where ‘each sentence though perfectly natural dialogue has a great pressure of meaning behind it’ to those which were ‘upper air scenes’.68 Thus the novel moves from interior to exterior locations, from private spheres to public, from individual ruminations to group conversations. In ‘1891’, for example, Eleanor moves from sitting at her desk doing the household accounts (and drawing ‘a dot with strokes raying out round it’ (p. 66)) to a conversation with her father, back to her private thoughts as she travels across London in a bus to a meeting of her ‘committee’ (when a third-person scene intervenes, narrated from the perspective of a woman who lives opposite Rigby Cottages), to a meeting with the inhabitants and builder of Rigby Cottages, back to her private thoughts as she again crosses London, to Lamley’s to buy a present for her father to give to Maggie, to lunch with her father, and so on. The rhythm moves Eleanor in and out of enclosed spaces, her private thoughts, conversations, public places. It is in this sense that the novel corresponds to Woolf ‘s ‘4? dimensions… in human life’: ‘I: & the not I: & the outer & the inner’.69

Complementing this rhythm of alternation and contrast, ellipsis functions to interrupt continuity and redirect the narrative. Indeed, the text is virtually haunted by aposiopesis: the sudden breaking off of speech that results in unfinished sentences. Often it occurs directly: characters’ sentences remain unfinished when they are interrupted by others’ words, or when they can’t find the words to express their thoughts, or when their thoughts are broken into by external events. Eleanor catches the effect of these interruptions when she says to Peggy, ‘“D’you know the feeling when one’s been on the point of saying something, and been interrupted; how it seems to stick here,’’ she tapped her forehead, ‘‘so that it stops everything else?’’’ (p. 239). Narratively they frequently also serve to change level from one ‘layer’ to another, from interiority to exteriority, for example. In breaking up narrative continuity as they do in the ‘Present Day’ when Nicholas attempts to deliver his celebratory speech, they serve to deny any possible settling of the meaning of events into sentimental, platitudinous or falsifying summations. Kitty wants to hear his speech because she ‘wanted something – some finish, some fillip – what she did not know’ (p. 311). For Woolf, the meaningful pattern quite precisely is the chaos of the family grouping as it forms small clusters which disperse, configurations which disband, gatherings which dissolve then regroup.

Rhythm arises from repetition, and repetition arranges The Years. Motifs recur, solid objects reappear, actions performed by one character recapitulate those already performed by others. The repetitions set up a network of correspondences within the text, weave a complex pattern of connection not unlike Eleanor’s image: ‘One’s mind must be criss-crossed like the palm of one’s hand, she thought, looking at the palm of her hand’ (p. 263). Sometimes these concordances stir only minor reverberations: Delia and Milly stand at the window gazing out from the enclosed space of the Victorian sitting-room into the public street where a man in a top-hat disembarks from a cab (p. 14); the woman who lives opposite Rigby Cottages leans out of the window, her eyes ‘raking every cranny for something to feed on’ when a trap appears and disgorges a ‘little man in a tweed cap’ (p. 70); standing at the window at the end of the final party, Eleanor watches the growing light of dawn and pauses, refusing to come away until the cab which has arrived dispenses its passengers, a young man and a girl in a tweed travelling suit – ‘There,’ she murmurs, ‘There!’ completing a pattern in the novel she cannot know exists (p. 318).

More obviously repetitive are the reappearances of various solid objects as they move through history from one context to another. Trace the movement through the novel of, for example, the spotted walrus with a brush on its back given by Martin to his mother. Or follow the ‘great crimson chair with gilt claws’ first sighted in the hall of Sara and Maggie’s childhood home (p. 93). Imposing in Browne Street, it stands there as a symbol of the eccentric taste, acquisitive urges and ephemeral wealth of Digby and Eugénie. Reappearing in the dispossessed daughters’ shabby rooms, it serves momentarily to give Rose her bearings when she visits them in ‘1910’ (p. 121). Transposed in ‘1917’ to Maggie’s marital home, it brings ‘glamour’ and ‘warmth’ to the scene as Eleanor gazes upon it (p. 210). It comes to rest, utterly out of place, in Sara’s tawdry rooming-house room, the surviving remnant of a material past inappropriate to the present (p. 229). As the chair moves through time and space, it carries its past associations into contemporary time. In doing so, it signals both continuity and change, and reconfigures the relations between the historical past and the present moment into an expanded pattern of meaning.

Woolf weaves repeated refrains into the narrative to suggest, while never stating, the political connotations of her characters’ lives. Note, for example, her use of the ‘hammer, hammer, hammer’ trope (pp. 49, 55, 99, 134, 136, 139). Heard first by Kitty, daughter of the Master of an Oxford college and later Lady Lasswade, as the sound of Jo Robson’s repairing of a hencoop roof, it stirs her memory years later when it recurs at the opera and triggers her fantasy that, despite her class position, she lives ‘differently’. But its final sounding reveals the limits of Kitty’s self-understanding. Sara and Maggie, now living in virtual poverty, overhear the ‘hammer, hammer, hammer’ of a drunken man ‘bawling’ to be let into the house next door. Kitty imagines she desires a different, less privileged, less class-bound life; the motif finally exposes the shallowness of her fantasy when compared with the actual brutalities of the life of poverty she can only afford to idealize because of her distance from it.

When characters themselves encounter these repeated motifs, their memories are teased, their past lives drawn into the present, their urge to shape the repetition into meaningful pattern stimulated. Rarely can they do so. More accurately, rarely can they perceive any extended pattern or anything like that ‘gigantic pattern, momentarily perceptible’ the possible existence of which Eleanor contemplates with such pleasure (p. 271). Eleanor’s inevitable questions – ‘But who makes it? Who thinks it?’ – have no answer in the sense in which she asks for one (or rather, the only answer available is ‘no one’). In another sense, the obvious answer is Virginia Woolf. For it is only within the aesthetic work, in the novel itself, that the pattern of meaning emerges. The characters themselves, moving individually within the more general movement of history, only fleetingly understand. A final example must suffice.

When in ‘1914’ Martin travels to St Paul’s he stands looking at the cathedral, shifting his vantage point to get an adequate perspective on the building. We as readers have been privy in the preceding interlude to a different, loftier, more aerial view of the scene. At St Paul’s the omnibuses circle round in a ‘perpetual current’: ‘The statue of Queen Anne seemed to preside over the chaos and to supply it with a centre, like the hub of a wheel.’ This figure ‘ruled the traffic with her sceptre; directed the activities’ of the passers-by (p. 165). This image dissolves with the arrival of ‘a little old man carrying a paper bag’ who has come to feed the birds. ‘Soon he was haloed by a circle of fluttering wings. Sparrows perched on his head and his hands. Pigeons waddled close to his feet. A little crowd gathered to watch him feeding the sparrows.’ The regal power gives way before the greater charisma arising from the humbler occupation of a St Francis. But this configuration too dissolves when, with ‘a ripple in the air’,

The great clock, all the clocks of the city, seemed to be gathering their forces together; they seemed to be whirring a preliminary warning. Then the stroke struck. ‘One’ blared out. All the sparrows fluttered up into the air; even the pigeons were frightened; some of them made a little flight round the head of Queen Anne. (p. 166)

When Martin enters the open space in front of the cathedral, he must step back to gain perspective. As he looks up, ‘all the weights in his body seemed to shift. He had a curious sense of something moving in his body in harmony with the building; it righted itself: it came to a full stop. It was exciting – this change of proportion’ (p. 166). But Martin finds the passers-by interfere with his attempt to see clearly and thinks the pigeons a nuisance.

Rich with connotation, this scene brings together many of the central preoccupations of the novel. From the perspective gained by adequate distance – that of the reader – patterns of meaning become discernible. With the repetition of a trope we have met before – that of a wheel organized around the central hub – the scene coheres into significance. This figure corresponds to Eleanor’s ‘dot’ with its radiating ‘spokes’, and to the searchlight which sends out its slowly wheeling rays. Here it signifies both a general and a particular meaning: the movement of the text itself which repeatedly brings elements into configuration, then disperses and redistributes them, and the suggestion of the possibility of a central force that might draw society together not through political domination (Queen Anne’s sceptre) but through charitable action (the birdman, for example). But this utopian possibility breaks apart with the striking of the clocks as actual time and contemporary history intrude upon the brief vision of an alternative social formation. Their intoned ‘One’ mandates not the unity of society but the dismemberment of it into discrete individuals. When we realize that this is 1914 and that World War I looms on the horizon, the reconfiguration of the pattern around the statue acquires the political significance Woolf refuses to assert didactically. Of course, as one of those individuals caught within the vortex of history, Martin can experience only ‘a curious sense’ of his body ‘in harmony with the building’. This response brings pleasure and excitement, but not understanding of the larger pattern.

Martin, of course, is one of those characters whom Woolf describes as ‘crippled in one way or another’. She exempts only Eleanor, Sara and Maggie from ‘that particular prison’.70 These characters’ endorsement of a possible future at variance with the past, a future made possible by the very uncertainty which pervades their lives, is their badge of distinction. In a letter of April 1937 to Stephen Spender, Woolf wrote:

What I meant I think was to… Compose into one vast many-sided group at the end; and then shift the stress from present to future; and show the old fabric insensibly changing without death or violence into the future – suggesting that there is no break, but a continuous development, possibly a recurrence of some pattern; of which of course we actors are ignorant. And the future was gradually to dawn.71

In ‘Street Haunting’, Woolf wrote: ‘It is only when we look at the past and take from it the element of uncertainty that we can enjoy perfect peace.’72 In this, her answer to the crisis of contemporary history, lie Woolf ‘s politics… and her ethics. For to take from the past the element of uncertainty is to loosen the grip of destiny and to liberate the future.
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1. Diary, V, 1 June 1937, pp. 90 – 91 and 1 Nov. 1937, pp. 117 – 18. See Leonard Woolf’s comments: ‘The Years… was much the most successful of all Virginia’s books. It was the only one which was a best-seller in America’ (Downhill All the Way: An Autobiography of the Years 1919 – 1939 (Hogarth Press, 1967); repr. An Autobiography, II (Oxford University Press, 1980), p. 293).

2. L. Woolf, Downhill All the Way, p. 294.

3. Diary, IV, 20 Jan. 1931, p. 6.

4. The early essay survives in four versions: (1) a holograph draft of 17 pages (in the Berg Collection, listedas: ‘(The death of the moth. Professions for women) Speech 21st Jan. 1931. Holograph fragment of drafts, unsigned. In her (Articles, essays, fiction and reviews) vol. 4, 1 June 1930, 117 – 33’; published as ‘Speech’ in TP, pp. 163 – 7); (2) a revised typescript of 25 pages (in the Berg Collection: ‘(The death of the moth. Professions for women) Untitled typescript, unsigned. 25 pp.’; published as ‘[Speech before the London/ National Society for Women’s Service, January 21, 1931]’ in TP, pp. xxvii – xliv – this appears to be the actual text of the speech Woolf delivered; (3) the first ‘essay’ of The Pargiters, published in TP, as ‘First Essay’, pp. 5 – 10; and (4) the posthumously published, much-revised essay, one-third its original length, ‘Professions for Women’ (1942); repr. in CDML, pp. 101 – 6.

5. TP, this ‘Novel-Essay’, published in 1977, is an edited transcription of the first volume and the first 84 pages of the second volume of the eight-volume holograph manuscript of The Years currently held in the Berg Collection, listed as ‘Virginia Woolf, (The Years). Holograph m/s. 11 Oct. 1932 – 15 Nov. 1934. 8 volumes’. When reference is made to the published portion of the manuscript, it will be cited as TP; when referring to the unpublished portion, MS will be used, followed by volume and folio numbers. Also when my reading differs from TP, MS will be used. Woolf ‘s additions are marked thus: <text>; her deletions: {text}.

6. See preceding note. I mean purposefully to distinguish both temporally and generically between the ‘Novel-Essay’ (TP), the remaining six and a half volumes of the holograph (MS) and the final novel (The Years): it is part of my argument that Woolf ‘s dramatically changing ideas about the book are embodied in these three discrete generic stages. Arguably a fourth stage could be added: the book after the revision of MS as it was set up in galleys, but before Woolf excised ‘two enormous chunks’ (see n. 55, below). But this stage is not generically distinct from the final novel.

The composition history is complicated. Woolf ‘finished’ the MS on 30 September 1934 (MS, VIII, fol. 13). (Though it continues for another ten pages with cursory attempts at revising earlier scenes, it ends abruptly with material dated 15 November (MS, VIII, fols. 14 – 23).) The dramatic differences between the text as contained in the MS and as it appears on the galleys means that Woolf revised substantially by March 1936 when she sent the first 132 pages to the printers (Diary, V, 11 March 1936, p. 15). Since no further drafts survive from this period, we must surmise Woolf ‘s practice from her accounts in the Diary. On 17 July 1935, she writes: ‘Just now I finished my first wild retyping & find the book comes to 740 pages… but I think I can shorten: all the last part is still rudimentary and wants shaping’ (Diary, IV, p. 332). Woolf ‘s usual composition method was to draft in longhand in the morning text which she would then type out in the afternoon (L. Woolf, Beginning Again (1964), repr. An Autobiography, II, p. 168). If this held true for The Years, the MS would represent her mornings’ work over several years. Her (hypothesized) afternoons’ work would be a ‘first typing’ and she probably revised individual sections each afternoon as she typed up her morning’s work. The ‘first wild retyping’ would be that completed on 17 July. Woolf undoubtedly revised the text substantially during this ‘retyping’. Her diary entries make it clear that she continued even after this date to ‘write’, ‘re-write’ and ‘add to’ the text as she now again retyped (see, e.g., Diary, IV, pp. 338 – 41, 347 – 8, 353, 356, 360). Once she had completed this second retyping, she would send pages in batches to a professional typist who would produce a copy suitable for the printers (Diary, IV, p. 335). Woolf revised drastically again when the galleys were returned to her (see n. 55, below). Indeed, she continued to tinker with the text even after the page proofs were returned (see Grace Radin, Virginia Woolf ’s ‘The Years’: The Evolution of a Novel (University of Tennessee Press, 1981), esp. chs. 7 and 8).

There exists a difference of opinion as to the number of titles Woolf provisionally appended to her work in progress. Leaska lists: The Pargiters, ‘Here & Now’, ‘Music’, ‘Dawn’, ‘Sons & Daughters’, ‘Daughters & Sons’, ‘Ordinary People’, ‘The Caravan’ and The Years (Leaska, Pargiters, p. xv). The editors of Woolf ‘s diaries add: ‘Other People’s Houses’ (Diary, IV, p. 6, n. 8). All ten are used by Woolf in her diaries. MS itself uses only five of these, but adds five others: ‘Time Passes’, ‘In the Flesh’ (MS, IV, front) and ‘Brothers & Sisters’, ‘Uncles & Aunts’ and ‘Time’ (MS, VIII, front).

7. Diary, V, 3 June 1938, p. 148.

8. Diary, V, 10 Nov. 1936, pp. 31 – 2.

9. Diary, V, 5 June 1938, p. 148.

10. Diary, V, 20 March 1936, p. 19.

11. Diary, V, 21 June 1936, p. 24.

12. Letter to Vita Sackville-West, 27 Aug. 1936, Letters, VI, p. 68; emphasis added.

13. Letter to Ethel Smyth, 26 Nov. 1935, Letters, V, pp. 446 – 7.

14. Diary, IV, 19 Dec. 1932, p. 132.

15. Letter to Ethel Smyth, 14 July 1936, Letters, VI, p. 55.

16. As Grace Radin says: ‘The society was a direct descendant of the first women’s suffrage committee’ (Virginia Woolf ‘s ‘The Years’, p. 1, n. 1). For a brief history of the society, see Rachel Strachey, Women’s Suffrage and Women’s Service (London and National Society for Women’s Service, 1927).

17. See n. 4.

18. TP, pp. xxx, xxxi (see n. 4).

19. TP, pp. xxxiii, xxxix, xxxix – xl.

20. TP, ‘First Essay’, p. 9.

21. Ibid., pp. 8, 9.

22. Woolf opened with ‘Modern Novels’ (TLS, 10 April 1919; repr. Essays, III, pp. 30 – 37), which was revised as ‘Modern Fiction’ for The Common Reader (1925) (repr. CDML, pp. 5 – 12). Her next round was ‘Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown’ (1923)(New York Evening Post, 17 Nov. 1923; repr. Essays, III, pp. 384 – 9) and its expanded sibling ‘Character in Fiction’1937; the latter was published in the Criterion in 1924 (Essays, III, pp. 420 – 37), but confusingly usurped the title of the former when it was published separately as a pamphlet (and in WE, pp. 69 – 87). Bennett never accepted the invitation of the Criterion ‘s editor
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