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About the Author

VIRGINIA WOOLF was born in London in 1882, the daughter of the editor and critic Leslie Stephen and Julia Stephen, a philanthropist and model for the Pre-Raphaelites. She suffered a traumatic adolescence after the deaths of her mother, in 1895, and her step-sister Stella, in 1897, leaving her subject to breakdowns for the rest of her life. Her father died in 1904 and two years later her favourite brother Thoby died suddenly of typhoid. With her sister, the painter Vanessa Bell, she was drawn into the company of writers and artists such as Lytton Strachey and Roger Fry, later known as the Bloomsbury Group. Among them she met Leonard Woolf, whom she married in 1912, and together they founded the Hogarth Press in 1917, which was to publish the work of T. S. Eliot, E. M. Forster and Katherine Mansfield as well as the earliest translations of Freud. Woolf lived an energetic life among friends and family, reviewing and writing, and dividing her time between London and the Sussex Downs. In 1941, fearing another attack of mental illness, she drowned herself in the River Ouse.

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), To the Lighthouse (1927), the historical fantasy Orlando (1928), written for Vita Sackville-West, the extraordinary poetic vision of The Waves (1931), the family saga of The Years (1937), and Between the Acts (1941).

GILLIAN BEER is Emeritus Professor of English at the University of Cambridge and was made a Dame in 1998. Her books include Darwin’s Plots: Evolutionary Narrative in Darwin; Virginia Woolf: The Common Ground; and Alice in Space: The Sideways Victorian World of Lewis Carroll. Her edition of Lewis Carroll’s poems, Jabberwocky and Other Nonsense, is published in Penguin Classics.

STELLA MCNICHOL was the author of several critical studies on Virginia Woolf, and the editor of a volume of Woolf’s stories, Mrs Dalloway’s Party.

JULIA BRIGGS was General Editor for the works of Virginia Woolf in Penguin.
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Bibliographical Note

The following is a list of abbreviated titles used in this edition.

BA: Between the Acts, Virginia Woolf (Hogarth Press, 1941; Penguin Books 1992)

Diary: The Diary of Virginia Woolf, 5 vols., ed. Anne Olivier Bell (Hogarth Press, 1977; Penguin Books, 1979).

Letters: The Letters of Virginia Woolf, 6 vols. ed. Nigel Nicolson and Joanne Trautmann (Hogarth Press, 1975–80)

Moments of Being: Moments of Being: Unpublished Autobiographical Writings of Virginia Woolf, ed. Jeanne Schulkind (Chatto & Windus, 1976).



Introduction

Between the Acts is Woolf’s final novel. She imagined, planned, and wrote it through the last days of a peace that seemed at times like a national hallucination, and into the period when England daily expected invasion. As she wrote and revised, the bombers passed nightly overhead. She and Leonard Woolf discussed what they would do if the German parachutes landed. They knew the fate of Jews throughout Europe. They would shut the garage doors and die.fn1 When the work was more or less completed she died by her own will, but alone, drowning on 28 March 1941 in that same river where a man she described in a letter to Ethel Smythe shot himself just before the outbreak of war. Such an account of the circumstances of composition suggests a sombre work. But that would be to underestimate Woolf’s vitality as a writer.

With Orlando, Between the Acts is Woolf’s most mischievous and playful work, as well as one that muses much upon death and extinction. It is also a work where each word tells – sometimes at odds with its neighbour. Together these disparate words tell a resourceful history that jettisons ideas of development, discovers the remote past in the present moment, celebrates and mocks ‘Englishness’ and family life – and knows passion in all its improbability.

WAR

The novel is set quite specifically on a mid-June afternoon 1939. The Second World War will start only six weeks later. The characters in the book are preoccupied with the village pageant, with the weather and weather forecasts, with longing and lascivious fantasies: apparently (save for Giles) with anything but the war. But the coming war broods over the whole community, ‘the doom of sudden death hanging over us’ (p. 70), changing the meaning of past and present, threatening even the possibility of repetition: ‘The future shadowed their present, like the sun coming through the many-veined transparent vine leaf: a criss-cross of lines making no pattern’ (p. 70).

The playfulness and the holiday atmosphere in the book are partly rituals of defence against that future; a future which in the sentence quoted above is figured pastorally (‘like the sun coming through the many-veined transparent vine leaf’), but in words that refer also to the play of searchlights (‘a criss-cross of lines making no pattern’). Likewise, the funds raised by the village pageant are to go towards, the vicar says, ‘the illumination of our dear old church’ (p. 114). But ironically, as Woolf and her first readers well knew, the blackout was about to be imposed, just beyond the book’s ending. The novel is sprung on such contingent ironies. The blackout is nowhere mentioned but Woolf wrote in it, her readers read in it, and the work ends in ‘the heart of darkness, the fields of night’. Conrad’s image of imperialism discovering the savagery at its own heart is combined with a side-long glance at Pope’s Dunciad, which ends with the return of Chaos as the curtain falls on civilization.


Thy hand, great Anarch! lets the curtain fall,

And Universal Darkness buries All.



At the end of Woolf’s work, however, the curtain will rise on a future that is also pre-history.


Left alone together for the first time that day, they were silent. Alone, enmity was bared; also love. Before they slept, they must fight; after they had fought, they would embrace. From that embrace another life might be born. But first they must fight, as the dog fox fights with the vixen, in the heart of darkness, in the fields of night … … The house had lost its shelter. It was night before roads were made, or houses. It was the night that dwellers in caves had watched from some high place among rocks.

Then the curtain rose. They spoke.



In those final sentences a new act is set to begin: sexual, theatrical, war-like, yet suggesting continuance. What that communal future will contain the reader must come to know in history beyond the aid of this book.

The work itself humorously, sometimes sardonically, interleaves literature, gossip, and communal events actually occurring in the world beyond the fiction. It dwells on objects and emptiness, skews (and skewers) perceptions through puns and rhymes. The seized fragments of language are robust, demotic, evanescent; many of the people in the work – old Lucy Swithin, her brother Bartholomew, his son Giles, Isa married to Giles, their guests Mrs Manresa and William Dodge, and Miss La Trobe, creator of the pageant – are vividly characterized. The small change of domestic life brims out of a fund of long and deep experience. The book includes the very old as well as new generations: old Mrs Swithin broods on ‘the iguanodon, the mammoth, and the mastodon; from whom presumably, she thought, jerking the window open, we descend’ (p. 8). Isa ‘looked at Mrs. Swithin as if she had been a dinosaur or a very diminutive mammoth. Extinct she must be, since she had lived in the reign of Queen Victoria’ (p. 104). All these characters are set in the midst of the voices and names of the village community, whose words are shared, dispersed, and shorn away from particular mouths.

The idea for the book began to stir in April 1938, as Virginia Woolf worked on the proofs of her boldest feminist polemic, Three Guineas, and laboured still at her biography of her friend, the art-critic and painter Roger Fry. News came of the ironic death of Ottoline Morell, struck down by a heart-attack on hearing that her husband was ill and might die. Woolf was obliged to write an obituary. She addresses herself in her diary that day:


So I had to write; the horrid little pellet screwed my brain; leaves it giddy. Yet in spite of that here I am sketching out a new book; only dont please impose that huge burden on me again, I implore. Let it be random and tentative; something I can blow of a morning, to relieve myself of Roger: dont, I implore, lay down a scheme; call in all the cosmic immensities; & force my tired & diffident brain to embrace another whole – all parts contributing – not yet awhile. But to amuse myself, let me note: why not Poyntzet Hall: a centre: all lit. discussed with real little incongruous living humour; & anything that comes into my head; but “I” rejected: ‘We’ substituted: to whom at the end there shall be an invocation? “We” … composed of many different things … we all life, all art, all waifs and strays – a rambling capricious but somehow unified whole – the present state of my mind? And English country; & a scenic old house – & a terrace where nursemaids walk? & people passing – & a perpetual variety & change from intensity to prose. & facts – & notes; & – but eno’. I must read Roger: & go to Ott’s memorial service, representing also T. S. Eliot at his absurd command. 2.30 at Martins in the Fields.fn2



The impulses set out in this passage are astonishingly close to the novel that actually emerged, in contrast, for example, to The Waves which underwent many transformations from conception to text.

Woolf’s sense that the capricious and the fugitive may be the only way of holding things together abides throughout the composition of Between the Acts. ‘Living humour’ brings body and language into irresolute contact. Woolf is amused and irritated in this diary entry by Eliot’s pompous command that she ‘represent’ him at Ottoline Morell’s memorial service, partly because she sees bodily difference as more important than symbolic statement. Also she had, after all, only recently finished Three Guineas in which she mocked the masculine trappings of solemn social rituals. She is not T. S. Eliot: but now there he is, tangled into the start of the new project. He was to remain so, for Four Quartets and Between the Acts cite and sound each other repeatedly.

Ritual in Between the Acts emerges from the need for repetition and recurrence, but its forms are flighty. Woolf was familiar with the work of the anthropologist Jane Harrison and knew her as a friend. Harrison’s work on ritual, like that of Ruth Benedict whom Woolf read as she wrote, has its effects in the work, but not, I would argue, by providing a system of interpretation.fn3 Indeed, the work’s partial, fugitive method of allusion and recall characteristically lets the reader brood or skim at will. Things go awry with interpretation here when the critic seeks, as some have done, to turn glimpses into systems.

Writing to her friend the composer Ethel Smythe in August 1939, just before the outbreak of the Second World War, Virginia Woolf describes impasse, dislocation, communal unreality, summer heat: ‘Then there’s the war – black outs: a man shot in the river where I walk; and the Labour party meeting here. I cant make a song of this, not a consecutive phrase, for I’m too hot.’fn4 A few days later she writes to Vita Sackville-West as she packs up her house:


whatever rung I’m on, the ladder is a great comfort in this kind of intolerable suspension of all reality – something real.

But isn’t it odd? – one cant fold it in any words.fn5



Woolf holds on to prosaic material objects like ladders, finding in them the continuing present. Language seems to promise continuance but, so responsive is it to the multiplicity of the moment, that it cannot be relied upon to provide the comforting sameness of ladders.

Virginia Woolf lingeringly hopes to find songs, phrases, words for overwhelming communal experience; but she knows that they must be words that acknowledge bafflement. Things broken apart, or lightly laid alongside, must take the place of fusion. Heteroglossia is here acted out by recording steadily what’s thought, what’s said, what’s scrappily overheard. Isa, taking a cup of tea, broods on desire and drowning, through a remembered fairy tale:


‘But what wish should I drop into the well?’ She looked round. She could not see the man in grey, the gentleman farmer; nor anyone known to her. ‘That the waters should cover me,’ she added, ‘of the wishing well.’

The noise of china and chatter drowned her murmur. ‘Sugar for you?’ they were saying. ‘Just a spot of milk? And you?’ ‘Tea without milk or sugar. That’s the way I like it.’ ‘A bit too strong? Let me add water.’

‘That’s what I wished,’ Isa added, ‘when I dropped my pin. Water. Water …’

‘I must say,’ the voice said behind her, ‘it’s brave of the King and Queen. They’re said to be going to India. She looks such a dear. Someone I know said his hair …’ (pp. 63–4)



What ‘someone I know’ said about the King’s hair could be readily filled in by the contemporary reader who could join in the glee. Gossip stands in for dialogue. Gossip about the royal family is gleaned from the brouhaha of contemporary talk in the late thirties: ‘about the Duke of Windsor. He landed on the south coast. Queen Mary met him. She’d been buying furniture – that’s a fact. And the papers say she met him …’ (p. 64). And so indeed the papers of the time did say, just as Queen Mary’s furniture-buying habits were part of ordinary malicious talk outside the fiction. The novel invokes the larger ordinary community of which the reader is a part and makes of that stuff the will to survive.

Dispensing and receiving tea, and the accompanying phrases (‘Sugar for you?’), are here the forms that ritual takes, producing surface and depths alike. Woolf eschews grander invocations, of earth mothers or Isis. The community steadies itself through humdrum repetition, whose significance is in saying things again, more than in what is said. Saying things again implies that you are still there to say them. Between the Acts is preoccupied with communal survival, even as it glances across individual loss. It does not particularly praise the community it represents. That community typifies the attitudes that have brought the country to the brink of war and of fascism. But neither does the novel suggest any value in the community’s possible obliteration.

Screaming past behind the tea-urn and the barn are the swallows who have returned endlessly over the centuries, since before humankind was here. Those same swallows have, by humankind, been made part of myths of rape and violation for which, as I shall show, Woolf uncovers a hideous and absurd recent parallel. This shifting overlay of contemporary life, natural recurrence, phatic language, and literary fragments, is the way Woolf’s community survives. She chooses to show them gathered at leisure. That is her method of intensification.

Pastimes – gossip, play-acting, sociable meals – may make tolerable the inevitable passing of time, because they suggest that there is time in abundance. That fiction of time-to-spare becomes more important in periods of crisis. In the community and the historical moment that Woolf writes out of, and into, very little time seemed left. Europe stood on the edge of destruction and by the end of June 1940, a week after the disaster and amateur heroism of Dunkirk, Woolf wrote of the war: ‘We pour to the edge of a precipice … & then? I cant conceive that there will be a 27th June 1941.’fn6 For her, there was not. She delayed finishing Pointz Hall (the working title of BA), as much for the anchoring pleasure its writing gave her, as for any other reason. She toyed with delay to ward off defeat. People were killed nightly in nearby air-raids that passed overhead and she foresaw that she might be one of them. A few days earlier, in a different mood, she wrote in the diary: ‘I feel, if this is my last lap, oughn’t I to read Shakespeare? But cant. I feel oughn’t I to finish off P.H.: oughtn’t I to finish something by way of an end? The end gives its vividness, even its gaiety and recklessness to the random daily life.’fn7

Between the Acts comes to no conclusions, but it includes several endings: among them, the end of the village play, the dispersal of the audience, and the end of the day and coming of night with which scene the book itself comes to a close without closure: ‘The curtain rose. They spoke.’

At the end of the village pageant that occupies so many pages of the book the audience begins to leave:


The wheels scurred on the gravel. The cars drove off.

The gramophone gurgled Unity – Dispersity. It gurgled Un … dis … And ceased. (p. 119)



Opposites exist alongside, and cancel each other’s meaning. Syllables disjoin. The gramophone runs down, ‘And ceased.’ At the same time the elements of dispersed words skein together to produce a word of a different sense: undeceased.

Throughout the novel the reader works with echoes, wraiths of words and forthright homely statements. Making noises makes sense in this writing. In this passage, for example, the nonce word ‘scurred’ or ‘scrurred’ (and its half-rhyme ‘gurgled’) mimic sounds as if the reader were there now in the drive;fn8 the mimesis comes close, and falls pleasurably short, encouraging the reader to try the sounds out with the inner ear, yet acknowledging also that we are reading words and that words will not quite fold round actuality.

WORDS

The fascination with words, their depth and instability of reference, their capacity to survive into new circumstances, their interplay of allusion, is central to Woolf’s examination of community. Words are always communal, particularly when set in grammatical relations. Words always include others than the self; they can figure what cannot be performed. People’s proper names are quiddities but may express endurance and signify much within a close community:


Again, had Figgis called the names of the villagers, they too would have answered. Mrs. Sands was born Iliffe; Candish’s mother was one of the Perrys. The green mounds in the churchyard had been cast up by their molings, which for centuries had made the earth friable. (p. 47)



In a 1937 essay on ‘Craftsmanship’ Woolf muses on the street-wise resilience of words:


Now, this power of suggestion is one of the most mysterious properties of words. Everyone who has ever written a sentence must be conscious or half-conscious of it. Words, English words, are full of echoes, of memories, of associations – naturally. They have been out and about, on people’s lips, in their houses, in the streets, in the fields, for many centuries.fn9



Strikingly, this discussion was part of a talk for the BBC, so that it was itself a part of the new oral culture that was rising around the written word. The radio, alongside newspapers, is the new communication system, carrying authoritative pronouncements that are scattered into shards of gossip.

What are the difficulties posed for the writer by the historical freight words carry? ‘They are so stored, with meaning, with memories, that they have contracted so many famous marriages.’ How to split one word apart from its expected partner is one difficulty, she suggests. Then, ‘You cannot use a brand new word in an old language because of the very obvious yet mysterious fact that a word is not a single and separate entity, but part of other words. It is not a word indeed until it is part of a sentence.’fn10 Fortunately, as we have already seen, Woolf did not always obey her embargo on new words. More striking is her assertion that words are not fully words until they are set in relationships with other words in a sentence, and that no word is a single or separate entity. Her final question on the same page is: ‘How can we combine the old words in new orders so that they survive, so that they create beauty, so that they tell the truth?’

Survival; beauty; truth-telling; her question makes it clear that, for her, lexical play is no lightweight matter, though the play be airily deft. Such play (‘combining the old words in new orders’) seeks a communal new order as well as using the old as a bulwark against ruin. The effect of threnody is strong in much that Woolf writes at this time, sometimes mysteriously so:


Voices interrupted. People passed the stable yard, talking.

‘It’s a good day, some say, the day we are stripped naked. Others, it’s the end of the day. They see the Inn and the Inn’s keeper. But none speaks with a single voice. None with a voice free from the old vibrations. Always I hear corrupt murmurs; the chink of gold and metal. Mad music …’ (p. 94)



Her writing is not nostalgic. It seeks to sustain life in the present, and does so through a singularly free-spoken use of words issuing from unnamed mouths, as gossip and aside. She writes out too the flow of individual half-consciousness in which words whimsically translate themselves, uncovering lateral kinships, saying and changing the unsayable. So Isabella cleanses the foul language of prejudice in the judgement that her husband Giles makes on William Dodge, whose homosexuality is indicated but never named (eg. p. 65):


Isabella guessed the word that Giles had not spoken. Well, was it wrong if he was that word? Why judge each other? Do we know each other? Not here, not now. But somewhere, this cloud, this crust, this doubt, this dust— She waited for a rhyme, it failed her; but somewhere surely one sun would shine and all, without a doubt, would be clear. (p. 39)



The word ‘queer’, hinted at in the outer rhyme of ‘here’ and ‘clear’ and reinforced a sentence later with ‘I think I hear them’, is conjured and evaded.

In this book, access to half-consciousness, communal and individual, is given by the anarchic neatness of rhyme, which pins together the unlike, making the ear the arbiter of signification. Woolf uses doggerel as much as high chime, figuring indignant exclamations as the music turns to jazz and the pageant ends without a grand finale:


What a cackle, a cacophony! Nothing ended. So abrupt. And corrupt. Such an outrage; such an insult; And not plain. Very up to date, all the same. What is her game? To disrupt? (p. 109)



The rhyming game continues on down the page, and on other pages. In part, the effect is a tribute to music which alone, and briefly, can make things whole: ‘Music wakes us. Music makes us see the hidden, join the broken. Look and listen’ (p. 73). In part, it is a tribute to the human voice, which may belie the sense on the page, registering the tug between oral speech and written language. Woolf is exploring the way words ‘cling’ together. The effect, though, is often less benign, suggesting the helpless staleness of an old community.

Words in this book also spring apart and re-order themselves in kaleidoscopic comedy (words like sole, which in the play of the text shifts vagrantly between fish, crepe soles of shoes, and spirit, and then flips backwards, reversing itself to become lose (p. 18), for example). The effect of such transformations is often lackadaisical, eschewing the vigorous urgings of Joycean word-play. The ability of words to come together and produce new ones a little later in the writer’s consciousness makes for an easy motion between event and notation. Words shuffle between speech-acts. Frank Kermode has observed, for example, how the words ‘prayer’ and ‘umbrella’, contested between Bart Oliver and Lucy Swithin, produce the nurses wheeling a ‘perambulator’ several lines further on.

Woolf’s writing always had this shiftiness at its edge (an ear that heard the auditory likeness between the most improbable concepts, as in The Waves the word ‘tea-urn’ generates ‘eternity’ a few lines down). But in Between the Acts such melding and interruption become crucial to the significance of the work. So Giles can begin a sentence, struggling to recall a line of poetry, and Albert, the idiot, end it (p. 53). Conversely, characters repeatedly break in on each other’s reveries. Old Bartholomew dozes:


seeing as in a glass, its lustre spotted, himself, a young man helmeted; and a cascade falling. But no water; and the hills, like grey stuff pleated; … a bullock maggot-eaten in the sun; and in the shadow of the rock, savages; and in his hand a gun …

The door opened.

‘Am I,’ Isa apologized, ‘interrupting?’ (p. 13)



In this passage fragments of The Waste Land shade into Rider Haggard or Rudyard Kipling, the whole seen ‘through a glass darkly’. The same sequence of interrupted mind-action is repeated for Mrs Swithin and for Isa. The only character who longs for interruption more than she finds it is Miss La Trobe who needs human company and drink to discover fertile words in the mud of the subconscious. In the pub she listens: ‘Words of one syllable sank down into the mud. She drowsed; she nodded. The mud became fertile … Words without meaning – wonderful words’ (p. 125).

Woolf undoes the canon. Fragments from famous works wind in and out of people’s consciousness, half-remembered, often misremembered, valued nonetheless. Like single words, single works are not autonomous. In memory they are shards scattered, or shared, among a community. That image of fragmentation becomes also a binding refrain in the book: ‘orts, scraps, and fragments’. The lines from Shakespeare’s most sceptical play Troilus and Cressida are persistently referred to, re-arranged, and riffled through the text. They express the scatter of identity, the absence of centre. Where in its original setting the strongest association of the metaphor is with the greasy remnants of a meal, Woolf (and Isa) re-invent the line so that it suggests instead archaeological findings and fragments – and the wisps of speech overheard. The book is not so much studded with quotation and allusion as combed through: sometimes mere sparks of reference remain, sometimes clandestine glories. Shakespeare is dispersed among limber sentences. Lear, the sonnets, Macbeth, Troilus and The Tempest all play their parts, in fragments often shorn of context or contextual urgency (never, never, never; the temple-haunting martins; I fear I am not in my perfect mind; this insubstantial pageant faded). Sometimes streaks of reference are absurdly integrated into apparently inappropriate sentences: Mrs Manresa, flirting with Giles, ‘had him in thrall’ (p. 68) and her make-up is not sufficiently ‘deeply interfused’ (p. 120). Wordsworth and Keats are almost there, for fun, part of the language of the tribe.

That tribe is capable of terrible things. Once only, when the shower comes as the audience survey themselves uneasily in the mirrors at the end of the pageant, is totality momentarily evoked as language. The rain pours ‘like all the people in the world weeping. Tears tears tears’. The ‘blots of rain … were all people’s tears, weeping for all people’. A little later an unnamed person remembers the poem (but not that Walt Whitman wrote it): ‘There’s a poem, Tears tears tears, it begins. And goes on O then the unloosened ocean … but I can’t remember the rest’ (p. 119). Individual authors and whole poems are lost in the oceanic flow of language. Still, fragments welter and remain. Accepting the loss of the author is hard but necessary for Woolf. The writing, lightly, forms the figure of ‘Anon’, (see discussion below, p. xxxiii–iv).

The pageant, like a masque, is performed once only. The day’s news is recorded and jettisoned. The flowers fade. But words in their arrangements oddly do survive, often disturbed but called again into life. So, Keats’s ‘Ode to a Nightingale’ can be seamed into a line from Hamlet. And when the characters confront the audience at the pageant’s end with looking-glasses and reflective scraps of tin, they all simultaneously chant fragments of verse, from music hall songs to Dante (p. 110). The cacophony of western civilization is also a set of talismanic utterances: the flotsam of language absurdly bobbing loose from its moorings is also borne up on an ocean of human grief (p. 107). The unskeining of literature does not disavow it, though it sets it unhierarchically in among all the goings on of human behaviour; that human business which is irrelevant to the sky perpetually passing, the blue ‘which resists registration’.

In the mind, things do not keep securely within classifications. In reading, everything is in the mind. In this book, the characters’ passions are played out between the acts. Speech-acts and mind-acts create a turbulent medium in which the characters live, enjoy and suffer. The writing shifts under the reader’s gaze between third-person narrative and free indirect discourse. In free indirect discourse the terms of the sentence, and its syntax, are recognizably the product of a particular consciousness within the book, though the sentence holds to the form of third-person description. Looking at such sentences the reader often cannot be certain of their provenance: who thinks? or do they speak? perhaps it is she? or they? or I, the generating reader? This casualness about source emphasizes the common tongue, the common reader.

The book is light on the
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