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Introduction


… the being grows rings; identity becomes robust. What was fiery and furtive like a fling of grain cast into the air and blown hither and thither by wild gusts of life from every quarter is now methodical and orderly and flung with a purpose — so it seems.fn1



Thus Bernard, Woolf’s surrogate writing self, in The Waves. The fragments, sketches and longer pieces that comprise Woolf’s shorter fiction have a freedom from convention that the early novels (‘flung with a purpose’) yearned for, but dared not achieve. By contrast, the stories are ‘all so casual, all so haphazard’, as the narrator of ‘The Mark on the Wall’ remarks:


Why, if one wants to compare life to anything, one must liken it to being blown through the Tube at fifty miles an hour — landing at the other end without a single hairpin in one’s hair! Shot out at the feet of God entirely naked! Tumbling head over heels in the asphodel meadows like brown paper parcels pitched down a shoot in the post office! With one’s hair flying back like the tail of a race-horse. Yes, that seems to express the rapidity of life, the perpetual waste and repair; all so casual, all so haphazard … (p. 54)



Woolf’s shorter fiction is written against the traditional grain. It has, in her own words, more ‘rhythm’ than ‘narrative’. She explained to Ethel Smyth, ‘though the rhythmical is more natural to me than the narrative, it is completely opposed to the tradition of fiction and I am casting about all the time for some rope to throw to the reader’.fn2 Yet despite its difficulties, she could not resist ‘the flying phrase’, and she urged her sister Vanessa to follow her example: ‘I should like you to paint a large, large, picture; where everything would be brought perfectly firmly together, yet all half flying off the canvas in rapture.’fn3 And Vanessa’s woodcuts, which accompany the first edition of Monday or Tuesday, published in 1921 (and are included in this edition), are a mirror image of the stories. An anonymous reviewer in The Times Literary Supplement complained:


… the inking is often faulty; and Mrs Bell’s delightful woodcuts (the one with the fiddles is peculiarly exciting and suggestive) have left ghosts of themselves on the pages opposite; and also they show through the paper, so that the backs are difficult to read.fn4



In the stories themselves, any difficulty lies in an odd combination of privacy and pace; the verve and swerve of the style inseparable from Woolf’s daring experimentation with interior monologue, and her attempts, as she put it in another context, to be ‘released from the cramp and confinement of personality’.fn5 Another paradigm for this new narrative voice, free from conventional stylistic ties and constraints, would be the narrator’s observation about Minnie in ‘An Unwritten Novel’:


But when the self speaks to the self, who is speaking? – the entombed soul, the spirit driven in, in, to the central catacomb; the self that took the veil and left the world – a coward perhaps, yet somehow beautiful, as it flits with its lantern restlessly up and down dark corridors. (p. 34)



Woolf also expressed admiration for the Russian novelists, and shared with them a sense that chaotic or incoherent experience should be included in fiction. And Woolf used the stories to introduce perceptions that didn’t obviously lead anywhere, or become part of a larger unit. For example, ‘A Woman’s College From Outside’ springs out of the novel, Jacob’s Room. But Woolf recognized that it didn’t finally belong there – it moves out of the novel rather than back into it again.

Retrospectively, however, and perhaps with a degree of professional after-thought, Woolf described the process of the composition of the stories with more restraint in another letter to Ethyl Smyth:


These little pieces in Monday or (and) Tuesday were written by way of diversion; they were the treats I allowed myself when I had done my exercise in the conventional style. I shall never forget the day I wrote The Mark on the Wall – all in a flash, as if flying, after being kept stone breaking for months. The Unwritten Novel was the great discovery, however. That – again in one second – showed me how I could embody all my deposit of experience in a shape that fitted it – not that I have ever reached that end; but anyhow I saw, branching out of the tunnel I made, when I discovered that method of approach, Jacobs Room, Mrs Dalloway etc – How I trembled with excitement; and then Leonard came in, and I drank my milk, and concealed my excitement, and wrote I suppose another page of that interminable Night and Day (which some say is my best book). All this I will tell you one day – here I suppress my natural inclination to say, if dear Ethel you have the least wish to hear any more on a subject that can’t be of the least interest to you. And, I add, Green and Blue and the heron were the wild outbursts of freedom, inarticulate, ridiculous, unprintable mere outcries.fn6



‘Wild outbursts of freedom’ the stories may be, but the environment of Monday or Tuesday, and of the other short fiction, is also at once urban and banal: ‘Regent Street … the Treaty … the weather not cold for the time of year, and even at that rent not a flat to be had, and the worst of influenza and its after effects’ (p. 39). Woolf shared T. S. Eliot’s wish to present the boredom, the horror and the reality of the everyday world rather than to construct a fictional one. ‘The kiss of an old grey-haired woman with a wart on her nose’ (p. 47) represents the limits of romance. And nothing happens in the stories. They are rarely ‘about’ anything in the conventional sense. As E. M. Forster remarked in a contemporary review of ‘Kew Gardens’: ‘She only says, “Oh, here is something that I have seen,” and then strays forward.’fn7

In a letter to George Rylands in 1934, Woolf notes that novelists from George Eliot onwards had ‘lost the sense of an audience’, whereas the great Victorians had displayed a sense of ‘abandonment, richness, surprise, as well as a redundancy, tediousness and superficiality’.fn8 In ‘How Should One Read a Book?’ Woolf herself defines such inclusiveness as part of the pleasure of ‘rubbish reading’:


Is there not an open window on the right hand of the bookcase? How delightful to stop reading and look out! How stimulating the scene is, in its unconsciousness, its irrelevance, its perpetual movement … The greater part of any library is nothing but the record of such fleeting moments in the lives of men, women, and donkeys.fn9



In Woolf’s view, such ‘irrelevance’ and ‘perpetual movement’ prompts a mode of response that acknowledges community between reader and writer, life and art, between ‘our rush of undiscriminating emotion’ and ‘the swarm and confusion of life’; that attempts to capture the present moment; and that acknowledges and respects the enigma of other people: ‘because one will never see them again, never know what happened next … as one is torn from the old lady about to pour out tea and the young man about to hit the tennis ball in the back garden of the suburban villa as one rushes past in the train’ (pp. 53–4).

Elsewhere, Woolf calls this her ‘little language’ which echoes the old and humble ‘common voice singing out of doors’.fn10 Here, as Woolf explains in her essay on ‘Craftsmanship’, language is at its most democratic:


Undoubtedly [words] like us to think, and they like us to feel, before we use them; but they also like us to pause; to become unconscious. Our unconsciousness is their privacy; our darkness is their light … That pause was made, that veil of darkness was dropped, to tempt words to come together in one of those swift marriages which are perfect images and create everlasting beauty.fn11



The ‘little language’ reflects a moving exchange between the personal and the impersonal, the inevitability of death, and the possibility for repeated modest human triumphs before death. ‘I begin to long,’ Bernard says in The Waves, ‘for some little language such as lovers use, broken words, inarticulate words, like the shuffling of feet on the pavement’:


What is the phrase for the moon? And the phrase for love? By what name are we to call death? I do not know. I need a little language such as lovers use, words of one syllable such as children speak when they come into the room and find their mother sewing and picking up some scrap of bright wool, a feather or a shred of chintz. I need a howl; a cry … Nothing neat.fn12



There is nothing ‘neat’ about the stories. Reviewing ‘Kew Gardens’ in 1919, E. M. Forster admired their ‘yawn and … gape’:


For in this queer world of Vision it is the surfaces of things, not their names or natures that matter; it has no connection with the worlds of practical or philosophic truth … It aims … at long loose sentences that sway and meander.fn13



But, for the most part, Forster’s enthusiasm was only cautiously echoed by contemporary reviewers who showed themselves more comfortable with ‘ordinary waking Arnold Bennett life’. In the New Statesman the ‘Affable Hawk’ proved tolerably affable:


It is these iridescent, quickly-pricked, quickly-blown-again bubbles, made of private thoughts and dreams, which the author is an adept at describing … Auras, in the sense of temporary and shifting integuments of dreams and thoughts we all carry about with us while pursuing practical aims, are her subject matter … The contrast between the diversity and arbitrariness of the inner life and the uniformity and conventionality of the life without fills her alternately with laughter and amazement.fn14



Unsigned reviews in the Dial and The Times Literary Supplement however, were more guarded:


The most alluring feature here is to be found in the exciting knack she has mastered of starting anywhere and arriving anywhere. But when form is vague, one has a right to ask for more frequent minor illuminations, whereas these stories too often give the effect of William Carlos Williams’s Improvisations with the sudden flashes left out.fn15

We complain of Monday or Tuesday, not that it means too little that is intelligible to the plain mind, but that it cannot help meaning too much for its purpose. Prose may ‘aspire to the condition of music’; it cannot reach it.fn16



Today, critical opinion has not substantially changed. Woolf is still best known for her novels, and for her essays and polemics, especially A Room of One’s Own. As she herself predicted, the stories remain ‘mere tangles of words’.fn17 Only the handful of stories collected by Leonard Woolf in The Haunted House are at all familiar. Of these, ‘The New Dress’ is a regular anthology piece, and ‘Solid Objects’ and the ‘Mrs Dalloway’ stories are also more widely known.

‘More arty than her novels’, the stories are, however, more than merely a diversion in style. Nor are they as ‘difficult’ or inaccessible as their critical reception would suggest. The stories are experimental, reflecting Woolf’s most urgent preoccupations and the metafictional processes of her art. But they are also fun – sharp, witty, of the moment – yet memorable. Writing in her diary in 1927, Woolf noted: ‘How many little stories come into my head! For instance: Ethel Sands not looking at her letters. What this implies. One might write a book of short significant scenes. She did not open her letters.’fn18 Such evanescent moments – the compression of life finely into its most intense instants – determine the character, and especially the structure of the stories. They reveal what remains when ‘the crumpled skin of the day [has been] cast … into the hedge’.fn19 Life is like an artist’s sketch book, or snap-shots in a photo album, each moment flickers towards another. In Monday or Tuesday, and the later stories, the writer’s mind is always alert. The characteristic ‘momentary assembly of colour, sound, movement’ is beautifully conveyed in the opening sequence of the ‘little letter story’ which became ‘The Lady in the Looking-Glass’. Here the artist’s eye combines the visual and the verbal:


The room that afternoon was full of such shy creatures, lights and shadows, curtains blowing, petals falling – things that never happen, so it seems, if someone is looking … And there were obscure flushes and darkenings too, as if a cuttlefish had suddenly suffused the air with purple; and the room had its passions and rages and envies and sorrows coming over it and clouding it, like a human being. Nothing stayed the same for two seconds together. (p. 75)



The story draws throughout on the reader’s sensuous response, and reminds us of what Woolf described elsewhere as the loss of vision and perception in our daily lives. ‘We shall very soon lose our sense of colour’, she wrote in her essay on Walter Sickert; she calls this ‘the worst of living in a highly organised community’, and contrasts it with the responsiveness of the animal world:


Somebody had met a man whose business it was to explore the wilder parts of the world in search of cactuses, and from him had heard of these insects who are born with the flowers and die when the flowers fade … At the first breath of winter … you might mistake them as they lay on the grass for shrivelled air-balls. Were we once insects like that, too, one of the diners asked; all eye? Do we still preserve the capacity for drinking, eating, indeed becoming colour furled up in us, waiting proper conditions to develop? For as the rocks hide fossils, so we hide tigers, baboons, and perhaps insects under our coats and hats. On first entering a picture gallery, whose stillness, warmth and seclusion from the perils of the street reproduce the conditions of the primeval forest, it often seems as if we reverted to the insect stage of our long life.fn20



In ‘The Lady in the Looking-Glass’, and in a number of the other stories (for example, ‘An Unwritten Novel’, ‘Together and Apart’ and ‘A Summing Up’), intense moments of illumination also remind the reader (and characters) of the essentially blind isolation in which we all live. Woolf seems to suggest that the structure of the group versus the individual perhaps fits thematically with the short story which gives one individual’s response rather than that of a group, as is often presented within the novel form.

In addition to being alert to their sensory associations, Woolf always linked ‘moments of being’ with particular scenes, and with the people who figured in them. In her unfinished autobiography Woolf linked ‘scene-making’ with the articulation of memory and of the past:


In certain favourable moods, memories – what one has forgotten – come to the top. Now if this is so, is it not possible – I often wonder – that things we have felt with great intensity have an existence independent of our minds; are in fact still in existence? And if so, will it not be possible, in time, that some device will be invented by which we can tap them? I see it – the past – as an avenue lying behind; a long ribbon of scenes, emotions. There at the end of the avenue still, are the garden and the nursery.fn21



Elsewhere, Woolf described the process of ‘scene-making’ as her ‘natural way of marking the past’, ‘the origin of my writing impulse’. In To the Lighthouse Lily remembers how Mrs Ramsay’s mere presence had reconciled her to Charles Tansley: ‘this scene … this moment of friendship and liking … had survived after all these years, complete, so that she dipped into it to refashion her memory of him, and it stayed in the mind almost like a work of art.’fn22 The aim is to analyse the narrative forms of everyday life, ‘making of the moment something permanent’, capturing the way in which ordinary scenes remain fixed in the recollection:


‘Why do they survive undamaged year after year unless they are made of something comparatively permanent? … in all the writing I have done, I have almost always had to make a scene when I am writing about a person; I must find a representative scene in their lives.fn23



Throughout the stories the scene-making aesthetic also figures as a framing device, crucial to considerations of harmony and balance. In Moments of Being Woolf describes this as ‘a means of summing up and making innumerable details visible in one concrete picture.’ She also develops this aesthetic in her essays. Thus, in ‘Three Pictures’:


It is impossible that one should not see pictures; because if my father was a blacksmith and yours was a peer of the realm, we must needs be pictures to each other. We cannot possibly break out of the frame of the picture by speaking natural words.fn24



And in ‘Impassioned Prose’:


To sit cheek by jowl with our fellows cramped up together is distasteful, indeed repulsive. But draw a little apart, see people in groups, as outlines, and they become at once memorable and full of beauty.fn25



Another letter to Ethel Smyth demonstrates that, for Woolf, the scene-making strategy was not determined by aesthetic factors alone; rather it was a matter of representing ‘reality’ capturing the intangible essence of a life, its ‘moment of being’:


Please if ever I come again, dont meet me … but let me find you among your things – you cant think what a shock of emotion it gives me – seeing people among their things – I’ve lots such scenes in my head; the whole of life presented – the other persons life – for 10 seconds; and then it goes; and comes again; so next time dont meet me.fn26



At the end of Woolf’s friendship with Vita Sackville-West, she recorded in her diary: ‘Well, its like cutting off a picture: there she hangs, in the fishmongers at Sevenoaks, all pink jersey & pearls, & thats an end of it.’fn27

Reading the letters and the diary along with the stories indicates how closely related – even inextricable – are the stories and Woolf’s own life. Frequently, as the letter to Ethel Smyth demonstrates above, there is a continuum from the diary, the autobiographical fragments, the letters, to a novel presented as autobiographical like To the Lighthouse, to the stories. (Or in the case of the genesis of the story ‘Moments of Being’: ‘Slater’s pins have no points’ from ‘some simple sentence’ recorded in the diary, ‘like Clara Pater’s “Don’t you find that Barker’s pins have no points to them?” ’)fn28 Woolf’s attempt to blur the generic spectrum is another aspect of the extreme experimentation of her writing. In her essay on Walter Sickert, Woolf places him where she clearly sees herself, in the category of ‘the hybrids’:


Among the many kinds of artists, it may be that there are some who are hybrid. Some, that is to say, bore deeper and deeper into the stuff of their own art; others are always making raids into the lands of others.fn29



A gloss on the stories, and on their conception, may be found in the letter to Ethel Smyth describing how she came to write the short stories, and also in the essay ‘On Being Ill’. Here, as so often, Woolf shows herself ahead of her time. Both the fiction, and the non-fictional writings, reveal her concern with the links between the material nature of physical and textual ‘bodies’ and their expression, links that have only begun to be theorized by feminist critics in the last two decades. Woolf is interested both in the framing images, and in the imaginative possibilities behind the aesthetic distance that illness creates. She writes in that same letter to Ethel:


One of these days I will write out some phases of my writer’s life; and expound what I now merely say in short – After being ill and suffering every form and variety of nightmare and extravagant intensity of perception – for I used to make up poems, stories, profound and to me inspired phrases all day long as I lay in bed, and thus sketched, I think, all that I now, by the light of reason, try to put into prose (I thought of the Lighthouse then, and Kew and others, not in substance but in idea) … it composed my mind and taught me elements of composition which I should not have had the patience to learn had I been in full flush of health always.fn30



It is interesting to compare this with the poetics of sickness and the body worked out in the essay on illness where Woolf complains that there is no record of ‘this daily drama of the body’, because literature tries to see ‘the body as a sheet of plain glass through which the soul looks straight and clear’. Instead, ‘love must be deposed in favour of a temperature of 104 …’ In the first part of the essay Woolf sets out to imagine a new genre to rival romance:


Considering how common illness is, how tremendous the spiritual change that it brings, how astonishing, when the lights of health go down, the undiscovered countries that are then disclosed … strange indeed that illness has not taken its place with love and battle and jealousy among the prime themes of literature.fn31



Woolf contrasts the heightened states of consciousness in illness and in writing:


Finally, to hinder the description of illness in literature, there is the poverty of the language … It is not only a new language that we need, more primitive, more sensual, more obscene, but a new hierarchy of the passions … Things are said, truths blurted out, which the cautious respectability of health conceals … Here we go alone, and like it better so. Always to have sympathy, always to be accompanied, always to be understood would be intolerable … In illness words seem to possess a mystic quality. We grasp what is beyond their surface meaning, gather instinctively this, that and the other – a sound, a colour, here a stress, there a pause … a state of mind which neither words can express nor the reason explain.fn32



The project of Monday or Tuesday is precisely to write about the life of consciousness that the Edwardian materialists had ignored. In ‘The Mark on the Wall’, the narrator fantasizes ‘a world without professors or specialists or house-keepers with the profiles of policemen, a world in which one could slice with one’s thought as a fish slices the water with his fin’ (p. 58). Here the literal ‘mark on the wall’ also belongs to the mind:


In certain lights that mark on the wall seems actually to project from the wall. Nor is it entirely circular. I cannot be sure, but it seems to cast a perceptible shadow, suggesting that if I ran my finger down that strip of the wall it would, at a certain point, mount and descend a small tumulus, a smooth tumulus like those barrows on the South Downs which are, they say, either tombs or camps. Of the two I should prefer them to be tombs, desiring melancholy like most English people, and finding it natural at the end of a walk to think of the bones stretched beneath the turf. (p. 57).



Throughout the shorter fiction, these lyrical exercises in the rendering of consciousness reflect the need to describe the movement of the mind and to represent different aspects of being; a new language of sensation, perception, feeling and thought. A similar aim is expressed in her essay on cinema where Woolf asks: ‘Is there, we ask, some secret language which we feel and see, but never speak, and, if so, could this be made visible to the eye?’fn33 In Monday or Tuesday and the later stories, these reveries, mood poems, or trains of thought, as they are called in ‘The Mark on the Wall’, are represented by a technique that Woolf anticipated in her diary: ‘one thing should open out of another’. Woolf came closest to describing the challenge of reading and writing in this manner in her essay ‘Three Pictures’:


It had been merely a voice. There was nothing to connect it with. No picture of any sort came to interpret it, to make it intelligible to the mind. But as the dark arose at last all one saw was an obscure human form, almost without shape, raising a gigantic arm in vain against some overwhelming iniquity.fn34



In the absence of this ‘secret language’ of seeing and feeling, it is the randomness of life and art, and of their connections, that is constantly present, though not always seriously. Many of the stories are parodic exercises. In ‘The Mark on the Wall’ and ‘An Unwritten Novel’, for example, there is irony in the slippage between the imaginary and the actual state of affairs:


What has it all been about? A tree? A river? The Downs? Whitaker’s Almanack? The fields of asphodel? I can’t remember a thing. Everything’s moving, falling, slipping, vanishing … There is a vast upheaval of matter. Someone is standing over me and saying —

‘I’m going out to buy a newspaper.’ (p. 60)



Elsewhere, there is a more serious integration of the rhythms of the human voice with the sounds
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