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Introduction


‘I belong to a club in London. It meets every Saturday, so it’s called the Saturday Club. We’re supposed to talk about art, but I’m sick of talking about art – what’s the good of it? With all kinds of real things going on round one? It isn’t as if they’d got anything to say about art, either. So what I’m going to tell ’em is that we’ve talked enough about art, and we’d better talk about life for a change. Questions that really matter to people’s lives, the White Slave Traffic, Women Suffrage, the Insurance Bill, and so on.’ (p. 23;).



When, in The Voyage Out (Duckworth and Co., 1915), Evelyn Murgatroyd tells Rachel Vinrace that it is social questions that really count in life, rather than art, she is unconsciously echoing the criticisms which the politician Mr Dalloway and his wife Clarissa have already made of Ridley and Helen Ambrose and of Rachel herself. The question of the relative value of politicians and social reformers on the one hand, and artists and critics on the other, was to trouble Woolf throughout her life; it punctuates not only this, her first, novel, but her writing as a whole. In her diaries and letters, for example, Woolf often criticizes ‘philanthropic’ (and, usually, ‘philistine’) friends and acquaintances who, she suggests, are probably attracted to political and social work not out of altruism but in order to bolster their own self-esteem. A note which she made in her diary for 19 July 1919, after attending a dinner at the 1917 Club at which Annie Besant gave a speech, is typical:


It seems to me more & more clear that the only honest people are the artists, & that these social reformers & philanthropists get so out of hand, & harbour so many discreditable desires under the disguise of loving their kind, that in the end there’s more to find fault with in them than in us. But if I were one of them?1



Related, for Woolf, to the question of whether one should be an artist or a philanthropist was a second problem: Should works of art have a didactic aim, or does art exist for its own sake, quite separate from the world of politics and social comment? It is not surprising that she should have found these questions important. Her husband Leonard was actively involved in politics,2 whilst many of her friends participated in avant-garde artistic movements. One of her closest friends was the writer Lytton Strachey, whose Eminent Victorians (1918) has come to represent the modernists’ attempt to debunk the self-importance and high seriousness of their Victorian ancestors. Another was Roger Fry, the artist and critic who in 1911 became her sister’s lover. Fry organized the first exhibition of Post-Impressionist paintings in England in 1910 (and it was Leonard Woolf who acted as Secretary to the second exhibition, shortly after his marriage to Virginia). Fry was disgusted by the inability of British painters, critics and indeed the general public to appreciate the aims and achievements of modern French artists. He deplored the British Academy’s obsession with genre-painting and works illustrating moral arguments, championing instead a ‘purer’ approach to art which focused upon colour and form in a painting. Art should not, he felt, be a mere vehicle for ideas, nor should it aim at ‘photographic’ representation.3

Woolf had a sympathetic understanding of the aims of Fry and his circle, as her biography of the artist reveals.4 She admired his dedication to his art, recognizing that the zeal which his Quaker forebears had turned upon moral, religious and political issues was in his case transformed into a fervent commitment to aesthetic ideals. There are, indeed, obvious parallels to be drawn between the biography of Fry and Woolf’s own life. Like Fry, Woolf had a passion for her work as an author which matched in its intensity the religious commitment of her Evangelical and Quaker relatives.5 She was, however, sceptical of the idea that literature can be ‘pure’ in the same way as painting, and was amused by Fry’s attempts to apply his theory of art to literature:


He found glaring examples in Shakespeare, in Shelley, of the writer’s vice of distorting reality, of importing impure associations, of contaminating the stream with adjectives and metaphors. Literature was suffering from a plethora of old clothes. Cezanne and Picasso had shown the way; writers should fling representation to the winds and follow suit.6



At times, however, Woolf made comments about her writing which seem to suggest that she shared Roger Fry’s view that art should be neither representational nor the medium of argument. A note she made in her diary after a conversation with her friend (and Greek teacher) Janet Case, for example, criticizes the latter because she


seems to want all literature to go into the pulpit; [she] makes it all infinitely worthy & safe & respectable. I was led into trying to define my own particular search – not after morality, or beauty or reality – no; but after literature itself7



In making such a remark Woolf appears to align herself with formalist critics like Roger Fry. The fact that at times she did so reflects, perhaps, a subconscious need for her work to be considered part of contemporary artistic movements and developments. Woolf’s diaries reveal an individual who was both acutely sensitive to the reception afforded her work by fellow writers and critics, and at the same time tended to be severe in her criticism of the new work of others. This defensiveness about her literary reputation can, perhaps, be related to the fact that Woolf was both an agnostic and a woman writer. Whereas Victorian Christian authors found in religious belief a standard against which to judge their writing, Woolf depended for such assessment upon her friends, her fellow artists and the reading public in general. She needed the praise of her contemporaries in a way that many Victorians did not, and particularly because as a woman writer it was doubly hard to be given a serious hearing.8

Some of Woolf’s remarks about the art of fiction could, then, encourage us to believe that she was interested exclusively in the formal aspects of the novel. Perhaps the most well known (and most frequently misunderstood) of such remarks is a comment which she made in an article on ‘Modern Fiction’, that the novel should have ‘no plot, no comedy, no tragedy, no love interest or catastrophe in the accepted style’.9 Taken out of context, this statement might lead us to regard Woolf, as some critics have indeed done, as the archetypal modernist, reductive in her approach to her art and quite unconcerned with moral questions. Facile generalizations about the aims and opinions of the ‘Bloomsbury Group’ (in fact an eclectic web of people linked principally through their friendship with the Stephen children and an acquaintance with their house in Bloomsbury) encourage this view. However, if we consider Woolf’s life and work as a whole these prove far more complex than such a simple portrait would suggest. She was, of course, to be strongly influenced by such modernist contemporaries as Dorothy Richardson, Katherine Mansfield, T. S. Eliot and James Joyce, all of whom were highly self-conscious writers for whom technical innovation was of the greatest importance. She, too, was concerned to be original in her writing. However, at the same time she had (as the many review articles which she wrote for the TLS and other journals from 1905 onwards reveal) a strong sense of tradition, an impressive knowledge of and a deep respect for the literature of the past, gained in part through the independent use of her father’s library, and quite without the help of a formal education. (The scene in The Voyage Out (pp. 156—8) in which Ridley Ambrose invites Rachel to choose a book from his collection recalls those occasions when Leslie Stephen would issue a book from his study to his daughter Virginia.10) Towards the end of her life Woolf remarked that she was now able to understand her father not as an ancestor against whom she must, at all costs, react, an eminent Victorian to be debunked, but as a contemporary. With hindsight we can see that she has as much in common with her Victorian predecessors as with modernist writers, and her work forms a continuum with that of authors such as her parents’ friend Tennyson and, indeed, Leslie Stephen himself. Socially, Woolf could be frivolous, but as a writer she was heir to the Victorian high seriousness and moral commitment epitomized in the lives and work of her own parents. Woolf once noted in her diary a remark which John Maynard Keynes made in discussing T. S. Eliot’s collection of lectures, After Strange Gods:


Morality. And J M [Keynes] said that he would be inclined not to demolish Xty [Christianity] if it were proved that without it morality is impossible. ‘I begin to see that our generation – yours & mine V., owed a great deal to our fathers’ religion. And the young, like Julian [Bell], who are brought up without it, will never get so much out of life. Theyre [sic] trivial like dogs in their lusts. We had the best of both worlds. We destroyed Xty & yet had its benefits.’ Well the argument was something like that.11



Despite the fact that at times Woolf made fun of nineteenth-century figures (as, for example, in her light-hearted play Freshwater12), the late-Victorian period was one with which she was temperamentally aligned.

Why, then, have some critics and readers been tempted to regard Woolf as a writer who was, above all, concerned with technical virtuosity, one who, though she had nothing profound or interesting to say, was yet determined to say it obscurely? In part, perhaps, because some of her better-known novels, such as Mrs Dalloway (Hogarth Press, 1925), To the Lighthouse (Hogarth Press, 1927) and The Waves (Hogarth Press, 1931), may initially seem quite difficult to read. Many of the problems which we encounter in reading her more experimental fiction will, however, evaporate if we recognize that, far from being interested simply in the form of her novels, Woolf was essentially an autobiographical writer. Interest in the details of an author’s life can be merely prurient or, at any rate, of little relevance to their work. In the case of Woolf, however, there is a legitimate inquiry to be made into her private life and opinions, and one which greatly enhances our understanding of her experimental fiction. Such obscurities as are to be found, for example, in The Waves largely disappear when we read Woolf’s diaries and letters alongside biographies by writers like her nephew Quentin Bell, Phyllis Rose and Lyndall Gordon.13 In so doing it becomes clear that Woolf’s own life provides the subject-matter, or plot, upon which her experimental, poetic novels are constructed, whilst the latter could be said to exist as commentaries upon this life. Whether a work of fiction ought in fact to be self-sufficient remains a question for critical debate.

A knowledge of Woolf’s life will certainly deepen our response to all her work. Amongst many other details from the young Virginia Woolf’s experience which appear in fictional form in The Voyage Out one can single out her bouts of mental illness, on which she drew for the description of Rachel’s fever; the voyage which she made to Spain and Portugal with her brother Adrian in the spring of 1905; her sister Vanessa’s illness and brother Thoby’s death from typhoid in 1906; and her interest in feminism. Moreover, different characters in The Voyage Out take on Woolf’s own characteristics, so that Miss Allan shares her intellectual seriousness, Evelyn Murgatroyd (perhaps) her flirtatiousness, Terence, her interest in the art of the novel, Susan, her desire to marry, Mrs Elliot, her wish to have a child. Other characters have similarities with Woolf’s friends and relations. St John, for example, resembles Lytton Strachey; Terence Hewet, Woolf’s brother-in-law, Clive Bell; Ridley and Helen, the Stephen parents; Clarissa, her friend Kitty Maxse; Miss Allan, Janet Case, and Mrs Flushing, Lady Ottoline Morrell. It is undoubtedly of interest to be able to relate these events and characters from Woolf’s own life to the novel, but it is not essential to an adequate understanding of Rachel’s story that we should do so. For this reason, many readers will find The Voyage Out more accessible than some of Woolf’s later fiction. The plot (albeit in part a fictional version of Woolf’s own life) is contained within the novel, so that we do not have to look beyond the book itself in order to follow it. At the same time, many of the ideas and issues that Woolf held most dear, and to which she would return throughout her career as a writer, are already present in The Voyage Out, and it therefore offers an obvious means of approach to her later work.

As we have seen, the dichotomy between didactic Victorian and Edwardian writing, and ‘pure’ modernist works – a dichotomy which, at times, Woolf as critic seems to accept – fails to take account of the complexity of her own writing. Notwithstanding its formal experimentalism, Woolf’s fiction is always concerned with moral issues. Death is at the centre of many of her novels, including, of course, The Voyage Out (just as it dominated her own early life), and when one reads her letters and diaries it becomes apparent that what most interests her as a writer is not the attempt to develop new forms in art per se, but the need to find ways to invest the often tragic and bewildering events of her own and others’ lives with meaning, and to communicate this significance to others. This aim is summed up in a comment she once made about writing The Waves:


Many people say that it is hopelessly sad – but I didnt [sic] mean that. I did want somehow to make out if only for my own satisfaction a reason for things… I wanted to give the sense of continuity, instead of which most people say, no you’ve given the sense of flowing and passing away and that nothing matters. Yet I feel things matter quite immensely. What the significance is, heaven knows I cant guess; but there is significance – that I feel overwhelmingly. Perhaps for me, with my limitations, – I mean lack of reasoning power and so on – all I can do is to make an artistic whole; and leave it at that. But then I’m annoyed to be told that I’m nothing but a stringer together of words and words and words.14



That Woolf should have wanted to address and attempt to answer questions of ultimate significance in her fiction is hardly surprising when one considers the events of her own life. Her early years were beset by tragedies to such a degree that she could scarcely take an amoral or shallow approach to experience in her art. Both her parents had been widowed before they married, and her father Leslie Stephen had already had a daughter by his first marriage –to Thackeray’s daughter Harriet – who was mentally ill (and who was eventually to die in an asylum in 1945). The family into which Woolf was born in 1882 was, therefore, one already well acquainted with grief. Her own life from 1895 onwards became ravaged by suffering and loss. In May of that year her mother died of rheumatic fever, an event which deeply scarred the young Virginia, and which was later to be incorporated into both The Voyage Out and To the Lighthouse. Julia Stephen’s death was followed by what was to prove to be the first of many mental breakdowns on Woolf’s part. Only two years later the half-sister who had taken the place of a mother for Virginia, Stella Duckworth, was to contract peritonitis and die, a mere three months after her marriage to Jack Hills. February of 1904 saw the death of Woolf s father from cancer, and something of the agony which his children experienced whilst waiting for him to die is captured in Woolf’s description of the death of Mrs Pargiter in The Years (1937). This death was followed by Woolf’s second serious mental breakdown in May of the same year. Deprived of both parents, the four Stephen children moved from the oppressive family home in Hyde Park Gate to set up house together in Bloomsbury. In September of 1906 Virginia and Vanessa, accompanied by their friend Violet Dickinson, travelled to Greece to meet their brothers Thoby and Adrian for a holiday. Whilst they were abroad, Violet, Vanessa and Thoby all became ill, and although the two women recovered Thoby died from typhoid at home in November of that year.

The emotional effect of all these deaths in her immediate family, quite apart from the loss of other friends and relatives, such as Frederic Maitland (in 1906), Walter Headlam (in 1908) and her aunt Caroline Emelia (in 1909), must have been profound. Certainly the following years – those in which The Voyage Out was drafted – were marked by a mental instability on Woolf’s part which was to become even more severe after her marriage to Leonard in 1912. The experience of losing so many close friends and relatives early in life is foreign to most modern readers, though not, of course, to many Victorians. Like her nineteenth-century forebears Woolf sought to make sense of these potentially devastating events in her art. The way in which she approaches the subject of bereavement in The Voyage Out has, indeed, surprising affinities with Tennyson’s treatment of the subject – to take just one example – in the poem which has come to be regarded as the archetypal statement of Victorian religious belief, In Memoriam AHH (1850).

Tennyson used In Memoriam to express his intense grief at the untimely death of his friend Arthur Hallam, yet the poem is far more than a mere outpouring of private sorrow. An immensely popular work, it appealed to a generation forced through scientific and theological discoveries and advances to rethink their traditional Christian faith.15 In Memoriam is, however, remarkable not for providing any easy answers to the problem of suffering, but rather for the sensitivity with which Tennyson poses the problem itself; and in this it anticipates not only The Voyage Out but much twentieth-century literature. The paradox of Tennyson’s poem is that although it challenges some of the certainties of religious faith, the creative genius with which the author describes his own predicament and that of his generation at the same time offers support to the believer, in so far as it attests to humankind’s superiority over that which is merely physical. The nobility in human nature which Tennyson attributes to his friend Hallam, and to which the beauty of the poem itself bears witness, proves the paucity and inadequacy of a purely mechanistic and materialistic interpretation of experience. Woolf’s novel is cast in a similar mould. Like In Memoriam, The Voyage Out has a poignant beauty which bespeaks its author’s genius of spirit. Moreover, just as in his poem Tennyson draws upon Christian concepts, such as the idea of human worth and dignity and the importance of faithfulness in love, to counteract the initial sense of despair which he feels when Hallam’s death seems to call religious orthodoxies into question, so Woolf, in her fiction, is continually drawn back to questions and values which are the product of a religious framework which she often felt compelled to decry.

The Voyage Out centres on the same issues as Tennyson’s poem, and the two authors’ approaches to the problems articulated are broadly similar. Woolf’s novel, however, manifests a far greater degree of scepticism towards religious orthodoxies. None of the central characters in The Voyage Out is sympathetic to established religion. Helen Ambrose prides herself on having taught her children to think of God as ‘a kind of walrus’ (p. 19); St John Hirst prefers the lesbian love-poems of Sappho to the Anglican liturgy (p. 217); Terence He wet appreciates the language of Christianity but denies its truth (p. 217); and Rachel Vinrace regards the Church of England service which she attends at the hotel in Santa Marina with the same disgust she would bestow upon a second-rate musical performance (p. 215).16 In her private life Woolf herself was dismissive of Christianity; her diaries are scattered with scornful references to the worshippers whose church bells interrupt her work on a Sunday morning, thereby preventing the pursuit of her vocation as a novelist. She was, moreover, critical of Christian friends who tried to persuade her of the validity of their own beliefs. Jean Thomas (the friend who owned the Twickenham nursing-home where Woolf stayed during her mental breakdowns) was one; the composer Ethel Smyth was another. To the latter Woolf once wrote:


what I can’t abide is the man who wishes to convert other men’s minds; that tampering with beliefs seems to me impertinent, insolent, corrupt beyond measure. I never pass through Hyde Park without cursing separately every God inventor there. This is partly because; unbaptised as we were, our religious friends, some cousins in particular, the daughters of Fitzjames, rasped and agonised us as children by perpetual attempts at conversion.17



An entry in her diary for September 1939 records regret at her own and Leonard’s lack of religious belief,18 but this is uncharacteristic. Yet, although Woolf had no explicit faith, she remained convinced of the inner significance of experience. In this, she resembles the generation of Victorian agnostics to which her father belonged, whose links with the Christian tradition were strong. Leslie Stephen once remarked of his wife Julia (in the account of his life that he wrote for his children, which they rather maliciously described as his Mausoleum Book) that ‘although she had no definite religious creed, she did believe that things were somehow right at bottom. So, perhaps, in some sense [he added] do I.’19 Virginia, to some extent at least, inherited this view.

Given that Woolf was drawn towards providing an optimistic interpretation of experience in her writing, suffering and death presented her with significant difficulties, just as they did the Christian Tennyson. Central to the plot of The Voyage Out is her exploration of this problem. The main characters’ glimpse into the world of the South American jungle, setting for the declaration of love (if such it can be called) between Terence and Rachel, leads to a questioning of nature’s goodness like that which is at the heart of Tennyson’s poem. The travellers are struck, in their voyage up the Amazon, by the apparent randomness of nature. The chaos of the jungle undermines their sense of the natural world as an ordered and purposive setting for their own lives. St John Hirst voices this response when he remarks:


These trees get on one’s nerves – it’s all so crazy. God’s undoubtedly mad. What sane person could have conceived a wilderness like this, and peopled it with apes and alligators? I should go mad if I lived here – raving mad. (p. 260)



Helen replies by urging him to consider the beauty of nature, to ‘look at the way things massed themselves – look at the amazing colours, look at the shapes of the trees’ (pp. 260-61); but later she, too, is overwhelmed by a sense of human vulnerability in the face of a hostile natural world. Rachel’s death suggests a randomness in the human sphere comparable to that which Hirst finds in the jungle, and cannot easily be accommodated into a coherent and optimistic world-view. There seems no reason why the fever should kill her whilst other characters, such as Mrs Thornbury and Hughling Elliot, survive.

The deaths in Woolf’s novels and, more generally, the absence of orthodox religious consolation within them, have led some readers to regard her as a deeply pessimistic writer. Yet, as we have seen, this was not her intention. She wished, rather, to offer her own tentative answers to questions which she considered inadequately addressed by Christianity. It has often been noted that social gatherings take a very prominent place in her fiction, and The Voyage Out is no exception. The picnic expedition and the hotel dance in this novel have counterparts in the dinner-party in To the Lighthouse and the party in Mrs Dalloway, for example. In an unpublished draft of the novel the heroine Rachel asks: ‘How can you go about the world without thinking there’s something behind it, – not a God, but something, and there’s a meaning, O yes, Terence, think of the tea party.’20 Woolf’s aim in placing social events at the heart of her novels was a serious one. Like the Christmas-tide gatherings in In Memoriam these meals and parties represent humanity’s attempts to deny both the randomness of experience and the idea that our relationship with the rest of the world is a purely competitive one. It is in human sympathy (amongst other things, such as the beauty and coherence of works of art) that Woolf, like Tennyson, finds the evidence to counter an interpretation of experience as meaningless. In Memoriam has an explicitly Christian framework, of course, but beneath this structure an implicit argument of the poem seems to be that, although an event such as the tragic early death of a close friend may temporarily undermine our sense of a purpose and plan behind human experience, yet the grief which that death evokes is itself a witness to the significance of the life that has been lost. This also seems to be an underlying theme in The Voyage Out. We cannot easily make sense of an apparently pointless and destructive event like Rachel’s death. Yet the sorrow that it calls out in all who have come to know her, from the apparently supercilious St John Hirst to the actually self-centred Mrs Paley, serves to deny that Rachel’s life and death are of no consequence.

Woolf found in human sympathy, then, one of the strongest arguments to contradict the view that life holds no meaning. It was, moreover, amongst her most firmly held beliefs that, because of their different experience, women tend to be more sympathetic than men. When Woolf’s brother-in-law Clive Bell read The Voyage Out in manuscript he objected to the imbalance between the novel’s male and female characters, the latter so much more sympathetic than the former.21 Woolf was quick, however, to defend her own approach to the subject; the idea that women are particularly sympathetic was, as we shall see, central to her thinking about society. The question of woman’s nature and of her social status in fact represented the single most important issue for Woolf both as a woman and as a writer. Unwilling to use the word ‘feminist’, which she considered divisive and likely to encourage and perpetuate antagonism between the sexes, she none the less took as given feminism’s central premiss of the equal value of all human beings, finding in it a focus for the moral debate essential to her as a writer.

Like Jane Austen’s fiction, with which it has frequently been compared, The Voyage Out asks: ‘How should a young woman conduct herself in society?’ Austen’s Mansfield Park (1814), for example, raises questions about the relationship between the Christian ideal of self-sacrifice, or ‘sympathy’, which women inherit and the ideal of self-fulfilment, which feminists espouse. These questions continued to be pressing for feminists of Woolf’s generation (whether or not they actually held Christian beliefs), as indeed they are for women, and men, today. Mansfield Park, used to be regarded by some as an anti-feminist novel whose heroine accepts the Christian woman’s need for self-effacement and submission. More recently it has been observed that such an interpretation is too simple. The novel’s heroine Fanny Price in fact manages to preserve her independence throughout the novel precisely because she adheres to her Christian beliefs in defiance of the men – and women – around her. She sticks to her principles, and for this she is rewarded by the author with marriage to the man whom she loves. Happily for Fanny, her own emotional needs and religion’s moral imperatives (eventually) converge, so that in the end she need not choose between the two. Hero and heroine in Austen’s novel are finally and happily united, and the question of the possible conflict between self-denial and self-realization is thereby suppressed.

Woolf was to recognize the complexity of the issue and to take its analysis much further, dramatizing it in The Voyage Out, for example, through the experiences of the heroine Rachel and her relationships with the other characters, particularly Terence Hewet. One of the main themes in the novel is that of the nature and aims of upbringing and education, particularly for women. This in turn leads Woolf to a consideration of larger questions about the structure of British society and the form of its politics, questions which are focused in the novel through the issue of female suffrage. (The activities of militant suffragists had brought the subject to the forefront of British politics during the period in which The Voyage Out was conceived and written.) The problem facing women, as Woolf sees it, is not simply that of how to break into existing ‘masculine’ institutions, but of whether, given the opportunity, they ought to do so. She was to tackle this question in her pamphlet A Room of One’s Own (based on two lectures which she gave to the women students of Girton and Newnham colleges in Cambridge in 1928), when she suggested that the social deprivation of women has, ironically, had as its by-product the development of their moral nature; and again in Three Guineas (her anti-Fascist essay of the late 1930s), when she argued that it is because women have been ‘outsiders’, excluded from the educational and administrative hierarchies of their own society, that they have sustained an acute ethical sense; they have not been morally compromised.22

Many of the ideas on the subject raised in The Voyage Out are brought together in Chapter XVI, in the long talk which Terence has with Rachel on the cliff-top above the villa. During their conversation Rachel confesses that she is intimidated by St John Hirst’s intellect, and He wet replies:


‘So I observed… That’s a thing that never ceases to amaze me… The respect that women, even well-educated, very able women, have for men… I believe we must have the sort of power over you that we’re said to have over horses. They see us as three times as big as we are or they’d never obey us. For that very reason, I’m inclined to doubt that you’ll ever do anything even when you have the vote.’ He looked at her reflectively. She appeared very smooth and sensitive and young. ‘It’ll take at least six generations before you’re sufficiently thick-skinned to go into law courts and business offices. Consider what a bully the ordinary man is’, he continued, ‘the ordinary, hardworking, rather ambitious solicitor or man of business with a family to bring up and a certain position to maintain. And then, of course, the daughters have to give way to the sons; the sons have to be educated; they have to bully and shove for their wives and families, and so it all comes over again. And meanwhile there are the women in the background… Do you really think that the vote will do you any good?’…

‘There’s no doubt it helps to make up for the drudgery of a profession if a man’s taken very, very seriously by every one – if he gets appointments, and has offices and a title, and lots of letters after his name, and bits of ribbon and degrees. I don’t grudge it ’em, though sometimes it comes over me – what an amazing concoction! What a miracle the masculine conception of life is – judges, civil servants, army, navy, Houses of Parliament, lord mayors – what a world we’ve made of it! (p. 196-7)



Woolf, like Hewet, was far from convinced of the worth of the competitive and rather brutalizing ‘masculine’ world from which women were excluded, or of the desirability of women completely abandoning the ethic of self-denial. The Voyage Out shows how the quality of life of society as a whole is immeasurably improved through the self-effacement and sympathy of ‘uneducated’ women; people, that is, like Helen, or Rachel’s aunts, with their


little journeys to and fro, to Walworth, to charwomen with bad legs, to meetings for this and that, their minute acts of charity and unselfishness which flowered punctually from a definite view of what they ought to do (p. 202)



Rachel’s father’s shipping firm may finance the activities of the household in Richmond, but it is her aunts who build up ‘the fine, closely woven substance of their life at home’ (p. 201).

Woolf’s novel embraces very naturally the complexity of life; she can at once admire the qualities which Rachel identifies in her aunts and deplore the fact that society places the onus of sympathy chiefly upon women. In married life this leads to compromise, in the single life it can lead to unreasonable self-sacrifice. The novel raises, without resolving, the central question for feminism of how, in a less than ideal society, a woman can be a good person without laying herself open to exploitation by family, husband and, indeed, by society as a whole. (The problem is one which occurs whenever the Christian ideal of self-sacrifice is taken particularly seriously by one section within society, such as women or labourers, and where the economic vulnerability of such a group renders them entirely dependent upon the moral responsibility of others.) At its most extreme, the exploitation of women involves those ‘terrors and agonies… Prostitutes… Men kissing one…’ which Rachel describes to Terence in Chapter XVI of the novel (p. 202). It is in the light of these things that Rachel sees her life as a woman as ‘a creeping hedged-in thing, driven cautiously between high walls, here turned aside, there plunged in darkness, made dull and crippled for ever –her life that was the only chance she had’ (p. 72). However, women also fall victim to a more general, less frequently condemned, form of abuse; namely, the limiting and directing of their lives and experience by others.

The question is focused in part in The Voyage Out through the portrait of Susan Warrington, a woman who exchanges a life of service to her father and aunts for a similar relationship with her husband-to-be, and indeed prides herself on the fact that she never has a moment of her own (p. 247). In proposing to Susan, Arthur Venning places her in his debt (as she sees it) because he has rescued her both from the ‘groups of girls much younger than herself’ with whom she has been forced to associate, and from ‘the long solitude of an old maid’s life’, enabling her ‘to join the ranks of the married women’ (p. 127). Susan’s situation illustrates the plight of many single women in a society in which marriage tends to be regarded as the ideal state for a woman, and the pursuit of an independent career as an unfortunate (or even improper) second-best (p. 94). Moreover, St John Hirst is typical of many within that society in that he despises Susan for what he considers her limited outlook, yet – at least until Rachel becomes ill – is himself incapable of the kind of self-forgetfulness which in Susan has become so habitual that it could be mistaken for a natural attribute.

One has a sense throughout The Voyage Out, from the first dinner on board ship at which Helen and Rachel promote the men’s talk whilst themselves remaining silent (p. 10), of the women’s lives circling around those of the men, having no independent direction of their own. All of the women in the novel with the exception of Miss Allan and Evelyn Murgatroyd (both of whom are, of course, single) and Mrs Flushing (who presumably has a substantial private income) are satellites of the men with whom they are linked. It is, moreover, only through remarkable strength of will that Miss Allan manages diligently to pursue a career as a teacher and writer and at the same time to attend to the needs of her family (p. 299). Society does not generally demand such a balancing act of its men. On the contrary, Ridley Ambrose, Mr Thornbury, Hughling Elliot, Mr Flushing, St John Hirst and even Terence Hewet (for all that he is the most self-forgetful male character in the novel) make unreasonable demands for sympathy upon the women with whom they come into contact, and feel no qualms about so doing. Given this state of affairs, it appears inevitable that Rachel’s marriage will involve a degree of compromise. Single, she is dependent upon her father, who intends to make her into ‘a Tory hostess’ (p. 77), but it seems unlikely that, as Terence suggests, she will survive marriage unscathed and unchanged. (It is, after all, because Hirst finds Hewet quite impossible to live with that he refused to share a cabin with him on the voyage out (p. 130).)

For each of Jane Austen’s heroines the most important experience of her life comes at the moment when the man whom she loves asks her to marry him. In contrast, the most significant moment for Rachel occurs, perhaps, not when she and Terence agree to marry one another (if that is what they do), but rather when, playing the piano for the guests at the hotel, she suddenly enables them to see life in a new and more vivid way; to experience a moment of vision (p. 153). The young women in Austen’s novels tend to regard the ability to play the piano at least moderately well as one amongst various feminine accomplishments to be put to use in the struggle to allure and secure a husband. Rachel’s gift for music, on the other hand, is the most essential element in her being (and one, incidentally, which has been allowed to develop in the absence of the more conventional school and university education that a middle-class boy might expect to receive (p. 26). Terence Hewet, for all his claims to be a new and liberated kind of novelist, and his professed concern at the modern woman’s subservient social position, cannot help rewriting his fiancee’s life as if she were the heroine of an Austen novel. Rachel has an independence of spirit, a sensitivity and an imaginative life which, it seems, could easily be crushed by union with someone more articulate and self-confident than herself, and by the social pressures that such a union entails. Before the couple become engaged Terence imagines that his marriage to Rachel will be different in kind from the compromised relationships of the other couples he comes across, such as the Thornburys, the Elliots and the Ambroses. Rachel, he maintains, will be ‘free, like the wind or the sea’ (p. 231). However, a telling scene, shortly after their engagement has been announced, reveals Terence ordering Rachel to stop playing the piano and answer the letters of congratulation sent to them both by their friends and acquaintances at the hotel:


‘I’ve no objection to nice simple tunes – indeed, I find them very helpful to my literary composition, but that kind of thing is merely like an unfortunate old dog going round on its hind legs in the rain.’ (p. 276)

‘We’re wasting the morning – I ought to be writing my book, and you ought to be answering these, (p. 279)



Terence is lazy and hates answering notes, as he himself admits (pp. 265, 230); it is disconcerting to find him evading the task by turning it into a ‘feminine duty’ for Rachel, and at the same time belittling her talents as a musician. As we have seen, Woolf found in both human sympathy and artistic achievement the strongest arguments to counter a negative interpretation of experience. Had Rachel lived, she would have faced the problem of reconciling these two elements within the constraints of her marriage to Terence.

The question of the balance between the individual’s career, vocation or general interests in life and her (or his) relationships with and duties towards other people, which is so important in The Voyage Out, dominated Woolf’s own experience while she was at work on the novel. In August of 1911 she wrote to her sister Vanessa that she was ‘thinking a good deal, at intervals, about marriage’,23 and the period in which The Voyage Out was written was indeed liberally scattered with declarations of love and proposals.24 When, early in 1912, Leonard Woolf asked her to marry him, her response was a far cry, in its hesitations and reservations, from Jane Austen’s heroines’ unequivocal acceptance of their lovers. A long and complex letter which she sent to Leonard in May of 1912 reveals her awareness of the magnitude of the enterprise:


… The obvious advantages of marriage stand in my way. I say to myself. Anyhow, you’ll be quite happy with him; and he will give you companionship, children, and a busy life – then I say By God, I will not look upon marriage as a profession… Again, I want everything – love, children, adventure, intimacy, work… We both of us want a marriage that is a tremendous living thing, always alive, always hot, not dead and easy in parts as most marriages are.25



Her own sister’s relationship with her husband Clive Bell (whom she had married early in 1907, soon after Thoby Stephen’s death) must have afforded Virginia some insight into the potential for difficulties within marriage. Quentin Bell relates that the birth of the Bells’ son Julian in February 1908 provoked a prolonged flirtation between Clive and Virginia, both of whom felt jealous of the baby and unfairly neglected by Vanessa and so turned to one another for attention. (Woolf’s portrayal of the relationship between Rachel and Richard Dalloway in The Voyage Out may draw upon this experience.) Years later her own part in the episode, and its cruel effect upon Vanessa, were to be recalled by Virginia with pain.

The formal and stylistic experimentalism of Woolf’s fiction is, it has been suggested, never gratuitous, but rather employed in the service of her argument. The form that The Voyage Out takes reflects both Woolf’s recognition of the potential difficulties within marriage, particularly for a woman, and her belief that marriage should not be regarded as the ‘end’ – in both senses of the word – of a woman’s life. At first sight The Voyage Out seems to be a novel of development of the same type as Austen’s fiction; that is, an account of a young woman’s emergence into adulthood, her ‘courtship’ and her ultimate union with a man. Gradually, however, we realize that, although the subject-matter of each author is superficially quite similar, what is being said by each is very different. Jane Austen’s novels end with marriage and therefore (notwithstanding the frequent presence of irony) with narrative closure, and this fictional device has the effect of silencing questions which the narrative has raised, not least about marriage itself. Events in the novel roll on reassuringly to their inevitable happy conclusion, albeit to the accompaniment of the author’s wry smile. The Voyage Out ends not with the heroine’s marriage but with her death, and in cutting off Rachel’s life in medias res Woolf refuses to offer her readers those certainties provided by many nineteenth-century novelists. There is no illusion – as there is with Jane Austen – that the problems raised in her narrative have been fully resolved, and this is a deliberate device on the part of the author, a means of reflecting in her fiction her own sense of the complexity and, indeed, the mystery of life.

Austen’s heroines tend, moreover, to be educated by male friends and lovers whose approach to experience is invested with a degree of authority by the author. Mr Knightley, for example, is not perfect (he is not, after all, above being jealous of his rival, Frank Churchill), but he knows that it is wrong to have certain feelings; he knows how a civilized Christian woman ought to behave in society, and his knowledge is shared by the narrator of Emma, and eventually by Emma herself. At first, Woolf’s novel can seem to be written to the same pattern; the heroine Rachel finds in Helen Ambrose and Terence Hewet two educator-guides who undertake to initiate her into adult life. In fact, none of Woolf’s characters has the degree of authority that Austen invests in Mr Knightley. Terence, as we have seen, is far from perfect; despite his intentions to the contrary, he is inclined to dominate and exploit Rachel. Helen, who is tempted at times to see herself as Rachel’s mentor, actually gives advice which is at worst inappropriate, at best inconclusive. Helen herself recognizes that this is the case when Rachel and Terence appeal to her to advise them about marriage:


They were both in the mood to believe that every one was capable of saying something very profound.

‘What can I tell you?’ Helen reflected, speaking more to herself in a rambling style than as a prophetess delivering a message. She forced herself to speak.

‘After all, though I scold Rachel, I’m not much wiser myself. I’m older, of course, I’m half-way through, and you’re just beginning. It’s puzzling – sometimes, I think, disappointing; the great things aren’t as great, perhaps, as one expects – but it’s interesting – Oh, yes you’re certain to find it interesting — And so it goes on,’ they became conscious here of the procession of dark trees into which, as for as they could see, Helen was now looking, ‘and there are pleasures where one doesn’t expect them (you must write to your father), and you’ll be very happy, I’ve no doubt. But I must go to bed, and if you are sensible you will follow in ten minutes, and so,’ she rose and stood before them, almost featureless and very large, ‘Good night.’ She passed behind the curtain, (pp. 272-3)



Neither the characters nor the narrator in The Voyage Out offer clear and simple guidelines on life or behaviour to Rachel or to the reader. Indeed, both narrator and characters are themselves fallible and inconsistent and, like the people we know in ‘real life’, quite capable of contradicting themselves or of changing their minds. Woolf’s approach to characterization in the novel is, indeed, consistent with her sense of the intricacy of human character and relationships. People, she always maintained, cannot be summed up; a view which is shared by her fictional novelist, Terence Hewet, as he explains to Rachel:


‘I’m not like Hirst… I don’t see circles of chalk between people’s feet. I sometimes wish I did. It seems to me so tremendously complicated and confused. One can’t come to any decision at all; one’s less and less capable of making judgments. D’you find that? And then one never knows what anyone feels. We’re all in the dark. We try to find out, but can you imagine anything more ludicrous than one person’s opinion of another person? One goes along thinking one knows; but one really doesn’t know.’ (pp. 205-6)



The Voyage Out not only ends but also begins in medias res. Woolf withholds from the reader those biographical details of her fictional characters and general explanations of their situation, with which many authors begin a novel, until quite late on in her narrative, when she tends to slip them in quite casually. Thus, it is not until the Euphrosyne finally arrives at Santa Marina that Woolf explains why Helen and Ridley are travelling to South America (p. 81). Similarly, we learn a great deal about Helen and Rachel, Hewet and Hirst as they get to know one another during the picnic expedition in Chapter XI (pp. 130-32). This method of gradually, and often indirectly, providing information about her characters, rather than summing them up at the start of the novel, is much more like the way in which we actually get to know other people. We find out about them slowly, through what they say and do, for example, and from the ways in which other people react to them, and we have continually to revise our estimates of them in the light of our increasing knowledge.

Just as the characters in Woolf’s novel cannot be easily pigeonholed, so too its subject-matter cannot be neatly summarized. In fact the novel works at two different levels: the story level, which recounts a series of events with Rachel at its centre, and the poetic level, at which ideas are not so much stated as implied or suggested. The treatment of Rachel’s death is one obvious example of this. Primarily, the death works ‘naturalistically’; the experience of illness and bereavement is brilliantly and shockingly portrayed. However, some readers have attached another meaning to the novel’s ending, suggesting that in allowing Rachel to die Woolf is pointing to the fact that it is only in death that her heroine can preserve her autonomy, slipping out of the grasp of the men around her who would contain and limit her life. (There is perhaps a hint that she catches her fatal illness at the moment in the jungle when she agrees to marry Terence (pp. 256-7).) The second idea may be implicit in The Voyage Out, but it is never spelled out by the narrator, and this subtlety of approach reflects Woolf’s belief that vagueness and ambiguity have an important place in any work of fiction, if it is to be true to experience.

Many of the more striking formal experiments in The Voyage Out reflect this desire on Woolf’s part to suggest ideas without explicating them precisely. One obvious example is the way in which she introduces dreams into the narrative. It is not clear, for instance, whether the nightmare which Rachel suffers after Richard Dalloway has kissed her (pp. 67-8) simply reflects a young woman’s fear of sexual relations arising from her ignorance on the subject (p. 71), or whether Woolf is here making a more general comment, perhaps about the vulnerability of all women in their relationships with men:


She dreamt that she was walking down a long tunnel, which grew so narrow by degrees that she could touch the damp bricks on either side. At length the tunnel opened and became a vault; she found herself trapped in it, bricks meeting her wherever she turned, alone with a little deformed man who squatted on the floor gibbering, with long nails. His face was pitted and like the face of an animal. The wall behind him oozed with damp, which collected into drops and slid down. Still and cold as death she lay, not daring to move, until she broke the agony by tossing herself across the bed, and woke crying ‘Oh!’ (p. 68)



In an early draft of The Voyage Out Rachel interprets this dream for Helen, remarking of it: ‘I felt weak you see… I felt he could do what he chose with me. I remember looking at his hand. It takes one back to pre-historic times I suppose. It makes one feel queer.’26 In the published version of the novel, however, Rachel’s nightmare remains unexplained; there is a deliberate vagueness about its meaning akin to that which surrounds the onset of Rachel’s illness and her death. Yet the imagery employed in the passage is carefully chosen, for it is echoed very closely later in the novel in the description of Rachel’s fever in Chapter XXV:


Rachel again shut her eyes, and found herself walking through a tunnel under the Thames, where there were little deformed women sitting in archways playing cards, while the bricks of which the wall was made oozed with damp, which collected into drops and slid down the wall. (p. 313)



Not only the form but also the poetic style of Woolf’s novel allows for the complexity and ambiguity of experience. It is perhaps above all the poetry of The Voyage Out which distinguishes it from so much Victorian and Edwardian fiction. Woolf recognized that devices generally associated with verse, such as metaphor, allusion, syntactic inversion, and verbal echo and pattern-making, could be used by the novelist to revitalize the genre. The Voyage Out may illustrate many of the points put forward more explicitly in Woolf’s critical essays, notably A Koom of One’s Own and Three Guineas, but it is not a tract. Poetry gives to the novel that depth and universality which critics have often termed ‘Shakespearian’.

A striking feature of many of Woolf’s novels is the introduction of passages describing the natural world which can be linked with events in the lives of her fictional characters. One example in The Voyage Out is the storm at sea whose turbulence (like that of her dreams) seems to mirror the psychological upheaval which Rachel experiences after her encounter with Richard Dalloway. Another is the storm at the end of the novel which (in the manner of Shakespeare’s tempests) reflects the emotional turmoil brought about in the lives of Woolf’s characters by Rachel’s death. Woolf makes use of verbal repetition to suggest a connection between the death and the storm. She remarks of the people who visit the villa shortly before Rachel dies that they ‘spoke very apologetically in low tones, refusing to sit down’ (p. 330), and this comment is echoed when, describing the hotel guests’ reaction to the storm, she notes that ‘no one seemed inclined to sit down’ (p. 348). On rereading The Voyage Out in the light of our knowledge of the novel’s ending, we discover that beneath the level of plot (that is, of what happens to the heroine and the people with whom she comes into contact) Woolf’s narrative is structured in a different way, through such verbal reiteration and wider thematic echoes. The more one rereads the novel, the more one becomes aware of this complex network of repetition, binding together its diverse material and at the same time suggesting innumerable ideas beyond the central story. Just a few of the more obvious examples of thematic repetition in the novel are the recurrent references to illness and death (particularly untimely deaths), the repeated questioning of whether experience is simply chaotic or has an underlying order, and the speculations as to what Rachel’s future life with Terence will be like.

It would be easy to assume that the instances of repetition in The Voyage Out are purely coincidental, and it is certainly part of Woolf’s skill as a novelist that she is able to create such an illusion. The novel is, however, meticulously crafted; it passed through at least four major revisions between its conception in or before 1908 (with the working title of Melymhrosid) and its arrival at the publisher in March 1913.27 A familiarity with all Woolf s novels and with her critical statements about the craft of fiction, combined with a careful rereading of this particular work, reveals that the patterning of The Voyage Out is quite deliberate. Through the careful structuring of her text Woolf at once invests the apparently trivial moments of everyday life with poetry and also achieves formal unity in the novel. Poetry gives to The Voyage Out the coherence which many nineteenth-century novelists, such as Jane Austen, achieved only at the cost of adhering to the conventional love-plot. Woolf’s aims as a writer are to some extent reflected in those of her fictional novelist, Terence Hewet:


‘What I want to do in writing novels is very much what you want to do when you play the piano, I expect… We want to find out what’s behind things, don’t we? – Look at the lights down there [in Santa Marina]… scattered about anyhow. Things I feel come to me like lights.… I want to combine them… Have you ever seen fireworks that make figures?… I want to make figures.’ (pp. 206-7)



He wishes to capture in art something of the coherence which he finds in life. His remarks recall Woolf’s comment that she wanted to put across in her fiction her overwhelming sense that ‘there is significance’ in life.28 It is this sense which strikes Rachel as she sits with Terence in the hall of the hotel, after the two have become engaged:


That was the strange thing, that one did not know where one was going, or what one wanted, and followed blindly, suffering so much in secret, always unprepared and amazed and knowing nothing; but one thing led to another and by degrees something had formed itself out of nothing, and so one reached at last this calm, this quiet, this certainty, and it was this process that people called living. Perhaps, then, every one really knew as she knew now where they were going; and things formed themselves into a pattern not only for her, but for them, and in that pattern lay satisfaction and meaning. When she looked back she could see that a meaning of some kind was apparent in the lives of her aunts, and in the brief visit of the Dalloways whom she would never see again, and in the life of her father, (p. 297)



Together with repetition, metaphor and literary allusion contribute to the poetic quality of The Voyage Out. George Eliot is one amongst many nineteenth-century authors who prefaced chapters of their novels with quotations in order to encourage the reader to interpret their texts in specific ways. Her approach seems clumsy when compared with Woolf’s skill at integrating literary allusions into her narrative, so that these appear natural at the level of the plot even as they contribute subtle nuances at the level of interpretation, carrying us beyond the confines of Rachel’s story and building up links and echoes with other works, other times and places, and other cultures. To take just one example: when the characters on board the Euphrosyne discuss the relative importance of politics and art Mrs Dalloway mentions having seen the Antigone of Sophocles at Cambridge (p. 37). A reader familiar with Woolf’s life and work recognizes that the choice of play here is not arbitrary but part of the novel’s careful design. Antigone had a special significance for Woolf, representing for her central truths about the position of women in a patriarchal society. Moreover, Antigone’s story has a particular relevance to Rachel’s history; Antigone dies young, thereby (the chorus tells us) escaping the wasting disease of old age. (A similar link is suggested when Mrs Dalloway mentions Shelley’s ‘Adonais’ (1821), the poem which is a tribute to the genius of John Keats and a lament on his untimely death.) An apparently chance reference to a classical play, therefore, contributes to the novel’s debate about women and society which centres on Rachel’s life and development. At the same time it takes us beyond Rachel’s particular circumstances, setting these in broader historical and literary contexts.29

Woolf uses metaphor, like literary allusions, both to enrich her narrative of Rachel’s life and the lives of her friends and acquaintances and to say through this story something about the human situation in general. Many of the acute observations about experience to be found in the novel take the form of such metaphors, of which the title is the most obvious example. The phrase ‘the voyage out’ works at various levels, suggesting not only the literal journey which Rachel makes to South America and the intellectual and spiritual journey which she makes in the course of the book, but also, for example, the voyage undertaken by writer and reader in engaging with the text. Fictional characters, author and reader are, it could be said, thrown together like ill-assorted fellow-travellers on board ship, forced to engage in dialogue.

It has often been asked why Woolf set this novel of English manners in a South American town, rather than in the London where she herself lived and from which most of its characters come. Her diaries record a sharp awareness of the way in which the unfamiliarity of a foreign country may lead the traveller to cast a critical light on accepted cultural habits and customs. The voyage, both physical and spiritual, which Rachel undertakes with the guidance of her new friends and acquaintances involves such a process. Woolf felt, moreover, that reading a novel should be like taking such a voyage to a strange land. Just as a metaphor works by casting in a strange light that which is familiar and taken for granted, so a new novel should work ‘metaphorically’, drawing upon literary language and customs familiar to the reading public, but using these in new ways.30

Woolf did, then, subscribe to the modernist view that the novel should be novel. It had to reflect contemporary life, and to this end it needed to be continually remoulded. This belief is, as we have seen, reflected both in the subject-matter and in the formal and stylistic experimentalism of The Voyage Out. Yet, for Woolf the fundamental aims of the novelist had not changed. Whereas many of her modernist contemporaries wanted to reject the nineteenth-century ‘realist’ novelist’s concern with making sense of the world, Woolf did not. For all her hostility towards established religion, she wanted – if only tentatively – to explain life in her fiction, to give an ordered and consolatory account of experience. What is so remarkable about The Voyage Out is that it is at once the product of Woolf’s deep knowledge and perceptive interpretation of the literary and intellectual tradition she inherited and also a challenging and idiosyncratic response to modern life and problems; it is not only a highly entertaining novel of Edwardian society with a clear debt to Jane Austen and the English tradition of social comedy, but also a penetrating and original examination both of life’s suffering and of its splendour.31
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A Note on the Text

The Voyage Out was first published in England by Duckworth in 1915, and it is that original version of the novel which provides the copy-text for this Penguin edition. The first American edition of the novel, published by George H. Doran, followed in 1920. Woolf revised The Voyage Out for publication in America, correcting a number of minor errors which had inevitably crept into the English text, but also cutting more substantial passages from the novel, so that the first American edition differs considerably from the first English version. In September 1920 Duckworth bought sheets of the American edition of The Voyage Out and issued them under its own imprint. Further copies of this version were published by Duckworth in 1927, using sheets supplied by Harcourt, Brace & Co., Woolf’s American publisher at that time. In Spring 1929 the Hogarth Press (run by Virginia and Leonard Woolf) bought the rights and some of these sheets from Duckworth and reissued them.

In September of the same year the Press published The Voyage Out in their Uniform Edition of Woolf’s novels, reprinting this time not from the revised text (the only version which had been available in Britain for nine years) but from the longer version of the novel originally published by Duckworth in 1915. Since 1929, the earlier text has normally been preferred, partly because the Uniform Edition could be seen as the latest authorized version, and partly because it includes many interesting episodes and details which were cut during the extensive revisions Woolf made for the
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