
[image: cover]


Contents

Cover

About the Book

About the Author

Also by Virginia Woolf

Title Page

Introduction

1. Mrs Dalloway in Bond Street

2. The Man Who Loved His Kind

3. The Introduction

4. Ancestors

5. Together and Apart

6. The New Dress

7. A Summing Up

Acknowledgments

Copyright


About the Book

Written in the same period as Mrs Dalloway these seven short stories show the author’s fascination with parties and with all the excitement, the fluctuations of mood and temper and the heightened emotions which surround these social occasions. Mrs Dalloway’s Party is enchanting piece of work by one of our most acclaimed twentieth-century writers.


About the Author

Virginia Woolf was born in London in 1882, the daughter of Sir Leslie Stephen, first editor of The Dictionary of National Biography. After his death in 1904 Virginia and her sister, the painter Vanessa Bell, moved to Bloomsbury and became the centre of ‘The Bloomsbury Group’. This informal collective of artists and writers, which included Lytton Strachey and Roger Fry, exerted a powerful influence over early twentieth-century British culture.

In 1921 Virginia married Leonard Woolf, a writer and social reformer. Three years later, her first novel, The Voyage Out, was published, followed by Night and Day (1919) and Jacob’s Room (1922). These first novels show the development of Virginia Woolf’s distinctive and innovative narrative style. It was during this time that she and Leonard Woolf founded The Hogarth Press with the publication of the co-authored Two Stories in 1917, hand-printed in the dining room of their house in Surrey.

Between 1925 and 1931 Virginia Woolf produced what are now regarded as her finest masterpieces, from Mrs Dalloway (1925) to the poetic and highly experimental novel The Waves (1931). She also maintained an astonishing output of literary criticism, short fiction, journalism and biography, including the playfully subversive Orlando (1928) and A Room of One’s Own (1929), a passionate feminist essay. This intense creative productivity was often matched by periods of mental illness, from which she had suffered since her mother’s death in 1895. On 28 March, 1941, a few months before the publication of her final novel, Between the Acts, Virginia Woolf committed suicide.
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Introduction

WHILE WORKING ON the Mrs Dalloway MSS, in order primarily to establish a first draft version of that novel, I became aware of Virginia Woolf’s preoccupation with a particular social occasion, the party. It seemed that a party was somehow able to bring into sharp focus something which in the blur of everyday life might easily escape. Under its glare and because of its stresses people became vulnerable. The novel Mrs Dalloway, published in 1925, focuses on such an occasion. Virginia Woolf had, however, to make its particular party spill over and beyond the actual novel itself. The party as such was larger than that party which formed the climax and central occasion of the novel. The novel comes to an end; the party goes on. Mrs Dalloway’s party lives on after and beyond the novel in which it was created. The present volume is the book of that party.

So, besides the first draft version1 which did take shape, the Mrs Dalloway stories also unexpectedly fell into place. Virginia Woolf published ‘Mrs Dalloway in Bond Street’ in The Dial in 1923. Leonard Woolf published four of the stories in A Haunted House and Other Stories in 1943. Two are being published now for the first time. It was the position of the stories in the Berg MS that started the exploration that led to the present volume and to my conclusion that the stories belonged together as a group. It became possible, for example, to ascertain with a certain accuracy to what extent Virginia Woolf had been writing short stories concurrently with the writing of her novel. It seemed to me that the stories were conceived: either as parts of the novel itself, later to be rejected and to swim free as independent stories; or as alternative parallel expressions of Virginia Woolf’s ideas.

It is particularly uncharacteristic of Virginia Woolf’s normal writing habits that she should have allowed her completed novel’s central concern to retain the hold on her imagination that it obviously then had. On finishing the novel she wrote out several of the short stories about Mrs Dalloway’s party. Usually when she had finally revised a novel, Virginia Woolf was only too anxious, as it were, to shut it out of her mind. This she did either by concentrating on a new novel, creating a different kind of novel, or by turning to writing of a non-fictional nature.

The seven stories in the present volume belong to the period between Jacob’s Room (1922) and To the Lighthouse (1927). The novel of that period is Mrs Dalloway. The stories, as it were, surround that novel. It is not necessary to read the novel Mrs Dalloway in order to appreciate the book of short stories I have named Mrs Dalloway’s Party. On the other hand, the book of short stories does enlarge one’s understanding and appreciation of Virginia Woolf’s work as a whole. It explains why, for example, the Mr and Mrs Dalloway who appear in The Voyage Out (1915) are still being written about in 1925. Virginia Woolf is not repeating herself; she is moving deeper into the Dalloway world, the society world, in order to fathom its power and question its values. The party created by Mrs Dalloway belongs to a particularly significant stage of Virginia Woolf’s development as a novelist and a critic; it is significant biographically too.

Virginia Woolf loved society and its functions:

The idea of a party always excited her, and in practice she was very sensitive to the actual mental and physical excitement of the party itself, the rise of temperature of mind and body, the ferment and fountain of noise.

LEONARD WOOLF, Downhill All the Way

It was out of the excitement, the fluctuations of mood and temper, and the heightened atmosphere of the party that Virginia Woolf created the microcosm of society which she gives to us in her Mrs Dalloway stories.

But because of her severe bouts of illness in 1921 and 1922, the Woolfs had left London for the quiet of Richmond, though when Virginia was fit, they travelled to London to enjoy a limited social life. As her health improved in 1923 she began to feel imprisoned or cut off in Richmond and longed to return to the city, its noise and vitality. In early 1924 the Woolfs returned to London. The imposed restriction on her attendance at parties in the three years 1921 to 1923, and the return to a fuller enjoyment of society and its functions in 1924, seem to me to be reflected in her preoccupation with that world in the novel and the short stories written roughly within those years.

It was on 27th April 1925, when Mrs Dalloway was about to come out that Virginia Woolf made the following significant entry in her Diary:

But my present reflection is that people have any number of states of consciousness: and I should like to investigate the party consciousness, the frock consciousness etc. The fashion world of the Becks … is certainly one; where people secrete an envelope which connects them and protects them from others, like myself, who am outside the envelope, foreign bodies. These states are very difficult (obviously I grope for words) but I’m always coming back to it. The party consciousness. …

It seems that Virginia Woolf actually did make an investigation into the ‘party consciousness’ in her group of Mrs Dalloway short stories. It is the psychology of the party, the subtleties of the human being’s reactions and anxieties under the conditions and limits imposed on him by the social occasion that are closely scrutinised by Virginia Woolf in Mrs Dalloway’s Party. The artificiality of the occasion brings the reality to the fore or gives access to it. So, for example, Mabel Waring in ‘The New Dress’ reflects:

For the party makes things either much more real, or much less real, she thought. … She saw the truth. This was true, this drawing-room, this self, and the other false.

But for Mrs Vallance in ‘Ancestors’, on the other hand, the world of Mrs Dalloway’s drawing-room is but a ‘noisy bright chattering crowd’ with which she contrasts the more worthwhile world of her childhood spent in the country, in Scotland. The two pieces, ‘Introduction’ and ‘The Man Who Loved His Kind’, both explore the solitary reflections of the individual alone in the midst of a group of men and women who are united only in that they are physically placed together in the drawing-room or home of Mrs Dalloway. The actual title ‘Together and Apart’ suggests what happens to two individuals at the party: Miss Anning and Mr Serle, introduced to each other by Mrs Dalloway, come together, or relate to each other, but only within the bounds of the party. They experience the ‘old ecstasy of life’ but their brief experience does not endure beyond the party or the story. There is, in other words, a brief ‘coming together’ which is resolved into a return to separateness or falling ‘apart’. ‘A Summing Up’, the last story or chapter of Mrs Dalloway’s Party, provides a key passage for an understanding of the short stories and of Virginia Woolf’s ‘party consciousness’. A tribute is paid to Clarissa Dalloway’s creative ability. It is a bow to the hostess who is responsible for the occasion and the world she has created:

This, she thought, is the greatest of marvels; the supreme achievement of the human race … and she thought of the dry, thick, well-built house, stored with valuables, humming with people coming close to each other, going away from each other, exchanging their views, stimulating each other. And Clarissa Dalloway had made it open in the wastes of the night. …

Yet the point of view of the story and of the actual summing up is complex like the party itself, for in a moment of disenchantment and detachment the person who made the bow to Mrs Dalloway asks herself if the party is after all nothing more than ‘people in evening dress’.

Of the stories in the present volume ‘Mrs Dalloway in Bond Street’ is the one most closely connected with the genesis of the novel Mrs Dalloway. It was intended originally to be Chapter One of that novel. Although the story is obviously heavily echoed in the novel, it was rejected from the novel by Virginia Woolf who herself published it independently as a short story in 1923. ‘The New Dress’ was written in 1924 when Virginia Woolf was revising Mrs Dalloway for publication. In a pencil note to the manuscript opening of the story Virginia Woolf states:

The New Dress

At Mrs D’s party

She got it on this theory

the theory of clothes

but very little money

this brings in the relation with

sex; her estimate of herself.

‘Mrs Dalloway in Bond Street’ and ‘The New Dress’ are both connected with the genesis of the novel Mrs Dalloway; the other five stories written consecutively and probably not later than May
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