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Introduction


The greater impersonality of women’s lives will encourage the poetic spirit, and it is in poetry that women’s fiction is still weakest.1

Autobiography it might be called.2



The Waves (1931) presents a challenge to the reader. It is an exploration of the workings of the minds of the six named characters within the text: Bernard, Rhoda, Jinny, Louis, Neville and Susan. The life-span of the six, from their shared childhood and schooldays through to Bernard’s death, is conveyed through a series of ‘dramatic soliloquies’ (as Virginia Woolf termed them), interspersed with passages of depersonalized prose which describe constantly shifting patterns of light and water passing from dawn to dusk, spring to winter, across the globe. Throughout all of this, no authorial comment or interpretation is offered, but, in many ways, one may read the novel as Woolf’s investigation of her own patterns of thought, particularly when faced with the problem of understanding the nature of identity.

We learn certain pieces of information about the characters during the course of the novel. Louis and Bernard both become successful business men. Bernard has a wife and family, whilst Louis takes Rhoda as his lover. She subsequently commits suicide. Susan marries a farmer and has children. Jinny leads an active London social life, moving from one young man to another. The homosexual aesthete, Neville, is intensely private, with one close friend at a time. But it is not these external facts, the customary material of much fiction, which count in The Waves. In three earlier novels, Jacob’s Room (1922), Mrs Dalloway (1925) and To the Lighthouse (1927), Woolf had moved away from conventional patterns of plot, repudiating the importance which she claimed novelists such as Arnold Bennett and H. G. Wells had placed on material, rather than spiritual, existence, and claiming that the novel’s true task is the complex one of representing character. Here, she goes even further than previously in the direction of demonstrating that identity, rather than depending on the concrete circumstances of a person’s life, is primarily constructed from within, through an individual’s deployment of language.

It was very rarely Woolf’s habit to copy quotations from other authors into her diary, but, significantly, when planning The Waves, she extracted eight lines from an earlier work centrally concerned with the development of self-hood, Wordsworth’s Prelude:


The matter that detains us now may seem,

To many, neither dignified enough

Nor arduous, yet will not be scorned by them,

Who, looking inward, have observed the ties

That bind the perishable hours of life

Each to the other, & the curious props

By which the world of memory & thought

Exists & is sustained.3



In the novel, Woolf, like Wordsworth, is preoccupied with the particularizing details of language through which one establishes one’s own private sense of identity, internalizing aspects of the outer world. It is these details which distinguish her characters one from another, for the syntax of their sentences works in the opposite direction, reminding one that similarity and difference can coexist. Although each character’s self-presentation is introduced with the words ‘Susan said’, ‘Bernard said’, and so on, they do not manifest individualized conversational habits, and their utterances are soliloquies, self-presentations and self-justifications, rather than acts of communication with one another. All of the speakers in The Waves have certain set phrases or habits of thinking to which they return, carrying them through life like talismans. Thus the Australian, Louis, anxious to establish himself in a continuum of world history, puts forward an ancestral memory of having seen women carrying red pitchers to the bank of the Nile, having heard the sound of the great beast stamping. Jinny, preoccupied by her body, and its surface and sensations, peers at her reflection in windows and looking-glasses. Susan seeks fusion with the natural world, with trees and fields and wet grass. Bernard, the story-teller, the phrase-maker, lets words and sentences bubble up in his mind, but the fragile entity of the bubble is perpetually diminished by the way in which, simultaneously, he feels his soul gather to a drop and, when at its fullest, fall. Time, for Bernard, as for the other characters, is continually passing, and the self-definitions are always being proffered and tested against the awareness of flux.

It is through such verbal accretion, Woolf suggests, that identity establishes itself. ‘Stream of consciousness’, a term often loosely used of Woolf’s prose in this novel, is in fact inappropriate in its suggestion of a continuous flow. Instead, the image of waves, with their incessant, recurrent dips and crests, provides a far more helpful means of understanding Woolf’s representation of consciousness as something which is certainly fluid, but cyclical and repetitive, rather than linear. Additionally, since language is a shared medium, the novel dramatizes how identities themselves do not stand, ultimately, clear and distinct, but flow and merge into each other. The very act of questioning the purpose of life, the vacillation between sensations of stability and insecurity, is, for Woolf, something which links otherwise disparate individuals. More intimately than that, Louis is linguistically, and hence (in the terms of this novel) emotionally joined with Rhoda since both articulate their sense of fear in a savage world through images of tigers and jungles. Less expectedly, Bernard and Rhoda both speak of flinging out words and thoughts like fans of seed being broadcast on bare ploughland, which suggests that connections also exist between those who on the surface may appear dissimilar. Bernard’s long, final monologue even slides into a repetition of the language of the italicized interludes with its reference to sunrise on the sea-shore being like a girl raising her watery jewels, and to light penetrating the empty rooms of houses.

Of course, Woolf imposes more conspicuous structures than these to emphasize her theme of interconnectedness. All the monologues are bound together by references to Percival, the boy-idol, the future administrator of the British Empire, who dies, not in battle, as would befit the chivalric imagery which habitually surrounds him, but rather ignominiously and unnecessarily, in a fall from his horse. All have their language permeated by references to waves, to water, to light: a frame of reference which is also found in the impersonal interludes.

These interludes originally served both to give ‘a background – the sea; insensitive nature’4 and to give Woolf scope to comment on the art of the narrator, presenting the workings of a mind severed from the body: ‘old or young, man or woman – it matters not’.5 In a mystical vein, she announced in one of them: ‘I am the judge. I am the seer. I am the force that arranges. I am the thing in which all this exists. Certainly without me it would perish. I can give it order. I perceive what is about to happen’.6 Such self-conscious meditations are excised in the final version: they seem, perhaps, too personal in their proclamations of impersonality, too akin to Bernard’s ponderings on his own creative processes. Instead, the interludes offer fragments which catch up images that occur in the speeches of all the characters, whilst showing that language can create the illusion of a perceiving eye and recording mind which can take in more than any individual, travelling over sea and land, entering rooms like a shaft of light, noting the minutiae of steel blue leaves on the sea-holly, and suggesting vastness through the image of the air that mingles at the cliff’s edge, when currents that have brushed through forests meet those which ‘had been cooled in a thousand glassy hollows of mid-ocean’ (p. 181). While each of the characters is individualized, language here works to flatten out difference by indicating the continual oscillation of extremes and opposites which takes place in the world: between land and water, winter and summer, the interior of a room and the flight of a bird, the simultaneous presence of violence and beauty. The interludes indicate Woolf’s desire to present the world in terms of cohesion and unity, whatever the apparent variance of each person’s perception of life. They prepare one for the resolution which takes place in the penultimate paragraph of the novel, the end of Bernard’s long speech, where two pairs of opposites come together: life and death, the savage warrior with the spear and Percival’s colonialist India. This last pairing is telling, for in her aesthetic impulse towards unity Woolf, perhaps damagingly, underestimates the importance of acknowledging cultural differences, rather than subsuming them in an idealized wider overview.

The connection between life and death and the persistent watery presence, the references to unstable fluidity, in The Waves point to Woolf’s own preoccupations when she mulled over the composition of the novel. ‘Now is life very solid, or very shifting?’, she wrote in her diary at the beginning of 1929. ‘I am haunted by the two contradictions. This has gone on for ever: will last for ever; goes down to the bottom of the world – this moment I stand on. Also it is transitory, flying, diaphanous. I shall pass like a cloud on the waves’.7

Just as the characters establish their selves through their thought patterns, so Woolf, during the time that she was writing this novel, continually represented her own mental state by means of a figurative employment of waves and water which ebbs and flows throughout her own diary writings. Her mind is to be dived into (6 June 1927); ideas trickle in (18 June 1927); she experiences ‘the strength & vividness of feelings which suddenly break & foam away’ (20 September 1927); she is ‘pitched into my great lake of memory … The only way to keep afloat is by working’ (23 June 1929).8 A few months later, she records that her book is forming very slowly, ‘& what I want is not to write it, but to think it for two or three weeks say – to get into the same current of thought & let that submerge everything’.9

There was nothing new in this preoccupation with water. It goes back to Woolf’s earliest memories, where it is equated with contentment and plenitude, a recognition that a steady rhythm beats behind life:


If life has a base that it stands upon, if it is a bowl that one fills and fills and fills – then my bowl without a doubt stands upon this memory. It is of lying half asleep, half awake, in bed in the nursery at St Ives. It is of hearing the waves breaking, one, two, one, two, and sending a splash of water over the beach; and then breaking, one, two, one, two, behind a yellow blind. It is of hearing the blind draw its little acorn across the floor as the wind blew the blind out. It is of lying and hearing this splash and seeing this light, and feeling, it is almost impossible that I should be here; of feeling the purest ecstasy I can conceive.10



But water, for Woolf, does not always represent such security. The Voyage Out (1915), her first novel, not only includes the actual voyage to Santa Marina, but connects Rachel’s sinking into her fatal illness and delirious despair with being submerged beneath the surface of the waters. On the one day she regains proper consciousness, ‘she had come to the surface of the dark, sticky pool, and a wave seemed to bear her up and down with it’. A further set of resonances is offered in To the Lighthouse which concludes, on one level, with a journey across water, during which the young James appears to come to some form of reconciliation and understanding with his father, Mr Ramsay. On land, Lily resolves certain problems concerning memory and representation which allow her to complete a more metaphorical voyage of self-discovery. Cam, the enigmatic Ramsay daughter, similarly experiences a moment of revelation as she holds her hand deep in the water, and feels a fountain of joy at the sense of change, of escape, of adventure that travelling over the sea offers her.

As well as expansiveness, the sea offers, as in the case of The Voyage Out, the sense of unfathomable, potentially cruel and unpredictable depths. Depression invariably overcame Woolf after finishing a novel. It was during the immediate aftermath of completing To the Lighthouse that she experienced the sensations which, when verbalized, formed the immediate basis for The Waves:


Woke up perhaps at 3. Oh its beginning its coming – the horror – physically like a painful wave swelling about the heart – tossing me up. I’m unhappy unhappy! Down – God, I wish I were dead. Pause. But why am I feeling this? Let me watch the wave rise. I watch. Vanessa. Children. Failure. Yes; I detect that. Failure failure. (The wave rises). Oh they laughed at my taste in green paint! Wave crashes. I wish I were dead! I’ve only a few years to live I hope. I cant face this horror any more – (this is the wave spreading out over me).11



A fortnight later, after describing how she felt that she was currently submitting to ‘a plunge into deep waters’; that she was going ‘down into the well & nothing protects one from the assault of truth’,12 she added:


… some remarks to this, on the mystical side of this solitude; how it is not oneself but something in the universe that one’s left with. It is this that is frightening & exciting in the midst of my profound gloom, depression, boredom, whatever it is: One sees a fin passing far out … Life is, soberly & accurately, the oddest affair; has in it the essence of reality. I used to feel this as a child – couldn’t step across a puddle once I remember, for thinking, how strange – what am I? &c. But by writing I dont reach anything. All I mean to make is a note of a curious state of mind. I hazard the guess that it may be the impulse behind another book.13



In this entry lie, side by side, both Rhoda’s trepidation at life, her failure, her refusal to accept her identity in the material world, which is conveyed through her inability to cross a puddle, and Bernard’s vision of vaster, deeper waters, with their surface repeatedly troubled by the menace of the breaking fin.

From the time she began thinking about her new work, Woolf started to record her aim of writing ‘something mystic, spiritual’;14 ‘something abstract poetic’.15 For a while, she became as preoccupied with air as with water, thinking of her future piece of writing as ‘The Moths’, haunted by an episode which her sister Vanessa recounted in a letter from Cassis:


I sit with moths flying madly in circles round me & the lamp. You cannot imagine what its like. One night some creature tapped so loudly on the pane that Duncan/Grant/ said ‘Who is that?’ ‘Only a bat’ said Roger/Fry/ ‘or a bird’, but it wasn’t man or bird, but a huge moth – half a foot, literally, across. We had a terrible time with it. My maternal instinct which you deplore so much, wouldn’t let me leave it.



They dosed it with ether and chloroform in order to kill and set it: maternal instinct, in this case, did not mean saving the creature but repeating the moth and butterfly hunting habits of the Stephen parents. Vanessa notes that a second, perhaps a better specimen, had just flown up:


But though incredibly beautiful I suspect they’re common – perhaps Emperor moths. Still I know how one would have blamed one’s elders for not capturing such things at all costs so I suppose I must go through it all again. Then I remembered – didn’t Fabre try experiments with this same creature & attract all the males in the neighbourhood by shutting up one female in a room? – just what we have now done. So probably soon the house will be full of them.

However, you’ll only tell me its what comes of allowing instinct to play a part in personal relationships. What a lot I could say about the maternal instinct, but then also what a lot about Michael Angelo & Raphael. I wish you would write a book about the maternal instinct.16



Woolf does not directly incorporate this scene into the novel, although the imagery of moths, of beating wings and blind desire recurs spasmodically across the speeches of various characters. Nor, except in the case of Susan, does she write point-blank about maternity. But throughout the novel recur the themes of vulnerability and tenacity, of creativity and possessiveness, which underlie the issues raised by Vanessa in this letter.

The gestation of The Waves was one of the most prolonged of all Woolf’s novels, and she documented her sense of its development and progress with the close, concerned attention of someone monitoring a set of ‘symptoms’, as she herself called them. ‘I want to trace my own process’, she recorded.17 She began writing in July 1929, finished the first version on 10 April 1930; rewrote it from 1 May 1930 to 7 February 1931 (‘clearing, sharpening & making the good phrases shine. One wave after another’),18 and corrected this second version, typescript and proofs until the novel was published late in 1931. J. W. Graham’s meticulous edition of the different drafts documents the care with which Woolf reshaped it.19 Woolf was fascinated by the set of formal problems which she posed herself. She was writing a new kind of novel – if, indeed, novel was the right name for it. In a diary entry of 21 February 1927,20 we find her toying with ideas:


Why not invent a new kind of play – as for instance

Woman thinks: …

He does.

Organ Plays.

She writes.

They say:

She sings:

Night speaks:

I think it must be something in this line – though I cannot now see what. Away from facts: free; yet concentrated; prose yet poetry; a novel & a play.



But one genre came to dominate her thinking about the germinating text. ‘Something abstract poetic next time,’ she wrote in May 1928, having completed Orlando. Orlando, Woolf’s fantasy biography, her celebration of Vita Sackville-West which conflates gender differences in order to ridicule them, and which defies conventions of time in order to question traditional historiographical methods, was partly written by ‘way of an escapade after these serious poetic experimental books in which form is always so closely considered’.21 Yet it also, if slightly obliquely, helped to focus Woolf’s mind, as did A Room of One’s Own (1929), which grew out of lectures Woolf gave at Cambridge the previous year, on the question of the relationship between woman’s self-expression and her position within society. In its early stages, Woolf conceived of The Waves as the representation of ‘A mind thinking’; not a sexless, nor androgynous mind, but the mind of a woman: ‘But who is she? I am very anxious that she should have no name. I dont want a Lavinia or a Penelope: I want “She”’. Immediately she qualified herself: ‘But that becomes arty, Liberty, greenery yallery somehow: symbolic in loose robes’.22 If even the anonymous, mystical figure of a woman cannot exist for Woolf without bringing with her various cultural associations which cling to her very pronoun, it is unsurprising that direct reference to her gender is submerged.

But the presence of this ‘She’ remains, in Woolf’s choice of prose style. In an essay contemporary with the novel’s composition, ‘Women and Fiction’, Woolf wrote of the increased freedom in women’s social relations. She foresaw that this would mean two distinct developments for women as writers of fiction. On the one hand, their novels would ‘become more critical of society, and less analytical of individual lives’ – a step she was to take herself with The Years (1937) and Between the Acts (1941) – and on the other:


The greater impersonality of women’s lives will encourage the poetic spirit, and it is in poetry that women’s fiction is still weakest. It will lead them to be less absorbed in facts and no longer content to record with astonishing acuteness the minute details which fall under their own observation. They will look beyond the personal and political relationships to the wider questions which the poet tries to solve – of our destiny and the meaning of life.23



In praising the impersonality of poetry, as opposed to fiction, Woolf had an immediate authority in the critical writing of her friend T. S. Eliot (whom some have identified with the figure of Louis),24 who stated in ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’ (1917) that poetry ‘is not the expression of personality, but an escape from personality’, and that ‘the more perfect the artist, the more completely separate in him will be the man who suffers and the mind which creates’. But Woolf’s desire for impersonality should not be understood as her suggesting that it is time that women attempted to lift their game by adhering to the standards laid down by men. She is also, more immediately, following the advice ‘to think back through our mothers’ that she gave in A Room of One’s Own. For Woolf quotes, in an article of 1931 on Elizabeth Barrett Browning, the Victorian’s declaration that ‘my chief intention just now is the writing of a sort of novel-poem … running into the midst of our conventions’. This poem, Aurora Leigh, Woolf felt, showed people ‘wrestling with the problems of their own time, all brightened, intensified, and compacted by the fire of poetry’.25 It is clear that she saw in the practice of poetic principles, as she understood them, an opportunity to escape from suspicions about her own egoism and desire for praise.26 But above all it is the capacity of poetry to compress and intensify to which she returns in her diary, and which makes sense of the method which she attempts to develop in relation to The Waves. ‘The idea has come to me that what I want now to do is to saturate every atom. I mean to eliminate all waste, deadness, superfluity: to give the moment whole; whatever it includes’.27 Woolf does not seem to have defined poetry in formal terms concerned with versification, but to have equated it with a capacity to express intense feeling. It is in this sense that she uses the word in A Room of One’s Own when, after protesting against the clumsiness of male sentences, adapted to the ‘weight, the pace, the stride of a man’s mind’, she suggests that women writers will now come to provide ‘some new vehicle, not necessarily in verse, for the poetry in her. For it is the poetry that is still denied outlet’.

‘Poetry’ also meant for Woolf the incorporation of rhythm, of sound. She listened to late Beethoven sonatas when she was first contemplating the form which the novel should take. Close parallels between musical composition and The Waves may be made – the use of counterpoint; the taking up of a theme first by one instrument and then by another; the use of combinations of words (or sounds) for immediate emotional impact rather than for their referential capacities. Woolf might have been commenting on her own fictional method when she wrote in an essay of 1932 on ‘De Quincey’s Autobiography’ that:


If we try to analyse our sensations we shall find that we are worked upon as if by music – the senses are stirred rather than the brain. The rise and fall of the sentence immediately soothes us to a mood and removes us to a distance in which the near fades and detail is extinguished … The emotion is never stated; it is suggested and brought slowly by repeated images before us until it stays, in all its complexity, complete.28



It comes as no surprise to find that Woolf finally understood how to bring Bernard’s final soliloquy together when listening, again, to a Beethoven quartet. More specifically, ‘Could one not get the waves to be heard all through?’ she pondered,29 claiming a year later that ‘I am writing The Waves to a rhythm not to a plot … 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.’30

But what kind of rhythms do the waves beat out? In the finished text, they are described – by Neville in this instance – as falling into repetitive cadences: ‘Now begins to rise in me the familiar rhythm; words that have laid dormant now lift, now toss their crests, and fall and rise, and fall and rise again’ (p. 61). This ebb and flow parallels the intensity and lull in each of the characters’ lives: for each, with the possible exception of Rhoda, constantly living at a finely tuned pitch, alternates an acceptance of the ordinary and everyday with vivid flashes of memory or attempts to freeze their perceptions of the passing moment in singular, startling images. In Woolf’s first version, however, these waves of feeling were, right at the beginning of her draft, something else. They were linked, quite explicitly, to the rhythms of a woman’s body as she gives birth. ‘Many mothers, & before them many mothers, & again many mothers,’ she wrote:


have groaned, & fallen. Like one wave, succeeding another. Wave after wave, endlessly sinking & falling as far as the eye can stretch. And all these waves have been the prostrate forms of mothers, in their nightgowns, with the tumbled sheets around them holding up, with a groan, as they sink back into the sea.31



As Rachel Bowlby has noted, ‘throughout Woolf’s writing, artistic creation by women is figured as both a symbolic equivalent for mothering and something which is compatible with actual mothering.’32 So why should Woolf have submerged the direct equation of maternal and verbal creativity under the surface of The Waves, deleting these overt references to giving birth from the final version of the text?

Strange though it may seem to a later readership, to conceal the linkage between motherhood, continuity and creativity would have been, in the terms in which Woolf was thinking around this time, a gesture closely tied in with her developing formulation of the politics of gender. For as she makes clear in ‘Women and Fiction’, she deplored what she thought of as special pleading for one sex or the other, the privileging of femininity or for that matter masculinity. This ties in with the position which is articulated in A Room of One’s Own, that the ideal creative mind must be androgynous, containing elements of both the female and the male: it depends, again, on the sense that an ideal work of art must manifest what she calls ‘perfect integrity’, a formal, impersonal quality from which any hint of idiosyncratic bias must be banished. Given her hope that with a new generation of confident women writers ‘the novel will cease to be the dumping-ground for the personal emotions’,33 to have foregrounded the issue of motherhood would possibly also have been to have dwelt too overtly, so far as she was concerned, on thoughts which were pressing on her own mind. If one looks back to those two major source-moments for The Waves – the period of dejection following the completion of To the Lighthouse, and Vanessa’s letter concerning the moths – one finds the question of maternity figures prominently in both of them. But when she started work on the new novel, she had just written two works which were each, in their way, intensely personal; To the Lighthouse was a book which Woolf felt helped to lay the hovering ghosts of her parents’ personalities, Orlando was a celebration of Vita Sackville-West. It was time for her to move on, carrying into practice her beliefs about the direction women’s fiction should take, towards poetic impersonality.

But is The Waves, in fact, the impersonal text that these remarks might lead one to believe? After all, when wondering quite how she was going to begin the book, asking herself once again ‘What is it to be?’, wondering how to find some means of linking the little sketches that she was currently writing, she reflected: ‘Autobiography it might be called.’34 Rather than The Waves being a repudiation of the writer’s individuality, as Phyllis Rose implies when she asserts that all personal elements have been ‘thoroughly … erased from the work’,35 it is a novel in which Woolf seeks to convey, most intimately, a sense of herself. It is not autobiographical in the sense of a life history, as she was later to piece together significant reminiscences in ‘A Sketch of the Past’ and other pieces which have subsequently been collected in Moments of Being; but it is an examination of the workings of the creative mind in so far as they can be separated from the life history of the individual. Significantly, bearing the issue of maternity in mind, Woolf claimed, some months before starting work on the novel, that this was now a desire which she had put behind her:


Children playing: yes & interrupting me; yes & I have no children of my own; & Nessa has; & yet I don’t want them any more, since my ideas so possess me; & I detest more & more interruption; & the slow heaviness of physical life, & almost dislike peoples bodies, I think, as I grow older; & want always to cut that short, & get my utmost fill of the marrow, of the essence.36



In the long soliloquy with which Virginia Woolf brings The Waves to a conclusion, Bernard ponders the theme of his individuality. He locates the origins of this uniqueness in childhood, and in the varied responses to physicality which each of the children manifested. ‘We were all different,’ he recollects. ‘Louis was disgusted by the nature of human flesh; Rhoda by our cruelty; Susan could not share; Neville wanted order; Jinny love; and so on. We suffered terribly as we became separate bodies’ (p. 186). Bernard’s sense of his own body’s vulnerability and sensitivity to pain could be located in the memory of the piercing arrows of sensation which shot through him as Mrs Constable raised the sponge above her head and squeezed it: a moment which defined, for him, the distinction between that which was within, and that which was outside himself. Much of his adult existence is predicated on reformulating these divisions between self and other. In a city street, not only must he keep his body inviolate from the roaring threat of an omnibus, but he establishes other forms of assertion. ‘I am not part of the street – no, I observe the street. One splits off, therefore’ (p. 86). Yet in the end, he finds that he can be far less confident in his assertion of uniqueness. For when he looks back at his memories, he finds that they are composed of associations, of presences, in which others are undeniably present:


it is not one life that I look back upon; I am not one person; I am many people; I do not altogether know who I am – Jinny, Susan, Neville, Rhoda or Louis; or how to distinguish my life from theirs. (p. 212)



Woolf’s understanding of what her own fiction demands of her amounts to much the same thing. She makes an implicit denial, through her method of writing the novel, that the perceiving mind – the mind of the writer – operates in any consistent way. In composing the novel as a whole, she draws on different characteristics which are fragmented across the thought patterns of each of the six characters. Louis is the arranger, the organizer. Neville has a poetic precision in his choice of literary language, and is granted the capacity to articulate some of Woolf’s own ideas about the challenges impersonal poetry makes upon the reader, who needs a myriad eyes, like an outriding lamp on a boat out at sea on a rough night; who needs patience, the desire to make an effort of understanding, and acceptance. Susan is associated with fecundity, with motherhood as a form of creativity. Rhoda inhabits the shadowy world of the imagination: we have already seen how her metaphysical crisis brought on by the inability to cross a puddle sprung from Woolf’s memory of her past insecurities. And Bernard is, self-proclaimingly, a teller of narratives, although lacking the decisiveness to bring his phrases together into finished form. Moreover, he is sustainedly articulate on the subject of multiple identity, announcing at the beginning of the Cambridge section that ‘I am not one and simple, but complex and many’ (p. 56). These divergent elements which make up the individual voices in The Waves are like the components of a tidal sea: the same molecules, in constant process of rearrangement, directed, like waves, by forces beyond themselves, ‘bound by the power of some inner compulsion’ (p. 28), as Louis puts it. Or, as Woolf herself explained to G. L. Dickinson, just after the publication of the novel:


… I did mean that in some vague way we are the same person, and not separate people. The six characters were supposed to be one. I’m getting old myself – I shall be fifty next year; and I come to feel more and more how difficult it is to collect oneself into one Virginia; even though the special Virginia in whose body I live for the moment is violently susceptible to all sorts of separate feelings.37



The Waves exhibits Woolf’s fascination with the relationship between self and body. At one level, the idea of the body represents an imaginary wholeness of being, which we spend our lives trying to reach, even to re-enter.38 Thus Bernard looks back to the dinner at Hampton Court, believing that the companionship of each other reminded those present of choices in life that they had not taken: ‘We saw for a moment laid out among us the body of the complete human being whom we have failed to be, but at the same time, cannot forget’ (p. 213). But then, as befits writing about something which is seventy per cent water, Woolf never suggests that the body is a stable entity. Rather than looking at bodies from the outside, as objects to admire (with the exception of the physique of the absent Percival) or to criticize, Woolf is concerned with representing subjective notions about the body.

Throughout the novel, differing modes of self-awareness concerning bodies – both one’s own and other people’s – form one of Woolf’s prime means of distinguishing one character from another for the reader, just as they are among the convenient forms of shorthand which each character employs in order to recognize and set down his or her own concept of personal identity. But if one accepts Woolf’s position that The Waves represents the thought processes of a composite yet single mind, then one sees that she is making the point that one’s reactions and responses towards one’s own body are in a constant state of flux and rearrangement. Not even Jinny, who can claim ‘My imagination is the body’s’ (p. 169), can take continual comfort from recognition of its material being, since one’s perceptions of the container one both is, and inhabits, are shown to shift. The very distinction between body and mind is thus thrown into question. The sense of the self is assailed from within and without: from the chaos of the world outside, and by the mixture of fluids within.

This can be seen particularly clearly in the case of Neville, who tries to retain a highly poised, neat image of himself. He feels a mixture of fear and exultation as he nears London, as his own heart goes out to meet the metaphorical heart of the bustling city. He characterizes the tumult outside the station as being ‘like the surge of the sea’ pressing in upon him, against which ‘my sense of self almost perishes’ (p. 53). His apprehension about the waves of urban life seems linked to the barely disguised disgust with sexuality which he expressed when younger, hating ‘dangling things; … dampish things … wandering and mixing things together’, despite the ease with which, at an adoring distance, he could contemplate Percival lying ‘naked, tumbled, hot, on his bed’. His house, indeed, enables him to reach equilibrium: it is a space which he can arrange, control, as he derived satisfaction from mastering the rigours of Latin and Greek grammar, or, for that matter, deftly manipulating poetic form. Percival’s death breaks this containment. As Neville implores pain to bury its fangs into his flesh, to tear him asunder, he suggests the inextricability of grief and pain. Subsequently, although he may claim that he is ‘neat as a cat in my habits’, slipping paper knives neatly through the pages of novels, tying up packets of letters with green silk, his environment is never inviolable, his intense relationship with a younger man is shot through with the fear of parting. Sex, like death, or rather, the thought of death, has the capacity, for Neville, to remove distinctions between mental and physical sensations:


… not to talk. To follow the dark paths of the mind and enter the past, to visit books, to brush aside their branches and break off some fruit. And you take it and marvel, as I take the careless movements of your body and marvel at its ease, its power – how you fling open windows and are dexterous with your hands. For alas! my mind is a little impeded, it soon tires; I fall damp, perhaps disgusting, at the goal. (p. 137)



Jinny (the character to whom Woolf gives her father’s pet name for herself) is, on the other hand, confident of the power of her body. It acts as a sexual magnet, a centripetal force. Indeed, often compared to fire, she is the echo in the text of the candle flame or lamp around which moths fatally flutter. She enters happily into ‘a great society of bodies’, partly because ‘my body lives a life of its own’, expressing grace and allure, whilst at the same time she retains control over it: ‘I open my body, I shut my body at my will’ (p. 47). But despite this attractiveness and confidence, time brings vulnerability. Although when young she is as anxious to see as much of her narrow, rippling body as is possible in the looking-glass, when, much later, she catches sight of her reflection unawares in the tube station, she sees herself solitary, shrunk and aged, a little animal, whimpering, sucking her flanks in and out with fear. Even Jinny needs effort of mind to prepare herself to see the identity she wishes to have reflected back to her. Mirrors need not tell the truth, when one is in command of one’s powers of perception: they reflect back, Woolf suggests, what one sets out to see.

Susan’s confidence in her body is of a different kind. Bernard’s remark that ‘Susan could not share’ seems superficially strange, in the light of the stress that falls on her maternity. Susan is the most conspicuous trace in the novel of Vanessa Bell’s wish that Woolf would write a novel about the maternal instinct. But although outsiders, like Louis, might choose to see her, stitching quietly under a lamp, as a secure mother-figure, her maternity is distinguished by a jealous ‘unscrupulous’ protectiveness, fighting for her children’s survival. Nor does she see her child-bearing body as characterized by the rhythmic pulsations of waves, but in uglier terms: ‘I shall be sullen, storm-tinted and all one purple. I shall be debased and hide-bound by the bestial and beautiful passion of maternity’ (p. 99). Sharing involves the acknowledgement of others’ needs, and therefore of separateness, whilst Susan’s mode of existence is merging with natural forms. ‘I cannot be divided, or kept apart’ from field, barn, trees, the seasons, the breeding, pollinating agricultural world. She fantasizes, as a child, of becoming a wild woman of the woods with matted hair, eating nuts, peering for eggs through the brambles, sleeping in hedges. As a child, too, her sense of language is elemental. She is ‘tied down with single words’ whilst Bernard and the others soar away, weaving words into phrases; as an adult, too, she complains, ‘I do not understand phrases … The only sayings I understand are cries of love, hate, rage and pain’ (p. 98). For a while, her lack of communication with other humans leads to her own dissatisfaction to the point where she complains, ‘I am sick of the body’; but for this is eventually substituted a more confident vision, paralleled by her own appreciation of her workmanlike, healthy body, in which she subdues, scathingly, ‘the silver-grey flickering moth-wing quiver of words’ offered by the men at Hampton Court. By contrast, she sees ‘life in blocks, substantial, huge’ (p. 165). In all of this, Woolf makes analogies between the sense of one’s body and the use of language. When one is most conscious of one’s body’s materiality, one is least likely to use words figuratively or speculatively.

This point is borne out, too, in relation to Louis. He, rather like Susan, is anxious to establish some kind of organic connection between himself and England, speaking of his sense of his roots going down and down into the earth under him. Conscious of his outsider status, he wants to feel his individuality swamped, wishes ‘to feel close over me the protective waves of the ordinary’ (p. 70). The language in which he frames his business life is similarly characterized by remoteness and formality: an ‘arch and ironical manner in which I hope to distract you from my shivering, my tender, and infinitely young and unprotected soul’ (p. 168). But like Rhoda, his lover, he is capable of a sensation of disembodiment: without firm roots, his ‘body passes vagrant as a bird’s shadow’ (p. 48). Whilst Neville’s house is an extension of his desire for control, Louis’s garret is a room which does not enclose, like an extra skin round the body, but allows him to meditate in his solitude, on the cruelty which lies beneath the surface of things, as he stares out over the chimney-pots. He conceives this cruelty both in historical terms, sharing a vocabulary of torture and inquisition with Rhoda, and in terms of his own personality. Rather than lying passively under the waves, he is as an octopus, a sea monster: ‘like some vast sucker, some glutinous, some adhesive, some insatiable mouth’ (p. 154), greedy both to understand life, and to achieve continuity and permanence within it.

Perhaps the most problematical of all the characters in respect to the life of the body is Rhoda herself, who, as Louis remarks early on, ‘has no body as the others have’ (p. 15). As the young Wordsworth once reached out to touch a wall or tree in order to assure himself of the materiality of the world and hence confirm his own existence, so Rhoda needs at times to touch the firm rail at the end of the bed, or to try to keep the chest of drawers firmly within her gaze in order to stop herself sinking beneath waves of panic. At other moments she is willing to see herself as translucent, like a leaf with the light shining through it (an image, incidentally, which was one of Woolf’s own touchstones of beauty), or even to figure herself as a deep stream, a ‘porous body’, undifferentiated from the flow of life. At school, she ducks away from seeing her reflection in the glass: ‘I have no face,’ she wishes to believe. Entering a room, even as an adult, she tries to efface herself, hiding behind a waiter, a pillar, ‘so as to put off as long as possible the shock of recognition’ (p. 90). Committing suicide, Rhoda succeeds, finally, in carrying out the ultimate in self-effacement. Throughout her life, her language slides quickly away from surfaces: everyday life is made strange by her habit of thinking in similes and through associative patterns.

Bernard himself is the least prone, of all the characters, to speak of his body. Indeed, he shows throughout a mistrust of the acknowledgement of the separateness that speaking of the body brings with it. He accuses Louis and Neville for feeling ‘the presence of other people as a separating wall … I do not believe in separation. We are not single’ (pp. 49–50). Moreover, he lays claim to a sort of democratic social ease which none of the others possesses, a side-product (like his enjoyment, without over indulgence, of eating and drinking) of his comfortable acceptance of the human form: ‘I like the copious, shapeless, warm, not so very clever, but extremely easy and rather coarse aspect of things; the talk of men in clubs and public-houses, of miners half naked in drawers’ (p. 189).

But it would be wrong to suggest that Bernard is not, in his way, concerned with containment. He recognizes the fact that self-confidence initially springs from one’s ability to grow a hard shell around oneself, like a snail, against which ‘sensations tap their beaks in vain’ (p. 196). His habit of looking up at doors opening and shutting, noting how new people entering a room alter the composition and feel of the scene, is a further reminder that boundaries of all kinds are continually broken down and reconstituted. Above all, the terms in which he speaks of his habit of phrase-making – blowing smoke rings, forming bubbles – suggest that the patterns of language which one employs to contain thoughts and perceptions are themselves fragile, evanescent, transient. These phrases ‘require some final refrigeration which I cannot give them, dabbling always in warm soluble words’ (p. 50); the form, perhaps, which can be given by their incorporation into the novel as a wider whole. Only at the end of his life, when his sense of separate selfhood deserts him, does he start to feel hairy and ape-like, gobbling and belching, surrounded by sordidness and corruption. Thinking back to Percival’s death, he is struck, like Neville earlier, by the inadequacy of language to express pain. Just as a body is torn apart – ‘flesh being gashed and blood spurting’ – so language needs its ‘cries, cracks, fissures’ to convey that which disrupts material existence. The same problem confronts him as he faces death:


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 pick up some scrap of bright wool, a feather, or a shred of chintz. I need a howl; a cry. (p. 227)



Death, in these terms, is seen as a return to infancy, to the undifferentiated body. It also, inevitably, ultimately means silence.

One can interpret the preoccupations of the characters with their bodies as concern about their identity, and about the capacity of their language to express it. Threats from the outside are expressed in terms of gaps and fissures, either within the imagery of the text, or in the pauses and discontinuities between the soliloquies themselves. This interpretation is consonant with Woolf’s ‘instinctive notion (it will not bear arguing about; it is irrational)’ expressed in ‘A Sketch of the Past’: ‘the sensation that we are all sealed vessels afloat on what it is convenient to call reality; and at some moments, the sealing matter cracks.’

Woolf’s concern with childbearing, and with those intimate bodily functions which accompany maternity, acted as a catalyst for her expression of far more wide-reaching disquiet over the unsolvable paradoxes set up by acknowledging the body’s capacity for containment, and the power of the mind to break down the fragile, but necessary, and self-protective sense of a shell which individuals build around themselves. But more than her anxieties about the personalized body is left submerged beneath the surface of The Waves. What she evades, conspicuously, are the broader implications of a body’s existence: its place within society. Of all Woolf’s novels, The Waves
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