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    VIRGINIA WOOLF


    ENGLISH WRITER


    
      	Born in London in 1882.


      	Died in Rodmell (Lewes, East Sussex) in 1941.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	Mrs Dalloway (1925), novel


          	To the Lighthouse (1927), novel


          	The Waves (1931), novel

        

      

    


    Virginia Woolf was a novelist, short-story writer, essayist, and publisher. She is a key figure in 20th-century literature and is particularly recognised as a modernist and feminist author. A daughter of a prominent man of letters, Leslie Stephen (1832-1904), she was always a voracious reader. After the deaths of her mother and step-sister, soon followed by her father and brother, her adolescent traumas left her prone to mental breakdowns and hearing voices. With her sister Vanessa Bell (painter, 1879-1961), she gathered bohemian intellectuals to form the Bloomsbury Group. The Hogarth Press, which she and her husband Leonard Woolf (1880-1969) founded in 1917, published emerging, innovative writers. Her own writing – especially from her third novel, Jacob’s Room (1922), onwards – is noted for its lyrical, impressionistic, and experimental style, departing from objective realism and continuously exploring fresh ways of expressing the inner lives of individuals. She also wrote the influential feminist treatises A Room of One’s Own (1929) and Three Guineas (1938). Fearing another onset of mental illness, she drowned herself in the River Ouse near her home in 1941.

  


  
    BETWEEN THE ACTS


    A NOVEL THAT UNFOLDS WITH THE PERFORMANCE OF A PAGEANT


    
      	Genre: novel (also described as a drama-novel)


      	Reference edition: Woolf, V. (2000) Between the Acts. London: Penguin Books.


      	1st edition: 1941


      	Themes: history, violence, human nature, love and hate, illusion and belief, war and imperialism, Englishness

    


    Between the Acts is Virginia Woolf’s last novel, published by her husband Leonard after her suicide on 28March 1941. First conceived in April 1938, the novel is set on one afternoon in mid-June 1939, only six weeks before the start of the Second World War. Ostensibly, it depicts the staging of a pageant at the Olivers’ country house, which precipitates manifold dramas of passion among the audience and the play’s director herself. The ominous shadow of war and death haunts the work, but it is a novel that disperses its attention on many themes, while preserving the intensity of its revelations. It dwells on the continuity between the primeval and the present, the savage and the human; the violence and universal impulse of lust; the communal experiences of ritual and suffering; the parts people play and their “unacted part”; and the blurred distinction between reality and fiction. Between the comical, even absurd satire of British imperialism and the class-ridden society of the English village, the novel explores questions at the heart of human consciousness.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    BEFORE THE ACTS: THE CHARACTERS MEET


    One evening in June, at Pointz Hall, Mr. Oliver (Bart) is talking to his guests, Mr. and Mrs. Haines, about the county council’s plans to build a cesspool. Isa, Bart’s daughter-in-law, enters in a dressing gown. There is a moment of intimacy between Mr. Haines and Isa, even though they do not exchange any words, and he had only handed her a racquet at a tennis party.


    The next morning, preparations for the pageant are taking place. Mrs. Lucy Swithin, Bart’s widowed sister, reads an Outline of History in the early hours. While little George, Isa’s son, is absorbed in a flower, Bart jumps out from behind a tree like a monster and “destroyed the little boy’s world” (p.120). Isa ponders over being in love with Rupert Haines. In the library, Bart complains to Isa that George is a coward. Isa, who is part of the “Book-shy” and “gun-shy” generation (p.14), reads the newspaper as a book; just as she is reading about how guardsmen raped a young girl, and how she screamed and hit the trooper’s face, Mrs. Swithin enters with a hammer and nails. She had been putting up a placard on the Barn. Bart and Lucy exchange the same remarks about whether it will rain that they have repeated every year for the last seven years. They have a mild quarrel about religion, for Lucy’s readiness to pray baffles him.


    Mrs. Manresa suddenly appears on the scene with William Dodge, practically inviting herself to lunch. They are joined by Isa’s husband Giles, who has just returned from London. As they talk of sundry matters, including the lily pond in the garden where a lady had drowned herself for love, Mrs. Manresa fixes her desire on Giles, and Giles silently but viciously judges William for being homosexual. Isa catches this, but she thinks: “Why judge each other? Do we know each other? Not here, not now” (p.39). Mrs. Swithin takes William on a tour around the house. As the breeze lollops through the corridors, he tells her his first name, and they form a momentary, unexpected friendship. Silently, he confesses to her about his painful existence, and that she has “healed” him (p.46). As people begin to arrive for the pageant, they hurry back to the garden.


    DURING THE ACTS: THE DRAMA THICKENS


    The pageant takes off unevenly, with the gramophone getting stuck – “Chuff, chuff, chuff” (p.48) – and the little girl playing young England in the prologue forgetting her lines. When the villagers sing the chorus, half of their words are inaudible, blown away by the wind. The pageant slowly makes its way through English history (eventually encompassing three queens, Elizabeth, Anne, and Victoria), in a motley pastiche, a medley of scattered episodes. Isa thinks, “There were only two emotions: love; and hate. There was no need to puzzle out the plot” (p.56).


    The characters’ passions are interwoven between the acts. Isa keeps looking around for Rupert Haines. Walking alone, Giles finds a snake struggling to swallow a toad, and he stamps on it in disgust. Mrs. Manresa continues her game as the “Queen,” and Giles her “surly hero” (p.58); she even admires his bloodstained shoes as a sign of valour. Isa continues to ignore Giles and takes William to the greenhouse; she can talk to him freely, for she senses that she has “nothing to fear, nothing to hope” from him (p.69).


    Snippets of conversation are heard in the crowd: questions like “D’you believe what the papers say?” (p.64) and “D’you think people change? Their clothes, of course… But I meant ourselves…” (p.73), interspersed with gossip about the royal family and the neighbours.


    The pageant proceeds in the style of a Restoration comedy, in which an old aunt plots to marry her own lover to her orphaned niece, and so lay her hands on her niece’s inheritance. The niece is madly in love with a young man. Miss La Trobe, the director of the pageant, “glowed with glory” when a voice from the audience exclaims, “All that fuss about nothing!” (p.84), since this is what she wanted them to see. When the wind makes the actors inaudible and the stage becomes empty, however, she almost gives up continuing the emotion: “Illusion had failed” (ibid.). But suddenly, the cows bellow, filling the “whole world” with “dumb yearning”: the “primeval voice sounding loud in the ear of the present moment” (p.85).


    As the actors prepare for the Victorian age, Giles invites Mrs. Manresa to the greenhouse. Mrs. Swithin pops her head through the bushes to congratulate Miss La Trobe, for the pageant has stirred the “unacted part” in her (p.92).


    In a sequence of history that pointedly leaves out the British Army, the Victorian period is introduced by a London police officer directing traffic, who imperiously takes pride in “Purity,” “prosperity,” and “respectability,” as “our watchword”; the “price of the Empire,” he claims, is “the white man’s burden” (p.97). In another sketch, a young man and woman dream of becoming missionaries in Africa: to help “the heathen” by converting them (p.99). Her mother’s biggest concern is finding a suitable husband for her; her father clasps a fossil and calls on them to pray.


    Then nothing whatever happens on stage: only the maddening tick of the gramophone. Just as Miss La Trobe’s experiment to expose the audience seems to fail, there is a sudden, brief rainfall: “Down it poured like all the people in the world weeping” (p.107). The conclusion, representing the Present Day, subverts the conventions of an Empire Day pageant. Instead of the patriotic Grand Ensemble, actors dance around the stage holding miscellaneous bright objects to reflect “Ourselves” (p.109). The mirrors catch pieces of the audience, fleeting and distorted. Everyone shifts uncomfortably, shocked by how the stage shows them up – except for Mrs. Manresa, who simply uses the opportunity to reapply her make-up, unashamed of her identity. A voice – “megaphonic, anonymous” – comes from the bushes, asserting that “we’re all the same,” and that what “we call, perhaps miscall, civilization” is built by “orts, scraps and fragments like ourselves” (p.111). The pageant ends with the gramophone’s profound, unifying notes.


    Mr. Streatfield, the local clergyman, sums it up in his own words: “We act different parts, but are the same” (p.114). Although aeroplanes passing overhead in battle formation interrupt his speech, he asks for donations for illuminating the village church. The audience witness beauty in all the actors, bathed in the evening light, and applaud.


    AFTER THE ACTS: THE STORY CONTINUES


    As the audience disperse, fragmented conversations are heard, all the voices mingled together. They puzzle over the pageant’s meaning, hanging onto Mr. Streatfield’s interpretation – but their talk slips back and forth between deeper questions, workaday gossip, and scrappy trifles.


    Lucy muses by the lily pool; looking at the fish that come to the surface, she retrieves “some glint of faith” and “glory in ourselves” (p.121). William finds her just to thank her, even though she has forgotten his name. He departs with Mrs. Manresa, who is attended by Giles until the very end.


    Alone again, glory possesses Miss La Trobe for one moment – but in the next, she despairs that her “gift” to the world meant “nothing,” and would merely join the other plays, forgotten (p.124). She goes to drink at a public house. Dreaming of the opening scene of another play, she hears the first words.


    At Pointz Hall, the Olivers each ponder over the now “vanishing play” (p.127). No one comes to a conclusion. Mrs. Swithin picks up her reading again and imagines “Prehistoric man,” “half-human, half-ape,” in the swamp of England (p.129). When the elders leave the room, “enmity” and “love” are bared between Giles and Isa (ibid.). They will fight and then embrace, and from this embrace a new life might be born. In the novel’s last sentence, they address each other for the first time, though the words are not given: “the curtain rose. They spoke” (p.130).

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    BARTHOLOMEW (BART) OLIVER


    Mr. Oliver is an old man – tall, bald, and retired from the Indian Civil Service – who is given to reminiscing about his military days. With a bawl, he can make Sohrab the Afghan hound obey him. An irreverent man, he contrasts sharply with the gullible, devout Lucy. Like his son, he is charmed by Mrs. Manresa. The Olivers are a relatively new family in the country; Pointz Hall, a homely “middle-sized house,” has belonged to them for “Only something over a hundred and twenty years” (p.7).


    GILES OLIVER


    Bart’s son Giles is a discontented stockbroker working in a London office. He used to be “furiously in love” with Isa (p.30), whom he met while fishing in Scotland, but regrets the course his life has taken after their marriage, for he was forced to become the breadwinner. Had he been given the choice, he would have been a farmer. He loves his father but is critical of his aunt Lucy. He is the only character who always has in mind the threat of war and the atrocities occurring in the continent. Mrs. Manresa is drawn to his “fierce, untamed” expression (p.31), and William sees him as “muscular,” “Hirsute, handsome, virile, the young man in blue jacket and brass buttons” (p.65). He has had more than one affair in the past, and his relationship with Isa is strained.


    ISABELLA (ISA) OLIVER


    Isa is Giles’s wife, 39 years old, with two children: George, a three-year-old boy, and Caro, a baby girl. She has “glass green eyes” (p.64), a “thick tangle of hair,” and a “rather heavy, yet handsome, face” (p.11). An “Abortive” (p.12) woman, she never seizes what she desires. She does not like her figure – “Thick of waist, large of limb, and, save for her hair, fashionable in the tight modern way” (ibid.) – which makes her look what she is: the daughter of Sir Richard O’Neil, descended from the Kings of Ireland. But her disposition is romantic: she is in love with Rupert Haines, mutters rhymes to herself, and secretly writes poetry in a “book bound like an account book” (ibid.), so that Giles does not suspect her. She “loathed the domestic, the possessive; the maternal” (p.14); yet pride and affection stir in her only when she thinks of Giles in terms of a cliché, as the “father of my children” (p.31).


    LUCY SWITHIN (NÉE OLIVER)


    Mrs. Swithin is Bart’s sister, who is the widow of a squire from an ancient family, with two children (in Canada and in Birmingham). She has a “high nose, thin cheeks, a ring on her finger and the usual trappings of rather shabby but gallant old age,” which include “a cross gleaming gold on her breast” (p.9). She is a faithful Christian, docile, mild, and somewhat absent-minded, often musing on the primeval earth of her favourite reading, an Outline of History. With her “wisp of white hair flying, knobbed shoes […] and black stockings wrinkled over the ankles,” the young villagers laugh at her (albeit with respect) as “Old Flimsy” (p.19). Her name


    MRS. MANRESA


    

    WILLIAM DODGE


    

    MISS LA TROBE


    

    RUPERT HAINES


    

    BOND


    

    THE VILLAGERS AND THE OLIVERS’ SERVANTS


    

    

    THE AUDIENCE
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