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VIRGINIA WOOLF was born in London in 1882, the daughter of the editor and critic Leslie Stephen and Julia Stephen, a philanthropist and model for the Pre-Raphaelites. She suffered a traumatic adolescence after the deaths of her mother, in 1895, and her step-sister Stella, in 1897, leaving her subject to breakdowns for the rest of her life. Her father died in 1904 and two years later her favourite brother Thoby died suddenly of typhoid. With her sister, the painter Vanessa Bell, she was drawn into the company of writers and artists such as Lytton Strachey and Roger Fry, later known as the Bloomsbury Group. Among them she met Leonard Woolf, whom she married in 1912, and together they founded the Hogarth Press in 1917, which was to publish the work of T. S. Eliot, E. M. Forster and Katherine Mansfield as well as the earliest translations of Freud. Woolf lived an energetic life among friends and family, reviewing and writing, and dividing her time between London and the Sussex Downs. In 1941, fearing another attack of mental illness, she drowned herself in the River Ouse.

Her first novel, The Voyage Out, appeared in 1915, and she then worked through the transitional Night and Day (1919) to the highly experimental and impressionistic Jacob’s Room (1922). From then on her fiction became a series of brilliant and extraordinarily varied experiments, each one searching for a fresh way of presenting the relationship between individual lives and the forces of society and history. She was particularly concerned with women’s experience, not only in her novels but also in her essays and her two books of feminist polemic, A Room of One’s Own (1929) and Three Guineas (1938). Her major novels include Mrs Dalloway (1925), To the Lighthouse (1927), the historical fantasy Orlando (1928), written for Vita Sackville-West, the extraordinary poetic vision of The Waves (1931), the family saga of The Years (1937), and Between the Acts (1941).
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Introduction

In 1961, when I first read Mrs. Dalloway as a student at Bryn Mawr College, Virginia Woolf’s place in twentieth-century fiction was still under-estimated and her feminist concerns were largely unrecognized. My lecture notes begin: ‘March 8: Virginia Woolf. More limited intellectually than James Joyce. Interested in the moment and in certain philosophic theories of time. In Mrs. Dalloway we are immediately confronted with Clarissa and must face haunting questions concerning her. Has she made the right decisions in life? Is she a support to her husband?’ Clearly these ladylike questions were the ones our professor believed should haunt respectable young women thinking about their own decisions in life.

Woolf’s literary standing has changed drastically over the past thirty years, but the character of Clarissa Dalloway remains puzzling.1 As Margaret Drabble has pointed out, like her predecessors Jane Austen and George Eliot, Woolf ‘chose on the whole to describe women less gifted, intellectually less audacious, more conventional than herself.’2 Indeed, in writing her fourth novel, at a moment that marked her own sense of artistic independence and maturity, Woolf chose as her heroine a London society lady whom even she thought ‘too glittering & tinsely.’3 Woolf’s contemporaries found Clarissa class-bound and slight.

Furthermore, Mrs. Dalloway demands our judgment of its heroine from the moment we encounter its eponymous title. By her emphatic use of ‘Mrs.’, Woolf draws our attention to the way in which the central woman character is socially defined by her marriage and masked by her marital signature. Walking in London, Clarissa Parry Dalloway experiences ‘the oddest sense of being herself invisible; unseen; unknown … this being Mrs. Dalloway; not even Clarissa any more; this being Mrs. Richard Dalloway’ (p. 11). Woolf was well aware that, as feminist theory now puts it, ‘the name of the husband is one of the strongest insignia of patriarchal power.’4 Is Mrs. Dalloway a sad example of the way women have been rendered invisible by the state and the law; or is she perhaps rather a defiant figure who offers a critique of patriarchal power? Critics have strongly disagreed in the way they see Clarissa. At one extreme, the novelist Paul Bailey argues that ‘at her most interesting she is a snobbish, vain, repressed lesbian who has dabbled in culture, but for the greater part of the novel she is only a shadow, poetically enshrined.’5 At the opposite extreme, the feminist critics Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar describe her as ‘a kind of queen’ who ‘with a divine grace … regenerates the post-war world.’6

Yet a contemporary feminist reading which would substitute a liberated Ms. Dalloway for Woolf’s ambiguous heroine, or would make Clarissa a priestess or goddess, seems to miss the point as well. Woolf’s deliberately realistic title places Mrs. Dalloway in sharp contrast to James Joyce’s mythically titled and structured Ulysses which she was reading when she began her own novel. Clarissa is not Penelope or Athena, but rather an ordinary woman on an ordinary day. Indeed, what is so moving and profound about the book is the way Woolf sees behind people’s social masks to their deepest human concerns, without elevating them to the level of myth. Virtually all the characters in the novel have failed to live up to their early dreams and ambitions. Clarissa fears that her life has been superficial and passionless. Richard Dalloway has not succeeded in politics as he had hoped. Peter Walsh, a Socialist and would-be writer, has not fulfilled any of his literary ambitions. The most rebellious character, the ‘wild, the daring, the romantic’ Sally Seton has married a bald manufacturer from Manchester. The intellectual Doris Kilman has become an embittered religious fanatic. Septimus Smith, who had dreamed of being a poet, suffers from an inability to love. Yet the meaning of each life is larger, more diffuse, and less predictable than these simple statements will allow. Clarissa will not label people as successes or failures, or say ‘of any one in the world now that they were this or were that’ (p. 8).

Like Ulysses, Mrs. Dalloway takes place on a single day, Wednesday, 13 June 1923.7 It follows the heroine from early morning through to night of a London day on which she gives a large formal party. Although she has just turned fifty-two, Clarissa’s mind keeps returning to the past, to another June day in 1889 when she was eighteen, and involved in an adolescent romance with Peter Walsh. She is obsessed with these memories, and with her decision not to marry him, in part because Walsh is due to return to London after a long absence in India, and in part because her own daughter Elizabeth is turning eighteen. Thus the female life cycle of sexual flowering and marital decision is about to repeat itself in another generation. At the beginning of the novel, Clarissa is convinced that the drama of her own life has come to an end; ‘the five acts of a play … were now over’ (p. 51). As a woman who has come to the end of her childbearing years, Clarissa finds herself constantly aware of mortality and loss. But by the novel’s end, she has come, if only fleetingly, to accept the loss of the ‘triumphs of youth’ and to face the next stage of her life.

Woolf contrasts Clarissa’s meditations on ageing and death with those of Peter Walsh. Walsh is six months older than Clarissa; indeed, when he comes to see her, the young maid Lucy perceives him as ‘elderly’ (p. 43). But as a man he responds to ageing very differently, with a defiant attempt to recapture his sense of youth and virility in a romance with a married woman in India, a woman young enough to be his daughter. Constantly fiddling with the pocket-knife which symbolizes his masculinity, Walsh fantasizes about sexual adventures, and even follows women in the streets. His sense of the social changes in England since the war is primarily sexual – the newspapers are freer in their language, women use make-up in public, and couples are seen embracing. While women relive their lives vicariously through their daughters, men have the chance to renew their lives through action; if women, as Walsh muses, seem to live more in the past, it is because their lives are more bounded and determined by choices made early in youth. Yet Walsh is more deeply scarred by Clarissa’s rejection than he wants to admit, and surely more deeply affected by the past than she has been. Behind his mask of masculine bravado is an immature man who cannot reconcile his alleged ideals with his real feelings and acts.

Woolf merges these narratives with a more sensational story: the suicide of a disturbed young war veteran, Septimus Warren Smith. His day, juxtaposed with that of Clarissa and her friends, intersects with it at the party when she hears of his death. Septimus bears much of the novel’s weight of social consciousness, and is the vehicle through which Woolf explored some of the meaning of her own bouts of psychosis which corresponded with the war years 1914–18. Through Septimus, and through the character of Doris Kilman, Woolf also considers the nature of fanaticism, both in its mad form of hallucination and delusions of grandeur, and in its socially approved manifestations as Proportion and Conversion.

In planning the novel, Woolf had wished ‘to criticise the social system, & to show it at work, at its most intense.’8 Five years have passed since the Armistice, and Peter Walsh, returning for the first time since the war, is struck by the changes. ‘People looked different. Newspapers seemed different.’ There are major changes in English society as well. Alex Zwerdling has argued that indeed Mrs. Dalloway is a ‘sharply critical’ examination of the ‘governing class’ at the turning-point of its power. In 1923, there were two Conservative Prime Ministers – Bonar Law, who resigned because of ill health, and Stanley Baldwin, who succeeded him in May – but in January 1924 the party was voted out, and Ramsay MacDonald would become the first Labour Prime Minister. Clarissa’s class ‘is living on borrowed time. Its values … are under attack … the empire was crumbling fast.’9 Mrs. Dalloway thus deals on several levels with people’s ability to cope with change – Clarissa’s experience of the ‘change of life’; the change from war to peace; the inevitable changes in the class system and the family wrought by the passage of time.

Mrs. Dalloway also represents Virginia Woolf’s farewell to the dreams of youth, and the beginning of her sense of artistic maturity. During 1922 and 1923, as she was working on the various drafts of the novel, Woolf came to feel that she had defined her own literary project in such an exhilarating way that its challenge could sustain her even in the face of critical attack. On 18 February 1922, she writes in her Diary, ‘I have made up my mind that I’m not going to be popular, & so genuinely that I look upon disregard or abuse as part of my bargain. I’m to write what I like; & they’re to say what they like.’10 Six months later she feels even more certain: ‘There’s no doubt in my mind that I have found out how to begin (at 40) to say something in my own voice; & that interests me so that I feel I can go ahead without praise.’11

Finding her own voice meant pursuing the ideas about fiction that Woolf was also exploring in her reviews and critical essays, marking the difference of her generation of novelists, including Forster, Lawrence, and Joyce, from their Edwardian predecessors, Bennett, Galsworthy, and Wells. In a famous essay called ‘Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown,’ (1924),12 Woolf argued that since 1910, ‘all human relations have shifted – those between masters and servants, husbands and wives, parents and children. And when human relations change, there is at the same time a change in religion, conduct, politics, and literature.’ Neither character nor these relationships, she maintained, could be sufficiently represented by the literary conventions of the Edwardians, such as reliance on material evidence and external fact. ‘For us,’ she dramatically asserts, ‘those conventions are ruin, those tools are death.’ Speculating on the story of a ‘clean, threadbare’ old lady she saw on a train, whom she calls ‘Mrs. Brown,’ Woolf imagines how the Edwardians would have advised a young writer to describe her character:


And they said: ‘Begin by saying that her father kept a shop in Harrogate. Ascertain the rent. Ascertain the wages of shop assistants in the year 1878. Discover what her mother died of. Describe cancer. Describe calico. Describe’ – But I cried ‘Stop! Stop!’ And I regret to say that I threw that ugly, that clumsy, that incongruous tool out of the window, for I knew that if I began describing the cancer and the calico, my Mrs. Brown, that vision to which I cling though I know no way of imparting it to you, would have been dulled and tarnished and vanished for ever.



As her own generation of writers struggled with a new way of capturing character, Woolf warned, readers would have to get used to ‘a season of fragments or failures.’ They would have to be patient, to tolerate the ‘spasmodic, the obscure.’ But their patience would be rewarded, for, she predicted, ‘we are trembling on the verge of one of the great ages of English literature.’

It’s tempting to see Mrs. Brown as a poor relation of Mrs. Dalloway, and to read the essay as a manifesto for Woolf’s own work in progress, in which external facts are thin upon the ground (for example, we have no idea when or how Clarissa’s mother died), and consciousness is everything. It’s also striking that while Woolf omits gender from her list of the variables affecting the novelist’s point of view – ‘age, country, and temperament’ – she names both her adversaries and her allies as male novelists wielding clumsy or violent tools, while their mutual object is imagined as an obscure and enigmatic old woman. Although she does not discuss her quarrel with the Edwardians in feminist terms, the clumsiness and incongruity of the literary conventions she deplored seem connected to the problem of representing the feminine character. In her review of Dorothy Richardson’s experimental novel, The Tunnel (1919),13 Woolf had noted Richardson’s ‘genuine conviction of the discrepancy between what she has to say and the form provided by tradition for her to say it in.’ Gradually, Woolf’s aesthetic theories came to incorporate gender as well as genre, feminism as well as modernism; and in A Room of One’s Own (1929), she specifically addressed the problems of the woman novelist having to revise the language, syntax, sentence structure, literary conventions, and value system of the novel created by men.14

Not only the conventions for representing character had changed for Woolf’s generation, but also the very concept of character and personality. The human personality was not one given fixed monolithic entity, but a shifting conglomerate of impressions and emotions. Psychoanalysis was uncovering a multi-layered self, in which dreams, memories, and fantasies were as important as actions and thoughts. Philosophers were describing the self as a receiver of a tumult of sensations. Artists and painters were experimenting with versions of perception and reality. The Woolfs’ Hogarth Press began to publish Freud’s works in 1921, and although she was overtly dismissive of psychoanalysis, Woolf developed her own acute psychological method of explaining sensation, memory and repression, one which resembles Freud’s in many respects and which uses a similar model of the levels of human consciousness.

Like Freud, Woolf believed that much in adult identity was formed in early childhood. In her novels, and especially in Mrs. Dalloway, she made brilliant use of flashbacks and fragments from childhood experience, images that have stayed in a character’s consciousness, preserved and frozen like photographs or snapshots, and that come up in unexpected contexts. Clarissa, for example, when she feels most deserted, jealous, and excluded, climbs the stairs to her room and thinks of herself as ‘a child exploring a tower’ (p. 33). Later, the reader learns that this odd image, with its Freudian hint of the little girl’s discovery of sexuality and the phallic, comes from an incident of Clarissa’s childhood:


She had gone up into the tower alone and left them blackberrying in the sun. The door had shut, and there among the dust of fallen plaster and the litter of birds’ nests how distant the view had looked, and the sounds came thin and chill (once on Leith Hill, she remembered) (p. 51).



The passage is one of great emotional subtlety: Woolf does not intervene with narrative explanations, but leaves the memory itself to resonate for us, with its echoes of fairy-tale princesses locked in towers, as well as with the more symbolic nuances of a Yeatsian winding tower of age, and of human isolation and loneliness. For the attentive reader, these memories or dreams can deepen our understanding and compassion for Woolf’s characters in the way an Edwardian omniscient narration might not achieve. Even the domineering, obtuse Lady Bruton becomes more human when we enter her dreams, in which she is eternally a bedraggled little tomboy jumping the brooks in Devonshire on her pony, completely the equal of her brothers.

Woolf’s psychological notation also reflected the thinking of modernist philosophers. In Time and Free Will (1888), for example, Henri Bergson had dealt with the difference between historical time, which is external, linear, and measured in terms of the spatial distance travelled by a pendulum or the hands of a clock; and psychological time, which is internal, subjective, and measured by the relative emotional intensity of a moment. Bergson had also given guidance to writers seeking to capture the effects of emotional relativity, for he had suggested that a thought or feeling could be measured in terms of the number of perceptions, memories, and associations attached to it. For Woolf, the external event is significant primarily for the way it triggers and releases the inner life. While an exterior incident or perception may be only a brief flash of chronological time, its impact upon the individual consciousness may have a much greater duration and meaning. Like other modernist writers experimenting with the representation of consciousness, Woolf was interested in capturing the flux of random associations. In addition, she wanted to understand how half-buried memories and interpretations created mood.

Another major concern which Woolf shared with modernist thinkers and artists was the importance of perspective. Even concrete objects, the Cubists demonstrated, could only be partially represented from a single fixed perspective in the vocabulary of a realistic, mimetic painting. A Cubist painting attempted to render the object simultaneously from several points of view, and at several moments in time, combining these multiple perspectives in a kind of collage on the two-dimensional canvas plane. In the novel too, Proust had noted, there could be not only a two-dimensional ‘plane psychology,’ but also a depth ‘psychology in space and time.’ People are the product of their past as well as their present, the sum of multiple perspectives upon them, the ways that a variety of others perceive them. Thus it can be said that in trying to show us her characters from a variety of embedded viewpoints rather than from the fixed perspective of the omniscient narrator, Woolf ‘breaks up the narrative plane … as the Cubists broke up the visual plane.’15

In addition, the narrative technique of Mrs. Dalloway is very cinematic. Woolf makes use of such devices as montage, close-ups, flashbacks, tracking shots, and rapid cuts in constructing a three-dimensional story.16 Such transitional devices would have been familiar to her readers, who were flocking to the new cinema houses and seeing the latest American silent films. In Mrs. Dalloway, the cinema is one of the post-war developments that has altered the relation between the classes, and acted as a leveller. Everyone goes to the cinema, whereas the traditional entertainments of the music hall and the opera drew very different groups. At the party, the young socialites Lord Gayton and Nancy Blow are talking about the movies, but Peter Walsh also thinks how the young city workers will have ‘two hours at the pictures’ before it gets dark.

Surprisingly, there are only a few scattered references to the movies in all Woolf’s vast correspondence and journals. In the index to volume three of her letters, for example, spanning the years 1923 to 1928, under the entry for ‘recreations and habits’ we find opera, concerts, theatre, woolwork, embroidery, stencilling, marionettes, polo, cricket, gardening, car-driving, walking, and cooking; but no movies. Nonetheless, in 1926, just after publishing Mrs. Dalloway, Woolf wrote a brief but brilliant essay on ‘The cinema’ which suggests how significant an impact this new medium was having on her work. She referred specifically to Anna Karenina and The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari as well as to newsreels and documentaries which poignantly recalled life before the war:


We are beholding a world which has gone beneath the waves … The war sprung its chasm at the feet of all this innocence and ignorance but it was thus that we danced and pirouetted, toiled and desired, thus that the sun shone and the clouds scudded up to the very end.



These metaphors of a lost Atlantis echoed images of the war she had used in Mrs. Dalloway. Woolf was also struck by the narrative possibilities the camera offered in adaptations of novels. ‘The past,’ she observed, ‘could be unrolled, distances annihilated, and the gulfs which dislocate novels (when, for instance, Tolstoy has to pass from Levin to Anna and in doing so jars his story and wrenches and arrests our sympathies) could by the sameness of the background, by the repetition of some scene, be smoothed away.’17 Yet the cinema had not yet, in her opinion, begun to make the most of its ‘picture-making power,’ its potential for symbolization and ‘visual emotion.’

The historically meaningful and symbolically apt transitional devices of Mrs. Dalloway show how effectively Woolf used the lessons she had learned from the cinematic medium. Urban life, she believed, was made for cinematic representation: ‘We get intimations only in the chaos of the streets, perhaps, when some momentary assembly of colour, sound, movement suggests that here is a scene waiting a new art to be transfixed.’18 In the opening pages of the novel, an elegant closed motor car going up Bond Street provides a visual object upon which many people project their fantasies, allowing Woolf to pan from mind to mind with great economy and directness, and to capture the chaos in an image.

One of the most cinematic linking devices in Mrs. Dalloway is the sky-writing plane which is seen by the crowd around Buckingham Palace, and also by Septimus and Rezia in Regent’s Park. Clarissa hears its ‘strange high singing’ right after she leaves her house when she crosses Victoria Street, but never sees it; when she returns home, she asks the maid what people are looking at.


The sound of an aeroplane bored ominously into the ears of the crowd. There it was coming over the trees, letting out white smoke from behind, which curled and twisted, actually writing something! making letters in the sky! Every one looked up (pp. 21–2).



The plane is advertising something mysterious and modern, Glaxo or Kreemo, or possibly toffee. To Septimus, however, the ‘smoke words languishing and melting in the sky’ (p. 23) are signs to him from the gods, apocalyptic messages that call on him to be the messiah. In its final arc, the plane is compared to Shelley’s skylark, ‘curving up and up, straight up, like something mounting in ecstasy, in pure delight,’ while ‘out from behind poured white smoke looping, writing a T, an O, an F.’

Gillian Beer has wittily described this passage as an erotic and playful one in which ‘toffs and toffee are lexically indistinguishable, farts in the wake of lark, of sexual rapture.’19 Virtually as soon as the aeroplane was invented it entered people’s dreams as a symbol of sexual excitement, according to Freud. Moreover, skywriting was a brand-new phenomenon when Woolf was composing her novel. Invented by a British aviator, Major Jack Savage, ‘aerial sign-writing’ made its debut in London in August 1922. On 18 August, the London Times headlined:


Sky Writing by Aircraft

Wide Scope in War and Peace

Simple Means of News Broadcasting



‘If not in every part of the country,’ The Times reported, ‘at least for a hundred miles around London the writing of advertisements in the sky by aircraft has been seen by millions of people.’ In New York that November, crowds watched in awe as the ‘flying smoke writer,’ Captain Cyril Turner, demonstrated the new invention by writing ‘Hello, USA!’ in the sky over Manhattan. By 1923, sky-writing was an important advertising device for the Daily Mail, and in the evenings city workers could see its name written in the sky ‘in giant letters of orange and silver.’20

Planes, cars and movies are among the most conspicuous signs of modernity, and such references, along with Woolf’s explicit repudiation of her Edwardian predecessors encouraged many critics to read Mrs. Dalloway as a textbook of modernism, ‘a work conceived in response to the state of the novel, a consciously “modern” novel.’21 In an introduction to an American edition of Mrs. Dalloway in 1928, Woolf herself noted the way it had been seen as an illustration of her theories of fiction: ‘The author, it was said, was dissatisfied with the form of fiction then in vogue, was determined to beg, borrow, steal, or even create another of her own.’22

But great novels are not written from theoretical blueprints. Woolf herself firmly denied that the book had its genesis in a theory of literature, or that it was ‘the deliberate offspring of a method.’ Instead, she explained,


… the idea started as the oyster starts or the snail to secrete a house for itself. And this it did without any conscious direction. The little note book in which an attempt was made to forecast a plan was soon abandoned, and the book grew day by day, week by week, without any plan at all; except that which was dictated each morning in the act of writing … it was necessary to write the book first and to invent a theory afterwards.23



We know a great deal about the beginnings and the gradual textual evolution of Mrs. Dalloway. Woolf’s working notes are preserved at the Berg Collection of the New York Public Library, and her draft in the British Museum.24 There is also a typescript of a discarded chapter, ‘The Prime Minister’, and the seven short stories published as Mrs. Dalloway’s Party.25 Moreover, Woolf commented extensively on the progress of her novel in her journal, and discussed it in letters to friends. By reconstructing her writing process, we can see her hard slow labour to find a language and form for her vision.

Clarissa Dalloway and her husband Richard are characters who originally appeared in Woolf’s first novel, The Voyage Out (1915). There they are slightly comic figures. Clarissa is ‘a tall slight woman, her body wrapped in furs, her face in veils’, with artistic tastes and inclinations, but no brain whatsoever.26 Richard Dalloway is a Conservative MP with the most conventional opinions on women’s rights, literature, and politics. He vows at one point that he will be in his grave before a woman is ever allowed to vote in England.

In August 1922, Woolf wrote the short story ‘Mrs. Dalloway in Bond Street,’ with the idea that it might serve as the first chapter of a novel. By the end of the month, she was considering a sequel: ‘Shall I write the next chapter of Mrs. D. – if she is to have a next chapter; & shall it be The Prime Minister?’27 In a letter to Lady Ottoline Morrell, whose country house, Garsington, had been a literary salon during the war, Woolf joked about the book as her ‘Garsington novel’ of society high life.28

In this early phase, the novel emphasized the ironic social and political contrasts between Clarissa Dalloway, the society hostess in her ‘prime’, and the Prime Minister, who is driving through London, and will be a guest at the party. Each is empowered by an institution, whether the House or the Home; each has found an identity through a ‘party’. The novel was to play with the public and the private, the feminine and the masculine, in broad, almost allegorical terms. A Mrs. Dalloway, buying gloves in Bond Street, is the epitome of the leisured lady of the ruling-class for whom the Empire exists. The Prime Minister is the target of all the feelings of resentment and hopelessness felt by the excluded and deprived man in the street.

Woolf first imagined the book as a series of vignettes. At the beginning of October 1922, her working title was ‘At Home’ or ‘The Party,’ and she envisioned ‘a short book consisting of six or seven chapters each complete separately.’29 Woolf actually blocked out in her notebook the outline for eight chapters: ‘1. Mrs. Dalloway in Bond Street/ 2. The Prime Minister/ 3. Ancestors/ 4. A dialogue/ 5. The old ladies/ 6. Country House?/ 7. Cut flowers/ 8. The Party.’30 Yet, as she could see, the separate stories needed to be connected, perhaps by a climactic event: ‘There must be some sort of fusion. And all must converge upon the party at the end.’31

Gradually, throughout the month of October 1922, Woolf became dissatisfied with this plan; the idea of tightly contained chapters seemed to be the opposite of her vision of a web or organism of relations. As she wrote to T. S. Eliot, the novel became ‘too interwoven for a chapter broken off to be intelligible.’32 By 14 October Woolf realized that ‘Mrs Dalloway has branched into a book; & I adumbrate here a study of insanity & suicide: the world seen by the sane & the insane side by side – something like that. Septimus Smith? – is that a good name?’33 Over the next few days, Woolf played with the idea of Clarissa and Septimus as doubles. On 16 October, she writes in her notebook:


Suppose it to be connected in this way: Sanity and insanity. Mrs. D. seeing the truth, SS seeing the insane truth. The pace to be given by the gradual increase of S’s insanity on the one side; by the approach of the party on the other.34



The novel took shape very slowly, with Woolf making discoveries about its technique a step at a time. By 7 November, she had hit on the idea of the aeroplane as a linking device. ‘I shall try to sketch out Mrs. D. & consult L. & write the aeroplane chapter now’.35 Perspective was a continual problem, and we can trace her discoveries about it through steady entries over time. On 9 November, 1922, she writes:


Septimus (?) must be seen by someone. His wife? She to be bounded in S? Simple, instinctive, childless … She is to be a real character. He only real in so far as she sees him. Otherwise to exist in his view of things: which is always to be contrasting with Mrs. Dalloway.36



In May she took on the problem of representing Clarissa’s personality. At first she had planned that ‘Septimus and Mrs. Dalloway should be entirely dependent on each other.’37 But as the book developed, Woolf realized that she could not simply present Clarissa and Septimus in stark contrast to each other, or even in a triangular relation to the allegorical Prime Minister. Clarissa too ‘must be seen by other people,’ she writes on 26 February, 1923.38 Rather, she needed to fill out and deepen their lives. Thus in May she came up with the idea of including an old suitor for Clarissa, Peter Walsh:


There shd. now be a long talk between Mrs. D & some old buck. Hurry over. His view of her. Her substratums of feeling about dead youth the past: with her anxiety about Dick threading it together. Story to be provided by Elizabeth. Must all be kept in upstir; in extreme of feeling.39



The main problem Woolf faced in the novel was that of making her characters four-dimensional: getting the element of time into the book through the characters’ memories. This preoccupied her through the summer of 1923, as she wrote about the period in which the novel itself is set. ‘Too thin and unreal somehow,’ she writes on 18 June.40 After much struggle, a breakthrough came at the end of August:


My discovery: how I dig out beautiful caves behind my characters; I think that gives exactly what I want; humanity, humour, depth. The idea is that the caves shall connect, & each comes to daylight at the present moment.41



Yet the insight did not translate automatically into structure and language. In October, about one hundred pages into the novel, Woolf consoled herself for the slowness of the process – perhaps fifty words a morning – by recalling that it had taken ‘a year’s groping to discover what I call my tunnelling process, by which I tell the past by instalments, as I have need of it.’42

Nonetheless, there were to be many more false starts and dead ends. Her notebooks show that she was trying to work towards the scene of the party, and its contrast with the death of Septimus: ‘All must bear finally upon the party at the end; which expresses life in every variety & full of antic[ipa]tion; while S. dies.’ The ways in which this movement was to be given shape and structure evaded her, and she had in mind the models of the Greek dramatists, whose plays she was reading. Should she eliminate chapters and have an ‘observer in the street’ acting as a connecting Chorus? Should she divide the text, ‘like acts of a play into five, say, or six scenes’?43

Through the spring and summer of 1924, as the book reached its final pages, Woolf was still testing out various approaches and ideas, realizing that she had underestimated the amount of time and delicacy involved in writing certain linking scenes, such as Peter Walsh eating dinner. Even as she came to the ‘last lap,’ with the party, she sketched out various possibilities, and noted ‘I don’t want to tie myself down to that yet.’44 Finally, the whole novel had to be pulled together with images and allusions. Cubist paintings, strange as they looked to the uninitiated eye, had a unity on the canvas that came from the use of colour, and from the boundary of the frame. In Mrs. Dalloway, the striking of Big Ben acts as a temporal grid to organize the narrative.

Woolf’s working title during most of the time she was writing had been ‘The Hours,’ and the insistent chiming of clocks keeps us aware of the passage of time and the measuring out of human lives and seasons. A major motif of the book is the analogy between the hours and the female life cycle, what we would now call the biological clock. Woolf gives us a full range of portraits spanning the seven ages of woman. Elizabeth Dalloway is almost eighteen, just beginning her adult life. Rezia Smith is in her twenties. Milly Brush and Doris Kilman are past forty. Clarissa and Sally Seton are in their fifties. Millicent Bruton is sixty-two, but dreams of being a little girl in Devon, playing with her brothers in the clover. Miss Helena Parry, past eighty, lives in her memories of India, and the glorious triumph of her book about the orchids of Burma. Finally, there is the nameless old woman Clarissa sees from her window, alone, putting out her light, and going to bed.

Throughout the day Clarissa is haunted by the dirge from Cymbeline:


Fear no more the heat o’ the sun

Nor the furious winter’s rages.



The heat of the sun stands for sexuality, for a kind of feminine blossoming and ripening which peaks in the heat waves of the June day and of the reproductive cycle, and ends in the furious winter of old age. Elizabeth is a ‘hyacinth which has had no sun.’ That is, she is a virginal flower, like a lily, as Sally Seton remarks. Clarissa’s own sexuality has always been muted and moonlit; her one memory of erotic bliss has the delicate intensity of ‘a match burning in a crocus’ (p. 35).

The parallels between the sexual and the natural cycles are reinforced by the colour of women’s attire, almost always green as if it were a kind of leafing or natural exfoliation of the female body. For the young girls this identification seems innate and spontaneous. Elizabeth is ‘like a hyacinth, sheathed in glossy green’; at the party, the debutante Nancy Blow, though she is ‘dressed at great expense by the greatest artists in Paris’ looks as if ‘her body had merely put forth, of its own accord, a green frill.’ (p. 195) Septimus is entranced by the memory of Miss Isabel Pole in a green dress walking in a square, and sees his wife Rezia as a ‘flowering tree’. Clarissa too admires ‘lovely old sea-green brooches’ at the jewellers, and her favourite dress is ‘a silver-green mermaid’s dress.’ Even Miss Kilman wears a green mackintosh coat.

In another sense, Clarissa’s retrospect of her sexual history has to do with her time of life. Woolf’s original intention was to show Mrs. Dalloway as a woman going through menopause. This theme is clearly, if euphemistically, alluded to in ‘Mrs. Dalloway in Bond Street,’ when Clarissa compares herself with the ailing Milly Whitbread, come up to London to see doctors for a vague woman’s ailment:


Of course, she thought, walking on, Milly is about my age – fifty, fifty-two. So it is probably that. Hugh’s manner had said so, said it perfectly – dear old Hugh, thought Mrs. Dalloway, remembering with amusement, with gratitude, with emotion; how shy, like a brother – one would rather die than speak to one’s brother – Hugh had always been, when he was at Oxford; and came over; and perhaps one of them (drat the thing!) couldn’t ride. How then could women sit in Parliament? How could they do things with men?



Although this passage was revised in the novel, and the references to menstruation and menopause edited out, Clarissa’s time of life (‘T. of L.’, as Woolf would later call it in her diary)45 has much to do with her sense of ageing, mortality, and loss. The illness or influenza which has turned her hair white and left her a kind of nun is a metaphor for the loss of fertility, for the unnamable ‘women’s ailments’ of her generation. The passage is particularly ironic in the contrast between Clarissa’s adolescent internalization of menstruation as a crippling obstacle to women’s participation in public life, and the change which took place after the war, when for the first time, there were indeed eight women sitting in Parliament.

Menopause is sometimes called the ‘little death’ of women. As we see in the story, menopause not only could not be discussed in polite company, but was implicitly linked with illness. In the 1920s it fascinated and even obsessed Woolf. Although she was in her early forties when she wrote Mrs. Dalloway, Woolf was troubled by the decision imposed upon her by her doctors that she should not have children, a decision reflected in the portrait of Sir William Bradshaw, the man who ‘forbade childbirth’. Menopause was the symbol of the irrevocable end of childbearing which, in her forties, she recognized as a practical if not a biological fact. The novel is preoccupied with these questions on many levels – in Septimus’s mad horror of the body and reproduction, in Rezia’s longing for a baby, and in Clarissa’s coming to terms with the finality of a central aspect of her identity.

Moreover, according to the medical opinion of Woolf’s day, menopause was a condition to be dreaded and feared as much as insanity, and indeed closely allied with it. The attitudes towards the menopausal woman which form an elegiac background to the novel were representative of Woolf’s own generation. She had inherited a dismal mythology about the ‘change of life’ that made it a subject of deep interest and anxiety in her middle years. From the mid-nineteenth century on, menopause had been increasingly medicalized, and linked with depression, madness, and even suicide. Doctors warned that a menopausal woman’s melancholia could lead her to kill herself. In a particularly grim description published in 1924, Helene Deutsch described menopause as a hopeless process of decline: ‘Everything she acquired in puberty is now lost piece by piece; with the lapse of the reproductive service, her beauty vanishes, and usually the warm, vital flow of feminine emotional life as well.’46

Clarissa has internalized these views. She feels that her body, now that there is ‘no more marrying, no
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