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Weare all Mrs Dalloway now

For Virginia Woolf, stream of consciousness was a method. Now, it's a way of life.

By George Monaghan
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E veryone has cracks; we hear that's how the light gets in. Adeline Virginia Stephen wanted a life flooded with light. Marrying her husband, Leonard Woolf, in 1912, she said she
wanted “everything - love, children, ad cy. work” In 2, published a century ago, she wanted “allinner feelings to be lit up”. But so

much light meant so many cracks.

Virginia Woolf is now such a large figure in global literary culture that she has at least 15 full-length biographies. But Mark Hussey's new Mrs Dalloway s a biography of a novel by
‘Woolf, relaying its conception, execution and propagation. Hussey is Professor of English at New York's Pace University, and we believe him when he tells us Woolf is “my

favourite writer”: he veral books on her, and includ photo

high, which he started over 50

years ago.

By scholarship’s best gues:  eight years, with Woolf's reputation higher than ever, a “Dalloway
Day” has been celebrated, with tours of Woolf's London led by the Virginia Woolf Society. The festiities wil be particularly exuberant this year, the centenary of Dalloway's
publication. Walkers will see Bloomsbury and Westminster in allthe “absorbing, mysterious...infinite richness” Woolf imbued them with, “as ifin the presence of some sacred
ceremony to interrupt which would have been impious’

Dalloway's scene - “life; London; this moment of June” ~ s 1 June 1923, For the L

The amusements may sound litle more than a short walk around central London. But so, really, might the ook’ plot. In the story, a politician’s fashionable wife, Clarissa
Dalloway, gives a fancy party, and a traumatised young veteran of the First World War, Septimus Warren Smith, kils himself after his doctors neglect him. Hussey is correct that,
asked what the book s about, one might answer “not much:

But, of course, for Woolfit was all about what was happening inside her characters. In that way she was of her modernist cohort, trying to find her artistic bearings after the
moment “on or about December 1910 as she put t, when “human character changed”. To Woolf, to Joyce, to Proust, there had been what Hussey calls “a fundamental shift in
relations" between subject, object, and the nature of reality. What Woolf called Edwardian writing was futile just as describing 2 was futile to who
isorder” of modernity, it had to directly penetrate conscious experience.

septi

ide. IF art was to answer the “astonishing d

Itws ject, but Woolf felt confiden. off two i  her more daring third, Jacob's Room, had attained wide praise. She
felt she could write freely, and that she at last knew “how to begin (at 40) to say something in my own voice”, Or, putting it another way, that she was “beginning to lear the
mechanism of my own brain’.

Her voice was her mental mechanism, however flawed that mechanism. Woolf had had to stay in a private nursing home after a severe breakdown that came a year after the.
marriage from which she f ths later, ch saved her from death, after she took a deliberate overdose of Veronal (a sleeping aid). And two
years after that she had suffered another severe breakdown. But with her confidence and reputation waxing, she felt "madness s terrific...in its lava I find most of the things |

write about
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Readers liked in her what she liked in those she rea she called “q .50 the project was o insp selfas it shattered and reconstituted. No humans were
as they used to hold, immaculate, monolithic, consistent wholes”. Instead they were “splinters & mosaics', and art should show them as such. A plane broken to pieces and put
together again became a mosaic, and thereby turned particular, beautiful, and more interestingly refractive. At one point in the novel, Clarissa Dalloway is seen mending her

dress.

To do fulljustice to her “queer individuality”, she devised for Mrs Dalloway a “queer & masterful” design. For it, she had “almost too many ideas. I want to give life & death, sanity &
insanity” S Clarissa Dalloway and S s Warren Smith, the world seen by the sane & the insane side by side” and who, as in a long-held idea

for a play, would only ever “almost meet ~ only a door between - you see how they just miss - and go off at a tangent, and never come anywhere near again”

But they did come near again. The problem we all know, visible in the book and its author'slfe is that the separation did not hold. Sanity went into insanity, life went into death,
In1941, Woolf drowned herself in the River Ouse. Clarissa does not commit suicide, but was originally intended to, and it may be telling that one early reader mistakenly believed
she had after finishing the book. Septimus, a shell-shocked veteran of the First World War, who fought to defend Shakespeare’s England, does kill himself, and gives li to the
vision of art as individualisation.

I Woolf's project, it Gompare Woolf’s artistic vision of splinters and mosaics, of lively Clarissa mending her dress, with her thoughts when
visiting a relative, wounded during the First World War, in his hospital ward. She fet “the uselessness of it all, breaking these people & mending them again'. It i hard to say what
the preposterous masculine fiction”. Septimus is a traumatised

differentiates lfe-giving art from death-giving war. In one letter, Woolf described the War in artistic terms, a
veteran, but f any character has “queer individuality” it is he. And he grows “stranger and stranger”, more and more alone, by allowing himself to think too much.

The modemists thought leaving “description” for “insight” would help them ascertain truth; in fact it destroyed it. They were not writing, as they thought, after Einstein and
Freud, but after their closer h ysicist who found that be fixed under observat did the modern self,

inspection only creating uncertainty. Woolf was closer than she knew on writing in her essay “Modern Novels” that consciousness is an *incessant shower of innumerable atoms’”.
The self-attention they hoped would achieve stability in fact wrecks it. The more you look, the less you know

Woolf's own metaphor was a “tunnelling process”, which allowed her to “tunnel behind the fagade of objective appearance” and reveal consciousness. But efforts to light up
anything can only ever lluminate a new, deeper darkness. There is nothing at the back to reach. Clarissa fels “the impossibiliy of reaching the centre which, mystically, evaded
them; closeness drew apart; rapture faded, one was alone”. The best option might be to turn back while you still can

The generic life Woolf feared, inert and inartistic, “mute & mitigated, in the suburbs.” may be preferable. Sef loathes his boorish physician Dr Holmes, and Woolf loathed
the psychiatrists she based him on. But it i hard to dismiss his no delivery from itsel, that what lly needsis
hinking about himself and picd by To do so would certainly be to neglect but the depths of Killed hirm
have joined The ight. In a preliminary, appearance, the character of Clarissa Dalloway exclaimed, "How much

rather one would be a murderer than a bore” How much?

a of We are all Virginia Woolf's children. She wanted light and was thatit could be
the back of the “dark region of psychology” S it,but we her search. Her “q blic deity, and that lifeis not
worth iving is inviolable truth. Indeed i ssly, because it is now axiom that imward tunnelling hrough i But Mrs awaming as

much as a guide. Perhaps, for once, we need not go decper.

[See also: Who'soffended by Virginia Woolf?]
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