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ABSTRACT

The second Industrial Revolution at the turn of the twentieth century
complicated temporal and spatial perceptions. Time and space came to be
understood as heterogeneous and multiple. This perceptual complexity was
rendered in many modernists’ works, which produced a common “rhythm”
among their fictional worlds: the alternation between distance and
proximity. Like her contemporaries, Virginia Woolf employs in her fiction a
number of material motifs involving this modern rhythm in order to
investigate the change in perception. These motifs include traditional as
well as technological objects and activities, producing a fictional world that
diverges from those of her contemporaries.

This study argues that Woolf's experimentation with material motifs
reflects her ambivalence towards the preceding and her own generations:;
and that she employs these two kinds of motif to draw attention to a new
sense of the complexity of the i1ssue of change and continuity. Practically,
her motifs—whether traditional or technological-—function beyond their
original time- and space-bound existence, interpenetrating one another and
complicating the relationship between past and present, near and far. This
transgression of the boundaries undermines both the authoritarian view of
the world aided by the advent of technology and the Enlightenment notion
of time 1n which the past has hegemonic effects upon the present.

Chapter 1 investigates the function of the telephone in association
with books and portraits in Woolf's attempt to represent the new world and
the generation of a modern i1deology. Chapter 2 focuses on women knitting,
exploring the motif's oscillation between a representation of Victorian
womanhood characterised by reticence and detachment, and a modern,
expressive feminine figure. Chapter 3 deals with the searchlight, discussing
its oscillation between a military weapon and two traditional devices for
ailding sight, thus both integrating and separating spatial and temporal
distances. Chapter 4 explores the alternation in the description of the
empty summer home 1n 7o the Lighthouse, between a storehouse of
Victorian memories and the embryo of a new life, and discusses it as a

paradigm of Woolf’s modernist universe.
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INTRODUCTION

In a letter to Vita Sackville-West in 1926, Virginia Woolt writes:

Style 1s a very simple matter; it is all rhythm. Once you
get that, you can’t use the wrong words. But on the other
hand here am 1 sitting after half the morning, crammed
with ideas, and visions, and so on, and can’t dislodge them,
for lack of the right rhythm. Now this 1s very profound,
what rhythm 1s, and goes far deeper than words. A sight,
an emotion, creates this wave 1n the mind, long before it
makes words to fit it; and in writing (such is my present
belief) one has to recapture this, and set this working
(which has nothing apparently to do with words) and then,
as it breaks and tumbles in the mind, it makes words to fit
it lj%ut no doubt I shall think differently next year. (L3:
247

Although here Woolf anticipates a change of mind as to the
significance of rhythm in her practice of writing—if not the loss of
her “belief” in it—rhythm was to become a backbone of an important
aspect of her poetics of fiction. Four years later, in 1930, when
composing The Waves, Woolt confides in Ethel Smyth: “I am writing
to a rhythm and not to a plot” (Z4: 204). Also, although Woolf here
means by “rhythm” only a physical sensation in her practice of
writing, her statement recalls—as she herself acknowledges the
profundity of the 1ssue of rhythm—the series of pairs of contradictory
notions and conditions 1in Woolf’s fictional and non-fictional works:
up and down, inner and outer, solid and fluid, evanescent and
permanent, light and darkness, sound and silence, unity and disunity,

and so forth. Some of them form binary rhythms of language; others



form those of content. Indeed, it may hardly be an exaggeration to
say that every pair of these opposite concepts which permeate the
Woolfian world is produced on the basis of, or at least, associated
with, her notion of physical rhythm.

In the critical literature, Woolf’s appreciation of interchanging
rhythm has often been regarded as presenting a conjunction of her
art and feminist thought. This trend was, indisputably, produced by
feminist readings which were largely fostered by Julia Kristeva and
have developed over the past two decades. They note rhythmical
patterns in Woolf’'s texts which were more prominent than in the
works of many of her male modernist contemporaries, relating their
use to her feminist politics. Makiko Minow-Pinkney, among other
critics, sees Woolfian rhythm as significant for her attempt to
redefine subjectivity. By pointing to the primordial feature of rhythm
implicit in her writing, Minow-Pinkey reveals its potential for
overturning the authoritative power of language and representation
in literature.! Feminist critics’ contribution to Woolf studies cannot
be overestimated, especially in that they have opened up Woolf’s
texts, some of which were previously considered apolitical and

1solated, to the possibility of various interpretations related to

1 See Minow-Pinkney, Problem of the Subject 187-96. Laurence also
observes: “Her [Woolf’s] conscious use of rhythm is a kind of
meta-syntax that relieves the oppressiveness of ‘words with short
wings for their heavy body of meaning’ (Complete Shorter Fiction, p.
88) [. . .]” (Silence 170). Stonebridge’s recent study continues this
argument, yet makes amendments to it at the same time.



socio-political issues in her time.?

Yet this does not mean that this trend 1s altogether
unproblematic. Feminist readings of Woolf’s works have “absorbed”
various dimensions of Woolfian rhythm, some of which could have
been explored in other ways. Feminist approaches have become so
dominant in reading Woolf that when encountering rhythmic
patterns in her texts, one i1s tempted to explain them as
representations of “écriture féminine.” This seems to undermine the
dynamic nature of the issue of rhythm in Woolf’s aesthetic.

One possible solution to this debilitation i1s to reconsider
Woolfian rhythm in relation to a shared modernist background. As
will be discussed later, the early twentieth century saw the advent of
the second Industrial Revolution.® Technological advances brought
about changes in human life, especially in the urban life which

generated modernists and became popular settings of their works.

2 It should be noted that the discussion of Woolf and feminism itself
had long existed when the second-wave feminist criticism flourished
in the 1970s and the 1980s. Laura Marcus observes that “[t]he
question of Woolf’s ‘feminism’ played a central role in the earliest
critical discussions of her work” (“Feminism” 225), taking up as
examples the feminist critic Winifred Holtby’s book, Virginia Woolf: A
Critical Memoir (1932) and E. M. Forster’s unfavourable comment
(1941) on Woolf’s overtly feminist polemic Three Guineas. Yet it was
not until the advent of 1970s and 1980s feminist criticism that any
complexity was added to socio-political interpretations of Woolf’s
texts.

3 The origin of this term is explained by Minow-Pinkney (“Age of
Motor Cars” 159). Schleifer also uses this term, in his detailed study
of cultural and social phenomena in early twentieth-century Europe.
He defines it as “the powerful revolution in culture, experience, and
social organization” associated with technological development in
Western countries at the turn of the twentieth century (x).



Significantly, as will be explored further in a later discussion,
complicated perception 1in modern life produced a common
“rhythm”—a rhythm of content, not of language—among modernists’
works: an alternation between distance and proximity in time and
space. This “modern rhythm” 1s particularly important for Woolf,
ogiven that her experimentation in fiction stems from an awareness of
the complexity of urban life and its complication of the perception of
the world.* When situating our current problem in this context, we
may pose some questions: how does Woolf work out this modern
rhythm in the structuring of her works?; further, how can we relate
her way of incorporating the rhythm into her concern with social
issues in her time? These questions bring our investigation of
Woolfian rhythm back to a close analysis of each individual text by
Woolf, rather than relating it first to any theoretical frameworks.

To be sure, this social phenomenon—the second Industrial
Revolution—itself is intimately related to the advent of the concept of
feminism. Therefore, it 1s hardly possible to elude traces of feminist
consciousness 1n this approach to Woolf’s texts. The purpose of this

thesis 1s not to shun the influence of feminism, but rather to

4 Woolf believed that human minds were becoming more complex,
because of the development, and prevalence of, technological tools in
living environments, and that, accordingly, it is necessary to alter
ways of creating fiction. In “Poetry, Fiction and the Future” (1927),
for example, she describes “modern men” as living in separate “boxes”
to “insure some privacy,” yet being “linked to [their] fellows by wires
which pass overhead, by waves of sound which pour through the roof

and speak aloud to [them] of battles and murders and strikes and
revolutions all over the world” (£4: 432-33).



integrate it as part of our discussion. At the same time, this thesis
seeks to avoid explaining any findings in convenient jargon,
exemplified for instance by the phrase “écriture féminine.” Since the
modern rhythm we are investigating—the alternation of distance and
proximity—is a phenomenon related to material, quotidian life as
well as to visions and intellectual life, an exploration of its
presentation in the Woolfian world will, at least, divert our urge to

relate our findings directly to theories, of whatever kind.

X

Like many other modernist writers and critics, Woolf believed
that human perception of time and space underwent a dramatic
transformation at the turn of the twentieth century. And, like her
contemporaries, she adopts in her fiction a number of material
phenomena—objects, conditions, and activities—involving the
concepts of proximity and distance as motifs with which to
investigate the perceptual change. The motifs adopted in her fiction
for this purpose may be roughly divided into two: motifs of the
present—the technological—and of the past—the traditional. The
former type of material motif 1s common in modernist fiction, while
the latter is more specific to the Woolfian world. The use of
technological motifs is associated with the cultural and social context
shared by modernist contemporaries, while the use of traditional
motifs is related to Woolt’s personal background and her unique

status as a modernist. To explore these points, let us examine them

separately.
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The last decade of the nineteenth century and the first half of
the twentieth century saw, as many historians have observed, a
remarkable change in temporal and spatial perceptions.® Newly
developed technologies engendered a number of new media and
inventions, such as the telegraph, phonograph, cinema, and
telephone. They were introduced firstly to government and public
institutions, and then gradually permeated the lives of ordinary
people. With their ability to record, store, and transmit voices and
sounds (and, in the case of the cinema, visual images), these
inventions presented different times and spaces as fused into actual
lite. In effect, they changed the notion of time as homogeneous, linear,
and 1irreversible: time was rediscovered as heterogeneous and
reversible. And space came to be understood as multiple rather than,
as had until then been assumed, single and unvaried.

It 1s common knowledge that the period of the popularisation of
these technological inventions corresponds to the flowering of
modernism on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean. Writers in Europe
and America at that time attempted to render new human experience,
particularly in the urban environment, by adopting electrical and
other inventions as motifs in the creation of their fictional worlds, to
give the simplest example of their methods. A common feature of

modernists’ experimentation 1s that the newly gained bodily

experiences of time and space are rendered as alternate senses of

5 See, for example, Kern 10-35, 131-80.



closeness and separation. Ford Madox Ford’s A4 Call centres on an
incident involving a mysterious phone call received by Dudley
Leicester. Dudley is with his former lover in her house when the
telephone rings and he answers it. Later, Dudley regrets this act,
imagining that his illicit love affair has been discovered by the
anonymous caller. His anxiety stems from a complicated sense of the
seeing and the hearing produced by the telephone; being invisible to
each other yet hearing each other’s voices in close proximity, two
speakers on the phone are easily driven into their personal fantasies.
In this case, the invisible caller, with his oscillating existence
between the uncertain and the certain, embodies the vague fear of
detection Dudley has at that moment. A famous episode in Marcel
Proust’'s Kemembrance of Things Past is also concerned with the
telephone. While talking with his grandmother by phone, Marcel has
a curious perceptual experience: his grandmother’s voice reveals to
him a usually latent aspect of her personality, enabling him to gain
immediate access to her. At the same time, her disembodied voice
seems to him to suggest the insurmountable boundary between them,
foretelling her death in the near future.

In Joyce’'s Ulysses, Bloom entertains the fantasy of the dead
communicating with the living by telephone in their graves, thus
blurring the distinction between the dead and the living, the past and
the present, across time and space. Yet a salient characteristic of
Joyce’s narrative is “[tlhe dissociation of the visual and the aural,”

the sense of the autonomy of sight and hearing generated by new



technologies (Danius, “Orpheus and the Machine” 135). Thus, the
fictional worlds of many modernists are characterised by the
experience of interchanging senses of proximity and distance.

This formula also applies to Woolf’s fictional works. As if
reflecting her own urban life, her novels are saturated with motifs of
modern inventions, such as the telephone, car, omnibus, taxi, and
train. In Mrs. Dalloway (1925), an expensive car appears in the city
street. It arouses a sense of awe and reverence in all those who are
observing 1ts passage, thereby uniting them. Yet also, by
representing the pinnacle of the British social class, the car points to
the hierarchical structure of the social system, in which people are
strictly categorised. This event 1s soon followed by a scene involving
an aeroplane, which suddenly appears in the sky above the city,
drawing the attention of many people with 1its skywriting. The
aeroplane thus unites the feelings of the people through the act of
gazing, yet displays distinctions among them at the same time: the
letters written in the sky convey not the same meaning, but ditfferent
messages to each of them. 7o the Lighthouse (1927) sees William
Bankes talking with Mrs. Ramsay by phone; all the while, he 1s torn
between a sense of closeness to her—for they are talking about an
ordinary matter—and a sense of her 1inaccessibility—for the
invisibility of Mrs. Ramsay brings to Bankes the perfect image of her
ethereal beauty. It seems that Woolf shares the modernist trend of
attempting to render human perception complicated in the

technological world by means of several motifs involving late



nineteenth- and early twentieth-century inventions. Set in the age of
technological innovation, her fictional world, like that of her fellow
modernists, is inhabited by the alternating rhythms of proximity and
distance.

*

Yet 1t 1s also noteworthy that Woolf’s fictional world 1s not
completely modern: there exists the other type of material motifs in
her fiction—motifs belonging to former generations, such as carriages,
books, and portraits. And more importantly, these traditional motifs
are also associated with the i1nvestigation of changes in the
perception of time and space. Like technological motifs, these motifs
produce the alternation of closeness and separateness in human
relationships in the Woolfian world. For example, books are
mentioned and cited by many of her characters in their conversations
with other people, in order to broach a private matter in an indirect
manner. In Flush (1933), the carriage enables Elizabeth Barrett and
her servant Wilson quickly to leave Wimpole Street, their refined
laiving district, to rush to Whitechapel, a London slum, yet the speedy
travel also makes them immediately notice a remarkable difference
between the world they discover and their own world, and soon draws
them back to their own place. Although the critical literature has
pointed out the Victorian strand of the Woolfian world by, for
instance, noting the inclusion of Victorians in Woolf’s fiction, little
attention has been drawn to her way of taking up traditional motifs

accompanying these Victorians, let alone possible relationships



between the “old” and “new” material motifs in her fiction.

My contention is that Woolf renders new human perceptions
produced in the contemporary world by investigating senses of
closeness and separation in time and space, thereby aligning herself
with other modernists’ experimentation in fiction, yet also
complicates the attempt. She uses not only motifs of material
phenomena of the present as do many of her contemporaries, but also
those of the past. This study aims to explore an aspect of Woolf’s
modernist poetics of time and space through an analysis of her use of
traditional and modern motifs. Before turning to our targeted motifs,
further exploration is required of the idiosyncrasy of the Woolfian
world.

Two aspects of Woolf's life and writing are relevant to our
present discussion: the autobiographical and the aesthetic. Since
they are related to each other, they are dealt with together in the

following investigation.

sk

The fact that Woolf’s relationship with the Victorian age is
ambivalent rather than, as one might expect in a modernist,
antagonistic, 1s now widely acknowledged. In 1980, Virginia R.
Hyman observed that despite the common assumption that Woolf’s
aesthetic as a modernist was opposed to that of the preceding
generation, Woolf as a literary critic inherited her father’'s way of
evaluating literary works. Woolf placed emphasis, as did Leslie

Stephen, on “the moral value of literature and the social role of the

10



critic,” not hesitating to reveal her own sense of values when
assessing each individual work (147). So Hyman concludes: “[H]er
criticism exemplifies her conscious attempt to preserve the best
traditions of English fiction by reasserting the critical values that
she had inherited from her father” (152). Eight years later, this
Victorian strand of Woolf’s thought was traced by Gillian Beer in her
writing career as a whole. “Woolf did not simply reject the Victorians
and their concerns, or renounce them,” states Beer. “Instead she
persistingly rewrote them [in her fiction)” (“The Victorians” 215-16).
Taking up Woolf’s satire on the Victorian age in Orlando (“The
Victorians” 220), for example, Beer regards it as a “pastiche” of John
Ruskin’s Modern Painters, intended to demonstrate both her
detachment from the Victorians and “collusion and celebration [with
and of them]” (“The Victorians” 222).

In Flush, her quasi-biography of a cocker spaniel in the
Victorian era, Woolf, according to Beer, aimed at disclosing “the
censored version of the past” through the spaniel’s unrefined senses,
thereby “releasling] the Victorians from the stodginess of
self-approval,” that i1s, their conventional way of depicting their lives

in an exaggerated form (“The Victorians” 225, 227).¢ This argument

6 Another example of Woolf’'s ambivalent relationships with the
Victorians is found in Shires’ argument about Tennyson’s literary
influence upon Woolf. Like Tennyson, Woolf, according to Shires, was
“eager to record the flux of experience,” exploring ways of rendering
the unstable nature of subjectivity (21). Yet her experiment in this
respect was not as extreme as Tennyson’s. Even The Waves, Woolf’s
most remarkable exploration of fluidity, “accepts stasis and a
centralized authority,” yearning for “a core of unity” (23, 24).

11



was underlined in Hermione Lee’s biography, Virginia Woolf (1996),
in which she traced Woolf’s half-modern, half-Victorian
characteristics back to her childhood environment. Lee’s biography
elucidates Woolf’s relationship not only with Leslie Stephen, but also
with the entire Victorian household in her childhood. More recently,
Michael Holroyd has pointed out that Woolf had an affinity with
Lytton Strachey as a writer “on the border-line between the new and
the old” (29), a writer who called into question the Victorian
“belletrist” form of biography by disclosing hidden aspects of a
number of Victorian lives with his unrestricted “deviant fantasy”
(37).

Despite her manifold affiliations with the preceding generation,
it 1s common knowledge that Woolf also showed great curiosity about
contemporary 1ssues, especially the technological 1innovations
introduced since the end of the nineteenth century. In her 1996 essay,
“Physics, Sound, and Substance: Later Woolf,” Beer pointed out that
Woolf’s experimentation in fiction from the middle of her career
onwards was intimately related to “the new physics” of the 1920s and
the 1930s, which is represented by Albert Einstein, Arthur Eddington,
and James Jeans. It was a groundbreaking claim, for it had until
then been believed that one of Woolf’'s limitations was her
indifference to technological matters. This position was soon echoed
by other critics and scholars. Virginia Woolfin the Age of Mechanical
Reproduction (2000), edited by Pamela Caughie, partly discusses

possible relationships between Woolf’s aesthetic and the advent of
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new technological inventions. More recently, Michael Whitworth has
published Virginia Woolf as part of the Authors in Context Series,
relating Woolf’s works to contemporary phenomena, including new
discoveries in science. The publication of the book as an Oxford
World’s Classic, an edition available to a large academic readership,
seems to suggest that the relationship between Woolf and
contemporary science and technology has become one of the key
1ssues in Woolf criticism.

Yet it 1is important to note that Woolf, again, did not uncritically
accept every aspect of new technologies. As several contributors to
Mechanical Reproduction suggest,” and Whitworth clearly observes,
Woolf was politically cautious of their possible pro-war functions, as
exemplified in the use of telecommunications for augmenting
authoritarian power.8 This attitude is often explained in terms of her
position as a feminist, a position which attributes the idea of
imperialism and fascism prevailing in European countries in the
1930s to the patriarchal social system advocating totalisation and
authoritarianism. (There is another reason for Woolf’s critical
attitude towards technologies, which will be explored in Chapter 1.)
Thus, Woolf’s relationship with contemporary technology is, as 1s her
relation with the Victorian age, ambivalent.

Fascinated by the new phenomena brought about by the advent

of new technologies, on the one hand, Woolf “deviatels] from the

" See, for example, Scott, Cuddy-Keane, Minow-Pinkney:.
8 Whitworth, “Woolf’s Web.”

13



prevalent literary discourse of her time, which condemns the
contemporary age as a barren and exhausted age’ and advises that
‘'we must look back with envy to the past’” (Minow-Pinkney, “Age of
Motor Cars” 180). Yet her feminist position (and another reason that
will later become explicit) also distance her from the cult of
technology—a phenomenon among the general public in her time. On
the other hand, as a half-Victorian, she shared several thoughts and
ideas with the preceding generation, but, again, not without criticism
of them. Thus, Woolf’s position as a writer was poised between the
Moderns and the Victorians. At first sight, this seems to provide a
plausible explanation of the disparity between her modernist
aesthetic and her employment of traditional motifs in her fiction.
That 1s, her hopeful view of the new experience generated by
technologies makes her art of fiction modern, but on the other hand,
her scepticism about the uses to which they might be put makes her
fictional world not completely new, retaining some characteristics of
the world of the preceding generation.

If we again note, however, the fact that Woolf’'s use of
traditional material motifs 1s not an indication of her retrogression,
but an aspect of her modernism (remember my earlier statement that
her traditional motifs function in the same way as her technological
motifs), we may offer a more complex reason for her inclusion of “old”
material motifs as well as “new” motifs in the creation of her
modernist world. For this purpose, we will further explore Woolf’s

relationships with the past and the present through an examination
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of her complicated treatment of the contemporary and the earlier
material worlds.
%

Although Woolf was interested in depicting the real world of
material phenomena, there 1s a common consensus that she did not
limit what these phenomena could suggest. In a letter to Roger Fry,
who asks her what the lighthouse means in 7o the Lighthouse, she
writes that she “meant nothing by The Lighthouse. [. . .] I saw that
all sorts of feelings would accrue to this, but I refused to think them
out, and trusted that people would make it the deposit for their own
emotions [. . .]” (L3: 385). Woolf thus leaves the meaning of her
material motifs undefined, handing over the right to decide to her
readers. This suggests that material motifs in her fiction are real
substances set in a particular place in a particular age, yet at the
same time resonate with symbolic connotations.

Rachel Bowlby’s essay, “Things” (included in the collection of
her essays, Virginia Woolf- Feminist Destinations) (1988), gives a
good explanation of this feature of material motifs in the Woolfian
world. Woolf, according to Bowlby, often connects historical change to
“changes in ‘things’,” and “often marks the change as affecting the
very forms of language and thought: new things are connected to new
ways of conceptualizing the world and the person’s relation to it”
(179). (This points to Woolf’s desire to depict the contemporary world
by means of real objects specific to it.) On the other hand, observes

Bowlby, things in Woolf's novels can be “ambivalent signs of the
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questions of continuity and change” (127). (Objects as “signs” suggest
their symbolic resonance.) For an example of this contradictory
theorem on Woolf’s use of material objects, Bowlby draws attention to
three modern objects in 7The Years: the car, the cinema, and the
telephone. The car and the cinema impress Peggy with their
demonstration of modern life as “a spectacle perpetually in motion,
without a firm point of rest or origin” (125). Their paralysing effect
upon her sense of sight debilitates her perception of the world in its
entirety: Peggy wonders how to define “a bygone period” and “the
present time” she belongs to (125). Peggy’s bewilderment about the
phenomena generated by these inventions and consequent confusion
of temporal definitions emphasise the character of modern life as
distinct trom that of the past, in which one could feel a sense of
“safety and stability” (125). At another point in the novel, the
telephone connects two separate rooms in a moment. But the
emphasis is not placed upon its remarkable swiftness in connecting
one person to another and the possible change in “the form of
subjectivity” it induces (127). Rather, the telephone, by separating
the visual from the acoustic, “showls] up disjunctions and
uncertainties that were there all the time, unobserved” (127). In
other words, the telephone discloses facts about human existence and
ontological questions which have hitherto been latent and neglected.
The latter episode suggests, by contrast with the former one, a sense
of association between the past and the present, a sense

(re)discovered in the age of new technologies.
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Similarly, traditional material motifs in Woolf’s fiction appear
as a device to hint at something elemental in human life. A case in
point is found in Erich Auerbach’s essay “The Brown Stocking” (1953),
an influential exploration of a scene of a traditional activity in 7o the
Lighthouse: Mrs. Ramsay is with her son James, measuring a
stocking against his leg. A noticeable feature of the scene is that it is
interrupted by many other seemingly irrelevant scenes and
observations, namely, Mrs. Ramsay’s conversation with the Swiss
maid, a sign of sadness in Mrs. Ramsay’s face, what people would
think about her, her talking with Mr. Bankes by phone. Yet irrelevant
and disconnected as they seem, these interrupting passages are, in
fact, related by one theme—the investigation of Mrs. Ramsay as an
“objective reality” (536). They represent subjective impressions about
Mrs. Ramsay, providing multiple perspectives for the investigation.
In effect, “the measuring of the stocking [. . .] is nothing but an
occasion,” states Auerbach (541). The emphasis is placed upon “what
the occasion releases,” that 1s, “1deas and chains of ideas which cut
loose from the present of the exterior occurrence and range freely
through the depths of time” (541, 540). Thus, Mrs. Ramsay’s
measuring her stocking is regarded as a device to open up the text to
the disclosing of inner truth, rather than an arbitrary description of
an exterior event in daily life.

These discussions by Bowlby and Awuerbach reveal one
important formula 1n Woolf’'s use of material motifs: the

time-bound—and, 1n many cases, space-bound—quality of these
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motifs is intended not only to depict the physical world they belong to
and which they therefore represent, but also to show universal
concepts made explicit by contrast with their historically restricted
nature. In other words, by incorporating material phenomena of the
past and present, Woolf strives to demonstrate an aspect of modernist
aesthetics—to transgress the boundary between the past and the
present, stressing a sense of the association between the two
generations.

This aspect of her aesthetic is noteworthy, given that the
historical period of modernism 1s generally regarded as characterised
by the collision between the past and the present in intellectual
activities, personal life, and culture.? At first sight, it seems to be
associated with the retrogressive conception of time, that is, the
Enlightenment understanding of time as “continuous, objective, and
intimately tied up with the atemporal subject of knowledge”
(Schleifer 44). Yet, again, given that Woolf was quite responsive to
social and political issues of her time, it seems to be more appropriate
to think that this aesthetic was a result of her ingenious contrivance

rather than a product of her isolated view of the world. To undermine

9 Schleifer discusses this point, 1n relation to the Enlightenment
conception of time. In the Enlightenment context, time was “an
autonomous, homogeneous flow 1n a single direction,” and this
conception of time “separates people from the past absolutely,
without confrontation or collision” (38). Schleifer sees the
confrontation of the past and present as a phenomenon specific to the
post-Enlightenment era—the period of the second Industrial
Revolution. (He seeks a model of this temporal conflict in D. H.
Lawrence’s The Rainbow (1915)—its conflicting “discourses of
realism and twentieth-century Modernism” (140).)
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the common structure of the conflict between past and present leads,
in a sense, to a gesture of calling into question the significance of
some of the outcomes of the second Industrial Revolution. Yet, at the
same time, to show the transgressing of the boundary between past
and present is to undermine the hegemonic effect of the past on the
present, and thus is a refutation of the retrogressive view. Woolf’s
seemingly essentialist dealing with the motifs of material phenomena
1s, 1n fact, a representation of her very radical attitude towards the
notions of the past and the present.

*

We have shown that Woolf’s fictional world is half-Victorian,
and in this respect she diverges from many other modernists; and we
have assumed that her half-traditional world is, paradoxically, part
of her modernist aesthetic, with material motifs with symbolic
resonances complicating the relationship of the past and present. In
order to throw light upon this relatively neglected aspect of Woolf’s
aesthetic, this thesis takes up four motifs of material phenomena
(material objects, conditions, and activities) in her fictional works,
motifs which belong either to the Victorian world or to the
contemporary world: the telephone, knitting women, the searchlight,
and the empty house of a Victorian family. Each of the four chapters
deals with one of these motifs. All of these four motifs are intimately
related to seeing and hearing, two major perceptions transformed by
technological innovations. The telephone and the searchlight are

prosthetic devices to enhance the new physical and mental
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experiences of time and space: they serve to hear/see over long
distances, thereby bringing distant events and existences closer
without diminishing physical distance between here and there; they
thus produce interchanging senses of closeness and separation.

Knitting women and the empty house are domestic motifs,
associated with the Victorian idea of femininity, which is registered
as reticence and detachment. Yet in the Woolfian world, their
Victorian quality 1s controversial. Like the other two motits—the
telephone and the searchlight—they serve to provide the fictional
world with dynamism in its description of wvisual and aural
perceptions, and may therefore be regarded as modernist devices 1n
disguise. In our exploration of these four motifs, a wide range of
Woolf’s fictional works is referred to: not only her longer fiction, but
also her shorter fiction is within the scope of this study. Some
relatively neglected short stories by Woolf will be considered in
relation to her well-known longer novels.

Chapter 1 centres on the motif of the telephone in Night and
Day (1919), exploring how this modern electrical invention— with its
complex power of both drawing close and separating two speakers
across space—functions in the novel’s main plot. In addition, by
showing that two traditional material motifs, namely, literary books
and portraits, function in a similar way to the telephone, this chapter
shows how intimately related motifs of the past and present are in
the progress of the story, and how significant the relation 1s to

Woolf’s modernist aesthetic. With contemporary and earlier material
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motifs discussed side by side, this opening chapter gives one example
of Woolf’s establishment of the interactive relationship between
these two types of motif, as a representation of her idea of the world
being heterogeneous rather than homogeneous and linear.

From the second chapter onwards, we look at modern and
traditional motifs separately.

Chapter 2 focuses on knitting women, a motif suggestive of the
self-effacing status of women in traditional social systems. A close
analysis of the imagery in several of Woolf’s novels, however, reveals
that the self-sacrificing posture of her women knitters is associated
with their expressiveness. Residing in the background yet involved in
the main actions of the novels, Woolf’s knitting women are, like the
motif of the telephone, an intriguing motif associated with the
alternation of proximity and distance. By showing how the motif of
traditional material activity is re-interpreted as a representation of
Woolf’s position as a woman modernist, this chapter suggests that
the use of the motif is an example of the author’s experimentation in
making the past and the present interpenetrate.

In Chapter 3, we turn to another example of the motif of
electrical technology, the searchlight. In “The Searchlight,” a
relatively neglected short story by Woolf, the searchlight appears as a
tool of the British air force, which conducts military training
(apparently) in the inter-war period. Yet this seemingly historical,
pro-war motif is also associated with Woolf’s scheme for depicting a

democratic, pacifist world. The searchlight helps the central
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character to draw the past into the present moment, conflating the
two generations. Thus the light serves to expand the experience of
the present as the here and now to include the perception of time and
space at a great—physical and psychological-——distance. This function
of the motif—drawing the object closer—is alternated with its
opposite function—replacing the object afar: the motif is also built
upon what I have called the modern rhythm. This argument is
amplified by an exploration of the related motif of light in 7o the
Lighthouse.

Chapter 4 shifts the focus entirely to 7o the Lighthouse,
dwelling upon one of its main motifs, the empty summer home of the
Ramsays. It 1s, like women knitting, an example of a traditional motif
linked with the alternation of distance and proximity in Woolf's
fiction: once accommodating a Victorian family, the empty house 1s a
relic of a bygone generation; on the other hand, the empty space is a
paradoxical representation of the fullness of being, with memories
from the past excavated and actively interrelated. In effect, the
uninhabited house is also an embryo of the creation of a new life,
which is to be presented in the succeeding scene of the novel. It is a
model of the author’s modernist universe, in which different moments
of human history are comprehended and mingled.

It must be admitted, however, that our examination of these
four motifs in Woolf’s fiction does not enable us to explore fully
Woolf’s unique poetics of time and space as an aspect of her

self-assertion as a modernist. For example, Woolf’s interest in
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modern technologies influencing visual and acoustic perceptions was
not limited to the telephone and the searchlight. Her involvement in
technological issues 1n her time, as revealed by the increasing
number of the studies of this subject, is extensive, and therefore
requires further exploration. This also applies to our discussion of
traditional motifs. Knitting women and the empty house are just two
of the numerous examples of the motifs of traditional objects and
activities in the Woolfian world, motifs that may be associated with
Woolf’s modernist project. Yet there is a characteristic common to
these four motifs: they have been widely acknowledged in the critical
literature, but have often been regarded as signifying an aspect of the
author’s attitudes either towards the contemporary world or towards
the world of the preceding generation. Despite a certain limitation,
our exploration of these four motifs will enable us to highlight a
distinctive feature of the Woolfian world (built upon her
interpretation of the modern rhythm, the alternation between

distance and proximity)—the interpenetration of the past and the

present.
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CHAPTER 1

TELEPHONE WIRES: TECHNOLOGICAL INVENTIONS,

TRADITIONAL MATERIAL OBJECTS, AND COMMUNICATION IN
NIGHT AND DAY
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The telephone is an important technological invention produced
and developed over a long period of the mechanical revolution, which
affected the entirety of human experience in the second half of the
nineteenth century and the first half of the twentieth century.! With
1ts ability to convey voices without their possessors’ visual images,
telephone communication evoked an uncanny sense of the alternation
between proximity and distance. In her 1927 essay, “Poetry, Fiction
and the Future,” Virginia Woolf describes modern cities thus: people
live in separate “boxes” to “insure some privacy, yet lare] linked to
ltheir] fellows by wires which pass overhead [. . .]” (£4: 432). Thus,
telephone wires are, by connecting separate people, presented as
increasing the complexity of human relationships in the modern
world.

Like many other modernist writers, Woolf employed the motif of
the telephone in rendering this new experience involving perception
as a paradigm of modern life. A good example 1s the six characters’
telepathic communication in The Waves (1931). By this we mean not
that the six people communicate with one another by telephone, but

that the idea of the novel cannot be irrelevant to the mechanism of

I Ernest Mandel divides the process of technological evolution from
the mid-nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century into three stages:
“after 1848, after 1893, and after 1940 in North America and 1948 in
Western Europe and Japan” (9). (See also Minow-Pinkney “Age of
Motor Cars” 159). Invented by Alexander Graham Bell as early as
1876, yet not being efficient enough to be prevalent in Britain until
the interwar period, the telephone developed over a period of two
earlier stages of the mechanical production. For a detailed
description of the history of the telephone, see Robertson.




“wires.” The title—7The Waves—itself is suggestive: as Michael
Whitworth points out, it can be associated with the undulations of
sound and light—newly acknowledged scientific phenomena 1in
Woolf’s time—as well as the waves of the sea.?2 This example points
to a significant feature specific to Woolf’s adoption of this acoustic
machine in fiction: she was, it seems, interested in describing the
telephonic system not only in a literal way, but also in a metaphorical
way. In The Waves, the telepathic communication modelled on
telephonic communication serves to excavate the inner lives of the six
characters, which are on the surface different yet at bottom
connected. In other words, the telephonic mechanism i1s employed in
Woolf’s fiction for revealing submerged truth as to human relations
as well as depicting a new dimension of actual life added by the
invention of telephony. This may suggest the function of the
telephone beyond a time-bound object in the Woolfian world.

With regard to the representation of communication in Woolf’s
fiction, there is another point to be noted. Woolf’s fictional world 1is,
as has been pointed out by a number of critics and seen in the
introduction of this thesis, half-Victorian, as was the author herself.

Tea-table conversation consisting of literary topics and gossip also

2 For further explanation of the relationship between this novel and
contemporary science, see Whitworth, Authors in Context 180-82 and
Armstrong 120-21. Armstrong also sees the novel’s telepathic
communication or “intersubjectivity’ as a product of “spiritualism,”
which appeared with the development of science and technology at
around the turn of the century and attracted scientists, politicians,

and writers (124).
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plays a significant part in the promotion of amicable relationships
between her characters.

Night and Day exemplifies this dual characteristic of the
Woolfian world. The novel presents an intriguing coexistence of two
modes of communication (old and new): while the telephone appears
to help develop human relationships, traditional modes of
communication are as significant a motif as this modern electric
method. The novel centres on the Hilberys, the family of a literary
celebrity, in which people enjoy face-to-face communication through a
common interest in literature. In their conversations, traditional
objects such as literary books are taken up as a means to establish
their smooth relationships.

This chapter focuses on how motifs of two modes of
communication—old and new—function in Night and Day, exploring
similarities as well as differences between these two modes. This
examination acts, in other words, as an exploration of an aspect of
the poetic dimension of Woolf’s material motifs—their function
beyond their condition as time-bound existence. A combined analysis
of traditional and technological material motifs in this chapter will
underscore this feature: we will see a distinctive function of both
types of motif, their interrelations across time, as a part of the
author’s scheme to create a heterogeneous fictional space—a space
where different historical moments are fused. This chapter, in effect,
will provide an overview of our entire discussion in this thesis: it will

give a good introduction to the following chapters, each of which
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deals with a motif belonging either to the old generation or to the new

generation; and each of which explores the way one type of motif

merges into the other.

I . THE IMAGERY OF TELECOMMUNICATION IN
DALLOWAY STORIES

MRS.

Betfore looking at Night and Day, let us briefly turn to those of
Woolf’s short stories which include the motif of telephony and see
how the motif is adopted. This is because the poetics of her shorter
fiction, like those of many other writers, epitomises her way of
writing her longer fiction.3

“The Introduction” i1s one of a series of short stories written by
Woolf in the mi1d-1920s which are set during Mrs. Dalloway’s party.4
The story centres on Lily Everit, a “shy charming girl,” who is about
to make her debut in society at the hands of Mrs. Dalloway (185).
Preferring to retreat to her own vision, Lily 1s daunted by the
splendour of society, which i1s quite different from her private world.
The fashionable world seems to her to represent patriarchal society

established upon “orderly life” or a “regulated way of life” (186). It

3 Skrbic also observes that Woolf's short stories convey her objectives
as a writer “more concentratedly” than her novels” (xviii).

t According to Bishop’s A Virginia Woolf Chronology, these stories
were written after the publication of Mrs. Dalloway (1925), in order
probably to “investigate the party consciousness, the frock
consciousness” (D3: 12). It may therefore be considered that their
party scene is a developed version of that of the novel.
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makes her strongly conscious of “being a woman,” an existence
subject to the male-established system of society. Her
self-confidence—built up upon the fact that she has got “First rate”
for “her essay upon the character of Dean Swift’—almost vanishes
(184). Throughout the party, Lily struggles to oppose “this massive
masculine achievement” by trying surreptitiously to regain her
self-respect (186). In her imagination, the authority of male-ruling
society 1s embodied in “the criss-cross of telegraph wires,” together

)y &«

with “high towers, solemn bells, flats,” “churches” and “parliaments”
(186). It is significant that Lily recognises “telephone wires,” a newly
developed material object, as a symbol of power just as overwhelming
as other long established material objects which symbolise social,
religious, and political powers respectively. With their methodical
structure—they are described as criss-cross patterns—telephone
wires well represent the fashionable world which Lily imagines as
orderly and inescapable.

If we turn to the setting of these stories—Mrs. Dalloway’'s
party—we notice, on the other hand, that they place an emphasis also
on another sort of achievement—“female achievement.” Although the
hostess should not be assumed to be identical to the woman with the
same name in the novel Mrs. Dalloway (1925), the former resembles
the latter at least in one respect: she tries, by means of her party, to
bring together different people with different ideas and thoughts and

to unite them. Her party is depicted from the multiple perspectives of

different people in the series of stories, namely, “The New Dress,”
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“Happiness,” “Ancestors,” “The Introduction,” “Together and Apart,”
“The Man Who Loved His Kind,” “A Simple Melody” and “A Summing
Up.” The participants are seen being introduced to one another,
feeling sympathy or antipathy towards one another.

The independent female student Lily is challenged by Bob
Brinsley, an “insolent,” “arrogant” young man “just down from
Oxford” (“The Introduction” 187, 185). Mabel Waring, who is
self-conscious because of her “hideous new dress,” recalls the earlier
kind compliment of Miss Milan’s, but is hurt to imagine that Charles
Burt is thoughtlessly teasing her about her dress (“The New Dress”
170, 173). Called by the envious woman Mrs. Sutton “far the happiest
person I know,” Stuart Elton is embarrassed, waiting a chance to
escape from her (“Happiness” 178). Mrs. Vallance, a country-bred
woman, tries to admonish Jack Renshaw, an urban young man, for
his “silly, rather conceited remark” (“Ancestors” 181). In a moment of
empathy with Mr. Serle, Miss Anning feels as if they “knew each
other so perfectly,” “so closely united that they had only to tfloat side
by side” (“Together and Apart” 193). Prickett Ellis, a man who loves
his kind, feels antipathy towards Miss O'Keefe, a woman who loves
her kind (“The Man Who Loved His Kind” 197-200). In “A Simple
Melody,” “a picture of a heath” hanging in the drawing-room of the
Ramsays leads Mr. Carslake to a quiet contemplation on walking on
the heath, in which he enjoys “a little simple talk “with participants
of the party” (203). Thus, in Mrs. Dalloway’s party, people are related

to one another—though temporarily—across the boundaries between
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genders and generations. Her party is described by Sasha Latham,
one of her guests, as “the supreme achievement of the human race”
(“A Summing Up” 209).

In his paper, “Woolf’'s Web: Telecommunications and
Community” (1999), Whitworth proposes “two models of
telecommunication networks,” which are coexisting yet incompatible
with each other (162): one is “a hierarchical web, radiating from an
authoritarian center”; the other 1s “a decentered, rhizomic structure,
cutting across established hierarchies” (162). If we apply these two
models to our analysis above, the former model corresponds to the
“telegraph wires” as part of “masculine achievement” as imagined by
Lily; the latter (horizontal) model can represent Mrs. Ramsay’s
achievement by means of her party. We can therefore surmise that
the series of short stories about Mrs. Dalloway’'s party in its entirety
challenges—though at a latent level—or at least calls into question
the patriarchal network, which i1s described by Lily as something
authoritative and immovable.

This offers a good example of how with apparent casualness
Woolf takes up a certain cultural motif—in this case telegraph
wires—in her fiction, and how implicitly and ingeniously she
undermines its generally acknowledged function in patriarchal
society through her own way of structuring her fiction as well as the
description of her characters’ actions in her fiction. In the cultural
and social context of her time, this suggests Woolf’s subtle

positioning of herself in the world of her time: she seemingly aligns
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herself with contemporary writers, such as James Joyce and T. S.
Eliot, who depict innovative cultural motifs more or less favourably;
but in reality she sets herself apart from them.5 It is noteworthy that
her ingenious self-positioning is associated with her metaphorical
way of dealing with a given motif: telegraph wires present
themselves, in the series of Mrs. Dalloway stories, not only as
material objects produced in a given period of technological
innovation, but also as a metaphor of invisible human networks built
up among the participants of the party.

To explore her experiment with technological motifs further, we
will, in the next section, examine descriptions of them in Night and

Day, focusing on how they are related to the structure of the novel,
and by extension, to Woolf's distinctive position in modernist

aesthetic practice.

II. THE TELEPHONE IN NIGHT AND DAY

When first published in 1919, Night and Day elicited praise
from readers in general, but there was a critical consensus about its
conventionality in form and theme. It 1s well known that Katherine
Mansfield and E. M. Forster regarded it as a step backward in

comparison with The Voyage Out (1915), her first modernist

5 For detailed discussions of other modernist writers’ treatment of
technological inventions in their works, see, for example, Danius,
“Orpheus and the Machine,” and Kenner.
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experimentation in fiction. Mansfield described Woolf’s second fiction
as "a novel in the tradition of the English novel,” comparing it to “[al
[slhip [coming] into [h]larbour” (CH 82. 79). “[I]t makes us feel old and
chill: we had never thought to look upon its like again,” she
comments bitterly (CH 82). Forster also remarked that the novel was
“a strictly formal & classical work” and he “likeld] it less than V. O.
| The Voyage Out]” (D1: 310). Their assessments of Night and Day
have not been called into question by subsequent critics. Only very
recently, Sue Roe has observed that it is “a new, very traditional
novel” which Woolf needed to write to recover from “a serious
breakdown” following her experiment in The Voyage Out (15). Noting
the features of its structure, Mark Hussey describes Night and Day
as “the most linear and ‘plotted’ of Woolf’s novels, developing its
thirty-four chapters smoothly as the characters move toward
resolution” (4 to Z 183).

These judgements seem incontrovertible, as far as the main plot
of the novel, the romance of Katharine Hilbery and Ralph Denham, is
concerned. The lovers go through the phases which heroes and
heroines of conventional romances are likely to
experience—antagonism, quarrel and argument, reconciliation and
marriage. This smoothly unfolding plot is, however, a mere
retrospective impression: closely examined, their “love story” is not
as simple as has often been considered. The novel is set in the modern
world in which people, through technological inventions including

cars and the telephone, can be connected in a moment. The new.
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complex modes of communication make the love plot of the novel far
from conventional. To explore this point, let us closely examine how
the relationship of the two lovers evolves—the process in which
modern technological inventions play significant roles.
K

Both Katharine and Ralph are described as having a severe
sense of self-contradiction, and this inner conflict prevents them from
readily forming an amicable relationship. Katharine is characterised

by an apparently practical personality. She helps her mother Mrs.

Hilbery, an oddly eccentric person, with her writing of the biography

of “Richard Alardyce,” “the great poet” and her father (7-8). The first

detailed description of Katharine’s character appears thus:

|Slhe had no aptitude for literature. She did not like

phrases. [. . .] She was [. . .] inclined to be silent; she
shrank from expressing herself even in talk, let alone in
writing. [. . .] She had the reputation [. . ] of being the
most practical of people. L. . .] Mrs. Hilbery often observed
that it was poetry the wrong side out. |[. . ﬁ’

Silence being, thus, both natural to her and imposed
upon her, the only other remark that her mother’s friends
were In the habit of making about it was that it was
neither a stupid silence nor an indifferent silence. |. . .] /¢
was understood that she was helping her mother to

produce a great book. She was known to manage the
household 38-40; emphasis added)

It is noteworthy that there are many expressions—those in
italics—showing that the description is offered from the viewpoint of
other people. Despite its lengthy explanation of her practical
personality, this passage suggests that this version of Katharine’s

character may be merely hearsay and rumour, and thus subtly
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undermines the credibility of its own content. It also hints at the
existence of some latent truth about Katharine’s personality, a truth

which is unknown to other people.

The hidden truth of Katharine is implied also in her

self-analysis:

She was in the habit of assuming [. . ./ that she was rather
unobservant of the finer shades of feeling, and she noted
her present failure as another proof that she was a
practical, abstract-minded person, better fitted to deal
with figures than with the feelings of men and women.
(289; emphasis added)

The emphasised phrases above show Katharine’s logical way of
thinking or her rational character, which seemingly substantiates
her reputation as “the most practical of people.” But these phrases,
with their careful and self-conscious tone, also invoke a sense of
self-deception: it seems that Katharine i1s anxious to persuade herself
by any given event in her life that this 1s her true nature.

In fact, there are several moments throughout the novel when
this supposed 1identity is overturned. They are the moments of
unawareness, when she discloses the opposite characteristic, that of
her mother Mrs. Hilbery—an eccentric personality. For instance, at
the very moment when she starts thinking about her preference for
mathematics over literature, she ironically lapses into a dream
without noticing it. Then the next moment she finds “her own state
mirrored in her mother’s face” and “shakels] herself awake with a

sense of irritation” (41). Also, she leaves something behind or forgets
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something several times in the novel: at one point, she leaves her
basket of oysters on a bench in the Strand (140); at another point, in
Kew Gardens, she leaves her bag somewhere while strolling with
Ralph (352); the third time sees that she “forgetls] to help the
pudding” and sits “oblivious of the tapioca” while having lunch with
Cassandra (460).

But the most explicit indication of the inconsistency in her
personality occurs while she is gazing at stars. In Chapter 16,
Katharine spends Christmas with her family at her cousin’s home in
the town of Lincoln. This chapter comes after the announcement of
her engagement to William Rodney, towards whom she feels, in fact,
little affection. To escape her family’'s inquisitiveness about her
marriage she goes out into the garden of the house and looks at the
stars. The starry sky fascinates her, and her feelings seem to her to
verify her own scientific nature: “I want to work out something in
figures—something that hasn’'t got to do with human beings,” she
says to herself (203). Meanwhile, she attains a sense of relatedness to

the entire universe, a sense inexplicable within a scientific context:

|Als she looked up the pupils of her eyes so dilated with
starlight that the whole of her seemed dissolved in silver

and spilt over the ledges of the stars for ever and ever
indefinitely through space. (205)

Katharine’s feelings here may be associated with a similar scene in
the short story “The Searchlight,” which will be discussed in Chapter

3 of this thesis: while looking at stars through his telescope, a boy
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attains a sense of eternity. In fact, Katharine herself dreams of
“usling] a telescope” in the future (203), and here it is implied that
she looks through her imaginary telescope at the starlit sky: “[. . .]
she changed the focus of her eyes, and saw nothing but the stars”
(204). Through the act of gazing at stars out of her scientific curiosity,
she is, unexpectedly, drawn into the realm of dream. This realm, in
tfact, 1s associated with Ralph, who assesses visions as higher than
scientific truth.

Thus, Katharine i1s described as oscillating between reality and
dream. Once she confesses to Ralph: “‘you can’t think how I'm
divided—how I'm at my ease with you, and how I'm bewildered” (447).
She feels a strong affinity with Ralph, but cannot readily reveal it to
him. The shift of her personality happens only at night, both in
literal and metaphorical senses. To expose her “real” self, she needs
“darkness”—Iliterally, the darkness of night, and metaphorically,
distance from other people—which screens her from other people.

Ralph Denham, by contrast, is described as a dreaming self. His
eldest sister Joan is afraid that he might “suddenly [sacrificel his
entire career for some fantastic imagination” (127). Unlike Katharine,
Ralph is much aware of his own nature and even respects it: “in
private, [. . .] Ralph let himself swing very rapidly away from his
actual circumstances upon strange voyages [. . .]” (129). Like
Katharine, however, he 1s struggling with the social role that

practical life imposes upon him: with his father dead, he has many

brothers and sisters 1n  his house to support. The
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‘Hilberys—Katharine’s family—remind him of this social obligation
from which he is eager to escape: near the beginning of the novel,
Ralph is invited by Mr. Hilbery to contribute to his review and then is
recognised by his family members as a lawyer. Moreover, the glory of
the Hilberys’ family history, marked by their great literary ancestors,
makes his own family seem far inferior to them. These facts lead to
Ralph’s aversion to the Hilberys: in their first encounter at the tea

table in her house, Katharine detects in his “upright and resolute

» ¢¢

bearing” “something hostile to her surroundings” (6). In his eyes,

Katharine, who helps her mother with her work, is nothing but a
representation of the social domain from which he is excluded.

But from the outset—from his first encounter with her—Ralph
detects, and feels attracted to, the hidden side of Katharine. Seeing

her helping her mother with the tea-table conversation, he notices

that “she attended only with the surface skin of her mind” (5). At
another point he sees Katharine as “a creature of uncalculating
passion and instinctive freedom,” or detects “a spirit which she
reserved or repressed for some reason either of loneliness or [. . .] of
love” (355). What enables Ralph to find out Katharine’s true nature is
his fertile imagination. His vision of Katharine grows when he is
apart from her.

So Ralph, like Katharine, requires distance to “communicate”
with her—distance which allows him to protect his dream about her
from the disillusionment of actual life: “He wished to keep this

distance between them-—the distance which separates the devotee
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from the image in the shrine” (390). Ralph is, thus, also torn between

his vision and reality.

These two conflicting lovers get close and then separate, an
alternation which 1s suggested in their face-to-face conversation and
in other ways throughout the book. In the village of Disham, where
he spends Christmas with Mary Datchet and her family, Ralph
imagines Katharine as “being surrounded by the spaces of night and
the open air” (200). And it is “lilnto that same black night” of the
adjacent village that Katharine gazes to find stars (201). At another
point, in front of Katharine’s house, Ralph, after one of his
city-wanderings in pursuit of her, sees “lights” “in the three long
windows of the drawing room” (418). These lights become, in his
imagination, Katharine herself, although “lhle did not see her in
body” (419). Katharine, likewise, sets out searching for Ralph and, at
his working place, Lincoln’s Inn Fields, she looks for “the light in the
three tall windows,” the light of “Ralph’s three windows” (466). These
episodes relating to “light in darkness” suggest that Katharine and
Ralph share the same vision, by which they are united, but at the
same time that they are united only at night, or in a metaphorical

sense, in a different sphere from actual life. ¢ Their

6 The three lights are compared by Ralph to the “[beams] of a
lighthouse” (418). The lights, therefore, evoke the three strokes of the
lichthouse beam in 7o the Lighthouse. Since, as we will discuss in the
next chapter, the three strokes are related to female creativity which
is shown as uniting and separating, we may say that the three lights
here represent the two lovers’ relationship, oscillating between

proximity and distance.
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momentary—though not fragile—understanding of each other 1is

compared to flashings of lightning in their conversation:

“[. . .] we see each other only now and then—"

“Like lights in a storm—"
“In the midst of a hurricane,” she concluded [. . .]. (450)

Even the structure of the passage—their half-expressed words
alternating with one another—seems to represent their seeking for
each other in the dark. At bottom united, yet on the surface separate,
they never seem to find common ground in actual life for the

development of their relationship. They are, in effect, “modern

men”—those living in separate “boxes” to “insure some privacy” (£4:

432).

However, there are two scenes in which their relationship sees a
remarkable advance: the one occurs in Chapter 24, and the other in
Chapter 31, and the one thing common to these scenes is that the
telephone plays a significant role.

Chapter 24 follows the scene 1n which Ralph confesses his love
to Katharine. There, she is helping her mother with the writing of the
biography, but with her mind torn between her new suitor Ralph and
her fiancé William. This oscillating state of her mind and consequent
absent-mindedness are, at first, not shown in the text, but are
disclosed when her mother unwittingly says to her, “D’you think he
ever passed this house?,” speaking of William Shakespeare (322).

This question seems to Katharine to refer to Ralph and embarrasses
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her. Then Mrs. Hilbery, seeing her daughter perplexed, adds, “My
dear, I'm not talking about your William [. . .]. I'm talking [. . .} of my
William—William Shakespeare, of course” (323). This sudden
unexpected juxtaposition of two men—one in her own mind and the
other mentioned by her mother—distracts Katharine from her work:
“‘Her pen [. . .] remained in the air” (323). She then surreptitiously
begins applying herself to mathematics, as if striving for some clear
solution to her indecision: “her hand [. . .] began drawing square
boxes halved and quartered by straight lines, and then circles which
underwent the same process of dissection” (323).

It is in this state of restlessness that Katharine hears the
telephone ring and goes to answer 1t. Subsequently, she receives a
second phone call, and then, after a while, a third. The first two
phone calls are from Mary and William respectively. Although there
is no detailed description of her conversations with them, it 1s
obvious that these calls affect her significantly. She feels that “the
sharp call of the telephone-bell echoed in her ear,” and gets tense, “as
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