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Abstract 

 The thesis aims to introduce the topic of marriage contained in the first 

two novels by Virginia Woolf, The Voyage Out and Night and Day. The theo-

retical part explores the social situation of women in the early twentieth century, 

Woolf's biography and her attitude toward the institution of marriage. The prac-

tical part firstly analyses the novels separately to see how the theme of marriage 

from the female perspective is addressed in each novel; the last section of the 

practical part offers an overall comparison of the novels and examines the dif-

ferences and similarities between them. 

 

Key words: Virginia Woolf, marriage, The Bloomsbury Group, women 

and feminism, the female perspective, The Voyage Out, Night and Day 
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 Abstrakt 

Cílem této bakalářské práce je předvedení tématu manželství, jak je 

prezentováno v prvních dvou novelách Virginie Woolfové. Teoretická část 

zkoumá sociální postavení žen ve společnosti na začátku dvacátého století, 

životopis Virginie Woolfové a její osobní vztah k institutu manželství. V prak-

tické části se každá novela v prvé řádě rozebírá zvlášť, aby bylo vidět, jak se 

téma prezentuje v jednotlivém díle. Poslední sekce praktické části uvádí celkové 

porovnání obou novel a zkoumá jejích rozdíly a podobnosti v přístupu k tématu 

manželství z ženské perspektivy. 

 

Klíčová slova: Virginia Woolfová, manželství, skupina Bloomsbury, ženy 

a feminismus, ženská perspektiva, Plavba, Noc a den 
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1 Introduction 

The aim of this bachelor thesis is to analyse the theme of marriage in Virginia Woolf’s 

first two novels and to identify the underlying feminist philosophy of her writings. Both The 

Voyage Out (1915) and Night and Day (1919) received much less critical attention than her 

later novels, since they feature rather traditional narrative structure and are therefore consid-

ered to be non-innovative. My intention is to challenge this perspective by exploring many 

themes and motifs that were later elaborated by Woolf in her revolutionary experimental 

novels, such as Mrs Dalloway, To the Light House, The Waves and the non-fiction prose 

oriented toward feminism, A Room of One’s Own and Three Guineas.  

Both novels deal with the female protagonist attempting to find her own voice and 

create a clear self-image within reflections on her feelings, desires and aspirations on the 

background of the conservative society. In their quest for identity the reader can find an echo 

of Woolf’s own quest for a unique literary style and artistic voice. The life of almost any 

young woman at the beginning of the 20th century was centred around matrimonial and fam-

ily matters and any love experience would inevitably lead to thoughts of marriage. Both her-

oines are faced with the need to confront the conventional marriage model. For these reasons 

I chose to study how the institution of marriage is presented in the novels and the conflict 

between the conventional model of marriage accepted as the social norm and the main char-

acter’s needs and aspirations. A specific focus has been put on the patterns of discrimination 

against women and widespread acceptance of a gender-based approach to an individual. 

The theoretical part elucidates the socio-historical context of the novels with a partic-

ular emphasis on the women’s social situation and provides the author’s biography. The bi-

ography is presented with a specific focus on Virginia Woolf’s approach to marriage and her 

artistic and social beliefs. 

The practical part firstly examines how the different facets of marriage are presented 

in an individual novel. Secondly it offers an overall comparison of the themes and motifs in 

both The Voyage Out and Night and Day and examines the differences and similarities of the 

novels.  
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2 Theoretical part 

2.1 Women and marriage during the Victorian and Edwardian periods 

In European tradition, marriage is considered “a legally and socially sanctioned union 

that is regulated by laws, rules, customs, beliefs, and attitudes that prescribe the rights and 

duties of the partners and accords status to their offspring” (“Marriage”). Around the 12th 

century, the Roman Catholic Church formally defined marriage as a divine sacrament 

(Lawler 63). But while in Catholicism people still believe in the Sacrament of Matrimony as 

a union between God, the man and the woman, Protestants, as a result of the 16th century 

Reformation, re-defined marriage as merely a life-long and monogamous partnership be-

tween a man and a woman. During the Victorian era, men and women searched for an ideal 

relationship based on expectations of the individual determined mostly by the participant’s 

gender. Typically, women were expected to be innocent and submissive, they were to submit 

to the will of their husbands, take responsibility for the household chores, nurse children and 

provide all their family members with emotional support. As Jeannette King points out, 

women’s role in society was “to fill the vacuum left by the death of religious certainty, 

revered not only as the embodiment of virtue themselves, but as the guardians of the male 

virtue” (11).   

Women had in return their own expectations for men. A man was to provide his spouse 

and family with sufficient financial support, he had to be decisive, ambitious, pragmatic and 

be able to control his emotions, otherwise, he would not be of marriage potential. “A man’s 

status depended primarily on his occupation and the family into which he was born; a married 

woman’s status derived from her husband’’ (Mitchell 22). 

All that young people could do to be successful in their social life was to satisfy con-

ventions. Patriarchal society did not allow women to be educated or even if it did, not outside 

the home. Consequently, women were deprived of the opportunity to work or to take part in 

any social affairs and their feminine creativity was suppressed. Moreover, a young woman’s 

life seemed to be mere preparation for marriage. Gradually, pragmatic notions of marriage 

were replaced by more romantic ideals that suggested that marriage should be based on love 
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and mutual loyalty (Phegley 5). A new ideal of the companionate marriage as the basis of 

self-fulfillment was established. “Both partners in the companionate marriage were subject 

to high – and unrealistic – expectations, but women, whose lives were confined to the do-

mestic sphere, were under much greater pressure to make a happy home” (Phegley 6-7). 

The common ideal of a woman might vary depending on a woman’s social class. 

Women from the upper class did not have the necessity to occupy themselves with housework 

or raise their children, since they had enough finances to keep servants and governesses. 

According to Mitchell, it was unacceptable for them to do “any paid work”, which was in 

contradiction with their high social status (266). Women of the lower classes might work as 

domestic servants, shop workers or even become factory workers. Female factory workers 

were considered less valuable than male workers and also had to face the hostility of social 

disapproval, since working in a factory did not harmonise with the conventional female role, 

denying their full partnership in society. 

Although Edwardian and early post-Edwardian society stressed that upper-class 

women should choose their own husband on their own, and that their choice was to be based 

partially on love, the vast majority of marriages were arranged by parents and their lawyers, 

wanting either to join two great estates or to provide one of them, already in debt, with funds 

from the other. It is important that marriage out of love was desirable, but merely a romantic 

affection was not a satisfactory reason to get married. People were still preoccupied with 

notions of a vast fortune, a powerful position and most importantly a noble title. The aristo-

cratic women remained under pressure, and their role was mainly childbearing and child 

nursing. Correspondingly, married women of high titles and property were also under big 

pressure, it was crucial that they gave birth to a male heir to ensure the continuity of the fam-

ily line (Steinbach 86). Women were still regarded as obedient to her husband as he was still 

the leader of the family. 

Marriage and family matters persisted in playing a crucial role for aristocratic women. 

They could, in rare cases be well-educated, predominantly home-schooled or self-taught. The 

University of Oxford did not allow women to matriculate or receive a degree before October 
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1920, even though they could attend lectures and take examinations (Garnett and Whyte). 

Cambridge University did not grant degrees to women until the late 1940s (“The Rising 

Tide”). 

 

2.2 Virginia Woolf and her views on women’s role in society 

2.2.1 The historical background 

In her lifetime, from the late Victorian era until the beginning of WWII, Virginia Woolf 

witnessed a great change in the concept of the family and gender roles. By the beginning of 

the 20th century, the feminist movement, which had existed for quite some time, had made 

some progress in gaining voting rights for women (for instance, in New Zealand, Australia 

and some parts of the USA), but at the same time, in a number of advanced European  coun-

tries, women were still deprived of any financial or political rights (Smith 171). In Great 

Britain, whose culture was for the most part determined by conservative Victorian patrimony, 

it was especially evident. The first half of the twentieth century was a time of significant 

social change and shifts in the cultural paradigm, particularly in everyday life. Virginia 

Woolf, being not only a writer, but also a woman, could sense the paradox of the current 

situation both in the outside world and in her personal life. 

2.2.2 Virginia Woolf and her father, Leslie Stephen 

The key to understanding Woolf’s views on gender issues is her family and, in partic-

ular, her uneasy relationship with her father Leslie Stephen, a famous literary critic and pub-

licist. Being a liberal, a man of the most progressive views, he welcomed any social progress, 

including the democratisation of society (Lee 71). Nevertheless, in his life Leslie Stephen 

embodied the traditional model of a Victorian patriarch, rational, prudent, but brutish and 

oppressing his household. “His emotional hypocrisy, his inability to deal with own feelings, 

above all his bullying demands on those closest to him” gave Virginia a “lifelong horror of 

domination” (Lee 72). Hermione Lee gives a detailed description of Leslie Stephen’s dis-

criminatory and inadmissible treatment of women:  
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Readings of the Father as Monster can easily portray the women in his life as victims: 

the sister he bullied, the backward daughter he drove to imbecility, the young first 

wife he dominated, the sister-in-law he exploited, the widow he browbeat into marry-

ing him and then wore into her grave with his demands, the step-daughter whose life 

he ruined with his possessiveness, the daughters whose youth he darkened with his 

selfish grief and his assumptions of their servitude to him, and who only escaped to 

make their own lives by his death. (73-74) 

That is a very important reason for Woolf’s discontent with the concept of the Victorian 

family and Victorian morality in general. 

As a writer, Leslie Stephen maintained the conservative view that the gender of an 

author determined the quality of literature, and that no woman was able to create a plausible 

male character and a work of the same excellence as men (Livergant 18). That particular 

attitude towards feminine intellectual creativity, which was broadly accepted in the Victorian 

era, would be contemplated in Woolf’s later essay, A Room of One’s Own: 

Women have served all these centuries as looking-glasses possessing the magic and 

delicious power of reflecting the figure of man at twice its natural size. Without that 

power probably the earth would still be swamp and jungle. The glories of all our wars 

would be unknown. […] Whatever may be their use in civilized societies, mirrors are 

essential to all violent and heroic action. That is why Napoleon and Mussolini both 

insist so emphatically upon the inferiority of women, for if they were not inferior, they 

would cease to enlarge. (37) 

2.2.3 Family and traumatic experience 

Hermione Lee examines the story of the Woolf family with an emphasis on her rela-

tives from her father’s side – colonial officials, judges, rioters, people who had nightmares, 

dementia, mental breakdowns, committed suicides  (Virginia’s father had anxiety attacks). 

The Stephens were reserved, rational and depressive (Lee 65). That was how the “patriar-

chate” in the Woolf family looked, and she was interested in it as a kind of weakening power, 

furious at losing its authority. Woolf’s feminism is characterised both by a critical approach 
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and empathy: the view of men as “cripples” bending under the weight of the expectations of 

them.  

During ten years, beginning with her mother’s death in 1895, Virginia lost her parents 

and her half-sister Stella, and then her brother Thoby. At the Hyde Park house, she experi-

enced sexual abuse by her half-brother George Duckworth, while her father was dying of 

cancer a few floors below. Later, Virginia used George “as an explanation for her terrifyingly 

volatile and vulnerable mental state, for her inability to feel properly, for her sexual inhibi-

tion” (Lee 159). Virginia’s life, in H. Lee’s book, is an attempt to overcome these deaths and 

painful experiences through creativity. So, she reveals the metaphysical basis of Woolf’s 

work. The theme of death gives her special strength, depth and expressiveness. 

The motif of religious belief, which was an important factor in Victorian culture, was 

not explicitly expressed in her work. In the Woolf family, an ambiguous, complex attitude 

towards religion was adopted. Jane Marcus, an American researcher, believes that this had a 

strong, though unconscious, impact on Woolf (6). Virginia’s father, who had been teaching 

at Cambridge at the beginning of his career, took Holy Orders in 1859. Later, he reconsidered 

his views on religion and became an agnostic atheist, completely severing relations with the 

Church. The Woolf family’s desire to move away from the traditional forms of religion, a 

transgressive world view, may have been reflected later in her creative experiments in mod-

ernist literature and its feminist discourse. 

2.2.4 Virginia Woolf and feminism 

Traditionally representing Woolf as a progressive feminist author, many researchers 

often ignore the process of her becoming aware of the feminist perspective of her own writ-

ings. Clearly formulated feminist ideas, like the experimental technique of her writing, were 

not fully manifested right from the beginning of her career. Virginia’s first novels, The Voy-

age Out (1915) and Night and Day (1919) were written without engaging any innovations as 

regards to the narrative technique, but instead, the realistic tradition of literary narration and 

composition was preferred. And yet in her effort to represent the paradoxical and multi-lay-

ered world of human relationships, she decided to shift the main sense-bearing focus from 
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the plotline to inner psychological processes in the minds of her characters. Both novels share 

the notion of marriage as a means of depriving a woman of her inherent liberty; both female 

protagonists are afraid of marriage and deny the traditional concept of matrimony. They both 

managed to escape the traditional scenario, in The Voyage Out Rachel falls ill and dies, in 

Night and Day Katharine is engaged to a man whose progressive views include a need for 

gender equality. Virginia Woolf’s own marriage, which could not be called traditional in any 

way, also supports this idea. 

While considering matrimonial issues in Woolf’s writings, we should not overlook the 

fact that there was a clear contradiction between the cultural tradition she grew up in and a 

completely new type of mentality she intuitively anticipated, discovered and embodied in her 

prose. Claiming the necessity of breaking from the old conformist values and prejudices de-

termined by the lifestyle of her era, Woolf at the same time realised an indissoluble connec-

tion between her contemporaries and the old world. That is what makes her art so interesting 

and unique. Woolf became the first writer to discover and depict new tendencies, new types 

of people in the background of the mundane, prim, everyday life of her time, which had not 

fully overcome its Victorian roots. 

She saw that the main obstacle to the emancipation of women was in the historically 

accepted stereotypes which in the given sociocultural environment could take on exaggerated 

forms. 

2.2.5 Homage to women 

Being an innovator in many ways, Virginia Woolf denied outdated forms not only in 

literature, but also in social life, everyday culture and in people’s minds. The desire to over-

come, first and foremost, the conventional perception of the world, imposed by the upbring-

ing and the tacit but very strict regulations adopted by British middle-class society, to a large 

extent shaped her creative development. In her writings, the sphere of domestic life and 

household chores of a woman and professional and social activities have always been clearly 

distinguished.  
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Woolf gives the household routine special significance, making it full of meaning. The 

most experimental storytelling technique, that Woolf used in her works, was also created 

thanks to her admiration for everyday details. Michael Cunningham considered this immer-

sion in everyday life, the detailed description of household chores, one of the most significant 

virtues of her texts:   

As a woman, Woolf knew about the sense of helplessness that can afflict women given 

too little to do. And she knew – she insisted – that a life spent maintaining a house 

and throwing parties was not necessarily, not categorically, a trivial life. She gave us 

to understand that even a modest, domestic life was still, for the person living it, an 

epic journey, however ordinary it might appear to an outside observer. She refused to 

dismiss lives that most other writers tended to ignore. (“Virginia Woolf, my mother 

and me”) 

In her views, Woolf was far removed from the anarcho-feminism that had begun to 

flourish in the early 20th century, based on the legacy of Mary Wollstonecraft. It was because 

of Woolf’s moderation in thought that some scholars have argued her feminist identity. 

Woolf’s contemplations were mainly about women’s professional capacity and financial in-

dependence. Woolf represented women’s education as a necessary attribute for the common 

good and social prosperity. As Katherine C. Hill points out, Virginia always felt “her home 

education was a social handicap – the source of her social awkwardness and the origin of her 

alienation from Oxbridge and its "insider's" male intellectual elite, an elite she learned to 

spurn only late in life”  and that her exclusion from the male academic world contributed to 

her powerful feminism (361). 

Freud-influenced ideas about the aggressiveness of human nature, mechanisms of lead-

ership and the emergence of mass consciousness affected not only her husband, Leonard 

Woolf, who “had read and admired Freud’s writings from 1914”, but Virginia as well (qtd in 

Briggs 46). She perceived and transformed them in her own way: in the late 1930s, her books 
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reinforced pacifist intellectuals. In Three Guineas, while discussing the possibilities of a con-

structive and peaceful development of modern society, she writes about the need to organise 

the system of state female education, including higher education (152-160). 

The active participation of women in the management of the State, and their civil and 

social realisation would contribute to the creation of a free world of equal opportunities, free 

from violent military conflicts and excessive aggression. By this judgement, Woolf largely 

anticipated the idea that armed conflicts were the result of the excessive masculinity of cer-

tain cultures, which was prevalent in the second half of the 20th century. Woolf’s feminism 

was based primarily on humanistic principles, on the personal value of the individual. In this 

context, cultural aggression is perceived as a consequence of gender conformance. 

 

2.3 The Bloomsbury group 

Virginia Woolf was a prominent member of the Bloomsbury group. Like many other 

bohemian circles from the avant-garde movement, the members of the group rejected the 

bourgeois culture and promoted a creative search on the basis of “art for art”. In general, the 

concept of the Bloomsbury group was quite consistent with Kantian ideas in aesthetics: the 

artist does not copy nature, but creates a different nature, s/he is not a copycat, but an artist 

(Livergant 37). First of all, they believed in the absolute natural giftedness of the artist and 

the spontaneity and immeasurability of the creative process. The representatives of Blooms-

bury fully integrated the political and social component of public life into the daily ritual by 

aesthetising it in a contemplative way. Political ideology, the economic situation, social re-

forms are not addressed directly, but are represented as a common context, subjectively re-

fracted in the mind of the hero. 

But even though Woolf avoided direct depiction of socio-political affairs, she was un-

doubtedly involved in the socio-political discourse of the era, primarily because of the inten-

sity and significance of the events that took place at that time. Two world wars, the civil   war 

in Spain, the birth of fascism, and the Holocaust, emancipation, the beginning of decolonisa-

tion – all this happened during the life of Woolf; she was a witness and participant in these 
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global processes. But it was not only a search for truth or a reflection on the fate of humanity 

and contemporary art that linked the Bloomsbury group. They were bound by a web of com-

plicated personal relationships, not always just friends. Love was treated with ease and open-

mindedness. The majority of the Bloomsbury group were homosexuals (Leonard Woolf was 

a rare exception). In contrast to the Victorians, the members of the Bloomsbury group advo-

cated premarital sexual practices (Livergant 40-41). 

Communicating mainly with the female members of the Bloomsbury group, Madge 

Vaughan, Violet Dickinson who involved her in the women’s rights movement, Janet Case 

and Ka Cox, Virginia for the first time thought specifically about the exclusively female 

perception of reality, about which, 20 years later, she would write in A Room of One’s Own 

(Livergant 43). They campaigned for moral freedom, for atheism and the emancipation of 

women - and men too. Tall and slender, graceful with her aristocratic beauty, Virginia had a 

great number of male admirers and suitors, but sexual love did not seem to attract her (Liver-

gant 45). Virginia was searching for a spiritually and intellectually inspiring person.  

On the other hand, after the marriage of her sister Vanessa to Clive Bell, Virginia began 

to consider marriage as a sort of escape from the male-controlled life: “It was still the case 

that, until marriage, a woman was expected to live under the protection of a male member of 

her family; only upon marriage did she attain status and social freedom” (Dunn). But at the 

same time, she was afraid of losing her freedom to be herself in everyday life, she did not 

want to tolerate even the slightest suppression of her individuality. She was also appalled by 

the aura of mediocrity, sobriety and almost mortifying safeness of all young couples. That is 

the main reason why she was so selective in choosing a spouse and it took her a long time to 

finally get married. All these fears will be later described in The Voyage Out, Night and Day 

and other novels and essays.  
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2.4 Virginia and Leonard Woolf 

2.4.1 Before marriage 

In 1911, after his return from Ceylon, Leonard Woolf intended to stay at the house of 

Virginia and her friends in London, and after that go back to his life in the jungle, but even-

tually he decided to propose to Virginia. He had been living the muscular life of a colonial 

administrator for seven years, “Leonard returned to England purified of some of his self-

admitted Apostolic arrogance and preciosity” (Dunn). Marriage was not a simple choice even 

for him because of his great interest in the island and its people. After approximately half a 

year of Leonard’s courtship and Virginia’s contemplation she accepted his proposal.   

Leonard Woolf, like Virginia, did not want to marry a person who did not deserve him: 

I had said over and over again to myself that I would never marry anyone because of 

this, mostly because, I think, I felt I could never control these things with a woman 

who was inferior and would gradually infuriate me by her inferiority and submission. 

It is because you aren’t that that the risk is so infinitely less. (qtd in Bell, Virginia 

Stephen 181) 

They appreciated the merits of each other: dedication, intelligence, wit, directness. Above 

all, they admired one another and shared admiration for the same things and the same people. 

It needs to be emphasised that their marriage could be described as a marriage of two minds 

and souls, but it did not have any sexual aspect, chiefly because of Virginia: 

As I told you brutally the other day, I feel no physical attraction in you. There are 

moments – when you kissed me the other day was one – when I feel no more than a 

rock. And yet your caring for me as you do almost overwhelms me. It is so real and 

so strange. (qtd in Bell, Virginia Stephen 185) 

As their intimacy progressed Virginia’s fears melted away, her confidence grew, her feelings 

for Leonard became more definite and at length, on 29 May, she was able to tell him that she 

loved him and would marry him (Bell, Virginia Stephen 187). 
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On August 10, 1912, Virginia Stephen, 30, married Leonard Woolf, 31, at a registry 

office in London. “Their love and admiration for each other […] was strong enough to with-

stand the major and minor punishments of fortune, the common vexations of matrimony and, 

presently, the horrors of madness” (Bell, Mrs Woolf 5). It is a proof of their deep and unvar-

ying affection that it was not dependent upon the more intense joys of physical love.  

2.4.2 Physical love 

“Why do you think people make such a fuss about marriage and copulation? Why do 

some of our friends change upon losing chastity?” asked Virginia in her letter to Ka Cox 

written from Saragossa (qtd in Bell, Mrs Woolf 5). 

Some people, including perhaps Virginia, were inclined to blame Virginia’s frigidity 

on her half-brother George Duckworth. On the other hand, some researchers tend to think 

that even though sexual abuse left in Virginia a bitter taste of aversion to sexual lust, her 

personality naturally was not erotically charged or thrilled by this particular side of life. Bell 

suggests that “she regarded sex, not so much with horror, as with incomprehension” (Bell, 

Mrs Woolf 6). 

2.4.3 After marriage 

During the honeymoon which the couple spent in Europe, Virginia’s lack of sexual 

desire for her husband had become clear. But the future has shown that the absence of sexual 

passion from the side of the wife did not affect their long-term and lasting union. Virginia 

did not expect this alliance, which was based on unity, exclusive mutual respect, and the 

exceptional diligence of both, to be so successful.   

Later Woolf started a difficult relationship with the English female poet Vita Sackville-

West (1892-1962), which lasted about 20 years. As Linda Hutcheon comments, Virginia pre-

ferred an intimate friendship with a woman, since “it permitted greater intimacy” (88). As 

for Leonard Woolf, he was painfully devoted to Virginia, tolerated her mental illness and her 

relationship with Vita. As a child, after the death of her mother, little Virginia had had her 

first serious nervous breakdown. And throughout her life, Virginia suffered from prolonged 

depression, headaches, hallucinations. She also claimed to hear voices sometimes. 
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After getting married, Virginia was happily looking forward to having children. But as 

time passed it became more and more clear to Leonard that her mental and even physical 

health  was unstable and fragile, so after having consulted with numerous doctors he per-

suaded Virginia to give up the idea of having children (Bell, Mrs Woolf 8). It caused her great 

suffering and led to many years of painfully comparing herself to Vanessa, with episodes of 

severe misery and envy. Despite all the difficulties both Virginia and Leonard were quite 

happy together. 

2.4.4 The Hogarth Press 

An important phase in the life of the Woolf spouses is connected with the establishing 

of their own publishing house – “The Hogarth Press”. They first thought of getting a printing 

press on Virginia’s thirty-third birthday (Lee 362), Leonard’s purpose was “to some degree 

therapeutic: it would be good for Virginia to have some manual occupation” (Bell, Mrs Woolf 

38). On March 23, 1917, Leonard and Virginia were seen by the window display of the Ex-

celsior Printing Supply Company, where they immediately bought a small printing press and 

other materials (Heyes). The machine was brought to the house broken, but soon the couple 

restored it. The Woolfs installed it on the dining table and learned to print themselves. 

Later they published a lot of the works of the members of the Bloomsbury group, works 

on psychoanalysis and translations of foreign, especially Russian, works. Among the other 

works published in the Hogarth press were Virginia’s later novels, such as Jacob’s Room, 

Orlando, The Waves, and The Waste Land by T.S.Eliot, What I Believe by E.M.Forster,  and 

The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud.  

It is important to note that cooperative work, e.g. running a publishing house or any 

other activity which brings together partners’ interests, was valued by Virginia as an im-

portant component of a happy marriage. 
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3 Practical part 

3.1 The Voyage Out 

3.1.1 Synopsis 

Virginia Woolf published her first novel, The Voyage Out, in 1915, when she was al-

ready thirty-three. She started writing it during the summer of 1907 and finished around 1913. 

Woolf being a perfectionist, the novel was rewritten several times (Briggs 4). The Voyage 

Out surely bears the marks of Virginia’s life before her marriage to Leonard and reflects the 

fears of a free-thinking young woman of the Edwardian era.  

The novel is not merely about a sea voyage from London to South America, the jour-

ney, here, certainly has a metaphorical meaning of self-exploration, becoming a woman and 

facing a life choice. The main characters of the novel are represented by Helen and Ridley 

Ambrose, an aristocratic English couple, Helen’s niece Rachel Vinrace and her father, the 

ship’s captain, along with two young gentlemen right after their return from Cambridge, Ter-

ence Hewet and St. John Hirst. On their way to South America, the Ambroses and Rachel 

are eventually joined by a reactionary politician Richard Dalloway and his wife Clarissa, who 

will become the characters of Woolf’s later novel Mrs Dalloway.  

Although the novel has certain features of a social satire and could be addressed as a 

satire of the Edwardian society, the main conflict lies beyond it.  

3.1.2 Socio-historical context 

For the early twentieth century young intellectuals, and especially for a number of fe-

male intellectuals, marriage no longer seemed undoubtedly attractive. The constant need for 

compromise, sacrifice of personal freedom, the impossibility of being direct and honest in 

such a relationship, was so incompatible with the natural desire of all young people to fall in 

love and be with their loved ones – that it preoccupied many progressive people of the Ed-

wardian era.  
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3.1.3 Rachel Vinrace, the protagonist 

Rachel Vinrace is 24 years old, but she does not know much about life. She did not 

read any intellectual literature, she did not see a need for self-development, because nobody 

told her why she should do so, but Rachel is passionately in love with music. Rachel is having 

trouble understanding her own feelings about others. She grew up without a mother and was 

raised by aunts, her authoritative father not giving her enough attention. No wonder the her-

oine does not know anything about love or sexuality, not just about the love between a man 

and a woman, but love generally. As Helen Ambrose writes in a letter, “this girl, though 

twenty-four, had never heard that men desired women, and, until I explained it, did not know 

how children were born” (The Voyage Out 94). She takes it upon herself to enlighten Rachel. 

Staying at Helen’s initiative with the Ambroses in their villa at Santa Marina, Rachel 

reads a lot and plays Bach all day long. Not only is she trying to understand the people around 

her, the nature of social ties, but she also contemplates her desires and aspirations, the differ-

ence between women’s and men’s inner and social lives. One day she meets a group of Eng-

lish visitors staying at a hotel nearby, among them are Terence Hewet and St. John Hirst, 

recently returned from Cambridge. She is just at the beginning of her journey to self-aware-

ness and maturity (if we agree that mature means knowing your desires and your expectations 

from life) when she suddenly feels increasing interest for Terence and later becomes confused 

by ambiguous feelings finally labelled as love.  

3.1.4 The problem of marriage 

It may seem like a happy plotline borrowed from a Victorian novel, but romance here 

is presented as premature love and consequently causes confusion and even a sense of inse-

curity and threat. Neither Terence nor Rachel has a clear idea of what they are going to do 

with their love. Whilst Rachel is lost in the ambiguity of her feelings – her inherent need to 

be alone and to dream without a commitment to reality, Terence despises the institution of 

marriage with its safety, self-satisfaction and restrictions. “The inexplicable and inexplicably 

painful nature of love is examined, and the promise that it may be happily house-trained in 
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marriage (the traditional plot of romance) is rejected” (Briggs 6). The main difficulty of mar-

riage and the crucial reason for treating it like an ominous phenomenon dwells in its oppres-

sive nature, narrowing the opportunities for self-exploration and psychological growth. Ra-

chel feels that it closes more doors to her than it opens.   

As Constance Richards points out in On the Winds and Waves of Imagination: Trans-

national Feminism and Literature, there are such striking similarities between The Voyage 

Out and Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness that they can support a reading of Voyage as “a 

transnational feminist response to Heart”. It discloses the general nature of patriarchal and 

colonial (imperialist) domination as binary oppositions to “feminized and Orientalized pow-

erlessness” (Richards). 

Not being a well-educated intellectual, Rachel surely has “powers of some kind, and a 

capacity for feeling”, her imaginative and sensitive nature makes her wonder about a 

woman’s place in the world and the purpose of a human life in general (The Voyage Out 

205). The reader tends to think about Rachel as a generalised portrayal of any free-spirited 

girl of her era. Her desire to experience love in its full spectrum is confronted with the im-

possibility, or at least a lack of insurance that personal freedom can be saved. 

With the passage of time the tension between romantic feelings and fears for the future 

grows higher, and everything turns as doubts and anxiety. Suddenly, when everything is al-

ready moving towards Terence and Rachel’s wedding, she falls ill and dies. The unexpect-

edness and abruptness of her death leaves the reader to question whether it reveals the indif-

ferent randomness of nature, or rather indicates the impossibility that love and freedom can 

coexist within marriage (Briggs 7). It may apply that sometimes the experience we gain is 

beyond us, and it would be easier to remain in the dark, but we cannot change the course of 

life, in the same way we cannot voluntarily give up the knowledge of ourselves and others, 

because we live among human beings. 

3.1.5. Marriage and the search for equality 

Education 
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Woolf held the view that “age puts one barrier between human beings, and learning 

another, and sex a third” (The Voyage Out 169). An old person perceives life differently to a 

twenty-year-old one, as s/he has more knowledge about life and has experienced what the 

other has not, he has different wishes and different joys. The female world is governed by 

different laws than in the male world. What Woolf was particularly aware of, throughout her 

life, and even through her marriage to Leonard which was based on friendship and closeness 

of mind, was that there is an irresistible difference in their perception of the world. 

As far as education was concerned, it was the Bloomsbury Group that inspired the 

belief that only education and art can truly bring people of different ages and genders to-

gether, that education is the only true bridge between disparate worlds. Education involves 

not only the acquisition of specific skills or academic degrees, but it mainly gives people the 

ability to talk about a variety of things, to formulate opinions on many issues more easily, to 

ask for equality in society. For women, in Woolf’s view, education was the most obvious 

way to be accepted as being equal to men. 

One more reason to pay homage to women’s education is that education gave men the 

opportunity, not only to talk about politics, history, and philosophy, but the opportunity to 

have a profession, or a hobby, and the sphere of their interests were broad and diverse, so 

that choosing a romantic partner was a far less important thing for them than for women. 

Women did not have so many chances to enrich their lives with experience of different kinds, 

and consequently the choice of a husband was almost the most important decision in their 

lives. A woman’s world was still limited to household-related affairs, and emotional support 

of the husband and children.  

Terence, even though he has not graduated from Cambridge, has a great advantage over 

Rachel in that he has been able to experience a social life, to be engaged in intellectual dis-

course, form his opinions on various issues. In a way, that was all a member of the English 

aristocracy needed at the time, to be seen as educated and hopeful. Terence writes novels and 

claims to be no worse at writing than William Thackeray, he has defined for himself his 

interests and the centre to which he directs all his efforts in life (The Voyage Out 219). An 
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equally smart Rachel did not have the opportunity to receive a good education, and to learn 

how to be an active participant in political and intellectual discourse. Even her great affection 

for music and her obvious talent meet the indignation of her father and aunt, who “discour-

aged too entire a dependence upon Bach and Beethoven and Wagner” (The Voyage Out 122). 

It turns out that while Terence has his aspirations and aims to be successful in these, Rachel 

has only her imagination, her fantasy, her inner world hidden from the others. Her love for 

music finds no support in her surroundings, and even Terence, without hesitation, interrupts 

her playing with inappropriate remarks (The Voyage Out 296-297). 

Social stereotypes 

The characters of the novel think and act according to the social conventions. In early 

20th century England, it was the custom to believe in God and go to Sunday mass, mourn 

someone’s death and rejoice in someone’s happiness. In fact, of course, not everyone gave 

much thought to the existence of God, the sorrow or joy of others was of little concern to 

anyone, but everyone knew the rules of the game and expressed their emotions corresponding 

to a certain situation (The Voyage Out 231). 

As mentioned earlier, Virginia Woolf explores the problem of the refusal to provide 

proper education to women that inevitably leads to stereotypical attitudes, traditional prac-

tices, and, not only the unequal division of labour between women and men at the household 

level, but more importantly, to the complete misunderstanding of each other. “Women and 

men have been brought up so differently, are constructed so differently, have such different 

expectations of life, that the very words they use have different meanings” (Briggs 7). 

In The Voyage Out, the men seem to be constantly talking about politics, and the 

women tend to duplicate the views of their husbands. Rachel, who has never been properly 

educated, rushes around without knowing which world she belongs to. She wants to study, 

but at the same time she finds the books boring, and St. John Hirst directly tells her that she 

is stupid, and that women are not required to be smart, and that he prefers to communicate 

with her aunt who is simple yet extraordinary in her thoughts and has a more pragmatic view 
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on things, while, at the same time, he is absolutely sure that Rachel is in love with him and 

finds it annoying but self-evident (The Voyage Out 152-153).  

The horror of marriage 

Ruminating on the nature of their feelings and the prospect of marriage, Rachel and 

Terence are juxtaposed to Susan and Arthur, who accept their love with joy and happiness 

and without a shadow of doubt are making plans for the future. Susan believes in the healing 

power of marriage and its ability to solve all the problems a person can struggle with, such 

as “loneliness, ill-health, unsatisfied ambition, restlessness, eccentricity, taking things up and 

dropping them again” (The Voyage Out 178). In her opinion, the sooner one gets married the 

better it is for one’s emotional state. She neither finds in marriage any dangers to her indi-

vidual freedom, nor does she see the inferiority of her position, she is looking forward to all 

the things Terence cannot accept. 

Terence, immediately after having noted his affection for Rachel, asks himself if he 

wants to marry her. “He instantly decided that he did not want to marry anyone” (The Voyage 

Out 244). He thinks first about Susan and Arthur, then about all the married couples staying 

at the hotel. Terence is unable to ignore the fact that years of living together forces people to 

be hypocritical like the Elliot family, and women often make concessions and are forced to 

care excessively about public opinion. Even the Ambroses, whom he loves and respects, 

make him feel uncomfortable. Helen concedes to her husband’s wishes, spoils him, arranges 

things for him and worst of all, “she who was all truth to others was not true to her husband, 

was not true to her friends if they came in conflict with her husband”  (The Voyage Out 245). 

“All the most individual and humane of his friends were bachelors and spinsters; […] the 

women he most admired and knew best were unmarried women. Marriage seemed to be 

worse for them than it was for men” (The Voyage Out 244-245). Terence wonders what will 

happen to him and Rachel when the vividness of their senses fades, their excitement dries 

up, and they have to deal with the mundanity of everyday life.  

He does not have a key to her inner world and cannot follow her there as surely as she 

cannot always guess what he thinks about (The Voyage Out 301-302). It gives them a sense 



27 
 

of equality and the sense of marvelling at each other. Rachel has a place to hide inside her, 

she is not like Susan whose world has been determined by the figure of Arthur. Arthur has 

become a guideline for her to which all her activities and aspirations are directed. Terence 

feels that Rachel, even though she loves him, has remained true to herself, and that means 

that she remains spiritually free as he is. He is puzzled by “the simplicity and arrogance and 

hardness of her youth” (The Voyage Out 299). 

His feelings for Rachel did not change his views on marriage, but assured him that he 

wanted to try to share his life with her. He believes that they could do it differently. He 

believes that they could avoid the hateful smugness and hypocrisy. The rest of his life expec-

tations have not been changed, Terence still wants the things he has always wanted, and in 

particular, he wants “the companionship of other people” (The Voyage Out 299).  

Terence realises that something has changed in Rachel, irreversibly: “…Rachel was at 

present unable to conceive that the vast majority of the affairs of the world went on uncon-

nected by a single thread with her own destiny” (The Voyage Out 299). It is their proximity 

and simultaneous remoteness that gives them a sense of equality, a sense of mystery that the 

other one is not entirely theirs, that the emotional distance after disappearing will appear 

again. They are attracted by this, but at the same time it is frightening and leads to doubt 

about whether such relationships are possible. They have never seen such examples before 

in the world around them, so they both feel pain, because of uncertainty: 

She seemed to be able to cut herself adrift from him, and to pass away to unknown 

places where she had no need of him. The thought roused his jealousy. […] 

‘I don’t satisfy you in the way you satisfy me’, he continued. ‘There’s something I 

can’t get hold of in you. You don’t want me as I want you – you’re always wanting 

something else.’ 

It seemed to her now that what he was saying was perfectly true, and that she wanted 

many more things than the love of one human being – the sea, the sky. She turned 

again and looked at the distant blue, which was so smooth and serene where the sky 
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met the sea; she could not possibly want only one human being. (The Voyage Out 

307) 

Rachel, who has only recently discovered the world of relationships between men and 

women, is frightened to think that her fate will be decided so soon, no matter that she has not 

had enough time to become more experienced, and that she has nothing to compare with her 

current feelings, as she has no love experience.  

3.1.6 Clarissa and Richard 

Clarissa and Richard are introduced to the story as a representation of proud, conserva-

tive Victorian England, preaching its seriousness, rationality, serving public interests and 

morality. Charming Clarissa supports and echoes her husband, an embodiment of British 

imperialism. In one of his first conversations with the Ambroses, Woolf allows him to artic-

ulate his views on life, explaining that for him politics is the most important thing in the 

world and that no art or science can ever have the same power over the world, and that he 

would rather die than see the day when women gain the right to vote (The Voyage Out 39). 

Later on, Clarissa reveals to Richard Dalloway her meditations on “what it really means to 

be English” and that everything she thinks about “makes one feel as if one couldn’t bear not 

to be English” (The Voyage Out 47). Although Clarissa is apparently reluctant to share Rich-

ard’s views on arts, she admires her husband for his important political status and his views 

on the socio-political situation. 

The situation is almost farcical when she repeats several times how much better and 

smarter men are and how broad their views in comparison with women’s, which is followed 

by Richard’s remark on how equally intelligent she is, except for when talking about children 

(The Voyage Out 46). They both laugh at the highly educated Ambroses and the rest of the 

people on board, noting their awkwardness and lack of shine, as well as their rather ridiculous 

views of life. 

Her exalted adoration of Richard, about whom she openly talks as her idol, confuses 

Rachel. Later, Richard himself begins a conversation with Rachel, he talks about England’s 

special purpose as an exceptionally pure country, the unity of power and progress, and that 
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he is more proud of his political career than he would be if he had written all of Keats’ and 

Shelley’s poems, especially because his success in social politics allows the girls in the gar-

ment factories to spend an hour in the open air (The Voyage Out 61). In his passionate 

speeches Richard creates a halo of divinity over his personality and work. 

The Dalloways are the first people that Rachel met during the process of her gradual 

socialisation. Their representation of a socially dictated sense of order, as an excellent wife 

and mother and a politician defending the Empire’s interests, can be read as an attempt to 

compel Rachel too see the advantage of marriage and impose on her the idea of conventional 

marriage. Clarissa’s insisting that Jane Austen be appreciated and loved also carries a strong 

association with social norms that control not only gender roles, but also personal preferences 

in literature and art (Wharton-Smith 16). Not loving Jane Austen is presented almost like 

disruption of the social order (The Voyage Out 55). 

It should be noted that in the pre-war and WWI years, as well as at the period of time 

immediately after the war, women who attempted to change the attitudes toward them as 

members of society, and to change the institution of marriage, fighting restrictions and social 

inhibitions, were seen by the conservatives as a threat to society and the Empire. They forced 

women to keep their roles of mothers and wives who look after the welfare of the home. Even 

military experience, when some women went to the front to defend their country on an equal 

footing with men, did not change the situation and intensified the reaction against emancipa-

tion. 

3.1.7 Physical and intellectual oppression  

The first case against marriage and also against the invasiveness of masculinity could 

be found in Richard Dalloway’s quite aggressive attempts to kiss Rachel, and when after 

being kissed by him she became simultaneously excited, embarrassed and scared. His treat-

ment of Rachel’s inexperience as a legitimate territory to satisfy his momentary desire re-

sembles his imperialistic political views (Wharton-Smith 17).  Clarissa’s rhetorical question 

“whether it is really good for a woman to live with a man who is morally her superior, as 
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Richard is mine” seems bitterly ironic. “I suppose I feel for him what my mother and women 

of her generation felt for Christ” (The Voyage Out 48). 

Rachel’s inexperience or, as Helen perceive it, her state of complete ignorance in sexual 

matters, is another sign of patriarchal suppression that women faced at the turn of the century. 

Her naïve perception of sexuality, and particularly male sexual desire toward women, firstly 

as something new and thrilling quickly changed into horror and fear, as she linked it with the 

prostitutes in Piccadilly and a restraint upon her liberty, e.g. prohibition to walk alone (The 

Voyage Out 78-79). Leading a cloistered life in a London suburb with her aunts and having 

been insulated from almost any relations with the opposite sex, Rachel evoked in Helen the 

commitment to enhance the development of the niece’s psychological maturity. At the same 

time, it made the reader think about the nature of Rachel’s authoritative father’s affection for 

her, sincere, but extremely restrictive and suppressing. 

While Richard clearly represents physical oppression and shows his male superiority 

by imposing his sexual desires on Rachel without asking permission, St. John Hirst represents 

another type of oppression that is tightly connected to educational underprivilege. That form 

of oppression is intellectual oppression, for example by inviting Rachel into a challenging 

intellectual discourse, to rise above her and point out her lack of intelligence (The Voyage 

Out 152-153). The motif of stigmatising female unawareness about socio-political issues, 

lack of knowledge of history and current topics is one of the most repetitive throughout the 

novel.  

St. John Hirst’s misogynistic view of women can be partially attributed to his personal 

difficulties in communication with them, because of his unattractive appearance and even the 

deformity he is aware of, but partially it is due to the male elitist view on women generally 

accepted at that time (Wharton-Smith 21). In that way he is a ridiculed prototype of Woolf’s 

contemporaries who also shared these misogynistic views.  

It is worth remembering the previously mentioned idea of the magnifying mirror that 

Woolf expressed in A Room of One’s Own – to deprive women of the right to education in 

order to humiliate them and intensify your own sense of self-importance. 
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3.1.8 Helen and Ridley Ambrose 

The first encounter with the Ambroses takes place right in the early pages of the novel 

in the scene on the Thames Embarkment when Mrs. Ambrose cries, refusing to let her hus-

band soothe her and pulling his hand off her shoulder. “His voice was supplicating. But she 

shut her face away from him, as much as to say, "You can’t possibly understand"” (The 

Voyage Out 7).  

Helen respects her husband and is devoted to him with her whole soul, though at the 

same time she notes all his flaws, such as his immediate fascination with Clarissa Dalloway. 

Even though Helen has strength of character and is independent she represents the conserva-

tive model of a wife. “When two people have been married for years they seem to become 

unconscious of each other’s bodily presence so that they move as if alone, […] and in general 

seem to experience all the comfort of solitude without its loneliness” (The Voyage Out 193). 

Ridley Ambrose, a classical literature scholar, spends most of his time in his study, immersed 

in ancient Greek poetry and, as Woolf notes, is emotionally detached from his wife, who is 

his closest person in the house. Their life together has reached the stage where “it was often 

necessary for one or the other to recall with an effort whether a thing had been said or only 

thought, shared or dreamt in private” (The Voyage Out 193). 

The story of their marriage may seem the most pleasant of all the others presented in 

the novel. And yet, the reader can feel that Helen’s beauty and her glistening liveliness and 

rigor, despite the seeming coldness, is unnoticed by her husband. The ball scene, where Helen 

dances with such enthusiasm as a very young lady can, brings a certain sadness to the reader 

when s/he realises that Ridley has probably ignored it for a long time (The Voyage Out 157). 

3.1.9 Susan and Arthur 

Susan and Arthur function in the novel as a sort of doppelganger of the pair Rachel and 

Terence. Happily welcoming the prospect of conventional marriage without any doubts, they 

demonstrate confidence, serenity and complacency about marriage so characteristic of Vic-

torian morality. Conventional marriage is manifested by them as the apotheosis of life, the 

highest point to which any mature person should aspire. Susan’s excitement and anticipation 
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of a new life make Rachel’s uncertainty about what she wants to do with her life and how 

she sees her future relationship with Terence more obvious. While one sees in it the flourish-

ing point of femininity, the other sees the unknown and a possible trap (The Voyage Out 147). 

One of the main characteristic features of Arthur and Susan’s romance is the striking 

simplicity with which they make plans for the future. This, of course, is largely determined 

by Susan’s nature, which is not opposed to the socially prescribed pattern of behaviour. Susan 

accepts marriage, she is eager to comfort and serve her husband, and in possible future moth-

erhood she only sees a great source of joy. 

On the one hand, Woolf shows how ridiculous the situation is and how Susan is narrow-

minded in her naive joys, but on the other hand, it is easy to perceive it as a demonstration of 

a victory of a strange kind, possibly the victory of the natural order, full acceptance and 

celebration: 

‘There’s the ordering and the dogs and the garden, and the children coming to be 

taught.’ Her voice proceeded rhythmically as if checking the list, ‘and my tennis, and 

the village, and letters to write for father, and a thousand little things that don’t sound 

much; but I never have a moment to myself…’  

[…] Her voice mounted too, in a mild ecstasy of satisfaction with her life and her own 

nature, Rachel suddenly took a violent dislike to Susan, ignoring all that was kindly, 

modest, and even pathetic about her. (The Voyage Out 264) 

Their acceptance of things as they are seems to be a great advantage over the utterly confused 

Rachel and Terence whose doubts indicate their freedom, but also their dysfunctionality from 

a perspective of society and life. 

While Arthur and Susan have been talking about how happy their common future 

seems to be since their first love encounter, Rachel and Terence’s familiarity carries a sign 

of fatal doom and underlying threat – what are we going to do next? 
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3.1.10 Changes in Terence’s attitude toward Rachel  

In comparison with St. John Hirst’s misogynist views, Terence appears to be far more 

positively interested in women. He disagrees with his friend’s view that all women are lack-

ing intelligence and ridiculous. Virginia Woolf even lets him perform an emotional rant about 

how women are wrong in their overly respectful treatment of men, which is the root of all 

evils, and how little men know about what the female world is,  or about women’s feelings 

and their daily activities: 

‘… it’s the beginning of the twentieth century, and until a few years ago no woman 

had ever come out by herself and said things at all. […] Of course we’re always writ-

ing about women – abusing them, or jeering them, or worshipping them; but it’s never 

come from women themselves. I believe we still don’t know in the least how they 

live, or what they feel, or what they do precisely. […] But the lives of women of forty, 

of unmarried women, or working women, or women who keeps shops and bring up 

children […] – one knows nothing whatever about them.’ (The Voyage Out 215) 

He asks his beloved one to describe her life with the aunts in Richmond in detail and laments 

that things are never considered from a female perspective. 

In a love fever, he proclaims that their love will be based on freedom and equality (The 

Voyage Out 247). But immediately after their engagement, Terence’s behaviour towards Ra-

chel becomes more and more dominating. Despite the hours and days spent in conversations 

full of trust, directness and honesty that Terence admires so much in Rachel, the lack of 

barriers between them and a sense of magical unity cannot hide the fact that Terence is not 

as great a defender of women’s rights as it might seem at first. When Rachel is playing the 

piano completely enchanted by the music, he interrupts her with the following remark:  

‘"Women" – under the heading "Women" I’ve written: "Not really vainer than men. 

Lack of self-confidence at the base of most serious faults. Dislike of own sex is tradi-

tional, or founded on fact? Every woman not so much a rake at heart, as an optimist, 

because they don’t think." What do you say, Rachel?’ (The Voyage Out 296) 
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After she ignores his attempt to start a conversation, he continues to ask her ques-

tions. Rachel is upset by his interrupting of her playing and his coldly criticising of the 

music chosen to play, and the even more violent criticism of the literature she reads: “God, 

Rachel, you do read trash! […] And you’re behind the times too, my dear. No one dreams 

of reading this kind of thing now. […] Read poetry, Rachel, poetry, poetry, poetry!” (The 

Voyage Out 297). 

Offended, Rachel reveals everything she thinks about all the boring and untruthful con-

gratulation letters on their engagement, and also that she is not going to have eleven children 

and become an old woman with faded eyes. And here Terence is quite authoritative in ex-

pressing a definite desire to have a son and a daughter (“We must have a son and we must 

have a daughter…”), and advocating Hirst’s merits, arguing that Rachel’s criticism of him is 

a consequence of the limitations of women’s way of thinking:  “But you’ll never see it! […] 

because with all your virtues you don’t, and you never will, care with every fibre of your 

being for the pursuit of truth! You’ve no respect for facts, Rachel; you’re essentially femi-

nine” (The Voyage Out 300). 

Later, in the continuation of the same dialogue, he expresses a desire to settle down in 

London, and while working on his novel, instructs Rachel to respond to congratulatory letters 

that she evidently dislikes. 

And after he felt that Rachel was so free and open-minded in her thoughts that she 

could easily distance herself from him, their conversations and the conflict, he felt jealousy 

and a strong feeling of resentment: 

‘You’re not beautiful… […] But what I like about your face is that it makes one won-

der what the devil you’re thinking about – it makes me want to do that – ’ He clenched 

his fist and shook it so near her that she started back, ‘because now you look as if 

you’d blow my brains out…’ (The Voyage Out, 302) 

It should be noted that Virginia Woolf despised the idea of romantic love for its pos-

sessiveness, especially in love strengthened by physical desire (Lee 248-249). Love here can 
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be perceived as a bond or a kind of spider web that at first beckons but can shut down at any 

moment. The initial admiration for honesty and independence is thus replaced by the instan-

taneous yet violent desire to control the thoughts and dreams of the lover. 

3.1.11 Existential dimension of the novels 

The novel embarks upon themes of self-discovery, human existence, alienation, aware-

ness of death, despair, chaotic emotions and relationships between the internal world and 

reality, consequently it can be described as a genuine pre-existential novel.  

Death, according to Hermione Lee, is presented in almost all of Woolf’s novels, alt-

hough almost nowhere is it described: the death effect as absent presence occurs (172-173, 

630). For Woolf, death is something which is both a personal and a public wound that is more 

than elegy or fear, it is a form of specific power to which everybody finally gives in. Woolf 

looks at the world with the eyes of death, but she uses it to emphasise the pulse of life as the 

basis of her artistic worldview. However, death became a source of doubt for Woolf in our 

ability to comprehend the world and caused the constant fluctuation between perceptions of 

the world as real and unrealistic, impenetrable, suffocating and dazzling. 

While reading the novel, the reader may note that the idea of marriage gradually turns 

into a fatal sign for Rachel. Some omens for the future can also be found in the exotic nature 

of South America resonating existential uncertainties and Rachel’s paralysing self-doubt. 

Imperfections of human beings and the failure to articulate herself in terms of wishes and 

actions eventually leads to a tragic ending – Rachel falls ill and dies in a fever with halluci-

nations. 

Death 

Some researchers see a correlation between the heroine’s death and her inability to 

define her role as an independent woman. Her refusal to define her female existence in terms 

of the social roles of a lover, a bride and a wife and to accept the notion of the conventional 

marriage, leads to the end of her female existence. 



36 
 

As often happens with early novels, this work speaks a great deal about the author’s 

personality, although the book cannot be considered directly autobiographical. Rachel is a 

peculiar projection of Virginia Stephen as she would have been if she had not broken free 

from the shackling Victorian Kensington to find her freedom, though not limitless, in 

Bloomsbury. “The difficulties of marriage and Rachel’s fears of her own sexuality have en-

couraged critics to interpret her death as at some level self-inflicted or self-willed, even an 

acknowledgement of the impossibility of intimacy” (Briggs 11). 

Ernest Dempsey suggests that “Rachel’s recovery would mean the triumph of the anti-

female force, bent on making her a "woman", for it is her conversion which can sate the male 

instinct, "woman" meaning "slave" in a patriarchal world” (“The Voyage Out”). According 

to him, her death, on the contrary, means “the triumph of her femininity”, since “true wom-

anhood requires her to be what she is, and not flow into the mold of patriarchal expectations”. 

Much can be learned from the ending of the novel when after the tragic climax of life 

of the main heroine the life of others goes on as if nothing had happened and people talk 

about the same mundane issues. 

3.1.12 Single female characters 

The single female characters presented in the novels are Miss Allan and Evelyn. Miss 

Allan makes her living by writing and her status of unmarried woman makes her feel mar-

ginalised in society.  

The second example is Evelyn who mirrors the image of a free man who has a strong 

affection for women, she finds something special in each man and hardly intends to settle 

down with one. She complains about her wish to be friends with men and communicate with 

them directly and on an equal footing, which seems to be almost impossible in this socio-

cultural background (The Voyage Out 189). Moreover, Evelyn is interested in social affairs 

and the suffrage movement, her world is not limited to searching for romantic love or a prof-

itable marriage. Constance S. Richards suggests the following interpretation of the role of 

unmarried women in the novel: 
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The narrative conveys to the reader the terrifying limitations imposed upon these 

women, and it is the fate of these women which Rachel avoids by dying. But another 

possible reading of this construction of female role models would recognise that the 

patriarchal society of which Rachel and other female characters are victims is also a 

colonial society. In this reading, Rachel’s South American "heart of darkness" encom-

passes the possibility of the political kinship of female victims of imperialist patriar-

chy and the indigenous victims of colonialism.  
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3.2. Night and Day 

3.2.1 Synopsis 

This novel published in 1919 is probably the most unpopular in Woolf’s whole bibli-

ography. Having met with contradictory reviews, it was perceived by many as a “step back-

wards”, and even as a betrayal of the author’s progressive views (Briggs 34). First of all, this 

opinion is based on the fact that while previous work had an innovative style and challenged 

the conventions of the English novel, Woolf’s second novel, on the contrary, fulfilled all the 

criteria of an orthodox literary work and turned out to be the simplest of Woolf’s novels in 

terms of its narrative technique, composition and subject matter. Some people found it dull 

and old-fashioned, others were frustrated by its conventional ending – the characters are 

about to get married, some criticised the author’s turnaround to the literature of the past. 

One should not overlook the circumstances under which the novel was written, Virginia 

Woolf wrote Night and Day during one of her worst mental breakdowns (from summer 1913 

to autumn 1915) that had an almost fatal impact on her: 

This was the real night or nightmare through which she struggled towards daylight, 

through which and after which she wrote the Mozartian comedy of Night and Day, its 

old-fashioned charm and poise salvaged from inner maelstrom. The wonder was not 

its various suppressions and omissions, but rather its clarity, delicacy, and lightness 

of touch. She survived to celebrate marriage as a happy ending, even though her own 

had begun so disastrously. It was the only time she was ever to do so in her work. 

(Briggs 34) 

The story centres around Katharine Hilbery’s family with their venerable literary an-

cestor, and the house that resembled a museum. The main heroine’s mother writes a biog-

raphy of the poet, the daughter is forced to help her, even though she is secretly interested in 

a completely different science (mathematics). Like all aristocratic families, they often organ-

ise tea parties and have guests. At one of these tea parties Katharine meets a young man with 

whom she will later fall in love. The setup has taken place, and there is a very slow evolution 

of their relationship. It tells the reader more about the characters’ inner thinking than about 



39 
 

their actions. Mary Datchet, a young suffragette, is also in love with Ralph who is a devoted 

friend of hers. Ralph liked Katharine at first sight, but Katharine is engaged to William whom 

she does not love romantically but regards as a close friend. One day Mary confessed her 

love to Ralph and after realising that he loves Katharine, tells the latter about it. William 

becomes infatuated with Katharine’s cousin Cassandra, and the bride and groom decided to 

try their luck on the side without breaking off the engagement, so that if they failed they 

could pick up where they left off.  

3.2.2 The Victorian novel and Night and Day 

Because the plot features love triangles, proposals and engagements, common sense 

and sensibility, pride and prejudice, reason and voice of the heart, it may resemble one of 

Jane Austen’s novels, but from the point of subject matter, Night and Day is undoubtedly 

different. Formally it can be described as a comedy of manners or “a carefully orchestrated 

comedy of love” that involves irony, wit and vivid dialogues (Briggs 35). 

Katharine Hilbery and Mary Datchet both fall in love, accept or refuse proposals but in 

quite a different way than Elizabeth Bennett or Marianne Dashwood did, they did not want 

to arrange their destiny, but to live their lives, feel and comprehend every moment. Night and 

Day is not about rational planning, it is equally about thoughts and feelings, consciousness 

and unconsciousness, emotional impulses and ideas, recognition of the irrationality and mul-

tifaceted nature of human nature.  

Compared with novels of the Victorian era, Night and Day manifests the freedom of 

characters: young women, for instance, can already live apart from the family, make their 

own decisions, visit the houses of young men, work, though the last is still exceptional. Mary 

Datchet, who is not particularly keen on getting married and having children, serves (as a 

volunteer, though) at the suffrage office, she and her colleagues are struggling to give women 

the right to vote. Even though the novel is formally conventional, its subject matter is modern 

and aims to eliminate all preconceived notions. 
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3.2.3 Contemplations on marriage 

The whole plot revolves around the theme of marriage. Is divorce possible? Katharine’s 

grandfather, the great English poet Richard Alardyce, has left his wife and his daughter. 

Katharine’s mother, Mrs. Hilbery, cannot decide whether to include or not this sad fact in his 

biography which she is working on. Do you even have to get married? It is mentioned that 

Katharine’s cousin Cyril Alardyce, to the horror of her aunts, lives with a woman, not having 

married, and has children with her.  

Is it necessary to marry for love or should it rather be based on friendship, understand-

ing, and the belief that mere romantic love will never work? Both Katharine and Ralph are 

trying to build such a relationship with people they do not love. Is it possible for a woman to 

find the meaning of her life in work and in the feeling that she is doing the right and useful 

thing if she has not managed to meet a mutual love and, as a consequence, get married? Mary 

Datchet tries not to think about personal happiness and to concentrate all her energy only on 

public work. Does a wife have to obey her husband completely? Katharine’s aunts think so, 

and she herself does not feel joy at this prospect. 

These questions appear to each of the main characters, only the material aspects of the 

marriage remain out of the picture: on the one hand, the difference in the status of the heroes 

is clearly indicated, but after the engagement of Katharine and Ralph, the financial situation 

is not commented on by either of the families, and it is not quite clear what kind of life they 

are going to lead after the wedding. This is probably because Night and Day is a novel con-

centrated on feelings and emotions and the financial aspect here is not given any specific 

attention, but at the same time Ralph is “a good Cambridge man” and “he already belongs to 

an acknowledged intellectual elite” (Briggs 32).  

The characters do not just meet and marry – Woolf shows that feeling for another per-

son is not something that is once and for all established, not something that is frozen, on the 

contrary, it changes from day to day, from minute to minute, and the characters reflect and 

realise these changes all the time. For instance, Ralph under the influence of the moment 

decides to offer a hand and a heart to Mary whom he does not love. It was a thought that 



41 
 

suddenly occurred to him, he imagined marriage out of friendship, but immediately after that 

he changed his mind, having felt that he truly loved another and had lost the desire to see her 

as his wife. It would take an average person a couple of months if not more, but in this novel 

Ralph does it within a day.   

3.2.4 The past and the present 

It is not the story itself that is intended to please the reader here, but rather the repetition 

of certain themes and motifs. Among them are Shakespeare and literature in general, the 

solitude of an individual and vibrant life in London. According to Ira Nadel, “literature makes 

a sustained appearance in the novel, from Shakespeare and Fielding to Scott, Byron, Macau-

lay, Browning, George Eliot and Dostoevsky”.  

One of the most significant themes here is the relationship between the past and the 

future. The novel compares the views on marriage and life of different generations. Katharine 

feels that her entire family, especially her mother, is devoted to the past: they invariably carry 

the burden of the memory of their ancestor and are taught to do so from birth, even though 

his “intellectual and spiritual virtue” seems to discourage those who “run the risk of compar-

ison with him” (Night and Day 35). Katharine helps her mother to work on the biography 

and despite disliking any literary work the young lady feels that if they fail to finish the book, 

they will lose the right to their exclusive position; but her family’s past makes her feel under 

pressure and depresses her:  

Sometimes Katharine brooded, half crushed, among her papers; sometimes she felt 

that it was necessary for her very existence that she should free herself from the past; 

at others, that the past had completely displaced the present, which, when one resumed 

life after a morning among the dead, proved to be of an utterly thin and inferior com-

position. (Night and Day 40) 

She wants to break out of this world, even at the cost of marrying an unloved person.  



42 
 

Katharine is a little jealous of Mary and Ralph, who have no such connection to the 

past and who are more committed to the present and future: Mary is trying to transform 

society, and Ralph can make his own plans for life and is always able to change it.  

3.2.5 Marriage as an escape 

Both Ralph Denham and Katharine Hilbery feel that despite their affection for their 

families, there are certain things about them that severely restrict their freedom. Ralph, who 

takes care of the family, is burdened by the fact that even the opportunity to dine alone or sit 

alone after dinner can be perceived as “flat rebellion, to be fought with every weapon of 

underhand stealth or of open appeal” (Night and Day 22). Because of his efforts to provide 

his sibling with financial support, he is forced to sacrifice his dreamy nature, his love for 

privacy and the desire to devote more time to his other hobbies, such as botany, biology and 

history. “But, at any rate, they could not rob him of his thoughts; they could not make him 

say where he had been or whom he had seen” (Night and Day 22). 

Katharine, though being an affluent woman of high social status, due to the moral val-

ues of the time has to live with her parents before she gets married, she is not allowed to 

travel alone either: 

 ‘… I’m always afraid that I’m missing something —’  

‘And so am I! But, after all,’ she added, ‘why should you miss anything?’ 

‘Why? Because I’m poor, for one thing,’ Ralph rejoined. ‘You, I suppose, can have 

Venice and India and Dante every day of your life.’  

[…] ‘But to know that one might have things doesn’t alter the fact that one hasn’t 

got them,’ she said, in some confusion. ‘How could I go to India, for example?’ 

(Night and Day 94) 

As has been previously noted, her life with her parents is determined by their needs 

and Katharine has to compensate for the unpragmatic nature of her mother, to help her 
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with the organisation of tea and dinner parties and to display her natural sanity and au-

thority. However, there is very little time left for the other Katharine, who is prone to 

dreams of stars and is drawn to mathematics. In her inner dialogue with her cousin Henry, 

Katharine says: “You wouldn’t be happy either, if you didn’t do something. It isn’t that I 

haven’t the time at home – it’s the atmosphere” (Night and Day 201). She is waiting for 

marriage as an opportunity to leave her parents’ house and live by her own rules, but what 

if her new family would be as much of a burden as the parents’ home? Katharine doubts 

the possibility to establish her own rules in the case of conventional marriage. 

3.2.6 Social classes 

The events of the novel take place in London, and we have the opportunity to see 

the city of those times through the eyes of each of the characters, given that they belong 

to different classes of society. However, compared to love lines, it receives less attention, 

and mostly in the first half of the book. Besides the love experiences, the heroes of Night 

and Day face other more usual human difficulties – incomprehension from the family 

side and the public, lack of money, search for identity and their place in life, making 

decisions and accepting responsibility for them.  

Aristocracy is represented by Katharine’s family and her fiancé, William Rodney. Ex-

cept for the fact that he is much less talented than his famous namesake (William Rodney 

was a poet) he seems to be a good choice. William Rodney comes from a good family, fol-

lows the social conventions, dresses well, and is a model of good decency. But for an un-

known reason this is not enough for the heroine. Only after having agreed to marry him (not 

out of love, but out of desire to escape the pressuring atmosphere of her own family, from 

the ritual of worshipping ancestors), she realises that marriage is an even greater evil than the 

stuffy domestic atmosphere. 

Who is Katharine? A 27-year-old lady of noble origin: she is the granddaughter of the 

famous (fictional) poet Richard Alardyce. She has to do all the domestic chores because her 

mother – who has a romantic nature – is so immersed in the literary world that she cannot be 

the mistress of her own home. Reading books is also a kind of obligation because her house 
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is filled with books and talking about books, and she cannot disappoint expectations. 

Katharine is forced to be practical, being actually scatty and dreamy, and read the classics to 

her parents (what can be good in modern literature?), for herself she discovered Dostoevsky 

(Night and Day 138). The novel features a fascinating episode in which Katharine admits to 

her fiancé that she has never read Shakespeare, even though her family has a great reverence 

for him. 

Ralph and Mary represent people of ordinary origin, the middle class. Ralph works as 

a clerk in a law firm, but is interested in poetry (in contrast to Katharine). Ralph is from a 

low-income family with many siblings and, after the death of his father, he must financially 

support his family. Ralph arrives at the Hilbery house at the invitation of Mr. Hilbery and 

falls in love, but not with the real Katharine, but rather with her image in his head.  

Mary Datchet, the daughter of a country vicar, works on a voluntary basis as a secretary 

in the suffrage society. According to Kat Gupta, the suffrage moment started around the mid-

dle of the nineteenth century and was composed of many groups (2). There were some im-

portant ideological differences between many of the suffrage organisations, but they all were 

campaigning for voting reform and for allowing women to take part in political life. 

Woolf emphasises the difference in social status, the concept of decency, and the con-

servative society which constantly puts up barriers. Some of Katharine’s decisions not only 

contradict the norms of the time, but also have questionable morality in the perception of 

later eras, e.g. condoning the secret dating of William and Cassandra. 

3.2.7 Love and day-dreaming 

Both Ralph Denham and Katharine Hilbery turn out to be dreamers, to be lovers of 

loneliness and that connects them. As Julia Briggs points out, “Night and Day focuses on day 

dreams, the willed and controlled fantasies in which both the hero and heroine indulge in 

order to hold dissatisfactions of their daily lives at bay” (34). The reader expects a solicitor 

to be materialistic, prosaic and practical. But meeting Katharine stirs up a storm of excitement 

in his soul. He starts to daydream about Katharine and he is ready to leave his family, make 

money, purchase a house in the countryside, to hide from the crowd and write a book. Until 



45 
 

they meet, Ralph and Katharine kept their dreams hidden from everybody, but “once each 

recognizes the dreamer within the other, they are drawn together by the possibility that each 

might fulfil the other’s most private desires” (Briggs 34). 

Katharine, who is forced to be pragmatic, but brilliantly copes with her task, may seem 

reserved, cold and even imperious, but deep inside she is of a dreamy nature. To compensate 

her mother’s absence of pragmatism and inability to live in the real world she must carry out 

domestic chores and take care of the home. She keeps her passion for mathematics secret 

because of its “unwomanly nature”, and her indifference or even open dislike towards the 

literature and history worshipped by her mother, since “there was something a little unseemly 

in thus opposing to the tradition of her family; something that made her feel wrong-

headed…” (Night and Day 42). It causes the feeling of alienation from the family and their 

values: 

Sitting with faded papers before her, she took part in a series of scenes such as the 

taming of wild ponies upon the American prairies, or the conduct of a vast ship in a 

hurricane round a black promontory of rock, or in others more peaceful, but marked 

by her complete emancipation from her present surroundings and, needless to say, by 

her surpassing ability in her new vocation. (Night and Day 42) 

Ralph loves all his sisters and brothers and desperately wants to give them all they 

need. He is distressed by poverty and wants to get professional acknowledgment and 

change the position of his family to a more prosperous one. It is because of his devotion 

to his family and his pride in them that makes him think about his career too much. But 

naturally, Ralph is attracted by literature as a medium of transmitting thoughts and feel-

ings (Night and Day 512). 

3.2.8 Marriage and the romantic love 

‘You come and see me among flowers and pictures, and think me mysterious, roman-

tic, and all the rest of it. Being yourself very inexperienced and very emotional, you 

go home and invent a story about me, and now you can’t separate me from the person 

you’ve imagined me to be. You call it, I suppose, being in love; as a matter of fact it’s 
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being in delusion. All romantic people are the same,’ she [Katharine] added. (Night 

and Day 401) 

Katharine and Ralph appear in the eyes of each other as people absorbed in their 

thoughts, attracted to their inner worlds and not fully accessible to anyone. They feel com-

fortable together because they share disconnectedness from everyday life.  However, it is at 

the same time the source of endless doubts about the nature of the feelings they are experi-

encing. Katharine accuses Ralph of loving not her but his idea of her, but soon after they 

agree that seeing people as ideas is what we all do, by the very nature of human psychology.  

Katharine realises that her feelings for Ralph inspire her, give her extraordinary pow-

ers, but she is sometimes surprised by her own dreams; in one of which she races off on a 

horse somewhere from the fortress where she has left him (Night and Day 457). Her lover 

gives her the strength to dream, but in her dreams, they are surprisingly not together. But 

Katharine herself does not know Ralph well enough to claim that she is not in love with the 

idea of him. And his passion for literature, so different from the numbers and geometrical 

figures she loves, puzzles her.  

They are both contemplating intensely on what a dream-based love marriage can bring 

them amid fears of possible disappointment. Is a natural affection for each other enough to 

get married? And is it possible that an unloved person, whose image is not covered with 

illusions, could be a better choice than the romantically loved one? 

3.2.9 Mary and Ralph 

After Mary’s unintentional revealing of her love for Ralph, Ralph expresses his roman-

tic feelings for Katharine, but nevertheless proposes to Mary as he has known her for a long 

time as a devoted friend, but she rejects his proposal with resentment. In her belief, marriage 

without love is out of the question, especially when the groom is in love with another (Night 

and Day 263). 
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It causes Mary great pain and turns her whole world upside down, but she does not 

allow herself to feel desperate. She chooses determination over desperation by enthusiasti-

cally engaging in her work:  

‘I was thinking of Katharine. She doesn’t understand about work. She’s never had to. 

She doesn’t know what work is. I’ve only found out myself quite lately. But it’s the 

thing that saves one – I’m sure of that. […] Where should I be now if I hadn’t got to 

go to my office every day? Thousands of people would tell you the same thing – 

thousands of women. I tell you, work is the only thing that saved me, Ralph.’ (Night 

and Day 412) 

The character of Mary Datchet introduces the idea that a job or profession can be a 

saviour for people in general and for a woman in particular. The advantage it gives as the 

stable ground on which she can build during difficult times is demonstrated clearly. A 

profession or hobby shapes the identity of a person and stabilises it, and thus identity 

made up of only feelings is unstable and fragile, as no one can guarantee one’s feelings 

will be satisfied. Woolf insists on a woman not being so dependent on men.  

Mary Datchet is a prototype of a modern woman who does not wait for somebody to 

comfort her and who is concerned about the lives of the women struggling to be an active 

part of the workforce. Mary is also a symbol of reasoning and exceptional dignity, there are 

several episodes in the novel where Mary is making valiant efforts to surpass the overwhelm-

ing feeling of both love and pain, and with the strength of pure will brings herself back to 

everyday life with its duties and occasional victories (The Voyage Out 261, 290, 412). She 

manifests the idea that the life of a woman is not all about meeting romantic love.  

3.2.10 William and Katharine 

Katharine has never experienced romantic love, but over time her life in her parents’ 

home becomes more and more difficult due to all the restrictions it imposes on her. She 

dreams of personal freedom and hopes to find it in marriage to Rodney whom she considers 

a good friend. Katharine is not afraid of Rodney because she has no illusions about him, she 
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sees both his positive and his negative sides and realises that William Rodney is quite sub-

missive. She doubts the existence of love and in her consideration, marriage to Rodney seems 

to be “an inevitable step in a world where the existence of passion is only a traveller’s story 

brought from the heart of deep forests” (Night and Day 224). 

At first, William’s excessive adoration of her and his exasperating clumsiness irritate 

her and she jumps between aversion to the idea of marrying him to realising that he is the 

best candidate to marry (Night and Day 257). Katharine, like Woolf herself, rejects the idea 

of romantic love based on illusions and self-deception about the object of one’s love, but a 

loveless marriage is also a farce to her. 

Julia Briggs notes that it is possible that Katharine is unconsciously running away from 

Ralph as a person with whom “genuine intimacy” may be established (Briggs 50). The true 

intimacy with all its advantages, nevertheless, poses a serious threat to Katharine’s inner 

solitude, the thing she values most. It is solitude, a common vision of the world and a certain 

detachment that unites her and Ralph. They understand each other, since the most important 

parts of their personality are the same. Such an intimate relationship scares Katharine as much 

as the prospect of a loveless marriage.  

Rodney does not understand her, and while there is no understanding between them, 

there is no fear or threat. If Ralph proposes to his friend Mary in an attempt to cope with his 

suffering over Katharine and William’s engagement, Katharine’s fear of intimacy sometimes 

makes her think of William as a better choice. But at the same time, the feeling of intimacy 

with Ralph irresistibly attracts her. 

Another interesting moment in William’s relationship with Katharine is the jealousy 

they feel after the realisation that both of them are in love with other people: “You’re jealous 

of me, William; but you’re not in love with me. I’m jealous of you” (Night and Day 435). 

Here, Woolf again embarks upon the theme of the possessive nature of any close relationship. 

Although William and Katharine have abandoned the idea of marriage, they are irrational in 

their desire to retain power over each other. 
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3.2.11 William and Cassandra 

William and Cassandra are another example of a loving couple that do not doubt the 

institution of marriage as a logical extension of romantic love. Cassandra admires her hus-

band, likes his ambitions to make her more educated in the literary sphere, and already 

dreams of having children. 

As Woolf notes, Cassandra’s love allows William to reveal those aspects of his char-

acter that are not available to Katharine or not appreciated by her: “She had never asked him 

to teach her anything; she had never consented to read Macaulay; she had never expressed 

her belief that his play was second only to the works of Shakespeare” (Night and Day 482). 

Cassandra is impressed by his literary works that Katharine finds mediocre. William is flat-

tered and blessed with the happiness Katharine could not give him. Cassandra is very naïve, 

emotional, direct, pure-hearted and not opposed to being patronised, unlike the self-sufficient 

and independent Katharine who often makes William feel that she does not need him. He 

worships Katharine, but as Cassandra later says, love is not about adoration, but about such 

understanding that he only had with Cassandra (Night and Day 436). 

Thus, Cassandra and William represent a model of a conventional marriage in which 

the wife gladly assumes the role of caretaker and serves her husband and family, because she 

thinks of no other happiness in life. Her admiration and devotion are not unpleasant to 

Katharine, she is happy for them, while being convinced that this relationship model is not 

suitable for her. 

3.2.12 Conservatism and modernity 

Katharine is a new type of independent woman who is disillusioned with the precon-

ceived notions of women and marriage. Katharine has an urge to do things other than running 

the house and discussing literature. At a meeting in Mary’s apartment, Katharine shares her 

regrets of not having a profession because it limits her ability to prove herself: “You will 

always be able to say that you’ve done something, whereas, in a crowd like this, I feel rather 

melancholy” (Night and Day 56). She notes that all the people there are delighted to discuss 
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politics and their difficulties connected with the professional sphere, that this is a large part 

of normal human life she does not have. 

In spite of Ralph’s social and financial inferiority (according to Briggs, in the image of 

Ralph, Woolf depicted her husband Leonard) he represents a man of free views, so his lowly 

background, in a sense, limits Katharine much less than the aristocratic obsession with tradi-

tions and public image (32).  

By openly stating to her mother that she has no intention of marrying Ralph, Katharine 

encounters strong opposition from both her mother and father. It is important that they resent 

her refusal to formalise their marriage, and not the fact that Ralph is not of noble origin and 

has no money. After Ralph is banned from the Hilbery’s house, the young lovers are forced 

to accept Katharine’s parents’ terms and announce their engagement. 

Thus, the main heroine addresses the issue of her opposition to conventional marriage 

by marrying a free-minded man with whom she hopes to build a relationship based on equal-

ity, mutual respect for individuality and the right to personal liberty. Whilst Katharine’s par-

ents are moderately conservative, her aunts are rather aggressive defenders of Victorian val-

ues. Charlotte Otway, Mr. Hilbery’s sister, shares her views on marriage: “Well, I really don’t 

advise a woman who wants to have things her own way to get married” (Night and Day 219). 

Aunt Charlotte points out that when a woman marries, she must be prepared to always obey 

her husband, and adds that every woman instinctively feels whether she is capable of doing 

so (Night and Day 221). 

Aunt Molwayne puts the sanctity of marriage above everything, and harshly criticises 

Katharine’s disengagement from William and insults Ralph due to his low social status and 

poverty: “Married love […] is the most sacred of all loves. The love of husband and wife is 

the most holy we know. That is the lesson Mamma’s children learnt from her; that is what 

they never forget” (Night and Day 430). 
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 4 Comparison between the theme of marriage as it is presented in The 

Voyage Out and Night and Day 

The Voyage Out which Virginia started to write years before her engagement to Leon-

ard Woolf and finished after their honeymoon, reflects her own pre-marital thoughts, doubts 

and fears. Her second novel, Night and Day, written in the period after their marriage elabo-

rates the same themes, yet with some difference. 

In both the first and second novels the main characters are preoccupied with the notion 

that, sadly, we are much more direct and honest with people with whom we have no family 

ties, this fact causes frustration to the main characters who aim to preserve honesty, freedom 

and independence in marriage. Thus, both novels share the sense of disillusionment with the 

hypocrisy of the late Victorian values, including the obsession with public image and the 

attempt to follow the social conventions. Another common feature is the internal conflict that 

is a result of comparing oneself and one’s individual views to the conservative environment. 

That in consequence leads to the emotional dissociation of the main characters from their 

families. In this way both works reflect the quest for a different concept of marriage or, in 

other words, marriage based on different principles other than the conventional institution of 

marriage, the numerous examples of which give the heroes a strong feeling of aversion. This 

conflict can be labelled as a protagonist’s conflict with society through which s/he challenges 

social conventions and her/his own social identity. 

The gender issue may also be subsumed within the conflict between an individual and 

society. The Voyage Out and Night and Day give readers a broad representation of the prob-

lems caused by gender inequality, and explore the limitations of the repressive late Victorian 

and Edwardian conservative values imposed on women from different perspectives. Special 

attention is paid to the problem of keeping women in the role of domestic servants and care-

givers, and limiting their access to education and acquiring professions with subsequent ac-

cusations of their disengagement from social life and a lack of intelligence. All these ideas 

were later developed in Woolf’s feminist essays, such as A Rooms of One’s Own. 
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The second conflict the novels have in common dwells in the contradictory nature of 

the character’s feelings, partially caused by the influence of social conventions, partially by 

their inability to identify their emotions and, putting it metaphorically, to process them and 

give them a realisation in life. Here the normal mental process of handling an emotion will 

be understood as the identification of an emotion and a subsequent appropriate treatment of 

it. For instance, when a person feels offended or angry, s/he identifies the emotion and then, 

by reflecting or verbalising, discharges her/himself from the burden of it. The sublimation of 

strong emotions is exemplified by Mary Datchet, who deals with unrequited love by immers-

ing herself in her work. This type of conflict can be described as a character’s personal con-

flict with her/himself.  

But in many aspects, The Voyage Out is different from Night and Day. In the first novel 

Rachel, as much as Terence, fails to establish and stabilise her emotions and therefore is 

unable to articulate what she wants. In other words, she fails to relate her feelings to reality 

as it is. The first novel is more characterised by existential instability, fear and irrationality 

(Rachel’s nightmares, hallucinations caused by fever, an ominous atmosphere) than Night 

and Day. Roger Poole suggests that the problem Rachel and Terence face dwells in their 

inability to establish tactile contact: 

They cannot resolve their problems, even their disagreements, as most lovers do, 

through the body, for both are too afraid of their bodies to attempt that way. So they 

sit, perfect products of muscular Victorian prudery, which has effectively cut them 

both off from free access to their own bodies and their own emotions. (71) 

This hypothesis is supported by the fact that the physical aspect of love is hardly presented 

in either of the novels. In this case Rachel’s death may represent a logical consequence of 

the alienation of the lovers, their inability to express love properly and Rachel’s attempt to 

escape the physicality of love and her failure to ascertain her female existence. But it is just 

one of the possible interpretations of the novel’s ending. 

A conflict between the freedom of the inner world and the conventionality of the ex-

ternal world is also presented in Night and Day, but due to the greater maturity of the main 
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characters, it does not lead to existential chaos but is resolved in compromise – the engage-

ment based on the similarity of their world views and marriage in particular. 

Katharine and Ralph eventually accept their union as a victory, and the images of fire 

and light as sources of vital power mentioned several times in the last pages of the novel 

serve as symbols of it. While Rachel and Terence are drowning in doubts about whether their 

intimacy is genuine or not, Katharine and Ralph accept their inability to completely under-

stand one another as a fact that cannot be changed, at least in the world as we know it, but 

despite this they are eager to build a relationship. They understand the need for a man and a 

woman to coexist and their compromise is a sign of maturity. 

While The Voyage Out is the quest for self-identity, Night and Day is about not losing 

oneself in marriage. It is not only the difference in Katharine’s and Rachel’s psychological 

maturity that counts, it is also the difference between Terrence and Ralph. If Terence repre-

sents a young aristocrat who has never worked and has not finished Cambridge, a self-por-

trayed writer, Ralph is a man who has achieved everything by his own efforts, he has finished 

university and has worked as a lawyer for several years to provide the family with financial 

support. We know very little about Terence’s family, whereas Ralph Denham has long been 

the head of his family and certainly knows much more about family life. The reader cannot 

overlook the striking difference between Terence’s beliefs and his attitude to Rachel after 

their engagement, while Ralph does not change his respect for the needs of his lover. 

While in Night and Day the topic of social status and the possibility of marriage be-

tween people of different status is addressed, in The Voyage Out it is not present because all 

the characters are of aristocratic origin. 
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5 Conclusion 

This bachelor’s thesis is concerned with the marital issues presented in Virginia 

Woolf’s early works, The Voyage Out and Night and Day. It investigates the theme of mar-

riage in reference to the late Victorian and Edwardian socio-cultural context and specifically 

Virginia Woolf’s individual understanding of the gender problem. The analysis of the insti-

tution of marriage is not perceived only as a struggle of an individual, but also as a wider 

social problem of the contemporary period. 

In order to present a comprehensive picture of the theme it has been examined in its 

various facets and from different perspectives with a strong emphasis on Woolf’s feminist 

ideals and her repudiation of the oppressing nature of the conventional marriage and social 

norms. This work explored the initial phase of her writing career and demonstrated how 

Woolf’s individual literary style and narrative technique developed with reference to her bi-

ography. 

Among diverse aspects of matrimony, particular attention was paid to how the notion 

of the incompatibility of love, freedom and marriage is resolved in each novel. The idea of 

love and marriage often accompanied by a sense of terror and fear is described in relation to 

the female individual’s quest for identity and attempts to articulate her female existence in 

terms of social roles as a lover, a bride and a wife. Therefore, the first novel, The Voyage 

Out, was characterised as a novel about existential anxiety caused by the protagonists’ ina-

bility to solve the inner conflict and establish a clear self-image, while the second novel, 

Night and Day, is about compromising an individual’s freedom and the natural desire of a 

woman and a man to establish a romantic relationship, and the social urge to institutionalise 

it by entering a civil marriage. 

The final part of the thesis provides the overall comparison between the novels regard-

ing their representations of the theme of marriage. 
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