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Abstract  
 

 

 This bachelor thesis deals with Virginia Woolf’s one-day novel Mrs. 

Dalloway. The main aim is to point out how Woolf’s personal view on life, 

her own sense of significance and unique sense of observing human soul are 

reflected in her portrayal of the human relationships in the novel. The thesis 

shows how characters in Mrs. Dalloway are connected at a social, but also at 

a deeper visionary level. The method of used literary interpretation has gone 

from the original text of the novel and opinions of the critics, which have 

been combined with personal Woolf’s own attitudes and perceptions found in 

her personal Diary and thus providing the reader with a better insight into the 

author’s mind.  

 

 

 

 

Abstrakt 

 

 Táto bakalárska práca sa zaoberá novelou Mrs. Dalloway od Virginie 

Woolf, ktorá sa odohráva v priebehu jedného dňa. Hlavným cieľom je 

poukázať na to ako sa Woolfovej osobný pohľad na život a to čo je v ňom 

významné, spolu s jej výnimočým pozorovacím zmyslom ľudskej duše, 

odrážajú v jej zobrazení ľudských vzťahov v diele. Práca poukazuje na 

prepojenie postáv na sociálnej úrovni, ale aj na hlbšej úrovni, akejsi “vízie.” 

Použitá metóda literárnej interpretácie vychádza z originálneho textu novely 

a názorov kritikov. Tie sú kombinované s vlastnými postojmi Virginie 

Woolfovej, ktoré sú vyjadrené v jej osobnom denníku a tým práca poskytuje 

čitateľovi lepší náhľad do autorovej mysle.  
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1111    IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction    

 
 

  One peculiar modernist way of constructing a novel – depicting a single day – is in 

British Modernist writing exemplified at its best by James Joyce’s Ulysses and Virginia 

Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway. Thanks to the use of stream-of-conscioussness technique, both 

authors were, despite the limitation of time being that of one day, able to make their 

characters emerge more complete and profound than much of the traditional fiction of the 

18th or 19th century. This thesis deals with Mrs.Dalloway particularly in terms of Woolf’s 

peculiarly sensitive vision of human beings, for which Woolf had to abandon the 

traditional method of characterization, in order to express the world as she saw it.  

   This new way of constructing fiction presupposes that the view of “what is 

significant in human affairs” both for the writer and the reader is completely redefined  in a 

way that the most real part of the character’s behaviour does not necessarily have to be the 

one which changes or determines in some way their position in the world (Daiches, NMW 

2). This breakdown of the publicly shared view on significance opened the way for 

Virginia Woolf to free herself from the tyranny of the chronologically ordered 

conventional novel and introduce  “a new concept of time as a continuous flow” which is 

captured as it consistently flows in the human mind (Daiches, NMW 7).  

   Characters in Mrs. Dalloway are not described by a mere observation of their 

outward behaviour composing a complex, uniform picture of their lives, because that 

would implicate traditional approach of characterization which Woolf, naturally, tried to 

avoid. Each personality on an ordinary day receives diverse impressions, producing certain 

emotions, moods or recollections of the past, and all these influence their responses to the 

outside world, to other people who might never find out the whole truth about others. 

Woolf says in Jacob’s Room says that  “each has his past shut in him like the leaves of a 

book known to him by his heart, and his friends can only read the title.” This warning 

against being too judgmental is crucial also for Mrs. Dalloway. Therefore, it is impossible 

to isolate the characters from the book and treat them in this thesis as separate entities, 

drawing the line between their individual relationships, and then categorize them into 

separate chapters.  



 

2 
 

   This thesis will attempt to illustrate Woolf’s particular vision of life in Mrs. 

Dalloway,  “the fluidity of human personality” revealed through the variety of impressions 

made upon minds of major and minor characters in the novel, whose lives are knowingly 

or implicitly interwoven, and only as a whole, create a unity and significance (Bennett 31). 

Individuals will be captured in relations to the trivial and untrivial moments of their lives, 

to their past, to the impressions they make upon the minds of others, and all these 

interwoven links will help to unravel the complexity of the human relationships in Mrs. 

Dalloway, which are in no way ordinary. “The book is a closely woven pattern in which 

every part is dependent, for its total effect, upon the rest” (Bennett 48).  
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2222    Virginia Woolf Virginia Woolf Virginia Woolf Virginia Woolf     

 
 
 

 The English novelist, essayist, critic and a central figure of the Bloomsbury group, 

Virginia Woolf was born in London on January 25, 1882, as a daughter of the famous 

scholar and literary critic Sir Leslie Stephen. Virginia received an informal yet unusually 

rich education thanks to the extensive personal library of her father. Her youth was 

shattered by a series of emotional shocks and subsequent mental breakdowns, which 

continued to dominate her life until her death. After her father’s death, Woolf settled with 

her siblings at 46, Gordon Square, Bloomsbury and this district became central to the 

activites of the so called Bloomsbury Group, of which Woolf was also an 

important member. In 1912 she married Leonard Woolf, who was very supportive, cared 

for Woolf in the times of her long-term depression and bouts of mental illness, and 

encouraged her in her writing career. Together in 1917 they founded the Hogarth Press, 

which gradually developed into a successful publishing house and contributed greatly to 

the success of Virginia Woolf’s own novels and greatly supported new talented writers. 

Even though she was very lively and sociable, enjoyed meeting her friends, and led an 

extremely intellectually active life, her periodic fits of acute depression caused her to take 

on March 28, 1941 her own life, drowning herself in a river near her home. By that time, 

Virginia Woolf had gained a prominent position in the world of British literature, as 

a great novelist, essayist, critic and modernist.  

 Woolf’s difficult childhood experiences, her very frequent illnesses and depression 

often resulting from her overt sensitivity to the mystical, profound experiences of life, 

have also contributed to her great literary strengths reflected in her work. In her Diary she 

writes: “I believe these illnesses are in my case – how shall I express it – partly mystical. 

Something happens in my mind. It shuts itself up…Then something springs…I have a 

tremendous sense of life beginning, mixed with that emotion which is the essence of my 

feeling, but escapes description…(AWD 154). Her Diary is great evidence of how intense 

her keen sense of observation and perception of the things around us was, and it also gives 

the reader an idea of the direct impact upon her mind, which she often reflected in her 

works in some transcendent experiences endowed with a deeper meaning. She seems to 

have seen things and people from perspectives which probably escape the vision of 
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ordinary people and indeed this terrific capacity she possessed for “feeling with intensity” 

has made her  novels aesthetically satisfying, subtle and fragile (Woolf, AWD 180).  

 Her death culminated in a symbolic ending if we consider the motifs of flowing 

water and flow of time by which she had been so fascinated during all her life. “When she 

united herself with the flux of experience by disappearing into the flowing waters of an 

English river, anyone who had read and appreciated her books must have felt a sense of 

shock and of almost personal grief, but he would have understood why she chose to end 

her life in that way” (Daiches, VW 146). Similarly to Mrs. Dalloway, who despite the fact 

she never meets Septimus Smith, can intuitively understand why he killed himself.  
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3333    Woolf and Woolf and Woolf and Woolf and  the  the  the  the BloomsburyBloomsburyBloomsburyBloomsbury Group Group Group Group    

 
 
 

 The Bloomsbury Group was an informal avant-garde group of artists and other 

intellectuals who shared similar ideas and attitudes and who regularly met in Bloomsbury, 

the district of London where Virginia Woolf and her sister had lived since 1905.  

  Virginia Woolf in her Diary often gives an impression of  feeling very lonely, 

melancholic, and alienated from the society which she often criticized for its “superficial 

smartness,” yet from her Diary entries it is obvious that she was a very active member of 

London’s social and literary circles (AWD 2). Regular guests at her homeplace in 

Bloomsbury included such noteworthy intellectuals as Clive Bell, Roger Fry, Duncan 

Grant, Charles Tennyson, Lytton Strachey and John Maynard Keynes. Even though she 

was constantly surrounded by people, this physical proximity of people did not prevent 

her from feeling incredibly lonely and frustrated at the oddness of human existence, 

similarly to Clarissa Dalloway, as it will be later discussed in the section on Mrs. 

Dalloway. She was looking for something more profound and intense in relationships with 

people, which she expresses in her Diary in the entry from November 7, 1928. “And then 

her talk – I didn’t care for it... Somehow I saw into these sordid commonplace talks... 

could one open one of these doors that I still open so venturously and find a live 

interesting real person, a Duncan, a Roger... someone new, whose mind would begin 

vibrating” (AWD 136). Bloomsbury offered Virginia stability and this reciprocal inner 

profoundity and affection in human relationships that she desired so much throughout her 

life and could only hardly find outside of this circle of her friends, not all of them 

necessarilly being artists, but all of them sharing some portion of artistic flair. “It seems to 

me that the only honest people are the artists,...” writes Woolf, hinting at those open-

minded and sincere ones who create their art instead of imitating and basing their view on 

conventions which, for Woolf, are “perfectly false and ridiculous” (AWD 17, 5). “We’re 

all supposed to keep up the belief that we’re glad and enjoying ourselves...when for some 

reason things have gone wrong, it was a point of honour to pretend” (AWD 17). 

 Bloomsbury members were characterized by a rather laid-back approach to life, they 

loved to enjoy themselves, laugh, break all the barriers and taboos of Victorianism and 

simply seize the day. However, under no circumstances would they act from some ulterior 
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motives in order to put themselves in a good light, or make people think “this or that” 

(MD 12). They were often criticized for being too offensive and making arrogant and rude 

remarks, their “atheism was painful; their rudeness – that is, its inability to tolerate fools – 

hurt.” One unnamed young man, as Leonard Woolf mentions in his autobiography, was 

completely shocked and scandalized by the Bloomsbury Group and said: “I cannot endure 

these people...I am not what is known as religious, but I was not going to associate with 

people who scoffed and jeered at my religion...” (Edel 45-46). Bloomsbury, however, did 

not depend upon opinion or criticism or praise of others, and they felt free and determined 

to “assert themselves, to shake off old rigidities, to be homosexual if they wished,” 

question everything freely and scoff at anything which they found too stiff, artificial or 

performed without spontainety and beauty (Edel 47). They would not pretend their open-

minded and liberal attitude towards various questions in life, and their enthusiasm, 

curiosity, and quest for the beautiful in life were extremely vital for Bloomsbury.  

 Virginia Woolf in Mrs. Dalloway mocks the superficialty of social conventions in 

society, keeping its individual members in constant effort to pretend, mask their 

individuality and  abandon their actual personal needs and desires which often results in 

them being entrapped in the insincerities of society. It was indeed the ideals of sincere 

personal relations and aesthetic appreciation that linked the Bloomsbury Group‘s members 

so much. They could freely, without any restraints and conventions of the previous 

Victorian generation, share their ideas about human and non-human nature of flow of time 

and death, about the states of consciousness and its relation to external nature, about the 

aloofness of individuals, about the ideal goods of truth, love, beauty, sex and practically 

anything else significant and insignificant producing the continuous and mysterious “ebb 

and flow of the tide of life,” by which they seem to have been immensely fascinated 

(AWD 15). Bloomsbury’s high appreciation of sincere personal relationships and pleasures 

of human intercourse could be traced back to the influence of G. E .Moore’s Principle 

Ethica, in which Moore says that “personal affections and aesthetic enjoyments include all 

the greatest, and by far the greatest, goods that we can imagine….” and therefore it is the 

aesthetic treatment of personal affections which most naturally approaches these ideal 

goods and which bound Bloomsbury together to such a great extent (Rosenbaum 1).  

 Bloomsbury, despite their heterogeneity in being a group of extremely diverse 

individuals – some being artists, other painters or even an economist, some sexually 

ambiguous, prisoners of their odd physique, or of their mental world (such as in the case 
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of Virginia Woolf) – were, however, united by “certain homogeneity of mind,” 

manifesting itself in what was most vital for Bloomsbury – in their cultivation of the art of 

friendship, certain closeness yet independence, and a “desire to probe the common 

enjoyment of the Beautiful” and “the pleasure of the human intercourse” (Edel 53).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

8 
 

4444    The Modernist Novel and “Significance” The Modernist Novel and “Significance” The Modernist Novel and “Significance” The Modernist Novel and “Significance”     

    in Human Affairsin Human Affairsin Human Affairsin Human Affairs    

 
 

  Modernism as a literary movement reached its height in Europe between about 

1910 and 1930, but there are various assumptions about its precise periodization. It is 

generally assumed that modernism came to an end around the time of World War II. 

Modernist writers were writing at a time of significant changes such as technological 

innovations, the changing role of the Empire, Freud’s psychological theories and 

approaches to traditional institutions which they felt were responsible for the terrible war 

conflict and by which the individual felt betrayed. The horrors of World War I and the 

resulting alienation, despair and futility were essential for the Modernist movement. The 

turn of the century was therefore not only an important historical transition, but it brought 

significant transformations in the perception of the social reality and this greatly reflected 

in all forms of art and in literature particularly in the works of Joyce, Woolf, Lawrence, 

Pound, and others. It was “in or about December 1910, that human character changed,” 

says Woolf (qtd. in Shiach 9). This date is not accidental and refers very probably to the 

first Post-Impressionism exhibition in London in 1910, organized by Roger Fry, an artist 

and critic, and a member of the Bloomsbury Group. Art in the modernist sense ceased to 

be the means for accurate and faithful portrayal of what is visibly perceived by the eyes of 

an individual, but rather it was an artist’s subjective expression of what they thought was 

hidden under the unreliable, superficial surface. Modernism in literature was, therefore, 

very much connected with the new modern art and the modernists adopted a kind of 

experimental writing with a result that their work, just like visual art, often made a 

somewhat distorted and confusing impression.  

 The major changes in the English novel in the early 20th century, which are relevant 

for the thesis’ concern with human relationships, according to Daiches, concerned the 

change in perceiving and sharing the “view of what was significant in the human affairs” 

for both the reader and the writer ( NMW 1). The English novel therefore ceased to be the 

“public instrument”, basing its plot on what was traditionally considered significant in the 

traditional value system, and significant behaviour of the characters no longer had to be 

explicitly indicated by the author such as in some “shift in status or fortune” of the 
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character’s life (Daiches, NMW 2). Reality represented by outward society and its 

generally agreed morals and beliefs were re-evaluated and modernists tackled the idea of a 

more complex and profound human experience whose real part was no longer so easily 

observable and decipherable. While the traditionalists often revealed the inward world of 

their characters through their outward behaviour, modernist authors do not give us a full 

explanation of why their characters act as they do, at least not explicitly, but rather we are 

given heterogenous mosaic tiles out of which we have to puzzle out the “reality” by 

ourselves. Woolf’s aim in Mrs. Dalloway is therefore not to offer the reader a 

chronologically ordered sequence of significant (in the traditional sense) moments in the 

character’s life, since hierarchical society – the social and economic world in which the 

character develops – can not be taken for granted and do not necessarily imply being real 

or significant. Neither the outward action nor the “public gestures provided by society or 

by language, the most basic of all social instruments, can ever achieve real communication 

between individuals” (Daiches, NMW 4).  
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    to to to to Mrs. DallowayMrs. DallowayMrs. DallowayMrs. Dalloway    

 
 

 “So they say: This is what happened; but they do not say what the person was like to 

whom it happened,” writes Woolf in her A Sketch of the Past, referring most probably to 

some of her predecessors such as Bennett or Galsworthy, who she openly criticized in her 

essays and her Diary for being materialists and focusing primarily on the perfection of the 

form rather than on giving a reader an insight into the mind of the character (qtd. in Caws 

5).  

 “What happens” is a typical feature of the traditional novel, whose authors can only 

express their ideas through the “arrangement and patterning of a chronological series of 

events” (Daiches 20). Materialists were for Woolf writers who spent “immense skill and 

immense industry making the trivial and the transitory appear the true and the enduring” 

and who just blindly followed the conventional way of constructing their novels instead of 

exercising their free will (Woolf, MF par. 3). These writers were in Woolf’s eyes 

constrained by the conventions of writing to such an extent, that Woolf compares them to 

some kind of slaves in the captivity of tyrants who are in a way forced “to provide a plot, 

to provide comedy, tragedy, love interest and an air of probability embalming the whole 

so impeccable that if all his figures were to come to life they would find themselves 

dressed down to the last button of their coats in the fashion of the hour” (MF par. 4). A 

novelist should, according to Woolf, be free in choosing the subject of their interest, no 

matter how trivial and little it might seem in the eyes of mainstream society’s standards. 

Woolf simply does not want to obey these “tyrannical” unwritten laws in novel writing; 

she wants to write differently.  Life for her is not a series of impeccable, symmetrical 

moments that can be put down on a piece of paper, following a strict pattern or form. It is, 

instead, highly unpredictable and every day brings an incredibly haphazard variety of 

important and unimportant moments, characters, and emotions which only make sense 

when combined as a whole. The novelist’s task is therefore not to conscientiously, 

perseveringly and under enormous pressure construct the work of fiction according to 

some design, as a custom-made product which would fit the standards of the 

contemporary writing style, but it is rather to put down all these little parts as they 
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naturally and spontaneously occur in life. This concept is the essential idea of the stream-

of-consciousness method, which was taken up particularly by Virginia Woolf and James 

Joyce, although both have handled it in a fundamentally different way. Only by using this 

new artistic form – an impressionistic description of the mass of small details which make 

up our daily lives, can the novel be credited with containing “whether we call it life or 

spirit, truth or reality, this, the essential thing,” that has moved off from the novels 

according to Woolf (MF par. 4)   

          The central strength that makes Woolf stand outside the tradition of English and 

European fiction seems to be her extraordinary vision of human life and her sense of 

observing ordinary things with such a genuine interest and enjoyment that it creates an 

overall fluid and beautifully ordered sequence of these evocative peculiarities. Characters 

in Woolf’s novels are rarely described directly, by telling us straightaway what they look 

like and what their main personality traits are. It is rather the complexity of the human 

experience, memories, recollections of the past and little seemingly unimportant things 

associated together, through which we find out more about the characters who are 

gradually presented to us. All these apparently fragmented pieces that Woolf gradually 

reveals through the characters’ thoughts, sayings and doings, are closely interwoven and 

they are leading the plot to a climax. Some may argue that the climax is not very apparent 

in her novels, or even that it is missing, and Woolf herself would probably not disagree 

with this statement since leading her novels to a definite climax was absolutely not her 

aim. Woolf expresses in ‘Modern Fiction’  – a chapter from The Common Reader – her 

belief that we can not categorize the particular moments of our lives as comic or tragic 

because that would suggest our perception to be limited to the very moment that we 

analyze (par. 4). Woolf does not attempt to label the things and claim that they are like this 

or that. We can not perceive the moments only and make conclusions on them as Woolf’s 

predecessors often did, since those are only fragments and we only perceive the external 

facts – surface, not the real substantial depth. These false or incomplete impressions and 

judgements of one another that are shown in the thoughts of the characters in Mrs. 

Dalloway are the underlying cause of their sense of separateness and isolation from each 

other.  

  Life is a mass of questions and confusion and thus can not be answered so simply 

with a definite answer. Analogically, works of fiction can not be finished with a definite 

conclusion, providing a reader with a clear and definite key to fully understand their 
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stories. Every single moment or scene (e.g. a message on the sky in Mrs. Dalloway) 

visible to the multiple observers at the same moment can be interpreted in many different 

ways and it can make diverse impressions in their minds. Daiches notes that “the 

differentiating quality of literature lies not in its end, but in the means employed to 

achieve that end” (VW 19). This statement can be useful in understanding better what 

differentiates Woolf’s novels from previous English fiction since it is indeed the means to 

achieve the end that is particularly striking in her novels. Woolf is not concerned mainly 

with chronology of the events, which was essential for the older novelists, but she breaks 

this “traditional handling of time-sequence” as we can clearly see in Mrs. Dalloway when 

the memories of the past and insight into the mind of the character in the present are 

closely linked and make part of the character’s personality (Daiches, VW 20). In this 

sense,  the  human personality, as Woolf sees it, resembles in many aspects Freud’s theory 

of psychoanalysis, which believes that much in an individual’s identity is formed through 

early childhood experiences, as well as throughout one’s life, as a “shifting conglomerate 

of impressions and emotions” (Showalter xviii).  

 “Look within and life, it seems, is very far from being ‘like this’. Examine for a 

moment an ordinary mind on an ordinary day. The mind receives a myriad impressions — 

trivial, fantastic, evanescent, or engraved with the sharpness of steel. From all sides they 

come, an incessant shower of innumerable atoms; and as they fall, as they shape 

themselves into the life of Monday or Tuesday…” (Woolf, MF par. 5). It is conceivable 

that Woolf’s interest is not limited to provide a specific kind of genre when she writes, or 

to conform in structure to the traditions of fiction of the 19th century literature, and it is 

indeed this quality that allows her to be free in depicting an ordinary mind on an ordinary 

day with such depth. Through the story, Woolf wants to convey to the reader “fitful 

gleams of insight into the subtler realms of human consciusness” (Daiches, VW 19).  

 As implied above, there might be little action and barely some suspense in her 

novels, but it is not the plot in a traditional sense that Woolf hopes to highlight. It is rather 

her contemplation over the characters, “their behaviour and their emotions throughout a 

succession of events which are not, on any usual standard, exciting” (Daiches, VW 18). 

The seemingly aimless conversations and introspections on an ordinary day, however, 

reveal under the surface much more than an ordinary reader can fathom at first sight. This 

was very much Woolf’s main aim – to show that ordinary things, people and relationships 

conceal many secrets and can be seen from a myriad of perspectives, so that the vision of 
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one observer never reveals all the truth and a single narrow-minded interpretation of the 

events is misleading. We can never find out everything about the people around us, 

because our human vision is so limited that it allows us to see only the very superficial 

surface of  things and events. Moreover, we perceive the people around us only from the 

present perspective, naturally. However, Woolf, inspired in this sense by Marcel Proust, 

believes that personality can never be fully explored if we only look at the person’s 

present life and cut it off from its past, and possibly also its future (Showalter xx). “I can 

only note that the past is beautiful because one never realises an emotion at the time. It 

expands later, and thus we don't have complete emotions about the present, only about the 

past,” suggests Woolf and explains why the recollections of the past are so important for 

judging the person’s character. “The past exists always in the present” and it determines 

the character’s present responses to the events in life, and if we want to know the whole 

truth about the personality, all his individual past experiences have to be taken into 

account (Daiches, NWM 8). In fiction, this is possible only through entering into the mind 

of the character and move back and forward in his individual consciousness which is a 

continuous flow of thoughts and idea. While characters in Mrs. Dalloway, moving in the 

objective reality novel exclusively in given (present) time and space (limited to the factual 

world of external objects), can never find out the whole truth about themselves, the reader 

of Mrs. Dalloway is privileged through entering into the minds of various characters who 

at some point of the day think one of another, to reveal also the underlying motifs of their 

social behaviour and interactions they make with others.  

 Only by bringing all the symbols and characters into relations with each other is the 

truth about the things visible, whereupon they can be endowed with some deeper meaning, 

which reflects very much Woolf’s personal sensibility and sense of significance in the 

human existence. This complicated interwoven links without providing a clear and bright 

atmosphere in the plot are peculiar to Mrs. Dalloway and the next chapter attempts to 

show the complexity of the characters’ lives, heir relationships and explore the “passions 

of the human heart”, Woolf’s main interest in this novel, as she reveals in Diary (AWD 6).  

 When choosing the impressions that she would put in her characters’ minds, Woolf 

apparently sifted through the aesthetic values of the Bloomsbury Group and her personal 

sense of some aspect of transcendent discovery or illumination, which is so striking and 

always present in her personal experiences narrated in her Diary. Woolf says that life is a 

“luminous halo, a semi-transparent envelope surrounding us from the beginning of 
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consciousness to the end,” evoking that every single ordinary day in the life of a character 

might be endowed with some extra “luminous” significance or discovery, resulting in the 

character relishing an illuminating experience. In Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway, this 

illuminating experience in the character’s lives, can under careful observation, be 

discovered by the reader as well.  
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6666    Human RHuman RHuman RHuman Relationships in elationships in elationships in elationships in Mrs. Dalloway Mrs. Dalloway Mrs. Dalloway Mrs. Dalloway     

 
 
 

 As discussed in the fourth section,  public sense of significance radically changed 

with the appearance of modernist novels in a way that significance became much more 

subjective, basing its view not on the generally agreed standards, but rather creating new 

freedom in writing, which evokes the sense of significance in seemingly insignificant 

events. In other words, it does not necessarily have to be marriage, reaching a high social 

status, or the death of someone close to reproduce a sense of significance in the reader’s 

mind. “It was clearly more significant for a character to run off with somebody else’s wife 

than to drink a cup of tea or to suffer some inward shift in sensibility manifested by the 

merest flicker of an eyelid or perhaps by no outward sign at all” (Daiches, NMW 4). 

Therefore, if we look at Mrs. Dalloway, it could on the surface seem an uninteresting 

story of a middle-aged, rather shallow woman in her fifties, whose existence in the world 

is not manifested by any visibly significant moments. Her walk on a June summer 

morning in London and preparing her party in the evening of the same day would, in a 

traditional novel, not be persuasive enough for the reader to reproduce some sense of 

significance in them. The most real part of Clarissa’s behaviour would then be strongly 

limited to her role of a hostess giving parties and being a wife of an upper-class politician, 

and thus Clarissa would possibly come out of a similar misinterpretation as an extremely 

shallow and somewhat snobbish woman. However, it is not the outside appearance of the 

things or a character’s behaviour, as already explained, which are relevant in analyzing a 

modernist piece of writing, but rather “the spasmodic, the obscure,” that Woolf expected 

her readers to get used to and to tolerate in the novel (Showalter xvii). Septimus Smith, of 

whose existence and death Clarissa finds out  for the first time at her party, knits the lives 

of these two characters who have never met, maybe even more closely and significantly, 

than as it would possibly be traditionally depicted in mourning of one character for the 

death of a close person.  

 During the years 1922 and 1923, when Woolf was drafting the novel, she came to 

feel that she had found her own “method” (although Woolf hated it to be associated with 

any). On February 17, 1922, she expresses in her Diary, “I’m glad to find, I have acquired 

a little philosophy. It amounts to a sense of freedom. I write what I like writing,…” and a 
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half a year later she is even more certain about it: “there’s no doubt in my mind that I have 

found out how to begin (at 40) to say something in my own voice; and that interests me so 

that I can go ahead without praise” (AWD 44, 47).  Finding her own voice can be 

understood better, referring to Woolf’s Diary entry from August 22, 1922, when she says: 

“when I write I’m merely a sensibility” (AWD 48). This sensibility is in Mrs. Dalloway 

presented in her extraordinary capacity for providing the reader with the sensitive 

glimpses into personalities of various individuals and her fascination with the “inquisitive 

human sympathies,” which she knits so brilliantly with anything “solemn, slight or 

beautiful” that comes to her mind (AWD 13).  

 

 The novel opens as the central character, Mrs. Dalloway, goes out to buy flowers for 

her party, which is to be taking place in the evening of the same day. It’s a sunny morning 

in London in June 1923 and Clarissa walks through the streets of London and enjoys the 

beauty of the fresh morning. “Bond Street fascinated her; Bond Street early in the morning 

in the season; its flags flying, its shops, no splash; no glitter;..” (Woolf, MD 13). 

Interestingly enough, Woolf in her Diary entry from May 25, 1932, says: “…society, 

buying clothes,…all England spoilt, terror at night of things generally wrong in the 

universe, buying clothes, how I hate Bond Street and  spending money on clothes” (180). 

It is conceivable that Woolf, with her apathy towards the materialistic consumption 

society symbolized by the precise location of Bond Street in London, wanted to criticize 

the society and its “public social gestures,” which as Daiches mentions, get in the way of 

people’s communication and create a sense of loneliness in human existence (NMW 4). 

During her preparation of the novel, Woolf notes in the Diary, “I want to give life and 

death, sanity and insanity; I want to criticize the social system, and to show it at work, at 

its most intense” (AWD 57).  

 Freshness of the air and notion of the door, being taken off their hinges that day 

(probably for the upcoming party to open up more space for the guests) remind Clarissa of 

her youth at Bourton and in that moment, Clarissa’s mind is flooded with a stream of 

impressions and images. All these lead her mind to the most important association with 

Bourton, which seems to be Peter Walsh, who she characterizes by his smile, his pocket-

knife and letters he was sending her, but she found them “awfully dull” (MD 5). We can 

see, how a mere squeak of the hinge on the door transports Clarissa’s mind and us as 

readers into the past, at Bourton – so fluidly, without interrupting the constancy of the 
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continuous flow into which more and more characters are gradually merging. They live 

their ordinary lives, think of others, observe, watch and are watched at the same time, all 

with their pasts, sorrows, and joys, leaving their marks on others, making some everlasting 

impression in their mind, their paths crossing for some hidden underlying purpose of 

which they are all unconsciously aware.  Maisie Johnson, an Edinburgh girl, on her first 

day in London sees Septimus and Lucrezia and, observing them, intuitively knows 

something is wrong in their relationship. She would remember “should she be very old,” 

she would still remember this moment (MD 30). 

 The first three pages, until Clarissa meets Hugh Whitbread, do not on the surface 

appear to be containing any significant information for the reader about Clarissa or her 

relationship to anything else in the outside world. However, this could be misleading, 

since an attentive reader who reads between the lines might easily notice that there is 

something more interesting about Clarissa, than about any other ordinary middle-aged 

woman on an ordinary summer’s day. Virginia Woolf seems to have reflected much of her 

own sensible vision of life in the character of Clarissa, who just like Woolf gets so easily 

carried away by the absurdity and strangeness of human existence, “coming and going,” 

by the momentary reverie, out of which Clarissa is jolted out and brought back to the 

physicality of the real world by some outward symbol – Big Ben striking or an automobile 

with a royal personage (MD 153). Clarissa, like Woolf, “senses some emblematic pattern 

in the landscape, and the pattern has very little to do with what she actually sees” 

(Naremore 81). Clarissa’s mind reveals this extremely sensitive approach in her vision of 

things around, which is not just accidentally close to Woolf’s own. Woolf, through 

Clarissa’s thoughts, expresses her preoccupation with the plight of the modern, 

fragmented disillusioned world, especially as a reaction to the traumas of the First World 

War. Woolf’s desire is to overcome this fragmentation “through the integrity of aesthetic 

form” which she offers us in Mrs. Dalloway (Shiach 10).  

 Mrs. Dalloway in her reverie observes intensively the pulsing life around her which 

evokes rather mixed feelings in her. On the one hand, she devotedly feels part of it, but on 

the other, she can not help feeling this incredible separateness from everything, loneliness 

which accompanies one constantly. “…she too, loving it as she did with an absurd and 

faithful passion, being part of it,… she too, was going that very night to kindle and 

illuminate, to give her party. But how strange, on entering the Park, the silence, the mist, 

the hum…” (MD 7). However, Woolf might not be referring only to the physical, visible 
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aspect of loneliness. “No, it’s not physical silence; it’s some inner loneliness – interesting 

to analyse if one could” (Woolf, AWD 147). Clarissa, apparently, by “being part of it”, is 

being a part of this “factual world” - of the world in which public gestures such as giving 

parties, are generally accepted to be somehow determining in the character’s life and 

which “make one a social being” (Kelley 3). The factual world is the world, which is 

actually identical with Daiches’ idea of society as a “public instrument,” in which “human 

relationships are necessarily determined by human institutions” and such society is by an 

individual accepted and considered as absolutely “real and satisfactory” (NMW 4). 

Clarissa, as we can sense already from the first few pages of the book, is obviously a part 

of this world, being a wife of a member of Parliament, having a decent place to live, 

servants, throwing parties, loving to walk in London, love of the Bond Street. She too 

conforms – she is going to give her party and that makes her, even to Woolf herself, 

appear somewhat “stiff, too glittering and tinsely” (AWD 61). Her “external” side of 

herself is what people, like Mrs. Pym or Scrope Purvis, can see.  However, we can also 

sense that Clarissa’s mind is not just one of an exclusively wordly sort of an ordinary 

upper-class woman who cares for rank and society, but it is at times also a very vibrating 

and intuitive one, that catches also what is usually not in sight of most people. “Such fools 

we are, she thought…for Heaven only knows why one loves it so, how one sees it so, 

making it up, building it round one, tumbling it, creating it every moment afresh; but the 

veriest frumps, the most dejected of miseries sitting on doorsteps…” (MD 6). Clarissa, 

therefore, although conventionally seen from the beginning of the book as a merely 

shallow character in the factual world, shows, under the surface of the facts, also signs of a 

slight inclination to what Kelley calls “world of vision” and to some kind of discovery, 

that Woolf also rendered to approach in her everyday life as we can observe in her Diary 

(4).  

 Hugh Whitbread, who Clarissa meets in the morning on her walk, perfectly 

represents the social, factual world, in which only “the tools of objective reason” are taken 

as the mode for dealing with the everyday existence (Kelley 4). Identity of an individual is 

exclusively based on his external visible qualities and position in the society as can be 

observed in the characterization of Hugh – extremely handsome, well-bred, perfectly 

dressed, presumably for “his little job at Court” (MD 8). Naturally, Hugh is also attending 

Clarissa’s party – a social event of much significance in a traditional world of facts and 

plain social gestures. It is not surprising that meeting with Hugh reminds Clarissa of Peter 
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Walsh, who “had never to this day forgiven her for liking him” and had considered Hugh a 

“positive imbecile” (MD 8-9). Clarissa seems to be comparing every other man who enters 

her life with Peter, or at least every other man makes her think of him. Peter, who she 

knows is going to be back from India these days, has never had the “manners and breeding 

of an English gentleman,” the qualities she approves of in a man (MD 9). Even though he 

might have had more brains and a warmer heart than all the snobbish gentlemen that 

Clarissa was so fond of during her life at Bourton, has always been just an impossible 

block playing around with his pocket-knife and writing these dull letters of his that 

Clarissa never even bothered to reply to. He never performed the tasks so faultlessly and 

with quiet dignity, as Hugh did. “When his old mother [Hugh’s] wanted him to give up 

shooting or to take her to Bath, he did it, without a word; he was really unselfish…” (MD 

9). Clarissa  realizes that Hugh, unlike Peter, is “adorable to walk with on a morning like 

that” (MD 9). But still, it is Peter who emerges in Clarissa’s thoughts and whose opinion 

seems to be still of great value for her even after so many years. “But suddenly, it came 

over her, if he were with me now what would he say?” (MD 9).  

Peter was not the kind of man who would have a romantic walk with Clarissa and 

pretentiously admire blossomed flowers and trees. “He never saw a thing of all that. He 

would put on his spectacles, if she told him to; he would look. It was the state of the world 

that interested him; Wagner; Pope’s poetry, people’s characters eternally, and the defects 

of her own soul” (MD 9). Peter often openly criticized Clarissa for her choices, for her 

preferences for men and her overall shallowness just like when she indulged in dancing 

and her parties, and these harsh remarks had Clarissa often crying. “She had the makings 

of the perfect hostess, he said” and he prophesied that she would marry the Prime Minister 

–symbol of the world in which one must cover thoughts with facile, superficial phrases 

and lies (MD 10). When Clarissa during her morning walk thinks of these never ending 

arguments with Peter, she comforts herself thinking that she had been right not to marry 

him. That is, however, the way Clarissa just tries to excuse herself for her former choices 

in life, which, as she feels, might have been wrong. Similarly to her old friend Hugh, she 

has never fully expressed her own personality. As Daiches points out, Hugh “has almost 

lost his real personality in fulfilling his social function” (NMW 209). Having a status and 

being a member of an upper-class seems to have prevailed over her own desires when she 

decides to spend her life with Richard. Richard, as a member of Parliament, represents a 

man who – just as it is expected from a man of his time – is interested in politics and 
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enjoys the debates about socio-political happening in England. In itself there would be 

nothing bad about it, if only he was not involved in also some kind of insincere and 

calculated debates on the political matters, as can be seen at lunch at Lady Bruton’s. 

Woolf, in her Diary entry from 1919, remembers the dinner at the 1917 Club and a certain 

Mrs. Besant’s speech, who surprisingly resembles Lady Bruton’s talking so proudly about 

her absurd emigration project. Woolf says, “She – a massive and sulky featured old lady, 

with a capacious head… began by comparing London, lit up and festive, with Lahore. And 

then she pitched into us for our maltreatment of India, she, apparently, being “them” and 

not “us”…superficially it was all believable, and the 1917 Club applauded and agreed” 

(AWD 17). Thus, Hugh Whitbread’s art of writing Lady Bruton’s project to the Times is 

similarly just an insincere, calculated act of making the absurdities look superficially 

believable, putting them as “editors like them put” – hinting at the mere mechanical 

imitation and doing things “properly”, in conformity with the Establishment (MD 121). In 

this sense both Richard and Hugh completely oppose Peter, who is greatly concerned with 

the insincerities of society and his outspoken views on life cause his life to appear as a 

disgrace to the others.  

 Richard, even though appearing more likeable of the two men helping Lady Bruton 

to write the letter, by his silent resentment at her nonsensical theory of emigration, just 

passively tolerates the limitations and constricting aspects of the external world around 

him. Richard is a conservative, bashful man who hardly shows any affection and who is 

not very likely to ever act spontaneously and surprise his wife. His sudden attempt to tell 

Clarissa how he loves her, and thus break this inappropriate marital distance between them 

ends in failure since after so many years “partly one’s lazy, partly one’s shy” (MD 127).  

Richard, however, is a man who in his position can provide her with a decent and 

comfortable life, which Clarissa cowardly chooses over life with unreliable Peter. Even 

more importantly, Richard could offer Clarissa freedom in the marriage, without really 

forcing her to concede her intimate side of herself to him since Clarissa is throughout the 

novel so preoccupied with preserving her personal freedom, her privacy. In this sense, 

Richard appears to be less demanding than Peter, with whom “everything had to be 

shared” (MD 10). But for Clarissa, “in marriage a little license, a little independence there 

must be between people living together day in day out in the same house, which Richard 

gave her, and she him” (MD 10). Clarissa and Richard’s marriage is obviously bound 

together by the superficialty and conventionality of the upper-class behaviour in Britain in 
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the early twentieth century. This way of behaviour is not manifested only in their 

“showing off material possessions” but also in the way of “hiding the imperfections” of 

their lives, which we can observe in Clarissa and Richard’s relationship (Rousseau). Even 

though they are well aware of the tension in their relationship, both have got into the habit 

of this style of life which, despite its material comforts, keeps them spiritually distant from 

each other and only contributes greatly to Clarissa’s sense her strange inner loneliness. 

Richard is obviously happy about having married an attractive, representative wife, who 

would properly fulfill her female duties of a mother and a perfect hostess and thus fitting 

Clarissa perfectly for her role in the pretentious, limited world of facts. Clarissa on the 

other hand, despite the influence of the free-spirited Sally in the early years at Bourton, 

eventually submits herself to the patriarchal society by her marriage with Richard, and 

gradually sinks into the world of superficial gestures, pointless talks, manners, parties and 

celebrations, where people are like “children to be amused” (Woolf, AWD 18). Both, for 

the sake of a seemingly respectable social standing, pretend to be living in a happy and 

fulfilling marriage. Clarissa, at a deeper level hidden to society after so many years, 

however, admits that she would like to go back in the past and live her life again, 

differently and that every proceeding trivial thing or thought would then look differently, 

too – again, highlighting Woolf’s understanding of the passage of time, with every 

moment of our life, being dependant on any other which follows. “Oh if she could have 

had her life over again! She thought, stepping on to the pavement, could have looked even 

differently!” (MD 13). 

  In Clarissa’s account of her thought stream back at Bourton, she recalls being an 

eighteen year old girl, with this “solemn” feeling “that something awful was about to 

happen” (MD 5). Even though this feeling had crossed her mind many years ago, it flows 

undisturbed in her mind just like all other bits of memories that relate to each other in 

some way and influence her behaviour, since “the past exists always in the present, 

coloring and determining the nature of the present response” (Daiches, NMW 7-8). 

Apparently, it foreshadows some tragic event, which Clarissa somehow intuitively senses 

throughout the day (MD 5). Even many years after, she has this “perpetual sense, as she 

watched the taxicabs, of being out, out far out to sea and alone; she always had the feeling 

that it was very, very dangerous to live even one day” (MD 11). Clarissa’s mind is 

suddenly paralyzed with the sense of pervasive strains of unrest, of some inner discomfort, 

when thoughts of death pop into her head. “Theme of time, death, and personality and the 
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relations of these three to each other and to some ultimate which includes them all” are 

always present and we can observe how human relationships are at an outward or inner 

level of the characters formed by these (NMW 195). Clarissa is strongly affected by the 

irreversible change of life, by her “farewell to the dreams of youth, and the beginning of 

her sense of artistic maturity” (Showalter xvi). Woolf herself was often preoccupied with 

the similar thoughts as Clarissa deals with on this June morning, and in her Diary entry 

from September 10th 1929, she notes: “But will there not be the change of life? And may 

that not be a difficult and even dangerous time?” Woolf says that one has in a sense 

nothing to worry about, and that these “curious intervals in life,” which Clarissa also 

experiences on her daydream-like reverie in London, are the most fruitful ones and “one 

becomes fertilized,” which might clarify “the artistic maturity” which Clarissa seems to 

approach as the novel proceeds (AWD 146).  

 When the mind of Clarissa is abandoned for a while, the reader is uninterruptedly 

brought to explore the minds of other minor characters, who are, at the same time as 

Clarissa, walking in London and crossing maybe even the same path. This incredibly fluid 

and easy transition is created through the trivial events, in which all kinds of people, 

seemingly not having anything in common, are for a short moment united, without being 

aware of it. That is Woolf’s brilliant ability to make connections, and show “how people 

feel or think or dream…all over the place” (Lee 93). Woolf highlights here the passage of 

time which flows so silently and unconsciously that, suddenly, in moments like the 

passers-by experience when a motorcar with the Prime Minister or some other authority 

passes, it feels as if the time stopped for a short moment and “everything had come to a 

standstill” (MD 17). All people, separate individuals, who pass by the streets of Piccadilly 

with their unknown pasts and sorrows hidden deep in their souls, obediently and silently 

follow their social roles and duties in the factual world of objective reality, and none of 

them, except Septimus Smith, is aware of something more than the surface of this 

seemingly trivial moment – a motorcar passing. Only Septimus Smith, paradoxically a 

madman, has the queer ability to see in this moment “this gradual drawing together of 

everything to one centre before his eyes, as if some horror had come almost to the surface 

and was about to burst into flames” (MD 18). Again, no piece of the story is accidentally 

chosen, but there is always some purpose in why Woolf places it within the closely knitted 

pattern of seemingly autonomous events. Therefore, placing some figure of authority in 

the elegant motorcar, which catches the attention and curiosity of the entire crowd, is not 
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accidental. The “greatness was seated within; the greatness was passing, hidden, down 

Bond Street, removed only by a hand’s-breadth from ordinary people” for whom it might 

be the only time in their lives, when they can be “the speaking distance of the majesty of 

England” (MD 19). Only death will reveal the face of that hidden “majesty”. It goes 

without saying that Woolf, with her particularly sensitive view of the reality around her, 

and shifting away from the conventions and restraints of the early twentieth century 

British society, was disdainful of the authorities of the British Empire and high society in 

general. In her essay on “Modes and Manners of the Nineteenth Century” she writes: 

“Wars and ministries and legislation – unexampled prosperity and unbridled corruption 

tumbling the nation headlong to decay – what a strange delusion it all is! – invented 

presumably by gentlemen in tall hats in the forties who wished to dignify mankind” (MD 

23). By saying that they are rarely within the “speaking distance” of ordinary people, 

Woolf hints at how little they actually care about human beings, their passions and 

despairs, how absorbed are they in the superficial outside world and how other individuals 

passing by, in their minds all united for a second, are actually excluded in a way. On June 

4, 1923, Woolf writes in her Diary: “I want to bring in the despicableness of people…to 

give the slipperiness of the soul. I have been too tolerant often. The truth is people 

scarcely care for each other…they never become attached to anything outside themselves” 

(55).  Septimus, being one of the “excluded,” who feels as if he was “blocking the way” is 

hypnotized by the moment of the hidden majesty passing by, and senses indeed some 

decay and hopelessness in the lives of individuals like him. “The world has raised its 

whip; where will it descend?” thinks Septimus and feels completely disconnected from the 

world around him, constrained by the laws and boundaries which the authorities impose 

on an individual, in order to “possess their individual souls and make them conform to his 

own” (MD 17, Kelley 89).  Woolf in her Diary reveals how much she loathed “any 

domination of one over another; any leadership; any imposition of the will” and these are 

in Mrs. Dalloway effectively portrayed in the characters of the Prime Minister, Sir 

William Bradshaw, Doctor Holmes, Miss Kilman, and partly also Hugh Whitbread (AWD 

10).  

 While Hugh Whitbread and Sir Bradshaw’s negative influence on individuals are 

more universal, in a sense that their acts and imposing their personal will and limitations 

on others might affect a whole range of people, Miss Kilman’s religious fanaticism has in 

the book destructive impact mainly on Elizabeth, Mrs. Dalloway’s daughter. Despite that 
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she personally considers herself a missionary, her understanding of the mission in this 

world is completely misinterpreted, and she uses religion as an excuse for atrocity. Under 

the disguise of a respectable spiritual guide for an eighteen-year old Elizabeth on the verge 

of adulthood, Miss Kilman perseveringly forces her soul. Woolf presents Doris Kilman in 

Clarissa’s thoughts in the moment when Clarissa is going to enter the shop to buy flowers 

for her party, presumably to point out the fundamental difference between these two 

women.  

 Clarissa, with her passion in preserving the order and balance through the aesthetic 

and beautiful around her, with her cautious choice of flowers, completely opposes the 

poor, embittered creature with a talking name Kilman whose neglected appearance, green 

macintosh coat, and absolute distaste for beauty expresses also her loss of proportion, 

ability to keep a well-balanced harmonious life, and thus feel a natural, sincere affection 

for the human beings around her. Clarissa’s aesthetic appreciation of life, of seeing “all 

pleasure in beauty, in friendship, in being well, in being loved” apparently mirrors much 

of Woolf’s own aesthetic values of Bloomsbury. Miss Kilman’s physical habits, her 

appearance, the “excruciating sounds” that she produces with her violin, (for “she had no 

ear”), all hint not only at the ugliness, unaesthetic discrepancy with the Bloomsbury’s 

values, but even more importantly, at her lack of sensitivity to the vision (Kelley 91). Her 

controlling and possessive treatment of Elizabeth scares Clarissa, who, similarly to 

Septimus, values most preserving the privacy of the individual soul. “If she could grasp 

her, if she could clasp her, if she could make her hers absolutely and for ever and then die; 

that was all she wanted” (MD 145). Doris Kilman tries indeed to grasp and thus take 

possession of Elizabeth’s soul, apparently from some unconscious fear of staying alone, 

abandoned, as can be seen when Elizabeth decides to leave her, to prepare for the party. 

“She had gone. Miss Kilman sat at the marble table among the éclairs, stricken once, 

twice, thrice by shocks of suffering. She had gone. Mrs. Dalloway had triumphed. 

Elizabeth had gone. Beauty had gone. Youth had gone” (MD 146). Elizabeth, released 

from Miss Kilman, experiences a sudden sense freedom and some inner revelation, some 

desire to set herself free, to follow her dreams and not to repeat the same mistake her 

mother did. At the same time as we observe Elizabeth’s sense of freedom, we get into the 

mind of Septimus, who is connected with Elizabeth by the sudden feeling of some inner 

happiness and tranquility.  
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 Even though Miss Kilman loves Elizabeth, her love is strictly limited to her lending 

Elizabeth books, praying, bringing her to church, detesting the material vanities and thus 

to the facts, rather than personal affection. Such love, which Miss Kilman covers under the 

shield of religion, is doomed to ”possess, restrict, imprison others” (Kelley 92). Clarissa’s 

knowing nothing, “no language, no history, she scarcely read a book,” unlike Miss Kilman 

who knew modern history inside out, makes Clarissa appear maybe somewhat shallow, 

vain, uneducated, yet, “to her it was absolutely absorbing, all this”, she seems to be more 

aware of herself, of the “vital existence of others” and she “would not say of herself, I am 

this, I am that” (MD 11, Kelley 93). She might be fully absorbed in her vanities, parties 

and flowers, and she does things “not simply, but to make people think this or that,” but 

she knows it is a “perfect idiocy,” she is well aware of her flaws, and all she wants is that 

people are pleased in her company (MD 12). Unlike Miss Kilman who thinks that 

“knowledge comes through suffering,” Clarissa, regretting so much of her past and at the 

same time anticipating death, prefers to seize the moment and find pleasure in whatever 

that gives her with some sense of aesthethic beauty. “Always please yourself…make 

details part of a whole….I mean, why do a single thing one doesn’t want to do – for 

instance buy a hat or read a book,” thinks Woolf (AWD 183).  

With her greatest gift, “knowing people by instinct,” Clarissa is able to detect this 

incredible hatred, hypocrisy and jealousy of Miss Kilman’s masked behaviour, but she 

realizes it is not Miss Kilman herself that she finds so repulsive, but rather “the idea of 

her,” all the similar insensitive and domineering women. “Love and religion! …How 

detestable, how detestable they are!” thinks Clarissa ( MD 139).  

 When Clarissa in the morning senses that “something awful is about to happen,” the 

reader might foreshadow the tragic end of the novel. Indeed, Clarissa’s contemplation 

about the change of life, her ageing and feelings as if “the five acts of a play….were now 

over” hint at the possible death of Clarissa (MD 53). Originally, Woolf intended to end the 

novel with Clarissa’s death. We may assume then that Clarissa was supposed to be a 

“deeply depressed woman, someone so sensitive to the suffering behind the masquerade of 

gaiety around her that she becomes a scapegoat” (Showalter xxxvi). In order to let Clarissa 

continue to live, Woolf decided to introduce Septimus Smith – Clarissa’s double, who 

eventually kills himself.  

 Septimus, a young war veteran suffering from shell-shock is apparently 

autobiographical in a way that Woolf might have reflected many of her own states of 
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madness in his characterization. On June 19, 1923, Woolf, while writing Mrs. Dalloway, 

expresses her painful mental states: “Of course the mad part tries me so much, makes my 

mind squirt so badly that I can hardly face spending the next weeks at it” (AWD 57). 

Woolf’s hostility to her personal doctors is another parallel to Septimus Smith and his 

hatred of Sir William Bradshaw (Lee 96). With this in mind, it is interesting to think of 

Septimus’ “listening to the birds singing in Greek” as sharing much of what Woolf 

experienced herself. Septimus’ day is juxtaposed with that of Clarissa and people close to 

her, which is not immediately clear to the reader, but the final party binds the lives of 

these people closely and thus the “life and death, sanity and insanity” can be linked to 

make a whole (AWD 57).  

 Their parallel is presented for the first time when “the voice of authority”– the 

motorcar passing, makes everything come to a standstill, and both Clarissa and Septimus 

are in that moment just a couple of meters away from each other, yet still completely 

oblivious of each other’s existence (MD 17). Clarissa, however, senses that life is not 

restricted to all this around her, London, Bond Street, with its commodities, shops, and 

flowers, but that there is some odd unexplainable “ebb and flow of things,” even after her 

death “…she being part…of the trees at home, of the house there…part of people she had 

never met, being laid out like a mist between the people she knew best…” and yet as 

Woolf says ”these mists of the spirit…are deeply hidden” and thus Clarissa’s intuitive 

mind on this fresh June morning fails to recognize what exactly produces either this ebb or 

flow of life (MD 11, AWD 15). Septimus, similarly to Clarissa, fails to understand what 

brought him there in that particular moment and what it is exactly that terrifies him. 

“…was he not weighted there, rooted to the pavement, for a purpose? But for what 

purpose?” (MD 18). Also he, in his madness, feels “how there is no death” (MD 28).  

Not only the fact that Clarissa is not invited to Lady Bruton’s lunch, but also Clarissa’s 

“oddest sense of being herself invisible; unseen; unknown; no more having children” and 

then the later reference to her being “aged, breastless” show the analogy between her and 

Septimus’ sense of exclusion and aloofness. Both are linked through the quotation from 

Shakespeare’s Cymbeline – “Fear no more the heat o’ the sun” which appears in minds of 

both of them as a “moment of tranquility, an escape from the body, and possibly an 

anticipation of death” (Lee 110).  

 The car passes and Septimus is jolted out of his momentary reverie by his wife 

Lucrezia, a young Italian girl who used to make hats in Milan and who is now completely 
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alone, without friends in Britain, her social life being limited to seeing Septimus’s doctors 

and walks through London. Lucrezia’s loyalty towards her shell-shocked husband is the 

main thing that has kept them together. Even though she feels Septimus is a victim of the 

“Empire” – of all these “tall well-dressed men with their tail-coats,” Mr. Bowley, Emily 

Coates, Clarissa, who as the car passes, wear “a look of extreme dignity”, and she knows 

he does not do it to her deliberately, still she resents him for behaving like that and she 

hates herself for blaming him for it at the same time (MD 20-21). It is a vicious cycle, 

Septimus being a scapegoat, yet it is her who suffers and has nobody to tell. “For you 

should see the Milan gardens,” she says aloud with desperation, but there is nobody to 

hear it. Lucrezia is completely frustrated and ashamed, being aware of the fact that people 

might see. “People must notice; people must see” (MD 18). Similar to Clarissa’s constant 

preoccupation with what people might think of her doing this or that, and therefore hiding 

her imperfections and putting on a façade of a perfect wife, hostess and mother, Septimus’ 

“imperfection” – his madness, his pure individuality – must be concealed in society. 

Lucrezia puts a smile on her face when an old man notices something strange in her 

behaviour to Septimus, because “failure one conceals” (MD 19). On a larger scale, 

Septimus’ “imperfection” tries to be concealed through doctor Bradshaw’s attempt to 

place him into one of his mental asylums, since Septimus’ “uncompromising vision, 

continual experiencing of total unity…separate selfhood – all are incompatible with life in 

the factual world. “Total vision must [in this kind of world] be victimized” (Kelley 100).  

 Both Septimus and Clarissa, paradoxically a madman and a distinguished, middle-

aged lady from Westminister, who on the surface do not have anything in common, 

experience on this June day an incredibly strong sense of isolation and entrapment within 

society – Septimus by  his soul being forced, Mrs. Dalloway by her grappling between the 

external world and her role as a perfect hostess, and by her inner, sensitive self which is 

like that of Septimus, able to “get outside his body” and perceive the world at some 

“visionary” level (MD 32). Clarissa is fully indulged in the outside superficial world, with 

her divine vitality relishing every single pleasurable moment, but conversely she feels 

“like a nun withdrawing” or “a child exploring a tower” when she, in her loneliness, 

regards an attic room as a refuge from this world (MD 35). The reason for this discrepancy 

in Clarissa’s characterization is that Clarissa sees a need for “a balance between the social 

fact and vision” – between the world of parties, marital relationships, and social gestures 

which are not a guarantee of one’s not feeling lonely, and between the world of individual 
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freedom (Kelley 93). In the attic room Clarissa recalls the early years, her friendship with 

Sally, who indeed together with Peter represented a “path to freedom” for Clarissa, with 

their unconventional and spontaneous life attitudes (Kelley 95). Yet she would have to 

open herself more, stop pretending, and free herself from the conventions of time. Only 

then, if she freely showed every side of her personality, could Clarissa gain this sense of 

freedom. All the anxieties and suspicions that she has about people, worrying too much 

about what others think of her, keep Clarissa’s soul in the prison that only she could 

release herself from. 

 She finally has a chance to act more warmly, openly, spontaneously when Peter 

Walsh comes to visit her on the day of the party. But she does not. Instead, she hurriedly 

hides the clothes that she’s mending, which can again be understood as a plain sign of her 

“doing things to make people think this or that” and thus hiding her true self (MD 12). 

Woolf reveals a flux of thoughts when encountering Peter and we see that Clarissa is 

dishonest again. Peter hates to find out that Clarissa has not changed at all over the years. 

She is always in her luxurious drawing-room, mending her dress, going to parties – a 

perfect hostess. He hates to see her in the center of this conventionality. “It was delicious 

to hear her say that – my dear Peter! Indeed, it was all so delicious – the silver, the chairs, 

all so delicious!” (MD 46). Peter is irritated by seeing all the superficial things in 

Clarissa’s life. He would like so much to tell her what he feels. However, he knows that 

for her, having grown up in a society with the conventional life prospects, he would 

always be a failure. Why express feelings to a woman who is too cold to even stop sewing 

while talking to her old friend who, according to her words, is so heavenly to see again? 

Peter is upset and Clarissa has no idea. “My party! Remember my party tonight!” Clarissa 

does not forget to shout to Peter, as he is leaving (MD 54).  

 “There I am now – at last at the party,…it is to be a most complicated, spirited, solid 

piece, knitting together everything…” writes Woolf in September 1924 (AWD 66). She 

felt that the separate stories, as she first drafted the novel, needed to be connected 

somehow and she accomplishes this through the party, to which the story was gradually 

heading since its beginning. For Clarissa giving a party means much more than for anyone 

else. It is a way to share her greatest gift, a way how Clarissa, with her persistent sense of 

some deep inner loneliness, attempts to bring people together and thus perhaps, 

compensate for the lack of true personal affections in her life. “She could see what she 

lacked. It was not beauty; it was not mind. It was something central which permeated; 
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something warm which broke up surfaces and rippled the cold contact man and woman, or 

of women together” (MD 36). It was the desire to experience that “pleasure of the human 

intercourse” that linked Bloomsbury members, and that Clarissa could have found in a 

potential intimate relationship with Peter, or Sally Seton, when she yielded “to the charm 

of a woman, not a girl, or a woman confessing, as to her they often did, some scrape, some 

folly” (Edel 53, MD 36). During the preparation of the novel, Woolf writes in her Diary: “ 

If one could be friendly with women, what a pleasure – the relationship so secret and 

private compared with relations with men” (AWD 69).  

 When Septimus, close before his death, relishes for a while some inner peace and 

freedom from his disturbing mental state, he feels connected to his dead war friend Evans:  

“…his messages from the dead; do not cut down trees; tell the Prime Minister. Universal 

love: the meaning of the world” (MD 162). Septimus’ desire to “tell the Prime Minister” 

suggests “that Septimus’ sense of the true meaning in life is no more compatible with the 

superficial social fabric epitomized by the Prime Minister” (Lee 110). His attempt to 

communicate further the message of universal love reaches Clarissa’s mind who at her 

party hears about the death of the uknown young man. Clarissa, in the solitude, away from 

the crowd and noise of her party, through Septimus’s death, is able to fully recognize the 

message of true meaning in life and realize that her superficial self, gossip, lies, chatter, 

doing “things to make people think this or that” was “her disaster – her disgrace” (MD 12, 

203). Discrepancy between the external limited and the internal boundless self of Clarissa, 

present in her thoughts since the beginning of the day, are suddenly “delicately 

harmonized” and this comes to her in form of some incredible inner revelation or 

discovery, some inner peace with the death  as she stands at the window, seeing the old 

woman in the room opposite (Kelley 101, 102). “There was an embrace in death” (MD 

202).  

She understands that Septimus had thrown his life away, yet, he “plunged holding his 

treasure” – he preserved his vision (MD 202). She feels intuitively why he did it. She 

knows now how important is to follow one’s inner voice, to live one’s life in a way, that 

“if it were now to die, ‘twere now to be most happy” – the same feeling she had felt once 

before in her life, years ago in the presence of Sally (MD 203). Just as Sally proposed a 

path to freedom for Clarissa in the past, now Septimus in his death, provides Clarissa with 

some new illuminating horizons, some odd sense that death was not the end but rather a 

beginning. Kelley suggests that Septimus “does not only preserve his own vision, but also 
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that of Mrs. Dalloway, a woman whose activities in the limited world demand some 

sacrifice to purify her own sense of unity from insincerity or social lies” and hence we can 

understand his death as redemption for Clarissa (100).  

 Having experienced this incredible sense of being complete, Clarissa goes back to 

her party which is for her “an offering; to combine, to create” – her greatest gift (MD 135). 

Yet she is not enjoying it. She is trapped in her inability “to go deeper, beneath what 

people said (and these judgements, how superficial, how fragmentary they are!),” and she 

feels that her parties, despite they bring people together, do not break the hard, solid, 

superficial surface of conventions (MD 134). People are not themselves, “being taken out 

of their ordinary ways”, with their perfect clothes, gestures, smiles…(MD 188).  They, at 

some time at the party, think “this or that” one of another, with their hidden suspicions, 

anxities, yet they fail to recognize what one really is like under the superficial “façade”. 

Sally says, “what can one know even of the people one lives with every day?” and 

paradoxically, Sally and Peter see Clarissa as a mere snob, “a perfect goose” (MD 208). 

“For there she was.” Clarissa – the perfect hostess. Yet one “not knowing people; not 

being known,” it indeed remains unknown to anyone at the party, that Clarissa – the 

perfect hostess, is now more complete than in the morning, when she “said she would buy 

the flowers herself” (MD 168, 5).  

 

 “She felt herself everywhere; not “here, here, here”;…but everywhere. So that to  

 know her, or any one, one must seek out all the people who completed them; even the 

 places. Odd affinities she had with people she had never spoken to….even trees, or 

 barns…she believed, that since our apparitions, the part of us which appears, are so 

 momentary compared with the other, the unseen part of us, which spreads wide, the 

 unseen might survive, be recovered somehow attached to this person or that, or 

 even haunting certain places, after death.” (MD 168). 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

31 
 

7777    ConclusionConclusionConclusionConclusion    

 
 
 

 “I should say a good deal about The Hours [working title] and my discovery: how I 

dig out beautiful caves behind my characters: I think that gives exactly what I want; 

humanity; humour; depth. The idea is that the caves shall connect and each comes to 

daylight at the present moment” (AWD 60). Indeed, Woolf gradually provides the reader 

of Mrs. Dalloway with pieces of the characters’ lives, using what she calls “tunneling 

process” and thus telling “the past by instalments” as she finds it convenient (AWD 61). 

Even though as a result, the separate parts of the story might on the surface seem as 

autonomous, supporting Woolf’s main concern that one could see the novel as “disjointed 

because of the mad scenes not connecting with the Dalloway scenes,” this statement could 

only be true if we perceived the significance of the human relationships at a merely factual 

level (AWD 69).  

 Nevertheless, Woolf no longer trusts this factual, recognizable perspective on life 

and human relationships as her predecessors did, and believes the idea of saying of anyone 

“that they were this or were that” is no longer adequate (MD 10). She is in the pursue of 

expressing the reality, which is not just a mere reflection of the visible world, but rather an 

attempt to translate into the novel various, innumerable qualities of the human soul. 

Human relationships in Mrs. Dalloway are, therefore, not of a certain given quality, since 

Woolf did not consider herself reliable enough to make one-dimensional judgements 

about her characters and express impressions which should also “hold good for others” 

(Woolf, MF). The nature of the novel seems to suggest that human personalities emerge 

differently in front of different people and that there is an obvious discrepancy between 

character’s outside appearance to society and his inner self. Clarissa and Septimus could 

in the eyes of society appear as complete opposites, but the reader who is advantage and 

can “eavesdrop” on their inner thoughts and impressions, can see how their 

communication is achieved, despite they have never met. On the other hand, we can 

observe how other characters – such as Clarissa and Lucrezia, paradoxically despite their 

close physical bonds in their individual marriages, feel extremely lonely and isolated from 

their spouses and society. We are, therefore, discouraged to judge the human relationships 
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by the nature of the novel. At the party at some point, the question comes up, “…for what 

can one know even of the people one lives with every day?” (MD 211).  

 Individual past, one’s recollections, dreams and memories are always relevant in 

understanding an individual, and since characters in Mrs. Dalloway are in their mutual 

interaction never fully aware of one another’s private thoughts, emotions, moments of 

revelation, but even trivial moments which are like “buds on the tree of life”, their 

relationships are characterized by their inability to go under the surface and enjoy “the 

pleasure of the human intercourse” sincerely, without pretending, lies and social masks 

(MD 33). This incompleteness of one’s knowledge of one another makes human beings in 

Mrs. Dalloway – despite they are socially defined at the superficial external level – appear 

as “solitary travelers” in the flow of life. “Are we not all prisoners?” asks Sally (MD 211). 

Every character is indeed the prisoner of his own flux of thoughts and impressions, his 

own past. Facile public gestures that we make – our attempt to communicate and escape 

the “inner loneliness” – are always just approximate, thus “people’s behaviour is the 

roughest guide to what they mean” (Woolf, MM 27).  

 All characters in Mrs. Dalloway throughout the novel are driven by a desire to find 

the means for communicating effectively with one another. Richard for instance at Lady 

Bruton’s lunch thinks of how to communicate his love to Clarissa yet he fails to, Peter and 

Clarissa’s communication during their short meeting shows signs of insincerity, 

Lucrezia’s frustration springs from an apparent lack of communication in her marriage 

and Septimus instinctively feels that he has to communicate the universal message of love. 

Clarissa also wants to establish real, genuine contact with others, and experiences a 

glimpse into something more profound and illuminating in solitude, rather than in the 

noise of her party. For parties bring people together, yet the superficiality of the 

communication achieved by means of such mechanical and empty behaviour, shows, how 

in a profound sense, characters in Mrs. Dalloway are lonelier than ever in a crowd 

(Daiches, NWM 9).  
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