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Abstract 

The aim of this bachelor thesis is to focus on the phenomenon of Virginia Woolf’s 

influence on contemporary fiction. It attempts to demonstrate the frequent stylistic, 

thematic and personal imprint of Virginia Woolf in recently published works of British 

authors. Particular examples are drawn from Pat Barker’s novels Life Class (2007) and 

Toby’s Room (2012), Toby Litt’s Finding Myself (2003) and Ian McEwan’s Saturday 

(2005). The thesis concentrates on contextualising the allusions found in the four selected 

novels with the factual information from Woolf’s life and her social, cultural and 

professional milieu. The literary modernist strategies, narrative techniques and 

characteristic themes employed in the works by Woolf are compared with those used in the 

selected novels. 

Key words: Virginia Woolf, Modernism, Bloomsbury Group, Allusion, Intertextuality, 

Themes, Narrative strategies 

Abstrakt 

Hlavní pozornost této bakalářské práce je zaměřena na fenomén vlivu Virginie Woolfové 

na současnou literaturu (prózu). Cílem práce je poukázat na častý výskyt Virginie 

Woolfové v současných dílech britských autorů, ať už fyzicky nebo skrze pro ni 

charakteristická témata a literární styl. Konkrétní příklady jsou převzaty z románů Life 

Class (2007) a Toby’s Room (2012) od Pat Barkerové, Finding Myself (2003) od Tobyho 

Litta a Soboty (2005) od Iana McEwana. Práce se také soustředí na uvádění nalezených 

odkazů na Virginii Woolfovou do souvislostí s jejím sociálním, kulturním a pracovním 

prostředím. Modernistické strategie, narativní techniky a témata typická pro díla Woolfové 

jsou srovnávány se strategiemi, technikami a tématy užitými ve vybraných románech. 

Klíčová slova: Virginia Woolfová, Modernismus, Bloomsburský kroužek, Aluze, 

Intertextualita, Témata, Narativní strategie 
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Introduction 

 

As one of the most popular representatives of modernism Virginia Woolf has 

become an inspiration for several subsequent generations of British writers. In my thesis I 

have decided to point out the various ways in which Virginia Woolf has influenced 

contemporary British fiction and analyse the connection to Woolf’s life and work. 

As it may be inferred from the title of this thesis, I would like to focus on Woolf’s 

imprint on works recently published by selected British authors. The aim is to demonstrate 

the phenomenon of Virginia Woolf’s influence on contemporary British fiction and locate 

the concrete appearances in selected novels, namely in Toby Litt’s Finding Myself (2003), 

Ian McEwan’s Saturday (2005), Pat Barker’s Life Class (2007) and its sequel Toby’s Room 

(2012). The objective was to choose novels of various subgenres, dealing with very distinct 

themes and intended for quite diverse audiences. In searching for the occurrences I found 

benefit in The Virginia Woolf Society of Great Britain’s website and also from literature 

reviews and blogs of so-called “Woolfophiles“.  

Woolf’s occurrences have been classified into four main groups and the chapters of 

the practical portion of the thesis will follow in accordance with these. The division was 

needed to show the interconnection between the selected books as they are quite 

distinctive. The first group demonstrates the appearance of Virginia Woolf as a 

personality; her personal or professional life has been somehow included into the story. 

The second group deals with references to her works, intertextuality and specific analogies. 

The third group contains references to the social circle around Bloomsbury Group and the 

peculiarities of the time period Woolf lived in. And, finally, the fourth group features the 

typical themes, narrative strategies and motifs which are characteristic of the Virginia 

Woolf’s writing style. 

In order to clarify and justify the relevance of the lines taken from the selected 

novels the first chapter will contain a brief introduction to Woolf’s personal life, social life 

and the world around the Bloomsbury Group. The data will be drawn mainly from 

biographical works. This chapter also gives a basic outline of modernism, the general ideas 

and features of modernist fiction.  
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The following chapter will introduce a range of contemporary British writers whose 

works have been inspired by Virginia Woolf. The list will be time-limited and reduced to 

the most evident examples. Afterwards, the selected authors’ possible link to Virginia 

Woolf will be identified in their brief biographies. The aim is to find out why they decided 

to include Virginia Woolf in their books and what has lead contemporary writers to (be 

influenced by Woolf. 

The practical part of the thesis deals with analysing the selected novels and how they 

are connected to Virginia Woolf. As I have already stated above, the chapters will follow 

the reference classification. The first chapter of the practical part contains occurrences of 

Virginia Woolf as a personality. She appears in two of the four selected novels. In the next 

chapter there will be references to the works written by Virginia Woolf. Intertextuality and 

its figures and strategies such as allusion, quotations or parody will be pointed out and 

explained. Since the works by Pat Barker are both set at the beginning of the twentieth 

century, the next chapter will discuss the links between the text and Woolf’s social and 

intellectual background. Finally, the interconnecting themes and similarities in narrative 

strategies of Woolf and the selected authors will be introduced. The practical portion 

should provide a framework for verification of the initial statement asserting that Virginia 

Woolf’s continuing influence over contemporary British fiction. 
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1. Theoretical part 

 

1.1. Virginia Woolf and modernism 

 

Virginia Woolf belonged to the group of nonconformist authors who disagreed with 

the prevailing way of writing fiction. Eloquent descriptions of details and overestimation 

of visual perception of the world, these are predominant features of realism and naturalism 

that were widely criticised by modernist movement. By focusing on the precise description 

of superficialities the novelists are, according to Woolf, missing on the very essence of 

life’s “luminous halo” (Bradshaw 7) Realism claims that the more detail the more real life 

experience the reader will get. Woolf opposed to this statement because excess surface 

detail does not necessarily add authenticity to the fiction work. Modernists sought for new 

narrative techniques in order to express new concepts. 

Modernism, as an artistic movement, is associated with a wide variety of arts. For 

the purpose of this thesis the attention will be drawn to literary modernism. A specific area 

of interest is the modernist novel, because novel as a genre has gone through radical 

change at the beginning of the 20th century. Woolf contributed significantly to the 

transition of this genre, she together with other modernist authors managed to get rid of the 

aesthetic burden in terms of the strict rules defined by the realist novel. They enriched the 

novel with innovative narrative techniques and introduced literary devices so far used only 

marginally and mainly in poetry. And those were: 

[t]he radical disruption of linear flow of narrative; the frustration of conventional 

expectations concerning unity and coherence of plot and character and the cause 

and effect development thereof; the deployment of ironic and ambiguous 

juxtapositions to call into question the moral and philosophical meaning of 

literary action; the adoption of a tone of epistemological self-mockery aimed at 

naive pretensions of bourgeois rationality; the opposition of inward consciousness 

to rational, public, objective discourse; and an inclination to subjective distortion 

to point up the evanescence of the social world of the nineteenth-century 

bourgeoisie. (Barth 68) 
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The linearity of the Victorian novel is disrupted by the inserted flashbacks and flashaheads, 

this fragmentariness both challenges and recovers the sense of order and faith in universal 

values. It is considered to be a way of resisting the degradation of the social life. 

The change does not affect only the form but also the content, modernism 

introduces new themes into the novel. Implementation of taboo social themes or at least 

questioning of rigid social norms, fascination with what brings the life in the metropolitan 

cites, focus on the inner life of individual highly influenced by Freudian psychology, 

stressing the alienation of the people living in the industrial society, these tendencies give 

an outline of the characteristic thematic range of the modernist novel. Following this trend, 

Woolf unabashedly presented controversial topics, such as gender, feminism, 

homosexuality, suicidal tendencies and open criticism of social politics, military and 

political strategies of the United Kingdom. Modernism culminates in the post-World War 

One period when it grasps the mindset rejecting the excessive optimism of the 19th century 

and struggles with the futility of the contemporary society. Modernist novel often features 

the disorientation and disillusionment with the present state and changing values of the 

society. 

Modernism often tends to stress a play with language and its processes at the 

expense of the plot. It points out the peculiarities of language, how it sometimes fails to 

communicate the full meaning. To depict more of the intended content, modernist writers 

use the stream of consciousness, a narrative device which basically records the inner 

processes operating in human mind. This so-called inner monologue is what Virginia 

Woolf is famous for. She managed to fully replace the omniscient and omnipresent 

narrator by filtering all information through the consciousness of the characters. The 

narration is enriched with character’s feelings, associations, opinions, ideas and inner 

perceptions of life and time. The notion of the difference between clock time and 

psychological time based on the philosophic theory of duration underlies Woolf’s 

modernist work. 

One of the main features of modernism is its cosmopolitan character. The 

movement is associated with authors from all over the world. Forms of modernism vary 

with the respect to the time period, political system or country of origin. In some countries 

the phenomenon of modernism had only temporary duration but in the United Kingdom, 

the United States of America and Canada, where the modernist movement has a rich 

tradition, modernism never seems to really end. It comes in irregular waves as reaction to 
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the sudden changes in the society, usually as a response to developments in philosophy and 

science, technological innovations or most recently to terrorism. The narrative techniques 

and strategies typical for Woolf are therefore echoing in the works of contemporary 

authors. 

 

 

1.2. Virginia Woolf and the Bloomsbury Group 

 

Life and work of Virginia Woolf is inseparably linked with the Bloomsbury Group, 

a cultural project involving influential group of English intellectuals and artists. The 

original members of the Bloomsbury are in correspondence with what Virginia’s husband 

Leonard later called “the old Bloomsbury” (Lee, Virginia 263), namely himself and 

Virginia, Vanessa and Clive Bell Lytton Strachey, John Maynard Keynes, Duncan Grant, 

Roger Fry, E. M. Forster, Saxon Sydney-Turner, Adrian and Karin Stephen and Desmond 

and Mary (Molly) MacCarthy. The first initiative started in the year 1899 when Virginia’s 

brother Thoby enrolled in the University of Cambridge and began the tradition of Gordon 

Square Thursday evenings, the informal study group of Cambridge men. Since it took 

place at their home, Virginia and Vanessa also attended (Bracke 1). Among Thoby’s 

Cambridge friends were Clive Bell, Lytton Strachey, Saxon Sydney-Turner an Leonard 

Woolf (Sellers 13). After sudden death of Thoby in 1906 Clive Bell proposed to Vanessa 

and soon they begin to host the first meetings forming the character of Bloomsbury Group. 

It seems that there is no applicable definition of the Bloomsbury. An English 

aesthetic movement is the commonly accepted characterisation, but the word movement 

implies formality whereas from the viewpoint of its members it was rather seen as an 

informal group of friends. Friendship and fascination with beauty and aesthetics was the 

unifying power and, at the same time, the quality which made them distinct from other 

similar groups. Although they met regularly, there was no preset agenda to be discussed. 

On December 21st 1924, Virginia Woolf wrote on the Bloomsbury Group in her diary: 

“All our Bloomsbury relationships flourish, grow in lustiness. Suppose our set to survive 

another 20 years, I tremble to think how thickly knit & grown together it will be” (Bracke 

1). The open atmosphere of the group brought about very interesting themes and the 
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outcome of the group’s creative work had a great impact upon the transforming intellectual 

society of London in the 1920’s 

Later development of the group was very rather stagnant. Whereas World War I 

had rather strengthened the inner relations, the late 1930’s had the opposite effect. At that 

point, “Bloomsbury was confronted by a quarrel in which, believing what they believed, 

neutrality was impossible. The old pacifism had become irrelevant and the group as a 

group ceased to exist” (Bell 118). Lytton Strachey and Roger Fry died and short after them 

Vanessa’s son Julian Bell. The activity of the group was no longer the focus, there were 

almost no meetings and the members continued working individually. When Virginia 

committed suicide in 1941, there was not much of Bloomsbury Group left. 

Although much about the members may appear controversial and the Bloomsbury 

Group has had its critics, many of the members were renowned specialists in the field of 

art, history philosophy and economy. Among the achievements of Bloomsbury Group 

clearly belongs the contribution to the development of British modernism, support of 

young artists, encouragement to experimenting, publication of contemporary fiction and 

introducing taboo subjects to public discussion. 

 

 

1.3. The Virginia Woolf phenomenon 

 

Virginia Woolf is one of the most significant figures of British modernism. In the 

early twentieth century she came into the limelight by implementing the stream of 

consciousness into her novels in her very own way, distinctive from the way James Joyce 

used it. Joyce’s approach attempted the all-encompassing capture of the world; however, 

Woolf was selectively picking pieces of information which were consequently arranged in 

order to bring order to the chaos of everyday life. Her only criterion for this selection was 

pure aesthetics. 

Woolf’s sensibility towards aesthetics had formed itself in her youth, since her 

father was a famous literary editor and critic, she witnessed many intellectual debates. 
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Another influential factor was the Bloomsbury Group, the gathering of modernist artists 

and intellectuals of various branches in her house in Bloomsbury, London. 

During the period between the World Wars Woolf was more than just a mere 

London’s celebrity, she was also a very prolific author. Despite her depressions and mood 

shifts she had suffered since her mother’s death, her productivity remained unaffected. 

However, the series of nervous breakdowns after the outbreak of the 1940’s and her ill 

condition led her eventually towards committing suicide. 

Woolf’s reputation after World War II was on decline for the three main reasons; 

Firstly, the economies of war resulted in paper shortages and therefore fewer publications 

(Lowe 11). Secondly, although her husband was a Jew, some critics had accused Woolf of 

anti-Semitism: “She often wrote of Jewish characters in stereotypical archetypes and 

generalizations, including describing some of her Jewish characters as physically repulsive 

and dirty” (Schröder). The third reason was the criticism and attack on the Bloomsbury, the 

group was resented as elitist and exploiting its social privilege (Lowe 11). In 1962 Edward 

Albee introduced the play Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf and Woolf’s popularity rised. 

Some of her works were published posthumously; her personal diaries and letters were 

released from her heritage belonging to her nephews. New editions of her novels and 

essays came out and a surge of academic discourses and biographical studies followed. 

“The resurgence gained ground after Quentin Bell’s 1972 biography of Woolf, and works 

proliferated at a greater pace from that time to what two critical works in the 1990’s saw as 

her enshrinement as a cultural icon and as the core of the Bloomsbury revival” (Lowe 5). 

In the late 1960’s, Woolf’s work was also recalled by the feminist movement. Over the 

course of the decade, a large variety of influential women recognized lesbianism 

and bisexuality as part of the movement’s focus. The mention of bisexuality and 

lesbianism refers to her passionate affair with Vita Sackville-West, which had been 

recorded in Woof’s novel Orlando (1928), historical semi-biography with fantasy 

elements. In her essay Room of One’s own, Woolf proclaimed the naturalness of 

lesbianism and called for woman’s access to education. 

Only recently, in 1998, the Virginia Woolf society of Great Britain formed itself. 

Their primary aim is to raise Woolf’s profile and encourage a discussion over her work. 

Brenda Silver, the author of Virginia Woolf Icon (1999) deals with the escalating 
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popularity of Virginia Woolf and Bloomsbury. She analyses Woolf’s surprising visibility 

in both high and popular culture, and studies how “[t]he extensive visual and verbal images 

transcend the academic and intellectual” (Lowe 5). The examples are often found across 

the popular culture in theatre, film, television and fashion. There are also novels 

specifically about Virginia Woolf, partly fictional biographies or renderings of some 

aspects of Woolf’s milieu, including Michael Cunningham’s The Hours (1998) or Suzan 

Sellers’s Vanessa & Virginia (2008). These bestselling books only augment Woolf’s iconic 

status. 

 

 

2. Finding Virginia Woolf in contemporary British fiction 

 

A great number of references to Virginia Woolf in contemporary fiction correspond 

with the main idea of this thesis. It is a reflection of the gradual progress of Woolf as a 

cultural icon. Since her death, her reputation has significantly grown and the recognition 

and market value of her name, work and even face have steadily increased.  

More than thirty works of fiction from all over the world have been examined by 

Alice Lowe, a freelance author and a keen Woolphophile. Her monograph, Beyond the 

Icon: Virginia Woolf in Contemporary Fiction (2010), contains references to Woolf in the 

novels published since the 1970’s up to the year 2009. The number of books influenced by 

Virginia Woolf increases every decade and culminates after the year 2000. The latest surge 

of Woolf’s popularity is caused mainly by the American writer Michael Cunningham, 

whose bestselling novel The Hours won the Pulitzer Prize in 1999 and was later made into 

an Oscar-winning movie. A successful book and equally successful film concerning three 

generations of women influenced by Woolf’s novel Mrs Dalloway (1925), where one of 

the main characters represents Virginia Woolf herself affected new audiences, people who 

up to that point may not have know any of Woolf’s writings. This could be the reason of 

the sudden increase of works of contemporary fiction influenced by Woolf. Lowe wrote 

that “her [Woolf’s] iconic status contributes to her representation as a model and a symbol 

for high culture and artistic expression, intellectual sophistication and literary brilliance, 

feminist ideology and social criticism.” (Lowe 10) Thus, when readers come across a 

reference to Virginia Woolf in the novel it may help them identify the characters through 
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Woolf. If the character is described as resembling Woolf physically, the reader can picture 

her specific look in mind. The character’s personality, preferences and values may be 

implied from their taste in literature. Reading, studying or teaching Woolf’s works 

functions as a replacement of lengthy factual descriptions. 

This chapter will bring into the focus the novels written by British authors dated 

form the year 2000 to the present. The total number of works influenced by Virginia Woolf 

cannot be strictly determined. The references which will be quoted or described in the 

following paragraphs are a result of painstaking work of individuals who search for Woolf 

in contemporary fiction in their pastime. It is significant to note that their discoveries are of 

rather random nature. 

Taylor Andrew includes several peripheral references to Virginia Woolf into his 

historical novel Bleeding Heart Square (2009), they are supposed to provide “insights into 

the character and development of the protagonist, and offer the perspective of a reader of 

Woolf during the time she was actively writing and publishing” (Lowe 13). The main 

heroine rushes to leave her abusive husband and forgets to take with her as essential thing 

as her toothbrush, but does not forget to take an issue of Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own 

(1929). The reading choice suggests that she is a feminist, who has been questioning her 

choices which resulted to her striving for independence. 

 

In The Missing World (2000) by Margot Livesey, the main protagonist describes her 

neighbour whose “silver hair was pinned up in the style that Hazel claimed made her look 

especially like Virginia Woolf” (Livesey 143). The description enhances reader’s 

imagination. By using an allusion to the look of the concrete person the author makes the 

character more vivid. 

 

Tessa Hadley uses references to Woolf in her collection of stories as a “succinct 

and effective means of locating her stories in time and creating milieu for her character’s 

actions” (Lowe 21). In the story “Mother’s Son” (2007), the main character is a female 

teacher who is preparing a lecture on women novelists and modernism, and on that 

occasion she highlights Woolf as an inspiring model. Woolf’s novels break the convections 

of traditional fiction, show that a good story does not necessary need to be all about 

courtship and end in marriage. She argues through Woolf for women’s intellectual 
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freedom. In “Buckets of Blood” (2007) Hadley uses a single allusion to Woolf, the heroine 

reads one unspecified Woolf’s novel while waiting for her laundry to be done. Alice Lowe 

asks Hadley via email, why her characters read Woolf, she answers:  

Other writers from the early 20thcentury weren’t rated very highly in the 1970s 

[…]. So when Hilary reached for a cultural marker, to begin to find models of 

female identity that could save her from becoming her mother (or her sister?), it 

would inevitably be Woolf that she’d be guided towards. And the fact of the 

bloody sheets circling in the launderette while she reads – that juxtaposition of the 

intellectual life with the bloody life of women’s bodies and with the domestic 

task, seems just the kind of scene that Woolf was imagining women might write 

about (Lowe 21). 

Woolf’s work here influences the character’s attitudes and behaviour. Reading her books 

motivates the heroines in Hadley’s stories to a burst of independence. 

 

Virginia Woolf is mentioned in Linda Grant’s The Clothes on their Backs (2008), 

Vivien is hired to review books for The Times and she rates her first assigned book very 

low by writing about the author: “I couldn’t understand why someone who had a double 

first from Somerville College, Oxford, should lower herself to write such tripe, when she 

had the example of Virginia Woolf and George Eliot” (Grant 122). Although this reference 

could be classified as mere name-dropping, it has a powerful potential, it requires the 

reader to have critical knowledge of Woolf and Eliot to fully understand this allusion. 

 

One character in Ann Bone’s After Anjelica (detail) (2009) describes her way 

through the streets of London with a great attention to a detail: 

[…] along streets which had once been trod by Virginia Woolf. She had moved 

back to Bloomsbury the year before Mrs Dalloway was published and would have 

passed this way with thoughts of her novel in her head, of Clarissa Dalloway 

preparing for her party. (Bone 166) 

The allusion here offers an extra dimension to the character, it indicates that the woman 

read Woolf’s novel and presumably, enjoyed reading it, for she recalls her memories and 

associations connected to the story. Bone is here adding a cultural marker to a story. The 

book tells about a group of artists and intellectuals, hence the reference to Woolf’s milieu. 
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Jane Gardam mentions Woolf in several short stories in her latest collection The 

People of the Privilege Hill (2007). In the story of the same title there is a small talk 

carried out by one of the characters, who is pondering about Woolf’s cooking skills, he 

says: "Virginia Woolf wasn't much of a cook," and then remarks "but you don't expect it 

when people have inner lives" (Gardam 25). In “The Last Reunion”, one of the characters 

is remembering the times when every female literature student was trying to look like 

Virginia Woolf. Gardam often places references to Woolf’s life and work into her books, 

she did so in her previous novels too, it is her way paying homage to her role model. 

 

In “The Festival of Immortals”, short story from the Helen Simpson’s collection In-Flight 

Entertainment (2010), famous authors who are dead long enough to be out of the copyright 

law give readings and discuss their work at an annual conference. On a break before 

Charlotte Bronte is to read from Villette (1853), two women talk in the tea line and 

discover that they are old school friends. Phyllis recalls: “The first time I saw you, we were 

in the canteen. You were reading The Waves (1931) and I thought, Ah, a kindred spirit.” 

Viv responds: “I still do dip into The Waves every so often. It’s as good as having a house 

by the sea, don’t you think? Especially as you get older. Oh, I wonder if she’s on later, 

Virginia; I’d love to go to one of her readings.” But Phyllis reminds her that Woolf isn’t 

out of copyright for another five years because of changes in the copyright law (Lowe, 

Blog). The changes refer to the act of so called revived copyright. As a result of the 

European Union Directive, published works of authors who died between 1 January 1926 

and 31 December 1945 came back into copyright on 1 January 1996 (Sutton). These 

authors are supposed to come out of copyright on the 70th anniversary of their death.  This 

change also affected Woolf’s work. The published works of Virginia Woolf came out of 

copyright in 1992, but were back in copyright for the period from 1 January 1996 to 31 

December 2011. 

 

The novels and stories quoted in this chapter represent only a fragment of the total 

number of books influenced by Virginia Woolf. It is significant to note that even a larger 

portion of references can be found in American and Canadian fiction.  Authors of 

contemporary fiction seem almost as if they could not manage without intertextuality and 

allusion. Postmodernism stated that everything had already been written and now the 

writers are left to work with context and rearrangements. The statement is surely 
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exaggerated but a carefully chosen and placed allusion may enhance the ineligibility of the 

description or replace it completely. On the other hand random placing of allusions may 

cause incomprehensibility. The fact that different kinds of allusions to Virginia Woolf are 

so frequent implies the recent upsurge in her popularity.  

 

 

3. The role of Virginia Woolf in the professional lives of selected authors 

 

This section will provide basic information about the selected authors and attempt 

to determine how and to what degree Woolf has influenced their work. Main focus is on 

certain patterns, events and tendencies in their background which presumably led them to 

involve Virginia Woolf into their writing. 

Barker came from a working-class background; she grew up with her grandparents 

who were dependant on the National Assistance. What saved her career prospects was the 

determination and effort she showed at school. Soon she won the scholarship which 

enabled her to study history. Though Pat Barker started her literary career more than forty 

years after Woolf’s death, the careers of these two novelists mirror each other in many 

aspects, particularly in the matters concerning politics, gender and ethics. Barker’s focus 

on history later influenced her career as a writer. Life Class and Toby’s Room are both 

historiographical metafiction featuring a group of art students in the first years of World 

War I. The story depicts the struggle between the two worlds, between art and war, and 

shows the fascinating reciprocity between these two seemingly incompatible entities. 

Woolf’s presence in Pat Barker’s novels is rather marginal; however, there are certain hints 

suggesting her significance. Woolf and Barker both advocate the possibilities of pacifism 

in their work, but also concede and chronicle the considerable social forces which continue 

to advocate manliness and crush conscientious objections (Vickroy). They both criticise 

the stereotypes of patriarchal culture and create strong female characters to challenge them. 

In Life Class Barker uses Bloomsbury as a refuge for her heroine and through her she 

presents her own pacifism and attitude towards war. Toby’s Room, as the title suggests, is 

written partly as a tribute to Woolf (Lee, Guardian). It echoes the title of Woolf’s novel 

Jacob’s Room and features the loss of her beloved elder brother as well. Virginia Woolf in 
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Barker’s novels represents both a respectable female icon and a medium through which she 

can communicate their shared perspectives. 

Toby Litt declares himself an unabashed Woolf admirer (Lowe 28). He studied 

creative writing under Malcolm Bradbury, and is known for his innovative ideas. He also 

took part in the interactive project We Tell Stories, designed to popularize reading among 

the computer generation. Finding Myself is written completely in a female voice and is 

highly experimental in form and narrative. 

In the interview for 3 AM Magazine he stated the reasons why he chose Virginia 

Woolf as a muse and role model for his main heroine, Victoria, in Finding Myself: “She 

wrote novels where her skill and empathy were astonishing. It's also an attempt at a 

genuine female aesthetic which has just been taken as one of a repertoire of ways in which 

women can write now. This is what tends to happen. But she was doing something 

genuinely difficult.” Victoria tries very hard to imitate Virginia’s literary style and she 

does it in unduly obvious way. She names the draft of her novel From the Lighthouse and 

attempts to write about gathering of people, which are wrongly treated as fictional 

characters. Virginia Woolf plays prominent part in his novel because she stands for 

ultimate female writing, “writing that is incredibly insightful about people and their inner 

lives” (Lowe 28). Woolf was essential for creating the character of Victoria, she stands for 

everything what Victoria intended to be and also serves as a contrasting device, ridiculing 

all Victoria’s attempts of serious writing.  

Litt makes a further remark about the parallel between Bloomsbury Group and the 

loose atmosphere in the summer house, the setting of his novel: 

“[...]the informality of personal relations that we have now is almost entirely due 

to them having killed Edwardianism. So we're in Bloomsbury here, and a lot of 

people still live in Bloomsbury. The aspirations they have, the values they hold, 

the personal over the political, that's now.” (Marshall) 

Finding myself is a light summer reading, it would easily classify as chick lit - sub branch 

of urban fiction usually featuring a female-focused story driven by the heroine’s desire to 

find a mate. By implanting Woolf into the popular genre, Litt contributes to the 

popularisation of her persona. 
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Woolf’s presence is also notable in the work of Ian McEwan. She is directly named 

in his most famous novel Atonement and she left her imprint on the literary style of the 

main protagonist, Briony, Woolf’s admirer. Fragmentation of time, leitmotifs and variety 

of perspectives, the strategies typical for modernist writing, are applied with almost 

“Woolfian” precision. Groes infers that McEwan sees Woolf as “representing the rejection 

of the centrality of plot and character” which he compensates while “extending focus on 

consciousness and complex temporalities” (98) Virginia Woolf acts “both as a positive and 

negative influence on this novel” (Finney) Briony’s writing style was tended to imitate 

Woolf’s, which turned out to be rather a burden. McEwan points out the ethics of writing 

and questions the ideology of modernism. However, at the same time, he pays a tribute to 

Woolf’s immortal work. 

Another McEwan’s book often discussed to be connected with Woolf is Saturday. 

The structure of the novel, capturing one day in the life of a neurosurgeon, reminds 

strongly of Mrs Dalloway. Although there are many similarities between these two novels 

and Saturday seems like a variation on Woolf’s classic, Ian McEwan clearly stated that: 

“[t]he 24-hour novel has a long literary provenance. I was certainly not thinking at any 

point of Mrs. Dalloway though the readers have noticed a correspondence or a parallel” 

(McEwan for Washington Post). However, the image of the city and the relation between 

the private and public time in Saturday suggest, that there are some similarities with 

Woolf’s novel that cannot be ignored. 
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4. Practical part 

 

4.1. Woolf’s personal appearance throughout the selected novels 

 

First of all, it should be clarified that none of the novels selected to demonstrate 

Woolf’s personal appearance does not include Woolf herself as one of the characters. The 

references are a little less conspicuous. Authors most often mention her indirectly through 

memories or use her thoughts.  

Toby Litt’s Finding Myself is an excellent example of a work inspired by Woolf. 

Although it is a popular fiction and the story may seem slightly superficial and shallow the 

second look reveals hidden postmodern features. It is a novel about the novelist struggling 

to meet the expectations of her readers, her editor and, finally, the highest expectations of 

her own. Victoria, the hero or rather antihero of the story, is a confident young woman who 

would do anything to produce a successful bestseller. She has read Woolf through and 

through and calls her openly a Muse (Litt 29). She intends to write a novel based on the 

real life situations. She invites eleven guests to stay with her in a house by the sea for one 

month, when looking for the perfect setting she considers the woolfian aesthetics: “The 

place has all the atmosphere one could desire. I kept expecting Virginia Woolf herself to 

waft round the corner, silk gloves in hand” (Litt 27). By mentioning Virginia Woolf in the 

characteristics of the house, the author assigns certain features to the place. Woolf is 

usually associated with exquisite taste in interior design. 

Somehow or other Victoria manages to fit the citations from Woolf’s diaries into 

her personal work notes. She writes down her favourite passages and then comments on 

them: “She is such a snob, thank God!” or “Virginia is so naughty; I’m surprised people let 

her get away with it” (Litt 29). Later in the book she makes complains about how people 

have no longer time to be emotionally complicated she says “not in the old way - the way 

of Jane Austen, Henry James and Virginia Woolf. (Litt 108) When Victoria seems to be 

lacking in her inspiration, she reverts to the pen and paper writing because “[i]t seems 

more fitting to the spirit of Virginia” (Litt 209). 
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There could be found many more references because Victoria always seems to 

regard what Virginia would say and what would she do in such and such situation. Her 

admiration is on the verge of obsession, as she delves deep into Virginia’s diaries she says 

she feels so close to her in some ways that she is almost hallucinating her. “I can see her, 

Virginia, Mrs. Woolf, setting out across Bloomsbury Square of a frosty morning, with her 

hat, her shopping basket, & her gloves & her immensely confident-seeming fragility. What 

a darling; I want to keep her from harm, & from all those who would misunderstand us 

(Litt 29). Victoria lives in hope that striving for being the perfect image of her idol and 

praying for Woolf’s blessing will somehow help her create a masterpiece. 

In Pat Barker’s Toby’s Room, there is only a gentle notion of Woolf’s presence. 

Since the story is set at the beginning of the twentieth century the characters are Woolf’s 

contemporaries. Elinor Brooke, the main character of the novel, is a young ambitious artist 

with a great perspective and she has the honour of meeting Woolf in person. There is a 

short note in Elinor’s diary describing this experience:  

VB was in the drawing room when I arrived, with her sister, Mrs Woolf. I’ve 

met her more than once, though I don’t think she remembered me and gave me a 

lukewarm welcome. Doesn’t like young women, I suspect. I thought the talk 

would be well above my head, but they were quite relaxed and gossipy and we 

chatted on easily enough. Or they did. I was too nervous to say much. It was like 

listening to an old married couple. (Barker, Toby’s 67)  

Here VB refers to Vanessa Bell who had invited Elinor to stay in Lewes with the other 

artists of the so called Charleston crew. Virginia and her friends were united in their 

condemnation of war and militarism; looking back she even labelled them all 

“C[onscientious]. O[bjectors]. in the Great War”. (Briggs 88) The conscription had been 

introduced in early 1916. Women were, of course, excluded and men who objected found 

themselves facing tribunals. Some of them escaped the clutches of military service for 

medical reasons and those in good health were to be granted an exception on condition that 

they carried out work “of national importance”(Briggs 88). Agricultural labour counted 

too, therefore the artists of the Bloomsbury Circle gathered at the Charleston farm. 

Vanessa Bell moved there with her family in summer 1916. 
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During the stay Elinor seems to adopt some of Woolf’s idiosyncratic views on war. 

As she got into a conversation with one of the C.O. she expected her to be curious about 

“why he wasn’t Out There too”, but she did not really care and replied: 

 As a woman, it didn’t concern me. To be honest, I was copying something I 

heard Mrs Woolf say last night after diner, about how women are outside the 

political process and therefore the war’s got nothing to do with them. It sounded 

clever when she said it, and stupid when I repeated it. (Barker, Toby’s 71)  

Perhaps because of Woolf’s poor mental condition she felt strongly detached from the war 

affairs. In the letters to her friend Duncan Grant she showed her frustration over “violent 

and filthy passions” and “revolting patriotic sentiment” of those participating in the WWI 

and supporting the war industry. (Nicolson and Trautmann 71, 57). Elinor struggles to find 

something to do with her life since she dedicated her life to painting, which is no more 

considered to be a proper occupation in the war time. She is trying to remain out of the war 

machinery but being pacifist would cast a shadow on her family. Finally, she finds a 

compromise when she is offered a job in the Queens Hospital; she agrees to help her 

former art teacher to reconstruct the faces of soldiers with severe facial injuries. 

 

 

4.2. Intertextuality 

 

All four novels are to some degree relating or referring to texts written by other 

authors; however, only one mentions explicitly the work of Virginia Woolf. Finding 

Myself is written in the form of metafiction, Toby Litt makes the reader think that the book 

is an outcome of someone else’s work. Victoria, the fictional author of the novel originally 

intends to publish the book under the title From the Lighthouse, which immediately evokes 

that the book might be a variation on Woolf’s classic. Only when it becomes obvious that 

her plans were too ambitious, her editor changes the title to Finding Myself. Woolf’s To the 

Lighthouse plays a significant role in the novel. The setting of Victoria’s novel is a very 

detailed imitation of the summerhouse on the coast near the lighthouse. Victoria sees 

herself as an embodiment of Mrs Ramsay and cannot bear the fact that no one else does. 
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For the novel is supposed to give the impression of an unfinished draft, it is written as a 

fragmentary record of the daily events with spontaneous notes about the environment or 

mood. The form of the epistolary novel echoes the influence of Woolf’s Letters and 

Diaries. Victoria often quotes her favourite passages and attempts to imitate Woolf’s 

specific style. Woolf is writing with a touch of gaiety, gossip and delicate malice, 

unfortunately, Victoria misinterprets it as snobbery. 

Intertextual references in the other three novels are rather less explicit and are used 

mainly to provide certain background to a story or support an argument. In Pat Barker’s 

novel, Toby’s Room, Virginia expresses her attitude towards the war and her discontent 

with the difficult position of women in wartime Britain. Woolf as a character in the book 

says: “As a woman it [war] didn’t concern me” (Barker, Toby’s 71) which according 

Hermione Lee reflect on Three Guineas (1938) where Woolf formulates similar view by 

saying “As a Woman I have no country” (234). The title of the book could be understood 

as allusion to Woolf’s Jacob’s Room, where the story is built, as well as in Barker’s novel, 

around the death of a beloved brother. 

The Intertextual link between Mrs Dalloway and Saturday, although these two 

novels are often juxtaposed, has never been officially admitted by the author. However the 

influence of Virginia Woolf on Ian McEwan’s Saturday could be demonstrated on several 

following examples. Apart from the style analogies, which will be shown later in the 

chapter 4.4, the two novels are similar in many more aspects; they are both progressing 

towards a party, both include a character affected by a mental disorder or disease; there is a 

great impact of war and violence, they both take place in London and both include pieces 

of autobiographical information. 

 

 

4.3. Shared social and intellectual background 

 

The aim of this chapter is to compare and contrast the social, intellectual and 

historical settings of the selected novels with the settings Virginia Woolf was likely to 

come across. Although this chapter might slightly overlap with the previous one, this time 
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the focus will be shifted from Woolf’s persona to her social and cultural milieu. Allusions 

are being made to the Bloomsbury Circle and its specific members. The names are inserted 

into the direct speech of the characters with no further explanation, it is left to the reader to 

find out to what purpose the allusion serves. 

In Finding Myself, Victoria’s enthusiasm about Virginia Woolf does include also 

the other members of the Bloomsbury Group. Her hosting the group of her friends in the 

summer house could be understood as a variation on Charleston house, the “Bloomsbury 

Group in the country” farmhouse, where the artists stayed during the Great War and later 

sought a retreat from the city. 

When Victoria worries about the comfort of her guests in the house, she inclines to 

think self-critically “[m]y God, I’m sounding like a hotelier, when I’m meant to be coming 

over as Ottoline Morrell” (Litt 58). Lady Ottoline Morrell was known for her very 

confident and sophisticated manners. She has been associated with what Virginia Woolf 

calls “a perfect hostess” in Mrs Dalloway (Blair 177). Victoria fails in the role of hostess 

and she must rely on her writing skills so that she comes over in the best light in the final 

draft of her forthcoming book. The fact that the author mentions Lady Ottoline Morrell 

functions here as humorous element based on contrast. 

Victoria has planned a set of events to take place in order to enrich the plot of her 

novel. She worries that if she does not intervene nothing interesting will happen, but her 

guests seem to have been boycotting her intentions ever since they arrived. On Sunday, 

Victoria’s sister, a devout Christian, persuades everyone to go to the nearby church and 

Victoria accuses her of “doing a very good job of hijacking her characters”, she says 

“we’re meant to be the Bloomsbury set – who would never have been caught engaging in 

Anglicanism” (Litt 101). The attitude towards Christianity among the Bloomsbury artists 

was rather lukewarm. Woolf expressed her dismay about T.S. Eliot having turned to 

Anglicanism in the letter to Vanessa Bell:  

He believes in God and immortality, and goes to church. I was really shocked. A 

corpse would seem to me more credible than he is. I mean, there's something 

obscene in a living person sitting by the fire and believing in God (Lewis 178).  
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Woolf’s work is considered to be highly atheist since she often voices her hostility towards 

religion. Lewis interprets her revulsion towards God as “part and parcel of her rejection of 

patriarchal authority“(Lewis 178), because the relationship with her own father, Sir Leslie 

Stephen, was also complicated. Virginia admired her father for being such a strong 

personality, but after her mother’s death, he became self-pitying and violent. In 1904 when 

he died of stomach cancer “his death freed the four Stephen children to start again” (Briggs 

13). Later when Virginia discovered Freudian theory she was able to understand her 

feelings towards her father. She wrote in her diary: “It was only the other day that I 

discovered that this violently disturbing conflict of love and hate is a common feeling; and 

it is called ambivalence” (Woolf, Moments 108). Victoria’s attitude towards God might 

also be influenced by her childhood. Her family was in fact never religious. Her sister 

became Christian after she aborted her child who was diagnosed with Down syndrome and 

her marriage failed. Both Victoria and Virginia are rationally founded, they do not approve 

of this way of solving inner problems. 

As a desperate attempt to set her guests to the same wavelength, Victoria founds a 

reading group. The book to be discussed is To the Lighthouse by Virginia Woolf. She does 

not manage to get everyone in the house involved. Victoria comments on those who 

refused to join and spend their evening sitting in the garden and says: “I bet they were far 

more Bloomsbury than the rest of us. It was a superb evening – long ribbons of cloud in 

the sky, outrageous oranges and firebrand reds” (Litt 303). Toby Litt uses the allusion to 

Bloomsbury for two specific reasons. In the first place, to illustrate the contrast between 

the mood of the very artificial reading group and the natural and relaxed atmosphere of the 

group in the garden. Bloomsbury members were often associated with elitism and 

intellectual snobbery, therefore it is highly unlikely that they would spend time on a guided 

activity. Secondly, Virginia Woolf herself would prefer sitting in the garden rather than 

staying indoors. She loved gardens and nature; this was the reason why she often departed 

London for the peaceful life in the country.    

Soon the guests unfold the secret scenario behind their stay in the house and they 

began to be annoyed with Victoria trying to control every situation, so they lock her in the 

attic. The news about curious events in the house leaked to the media so when they finally 

set Victoria free again, the house was surrounded by paparazzi. “There’s no point any 

longer in me pretending this is a pure Bloomsburyan paradise, unsullied by contemporary 
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values” (Litt 315) says Victoria and cancels the embargo on information from outside the 

house by calling her editor to have all papers delivered every morning. The purity 

Bloomsburyan paradise lies in the simplicity. During the stay in the country, Virginia had 

very low requirements. The primitive way of life and the absence of luxury helped her to 

relax and concentrate on her work. 

In Pat Barker’s Life Class, the main heroine Elinor struggles to make sense of what 

she saw during the visit of her boyfriend Paul in wartime Belgium. She is a young artist 

and ever since she came back to London her work seems redundant in comparison to the 

horrors Paul has to face on daily basis. 

Her being in Belgium during the very first bombing has made her quite famous. 

Soon she receives the invitation to the upper class society “I’ve been to the tea with Lady 

Ottoline Morrell! I never thought I’d live to see the day” (Barker, Life 199). Her 

enthusiasm fades when she realises that it is not her painting that they are interested in. 

However, she still found Lady Ottoline Morrell somehow fascinating and she looked up to 

her with a great respect “[y]ou feel she is listening, not just waiting for the chance to make 

some clever remark herself like most of that Bloomsbury crowd.” (Barker, Life 200) This 

seemingly innocuous remark points out that apart from the great artists there were also 

some shallow characters in the Bloomsbury circle. 

When Paul is sent back to London due to his injured leg, he meets Elinor at the café 

and they start a small talk about their recently done paintings. Elinor does not like the fact, 

that Paul let the war get under his skin and he paints his sightings from hospital. Paul 

opposes “[o]h, I see. Not mentioned in Bedford Square?” (Barker, Life 242) Paul refers to 

the mostly pacifist beliefs of the Bloomsbury group artists. At Bedford Square there was a 

residence of Lady Ottoline Morrel, at one of her party she said to Elinor that she was 

totally opposed by the war “but had decided that it was pointless trying to stop it” (Barker, 

Life 200). Elinor is profoundly disappointed and frustrated by her vanity. 

The story of Elinor continues in Toby’s Room. Apart from personal encounter with 

Virginia Woolf and Vanessa Bell, she keeps attending the parties of Lady Ottoline Morrell. 

Elinor’s former boyfriend Paul was injured during his voluntary medical service in Ypres 

and everyone around her knows it. She does not feel very comfortable among the 

Bloomsbury Group, because with her brother Toby reported missing on the front and her 
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friend Kit volunteering for Red Cross she seems extremely involved in the war happenings. 

“I had that feeling that my relationship with Paul was being gossiped about, fingered, 

passed round, pawed at, the way the Bloomsbury crowd always do” (Barker, Toby’s 74). 

The tension grows and Elinor realises that under given circumstances it is impossible to 

stay completely passive. 

Kit is sent back to London with a terrible facial injury and since he served in the 

same rescue unit as Toby, Elinor tries to contact him and find out more about her brother's 

mysterious conditions. During his stay in the hospital on the morphine Kit recalls his 

memory of what happened to Toby.  Toby died and it was linked to his concealed 

homosexual orientation. For that reason Kit tells only Paul, he does not believe that the 

family would accept the truth. Kit says that no one “except for a few nancy boys in bloody 

Bloomsbury” (Barker, Toby’s 252) would ever understand. Among Bloomsbury 

companions “the talk about male homosexuality was candid” (Sellers 191). Woolf kept her 

private life mostly private but “[w]henever confronted with the question of homosexuality 

in her own and other’s writing, Woolf urges openness” (Sellers 188). Outside this 

exclusive group, homosexuality was still regarded as a crime against nature. 

Up to this point the cited lines did to some degree refer to the Bloomsbury Group. 

From now, attention will be directed to the individual characters of the selected novels and 

their position in the society. Woolf wrote almost exclusively about upper-middle class 

characters and her books were intended to be read by upper-middle and middle class 

audience. “Woolf marks out her own territory in the field of modern writing and implicitly 

elevates her own conception of what modern fiction should be over Joyce’s, placing it in a 

higher class” (Blair 51). As an excellent example could serve Mrs Dalloway, a novel 

capturing one day in the life of London socialite, which is nowadays immensely popular. 

The social class status of the characters in McEwan’s Saturday follows the trend 

stated by Woolf. The story portrays a day in the life of Henry Perowne, a successful 

neurosurgeon, who is like Clarissa in Mrs Dalloway living in the prominent area of 

London. Moreover, both the main characters from Saturday and Mrs Dalloway and their 

friends and families are well-off. The only contrasting point is that the inner structure of 

the upper class has over the course of the century significantly changed. Contemporary 
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upper class society consists mostly of gifted, hardworking and ambitious individuals like 

Henry Perowne. 

Victoria in Finding Myself does not tell much about her family background, but she 

received university education and she can afford to live in London, therefore it may be 

inferred that she comes from the well-off background. Her guests are intentionally selected 

to be of diverse temperament, but none of them seem to have problem with leaving London 

for a month-long holiday. They presumably come from wealthy background too since they 

are either Victoria’s friends from the university or her close acquaintances from work.   

The heroine of both Life Class and Toby’s room Elinor grew up in the farmhouse, 

but she comes from an upper-middle class family too. Her father is a doctor and her mother 

is close to what Woolf calls the Victorian woman - simply a housewife and hostess. They 

can afford first class education for their children, Toby studies medicine in London and 

Elinor wishes to pursue her ambitions of becoming a successful painter. The fact that she 

has been accepted into the Bloomsbury social circle, which is often criticised for being 

classist, hints that she belongs to the upper class society and she may also share some of 

their beliefs and opinions. 

Except Saturday, all the selected novels contain allusions to Bloomsbury Group and 

its members. This strategy is being used to provide the characters with extra depth. Woolf 

wrote once that “fiction is like a spider’s web, attached to life at all four corners” (Woolf, 

Room 41). The links reaching out from the novels to the real life are purposely inserted 

into the text to embrace the reader’s imagination and enhance the work’s meaning in 

context. In all the four selected novels the story takes place, at least partly, in London. 

What all the characters have in common is their higher social status which corresponds 

with Woolf’s class focus. Although Saturday does not include any direct reference to 

Woolf’s social milieu, the novel is commonly perceived as the modern-day rendering of 

Mrs Dalloway, therefore it is the most “woolfian” reading of all four as regards the story. 
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4.4. Style analogies 

 

4.4.1. Interconnecting themes 

The subjective nature of reality 

In To the Lighthouse, Virginia Woolf noted that not even fifty pairs of eyes would 

be enough to see all the possible perspectives of reality. Since she deliberately eliminates 

the omniscient narrator in her novels, the reality is shaped in accordance with the 

subjective perceptions of the characters. The external reality usually differs from the inner 

worlds of the characters. Some objects have, for instance, greater significance than others, 

because they are somehow connected with the characters’ past and they evoke memories 

and associations. The subjective narrative raises the problem of the narrator’s unreliability. 

Toby Litt’s novel Finding Myself is written from the perspective of a fictional 

writer Victoria, who often tends to be prejudicial and puts everything bluntly without 

thinking of the consequences. Her description of the characters and the account of their 

action is therefore highly subjective. The veracity of her story is questioned by her editor, 

whose side notes are present almost on every page, and also by the other characters whose 

letters reacting to the book are attached at the end of the book. 

Saturday by Ian McEwan is, similarly as Mrs Dalloway, almost exclusively mono-

perspectively focused. A neurosurgeon, Henry Perowne, is distracted from the concerns of 

daily life by a sequence of events which took place in a single day. The entire day is 

viewed subjectively through Henry’s mind. He adds to the narration a very impressing 

medical insight, instead of describing people he presents the reader with detailed diagnosis. 

Science and medicine make him feel secure, but also put limitations to his perspective. 

 

Art as means of self-realization 

The importance of art is best presented by the character of Lily Briscoe in Woolf’s 

classic To the Lighthouse. Her portrait of Mrs Ramsay is the leitmotif of the novel. She 

starts panting at the beginning and finishes at the end of the story. Her character keeps 
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developing throughout the novel and the changes are apparent in her painting. Art helps 

her overcome her insecurity and anxiety. 

Art plays a key role in Life Class and Toby’s Room. It features a group of art 

students who struggle to continue painting after their studies were disrupted by the war. 

Elinor has to face a moral dilemma whether to paint or join the supporting war industry, in 

the end she makes a compromise and employs her painting skills and knowledge of human 

anatomy to help reconstruct the faces of soldiers with facial injuries. Paul and Kit managed 

to gain the title of official war artist. Disillusionment comes when they are only allowed to 

paint landscapes, for the paintings were to be displayed publicly and the sight of blood 

covered men with missing limbs would be too much disturbing. 

Both children of Henry Perowne in Saturday build their professional careers on the 

grounds of art. His son, Theo, is a musician and his daughter, Daisy, is a promising young 

poet. Daisy’s talent and extensive knowledge of poetry most probably saved the lives of 

her family. When Baxter forced her to read a poem from her book she rather chose to recite 

Dover Beach by Mathew Arnold, she felt that this particular poem has got the power to 

change Baxter’s mood. 

 

Disillusionment with British foreign policy 

The World War I and later events pointed out the vulnerability of the British 

Empire. The high number of casualties and the oppressive strategies of British government 

caused disillusionment and aroused suspicions about the government actions. The failure 

of the Empire is dealt with by the characters of Mrs Dalloway. Clarissa and Septimus feel 

strongly the insecurity caused by the decline of British Empire and traditional values. 

The negative impact of World War I is evident in Pat Barker’s novels. Since Paul 

and Kit chose to volunteer for the Belgian Red Cross, they witnessed the horrors with their 

own eyes. The experience of the war had irreversible consequences on the young artists.  

The theme of disillusionment and motifs of war applies also to Saturday. The day 

in which the book takes place is the day in which massive demonstration against the war in 

Iraq took place in London for real. Henry’s daughter is among the protesters and fights 
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against Britain’s engagement in the conflict, Henry is on, the contrary, sceptic about the 

effect of this massive action and the demonstration only bothers him. The book reflects on 

the unpopular actions of the former Prime Minister, Tony Blair, whose motives to join the 

USA in the military actions against Iraq were questioned by millions of people. 

 

Fear of death 

Awareness and fear of death is the theme Virginia Woolf dealt with in her novels 

Mrs Dalloway and To the Lighthouse. All the main characters are somehow preoccupied 

with death and mourning. Woolf often pondered over the relationship between life and 

death and based her novels on the simple thesis, that someone’s death makes the others 

value o evaluate their own life. 

Thoughts of death play their part in all four novels. In Finding Myself, the summer 

house is haunted by a ghost of a little girl, daughter of the owners. Most of the guests find 

the fact that someone died in the house very disturbing. Later in the story, when the guests 

find out that Victoria uses spy cameras to watch their private moments, they lock her in the 

attic for almost three days with no food or water. Victoria fears that her guests will let her 

starve to death. The threat of death makes her realize how selfishly and recklessly she acts. 

In both Pat Barker’s novels, death lurks constantly beneath the story line, mainly 

because the story takes place in the Western Europe during World War I, and it is partly set 

on the front. The characters fear death but, more importantly, they fear losing their family 

and friends. The plotline of Toby’s Room is driven by Elinor’s incapability to accept her 

brother’s death. 

This theme is apparent also in Saturday. The story takes place in London in the year 

2003, less than two years after the terrorist attacks of 9/11. There is a certain tension felt 

that the world is no more a safe place and anyone can anytime become a victim of 

terrorism. This tension can sometimes cause slight paranoia, for instance when Henry saw 

the plane crash and automatically started making conclusions, and assigned a great 

importance to this random sighting. Different angle of the theme is represented by Baxter, 

who is desperately trying to fight his fast progressing degenerative disease. Under the guise 

of revenge, he violently invaded the privacy of Henry’s family, secretly hoping for finding 
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a cure. Henry’s wife later describes the notion of psychological time when she could not 

guess how long she had been facing death with Baxter’s knife on her neck. Despite the 

terrifying experience, the incident led to the family reunion. 

 

Reluctance to disclose one’s sexuality 

Woolf’s sexual liberalism is reflected in her novels. She attempted to liberate the 

modern fiction by employing taboo sexual themes. The problem of sex and gender is dealt 

with in her novel Orlando, where the main character goes through the change of gender 

and becomes a woman. The metamorphosis seems very natural to him, Woolf here gives a 

message that heterosexuality and gender roles are concepts imposed on people by a biased 

society. Mrs Dalloway is also saturated with sexuality denial. Clarissa feels a strong 

attraction towards her friend Sally, but she does not consider it as a sign of her 

homosexuality. 

In Finding Myself there is a marginal note of bisexuality. When the paparazzi 

spotted that a bestselling novelist, Victoria About, was locked up in the summer house with 

a group of friends preparing a new project, they were hungry for gossip. She had no 

interest in engaging media but they published an interview with her boyfriend’s lover. Her 

boyfriend is eventually forced to admit his bisexual orientation and they break up. 

Homosexuality also underlies the story of Toby’s Room. At the end of the book, Kit 

Neville finally reveals the truth about Toby’s death. Toby was having a sexual relationship 

with another man and Kit happened to witness it. He could not resist telling someone, so he 

told a padre and the padre reported everything to the commanding officer. Rather than face 

he military tribunal and to protect his mother from shame, Toby shot himself. 

 

 

4.4.2. Narrative strategies 

In the four selected novels, there could be to some degree sensed the narrative voice 

typical for Woolf and modernism in general. The key strategy which will be discussed is 
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the extensive use of interior monologue. Indirect interior monologue, meaning that the 

character’s thoughts are presented not directly in the first person narration but in the third 

person voice, is the strategy Woolf used most often.  

The narration is what further connects Ian McEwan’s Saturday with Woolf. 

McEwan makes use of the indirect interior monologue to make the effect that Henry 

Perowne’s mind is looking at everything what he does in the course of the day.  

“As he says this, he remembers that in fact she was, that she loathed the joyless 

Taliban, and he wonders why he’s interrupting her, arguing with her, rather than 

eliciting her views and affectionately catching up with her. Why be adversarial?” 

(McEwan 189) 

Words as “remember” and “wonder” imply he inner processes in Perowne’s mind and are 

typical for this narrative technique. Groes classifies the narrative used in Saturday as: 

“restrictive third person discourse combined with the use of free indirect style” (105). This 

strategy is very similar to the stream of consciousness, there are the exclamatory phrases 

and also free associations, but it lacks the first and second person pronouns. It is also rich 

in descriptions, which are based on sensual perceptions and emotions. 

The narrative technique links Woolf with Toby Litt’s novel as well. The story 

consists of diary entries written in the first person narration, most of the records carry the 

characteristics of a stream of consciousness. Litt wants the reader to think of it as private 

notes of Victoria, the fictional author. The form implies an unfinished draft which was not 

meant for the public. The word choice is highly informal and the grammar lacks 

sophistication of edited writing. The issue of public and private was well known to Woolf, 

she once noted in her diary: “How queer the change is form the private writing to the 

public writing” (261). This refers to her almost lifelong experience keeping a diary. Woolf 

was very much aware of the difference between the two spheres, and of the difficulty 

involved in switching from the private style of writing and the style appropriate to public 

writing. Needless to say, both Virginia and Victoria’s private writing became eventually 

public, although Victoria, as opposed to Virginia, is only a fictional character and her diary 

is only a metafictional device. 
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Pat Barker’s novels Life Class and Toby’s Room are modernist in the means of 

structure; there is a high degree of fragmentariness. Although Toby’s Room is a sequel to 

Life Class, the chronology is not linear. The first part of Toby’s Room precedes and the 

second part follows the plot of Life Class. The story is told by a third person narrator who 

is switching between the perspectives of three main characters. Several chapters also 

contain also diary entries and personal correspondence of the main characters. The story is 

partly resolved through a dream. Woolf believed in the hidden significance of unconscious 

dreaming, she said that “[i]t is in our idleness, in our dreams, that the submerged truth 

sometimes makes its way to the surface.” (Woolf, Room 31) This statement applies 

especially for Barker’s character Kit who recalls his dreadful war memories in his sleep. 
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5. Conclusion 

 

The aim of this thesis was to demonstrate the phenomenon of Virginia Woolf’s 

influence on the contemporary British fiction, concretely on selected novels by Pat Barker, 

Toby Litt and Ian McEwan. The numerous illustrations cited and discussed in the practical 

part serve to support the initial thesis. The variety of ways in which the authors utilize 

Woolf’s name or the elements from her social and cultural milieu reflect the wide spectrum 

of perspectives she had. Also her modernist literary strategies still apply and in that regard 

serve to enhance the readers experience.  

Pat Barker included Woolf as one of the characters in the story of Toby’s Room. 

Although Woolf plays only marginal part in the book the main heroine appears to be 

deeply influenced by Woolf’s ideas especially with those concerning feminism and 

pacifism. Both Life Class and Toby’s Room are set at the beginning of the twentieth 

century and all main characters are artists therefore there is felt a strong connection with 

modernism and Bloomsbury Group. By mentioning a real person, real places and events in 

fiction, Barker enhances the reader’s sense of meaning and context. Allusions to Woolf 

and her cultural background invoke certain peculiarities specific to Woolf and the time 

period she lived in. In Toby Litt’s novel Woolf represents a role model for the main 

heroine. Victoria, the fictional author of the story is striving to be as good writer as Woolf. 

She identifies with her thoughts and beliefs to such an extent that Woolf becomes 

Victoria’s alter ego compensating her own personal and professional insufficiencies. 

Literary references in this novel include both Woolf and her works. Woolf here stands for 

unattainable goals and ideals. Saturday by Ian McEwan, in contrast with the other three 

selected novels, does not contain any explicit allusion to Woolf’s persona; however, it is in 

many aspects noticeably similar to Woolf’s novel Mrs Dalloway, particularly in form, 

narrative strategies, themes and motifs. The four novels were selected to illustrate the 

various ways in which contemporary British authors allude to Virginia Woolf. This 

intention, as it results from above, was fulfilled. 

Since Woolf’s extensive work touches on certain themes which are still relevant 

today, her thoughts and statements are considered to be valuable input to the discussions of 

matters relating to a whole range of social topics. Woolf’s area of interest focuses mainly 
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on psychological and social themes, such as the problem of subjective reality and the 

multiplicity of possible interpretations of reality, the fear of death the problem of identity, 

gender differences, the position of women in a patriarchal society, the negative effects of 

war, social exclusion and many more. The timelessness of each of her topics only confirms 

the high status of Woolf as a social thinker. There is no doubt that there may have been 

other very influential female writers, the reason why it is more convenient for the authors 

to allude particularly to Woolf is that besides her novels and short stories, her heritage 

contains also nonfictional texts, such as letters, diaries and essays. These in particular, are 

crucial for complete understanding of Woolf’s ideas and theories and they offer extended 

commentary to her personal beliefs and fictional works. The contemporary writers selected 

for the purpose of this thesis, use the persona of Virginia Woolf and the allusion to her 

work to bring an image of strong woman with her own idiosyncratic literary style and 

furthermore everything she may stand for, mainly feminism, scholarship or sophistication 

and elegance. 

The increasing number of references and intertextual allusions both to the persona 

of Virginia Woolf and her work well reflect the iconic status of her personality. As shown 

on the multiple examples, Woolf’s influence over contemporary British authors is 

significantly growing. Every time when her name or a title of her book is referred to in the 

contemporary fiction, her market value rises. This tendency serves to perpetuate her 

continuing popularity and relevance of her work. Virginia Woolf, as it is clear from the 

outcome of this thesis, both influences and enriches the contemporary British fiction. 
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