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- Abstract

»

Virginia Woolf's The Waves is & text which poses problems

for interpretation, inviting a variety of readings. These re-
sult from the plural nature of the text. The Waves posits
numerous possibilities for interpretation which are all equally

"valid. None is dohinant;,all are undermined in the tension cre-
N A

t

ated by theif simultaneous existence. An’important tension in

The Waves is that between the reading of the text as fiction,

. . \
with the suspension of disbelief,and the reading of the text as

art, as language, with the awareness of its explicit artifice,

which undermines the first reading by breaking the illusion of

—

the fiction. Woolf sets up such tensions in the text so thaf
she'might examine the conventions which come into play in
the writing/reading of the novel. ,
—_— Chapter One of my thesis examines the episode in which
Bernard and Susan visit Elvedon as an-example of the tension
between the text as fiction/illusion and as artifice. The )
nature of‘this episode is uncertain and'critic;L
interpretations of it conflict. The episode exemplifies the
problematic niture of The Waves thch purposelﬁ defies

i
f

. bo. .
certann/cl&%ed interpretations.

J
*

In Chapter fwo, | 1dok at the vafiodl\httempts critics
have made to ignore or overcomé the interppétive problem,
as they describe the narrat;VeAbf The Waves in theif d;;{re
to closehthe text. Even qtﬁ%he funda@ental level of narrative

strudture,‘Voolf'is questibning conventions. The exact

nature of the narrative is unclear, and* so certainty

i iv
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of interpretation is obstructed. Woolf lays bare basic
conventions of reading narrative by bringing fhtd questibn
who the narrator is, how the .narrative is constructed

TN

and to be read, who/what the characters arer'and what

the nature of thcir\“spécchcs" might be.

| look more closély at the nature o( character and
Woolf's proces{ of characterization in Chapter Three. There,
especially with the character of Percival, Woolf congtructs
a tension bétween the artifice of theAconvention and, the
illusion of its effect. That is, she plays with the reader's
desire to treat character as real, underf?ni:b\Lg with
A
an éxplicit awareness of character as cpnvention, as a
construction of languhge.,woolf’examine ; through the
characters, the activity of language in characterization.
Finally, in Chapter Four, | examine how, in The Waves,

Woolf questions th; convention that novels must be
"realistic." By posi;igg and then ;ndermining the possible '
realistic aspects of the text, Woolf reveals tﬁe arbitrary
nature of conventional standards of literary realism, and so
brings into d.istion the def}nition and function of the
"realistic" in her text. ‘

sNoolf provides no answers }n her questioning pf literary
&onventions; she only examines the conventional answers to
the qhestions of how to read narrative, how to read
character, and dissects them in The waves“to show that they

are unnecessary -.and that the novel can go beyond'their~

restricting/closing confines.
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I. Elvedon and the ;roblcmatlc N;turo of Ihe “.!.!~

Virginia Woolf's The Waves is a text which continually
questions its genre and exaﬁines the actiJity of writing,
working to expose novelistic conventions as arbitrary and
r;ctrictivo. N;olf‘rofuuos to close fhc text by prov;king
conflicting inierpretations.'providing numerous possibilities
for meaning without allowing any of them the precedence of
certainty, which woul& act to close meaning. The first
flnarrative sect'ion of The Waves, in which the characters
Befrpard and Susan visit the garden at Elvedon, see a woman
writing, and make an ''escape,' provides a good example of
the problematic nature of The Wayes. How this episode fits
into the rest of the narrative is. uncertain. Does Elvedon
exist? Do the children really make a visit there? if they
do, what exactly happens during_their visit? Why must they
"escape"? Or is the escape merely an aspect of Bernard's
sensationalizi}g of the event, of his imaginative commentary
on what happens? Is the whole visit a figment of Bernard's
imagination expressed as a story to Susén? Or is the story
even told? Ddes it, in fact, originate within the media-
ting/controlling voice of a singl; narrator? These are ques-
tions which can be asked i; the attempt to outiine the vari-

ous possibilities of interpretation of the- episode, and

which suggest the difficulty of disaussion.“

The Elvedon episode is rarely examined closely in
discussions of The Waves, perhaps on account of its
obviously probliematic nature. A number of critics who write
about The Waves mention the Elvedon episode briefly, but
only Boone provides a major examination of it. Richardson
seems to assume that Elvedon is real, but does acknowledge

1 -
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One irtlclo which :f.. investigate the nature of the
flvodpn episode qlol.ly is Joseph Allan Boone's "'l:hc Meaning
of E;;’do$‘in 1 ves: A Ko; to Bernard's experience and

s

. »
WoolT's Vision."” Boone begins by laying out the basic pre-
. R ,

.upﬁo:itlonu_of his srgument, that .is, the way in which he

_deciges to‘answer the questions which the text poses. He

opens the artjc|g'with the statement that . -

Near the beginning of The Waves, the child Bernard

creates a story to rescue Susan from-her !

"knotted-up'" sorrow. By. conjuring words from the

"depths'" of his mind, he imaginatively carries her

to the . mythical kingdom of Elvedon. (Boone 629) _
13

Boone assumes from the start that the Elvedon episode is
only a story told by Bernard, not an actual experience.
Elvedon, by this premise, is a "mythical kingdom" with no

N . : .

{cont'd) the problematic ;:lationship between the gardens
of the interlude, the first scene, and Elvedpon (Richardson
704L). Mendez notices the metafictional aspect of tfe episode
saying that "from within the nq:el. the woman writing
appears to [Bernard) as a mystekrious and perhaps powerful
presence, suggesting that life itself may be a work of art"
(Mendez, "VTPginia Woolf and the Voices of Silence" 110).
Mendez suggests that the woman might be Woolf writing The
Waves. Little suggests that '"there may really have been a
yaves

woman writing in the’darden;" but that the adventure is
imaginary (Little 80). James Naremore discusses the episode as
an actua! event coloured by the ''creations of [the children's]
vivid imaginations" (Nsremore 168). He also comments that
"this is one of the few scenes in the book where the reader
feels that one character has heard everything~the other has
said" (Naremore 168). Lotus Snow does gdmit to the reality
of Elvedon, but assuymes that it is the location of the
children's nursery, that the whole first section occurs
there {(Snow 72). Other critics who mention £ 1vedon dif-

fer about how the episode relates to the characters.

Guiguet calls it "the imaginary Elvedon" (Guiguet 288);
Rantavaara says it rﬁhe children's "private boarding

school? (Rantavaargy ); Fleishman calls it a "dream world"
(Fleishman 156), Lo®¥¢ a “"mythical land" (Love 202), and
Kelley, a "fantasy about the town of Elvedon' (Kelley 155).

.
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“"real" counterpart in the world of the fiction, Bernard’s
world. Certainly, this assumption seems suppértadble, but it

does ignore some important probabilities. To begin with,

that?Eivedon should pe a flctldHiEn‘:tod ef pihilo by

Bernard is unlikely. There I8 no precedent which might lead

the }codor to believe that Bernard is making up a story

about Elvedon. Until this point in the text, Bernard has
only used language in an attempt to describe the world he
experiences, the 'real'" world of the narrative. The first

time Bernard describes reality in an imaginative way,

-

he breaks away from realistic description only by means

>

of simile.? That is, he speaks figuratively only to
use comparison to complete his_description: he is in no way
fictionalizing or describing an imagihed event.

"Now [Susan) walks across the field with a swing,
nonchalantly, to deceive us. Then she comes to the
dip; she thinks she is unseen; she begins to run
with her fists clenched in front of her. Her nails
meet in the ball of her pocket-handkerchief. She is
making for the beech woods out of the light. She
spreads her arms as she comes to them and takes to
the shade like a swimmer. But she is blind after the
light and trips and flings herself down on the roots
under the. trees, where the light seems to pant in
and out, in and out. The branches heave up and down.
There is agitation and trouble here. There is gloom.

- - e e —.— . ---e- -

L use "simile"” in this thesis as a8 congeptual tool. The
term is used here to describe how the specific figure,
"'l1ike a,swimmer,''" @cts as a device for caomparison.
Metaphors act similarly in the wake of the .initial simile.
Consequently, | use the term "siwile'" to describe the device
as a part of Bernard's narrative style, even when the
specific figure of simile is absent. | recognize &hat there
are theoretical implications to equating simile and
metaphor. | do not mean to do this. There is a difference
between the two. However, for the purposes of this t)esis,
"simile" will also function as a general concept bpbed on
its etymological association to \{JMlllS." I ho to make
this clearer in the text. i

~

»



Thd tight is fitful. There is anguish here."
(emphasis added) (10) ‘

This ;uloago is important because it marks, for \prnard. the
f ' .
biginning'éf the !lvodbp episode. The rolatlonshlﬁ here
between the rea! and the imagined, and the n,rratlvo trest-
;ont of the real, is therefore relevant to the nature of the
later narrative when the two ch;;acfcrs are, by Bernard's
agcount, in Elvedon. Bernard's description of Susan begins
in a very unradical nagner. He, as narrator, takchtao
nat-unusual liberty of imagining his character's thoughts
and motives. Because Susan is as real as Bernard in the
fictive world of the text, Bernard does not, by realist?e
standards, read her thoughts; imaginative assumption is
accapted as a convention of narrative, ev.n»when that‘
narrative is not fiction but descrip}ion.

The .reader has no reason, at this point, to say that
Bernard is "telling a story'" or in.gin?ng the whole
description. Bernard is articulating sefiSdtion, describing
Susan as he sees her and ascrjbing motives to her actions.
4e describes not so much her as hi; perception of her,
coloured by his u(&ifgfinding and his ability to express it,
in his an terms. Thg\Vgst of the description,’ although it
seems less realistic, is really no different. Just as the
first sentences mark Bernard's undeqstanding of Susan in
terms that he knows, so the sentences which follow invol?i.

3 “"The roots make a skeleton on the ground, with dead
leaves heaped in ‘the angles. Susan has spread her
anguish out. Her pocket-handkerchief is laid on the
roots of the beech trees and she sobs, sitting crumpled
where she has fallen."(10)
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more technically, Eongorlson of thq unknown with the hn#nn.
The simile of Susan’s "'[taking] "to the shage Iike s
swimmer'" is of fﬁo’ligc’nlturo as Bernard's cirllorf
attrig;}lon of th;ugh} to her. He dqscribo: her movement in
.torns he uwdprstands‘dnd'so con'roadfly .xpr.!l.‘Jr.-lllil.
works not.only as a specific image, but oxcnglifios tﬁc
method~ underlying this whole doscriptioﬁ.‘ The next part of
the passage following the simile seems to be much more imag-
inativc.and unrealistic, but again it is no different.
Bernard is stifl_descnibing Susan's experience as 2 ﬁar~
rator, from her pgrspective. and, f}om that point of view,
describing nature in.terms Susan understands. There is a
double "simile" at work Pe;g; nature is, or acts, like
Susab. who in turn is, or thinks, like Bernard, because, of
course, that is the nature of the kind of.understandinq and
descript?on by analogy which has been introduced through
Bernard's narrative-like style and his use of simile/-
comparison. 5o, when Bernard says, describing wﬁ:t Susan is
experiencing, "'but she is blind after the light ,and 'trips
and fli;gs herself down on the roots under the,tre;s. where
the light seems to pant in and out, in and out,'" he is
making an analogy between the movement of fhe light and the
rrythm of SQSOn'Y'breath.‘ The light onlyl”‘seems'” to be
panting because Susan, according to Bernard's description,
is projecting her experience upon what she sees, just ag

See note 2.

The personification in this passage, like the metaphodrs,
works as '"simile," setting up a comparison between Susan and
nature. ‘



Bernard projects his understanding upon her. And so, the

scene is described imaginatively,* but is no less 'real'" for’

.

its treatment. The beech wood is behaving like Susan because

of the Comparison.‘not because it is g;,be seen as really

behaving that 'y It is difficult to say, then, that,

because the deécription seems unrealistic because narrated,

Ay

,Susan and the wood go not exist, but are only part of a

s ¥

story created by Bernard. Because he describes the scene
. .
using techniques of narrative does not mean that this des-

cription must be a fiction.

Similarly, just because Bernard narrftes most of the

N
A ~

( .
Elvedon episode and does so in an “imaginative manner, the

-~ »

episode is not necessarily a fiction. The Elvedon episode -

@

proper is harrated in essentially the same fashion as the

"description of Susan which acts as a transition into it.

P

Bernard's remark, "'we shall sink like swimmers just touching

) . . . [ Y] 0
the ground with the.gtps of tl‘i{ toes (]]),»IS really To
different from the previo%g simile describing Susan's move-
ment into the beech wood. The very entry to Elvedon is ex-

pressed in simile, thus suggesting that the action of the

two charactersﬂis. at this point, no less real than Susan's
earlier action. Bernard's narrative style in the Eilvedon

episode is consistent with the earlier comment because that

+

is the way that he uses language and describes experience.

4

His style is emphasized by comparison to the way Susan usesg’

lang%age. Just before he begins to talk of Elvedon, she

‘| distinguish between articulation of something imagined
and the imaginative ‘articulation of something experienced.




says: ' : o/
/
"I see the beetle. . . . it is_blac}& | see; It is
green, | see; | am tied down . with single words. But
you wander off; you slip away: youfrise up higher,
with words and words in phrases.'/'/(ll)7

Susan is here confronting the probLi% of articulating‘
experience in words, of descriquj/reality. She is limited
to ;ingle words, to listing prgﬁﬁcates of the object she
sees in an attempt to presentﬁihe ob ject "in words, td'
capture.the signified. Also, she is limited py her seeing.

She can only describe the object as she perceives it; she

—

cannot, like Bernard, "'slip away''into imaginative des-

cription of the object as it is conceived.® Susan is tied
down by the need tO'Elose language upon a signified. She is
caught up i& the réality of the object and therefore sim-
plifies her langtuage in an gttempt to present as signified

the object which she privileges over language.

Barzilai comments on Bernard and Susan's different usage
of personal pronouns: ‘
The differences between Bernard and Susan are not
exhausted by their predilection for different .
pronomial forms. . . . In contrast to Susan{y who
sees herself as a distinct unit="1"—within a
pluralistic reality, Bernard's vision is integ-
rative, and therefore he is a "phrase-maker.' He
transcends the singufar through the artist's
capacity for synthesis, for creating contiguities’
where none existed before. (224-5)

distinguish here between perception and conception to
mark the difference between Susan who tries to-translate
sensation into language, what she perceives, and Bernard who
tries to put thoughts into language, reality as he mediates
it, as he imaginatively conceives it. This is a creative
activity on Bernard's part—he is re-creating reality in
language, not attempting to present it and so make language

real by linking signifier and signified as Susan- seeks to
do—but this is not to say that Bernard is creating a new,
imagined, fiction. B ‘ .



v

Bernard, however, uses the object as a starting point
from which he will "'wander off,'" moving from Susan's

single word predicates, which are attempts to identiag’or

correspond with the object, to p™ ases which go beyon ‘the

object for the sake of the landuage itself,. However, Bernard

never loses sight of the object which is the focus of his

description..

"Now," said Bernard, "let us explore. There is the
white house lyjing among the trees.. |t lies down
there evef -so far beneath us, We shall sink like
’swimmers just touching the ground with the tips of
their toes. We shall sink through the green air of
the leaves, Susan. We sink as we run. The waves
close over us, the beech leaves meet above our .
heads. There is the stable clock with its gilt hands
sh'ining. Those are the flats and heights of the
roofs of the great house. There is the stable-boy
clattering in the yard in rubber boots. That is
Elvedon." (emphasis added) (11)

Bernard never allows his language -to break away complietely
from the réaiity he | 'describing; he maintains it as a°
necessary model. |n:?<§>mparison to Susan, whose experience
and expression never leave the grouﬁd—the beetle and the

language of describing the beetle—Bernard escapes her

entrapped circumstance, but still maintains contact just as
his "'swimmers'' keep their toes ''just touching the
ground.'' Bernard's language signifies not only indica-

tively, through the association (though not the equation)

of word and object,’ but also metaphorically, through

-—

comparison, by parallelling metaphor and object. In this way,
the man‘:r in which "'the beech leaves meet above [their]
* An example of .this is the statement "'That is Etvedon.'"

Bernard is not comparing or describing here. He is pointing
(indicating/indicative); he is naming.



heads'" is compared to the waves, in a parallel structure
which underlines the process of comparison. The use of wave
and water imagery is then continued in the description of
the Elvedon adventure not as something created or imagined,
but as‘; metéphoric support for what is otherwise an attempf
to describe the real. Detailed lines, such as the one aSout
"'"the stable clock with its gilt hands shining,'" construct
a conventionally realistic description which contrasts with
the metaphors w:ich suggest thﬂ unreal and which work to
undermine that realism.

The text thus involves a tension between realistic de-
tail and non-realistic metaphor. This tension leads to ‘the
uncertain nature of the episode. There is a strong
suggestion that Bernard's description of the episode might
be story, but the context of the episode works to undermine
the assertion that it should be fiction, a story without
real substance, as the nature of Bernard's characteristic
‘use of lénguage also goes. It is not an aspect of Bernard's
storytelling that he should create a fiction out of nothing.
Us;ally. Bernard's stories are not creaticns, but trans-
formations of reality. For example, the first time Bernard
speaks of telling stories, he obviously uyses his e;perience
of the "real' world, transforming it with his imagination.
He is not creating 'a story out of nothing. Instead, he is
making use of his immediate environment to create an ima-

gined one, independent of his actual experience.

"Let us now crawl," said Bernard, 'under the canopy

of the currant leaves, and tell stories. Let us
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.
inh"jt‘%he underworld. Let us take possession of
our secret territory, which is lit by pendant
currants like candelabra, shining red on one side,
black on the other. . . . We are in a swamp now; in
- a malarial jungle. There is an elephant white with
" maggots, killed by an arrow shot dead in Its eye.
The bright eyes of hopping birds—eagles, vultures —
~are apparent. They take us for fallen trees. They
pick at a worm—that is a hooded cobra— and leave it
with a festering brown scar to be mauled by lions.
This is our.world, lit with crescenqts and stars of
light; and great petals half transparent block the
openings like purple windows. Everything is strange.
Things are bjuge and very small. The stalks of
flowers are thick as oak trees. Leaves are high as
the domes of yast cathedrals. We are giants, lying
here, who c&r wmake forests quiver." (15-6)

This passa§e3 jcﬁnswledged as part of story-teiling,
demonstrates how Bernard tends to move from exPerience to
imagination in the process of telling stories. He use§ his
experience of the real’object:‘the worm for example, as
material fbr an iMagine& object, the hooded cobra. Simi-
larly, he transforms hopping birds into vultures, and
flowers into trees in his need to create a fittignal world,
something beyond the apparent reality {n order to
discover/describe the fundamental truth of that reality by
‘bréaking through its perceived surface. But, Bernarqnéennotf
tell his' stories w{ihout some real model; he can on{y
develop a fiction by transbeming reality not by breaking
with it. He needs the world of the currant leaves in order
to create a fictional world beneath them. In this way,

this story is similar to the Elvedon episode in which
Bernard moves from the real:bescription of the beech wood

to the unreal image of the Maves! and from what seems

to be the realistic setting of Elvedon to a sensational
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desch&np(:n of what happens there.

However, there is a marked difference betwénn,iﬁe‘t;o
examples. In the "worid" of the curranF leaves, Bernard
imagine§ an evént.which he and Jinny dd;ﬁot ékper}ence. They
are obviously static ﬁiggres; lyihgaliké giaﬁpi. arognd whom’
Bernard creates a fantasy. Fur;herhbré. Jinny shows}no
evidence of being at al]l invslvgd in the fantisy. Jinny is’
distanced from the story; her reaction is as iémebne firmly
attached to experience, to the real world of the cu;mpnt
leaves: and is remarkably unimaginativerin tgrms ?f eséapc
into fmagination«JShe siys. "'this is here . . . this is -
now. But soo& we shall go. Soon Miss Curry will blow her
whistle. We shall walk. We shall party" (16). There is ﬁo
communication here betkeen‘Bernard and Jihny_ip terms of the

.
story. Their only shared.e;perience is fpgﬁiy[qd,)oge!\h.the

currants. Jinny takes -no part in the stéf?EhLSe{f;_§3E@¢‘
.;'-\ %".’,l
instead makes her own imaginative, -though nmot imagined,

.

‘leaps which are completely unrelated to qunard's. "' [Her]
hand is like a snake's skin. [Her] kneés are pink floating

istands'" (16). In contrast, Susan, even with her Fgability

_—— y

to escape ‘the empirical through language, is involved in the —-
story Bernafd tells of Elvedon. Susan "'see[s] the lady

writing''" and "'the gardeners sweeping'" (12); that is, she

o

experiences the reality of  the episode just as she does the
1

beetle and just as Jinny experiences the currant leaves.

furthermore, unlike Jinny, she remembers them later in life
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as a memory of experience, not of story."'® Ye‘.,thq woman

' 4
1
------------------ '

1e Susan remembors'_
"| hold some scissors and snlp off the hollyhocks,
who went to Elvedon ‘and trod ‘on rotten oak-apples,
and saw the lady writing and the gardeners with
their great brooms. We ran back panting lest we
should be shot and nailed like stosts to the
wall." (130) i

-

——

"There was the beech wood,' said Susan, "t lvedon,
and the ‘.It hands of the clock sparklcng among the
trees." (145)

Bernard also remembers.
"At Elvedon the gardeners swept and swept with thenr

great brooms, and the woman sat at a table writing,"
said Bernard. (84)

"Susan cried and | followed her. Her wet pocket-
handkerchief, and the sight of her little back
heaving up and down like a pump-handle, sobbing for
what was denied her, screwed my nerves up. ‘That is
not to be borne,' | said, as | sat beside her on the
roots that were hard as skeletons. | then first

became aware of the presence of those enemies who
change, but are always there; the forces we fight
against. To Jet oneself be carried on passively is

unthlnkable. 'That's your course, worid,' one says,
‘mine is this.' So, 'Let's explore,' | cried, and
jumped up, and ran downhill with Susan and saw the .,

stable;poy clattering about the yard in great boots.
Down below, through the depths of the leaves, the
gardeners swept the lawns with great brooms. The
lady sat writing. Transfixed, stopped dead}

thought, 'J cannot interfere with a single stroke of
those brooms. They sweep and they sweep. Nor with
the fixity of that woman writing.' It is strange
that ene cannot stop gardeners sweeping nor duslodge
a woman. There they have remained all my life.

(162-3) , -

"Sitting down on a bank to wait for my train, |
thought then how we surrender, how we submit to the
stupidity of nature. Woods covered in thick green
leafage lay in front of me. And by some flick of a
scent or sound on a nerve, the old image—the
gardeners sweeping, the lady writing—returnred. | saw
the figures beneath the beech trees at Elvedon. The
gardeners swept; the lady at the table sat writing."

(181-2)



13

and the gardeners are not so obviously; like the currants,
pert o{ Bernard's environment as he tells the story. If, as
Boone as;e;ts. Elvedon is a "mythical kingdom,'" and th;
who}e episode unreal, thén the woman and the gardeners are

not real, but only characters of that myth, that story. And
so, on that assumption, Susan would, in fact, b;'exper- . |
iencing one of Bernard's stories in a 'very different'way

than Jinny does. Alternatively, Elvedon must exist and be

" experienced in the same way as the.currant leaves.

If, therefore, the Elvedon episode must be @eqp as an
actual adventure experi%nced by éernard and Susan, }ﬂéfﬁisw
an episode in which the two characters actually go to the
place, experience something, and leave, then this episode is
certainly of éidifferent nature from the story told with
Jinny.* In the latter episod:i Bernard is sitting in one
place;&ﬁth Jinny and telling a story in which he imagines
his_environment differently, exotically. In the Elvedon
episode, by contrast, Bernard's narrative is not of an
unrea{ world replacing the real, but of a real experientg
described in unreal terms. Susan and Bernard actually par-
take in an activjty which Bernard describes imaginatively
(not imagined), with the safe style as his usual "realistic"
descrgptions. And so, the Elvedon episode is not told in the
same manner as Bernard's s;ories. He does not seem to have
made Elvedon up, but is degcribing a real experience in a

style similar to the narrative of his stories using similar

narrative devices. The Elvedon episode could be called a
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narrative, perhaps, but not a "story." It is the articula-
tion of experience, not of imaglnation. The distinction
between'ﬂgrrative description and imagined story can be seen
also between Bernard's description of Dr. Crane, and the
story he tries to tell about the Dpctor. In the description,

Bernardvelaborates with similes, in the nature of his

descriptions. v

"0ld Crane," said Bernard, '"now rises to address us.

0ld Crane, the Headmaster, has a nose like a

mountain at sunset, and a blue cleft in his chin,

+* like a wooded ravine, which some tripper has fired;
like a wooded ravine seen from the train window. He

s sways slightly, mouthing out his tremendous and

sonorous words. | love tremendous and‘sono’ous
words, But his words are too hearty to be true. Yet
he is by this time convinced of their truth. And
when he leaves the room, lurching rather heavily
from side to side, and hurls his way through the

' swing-doors, all the masters, lurching rather
heavily from side to side, hurl themselves also
through the swing-doors." (22)

In this passage, Bernard is attempting to describe a "real"
ogject. a real experience, and is _carried away by the
language into a nafrative. Unlike Susan, Bernard cann;t
limit himself to simple statements such as those about the
beetle, but wanders off, entranced by the language, by the
"' tremendous and sonorous words''" until he is caught up in
the parallel description of Crane and the masters. empha-
sizing the style rather than the ''reality" of the
description. For Bernard, the style, the description itself
takes on more importance than what he is describing. But .he
needs that object in order to succeed in the description. In
contrast, the story he ip}ls about Dr. Crane fails because

-+

Bernard has nothing .concrete to describe, but is attempting
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but breaks away into an imagined story

.does beyond the door which Bernard

"" .

]

"I will tell yod™he story of the doctor.

"When Dr. Crane lurches through the swing-doors
after prayers he is convinced, it seems, of his
immense superiority; . . . Now let us follow him as
he heaves through the swing-door to his own apart-
ments. Let us imagine him in his private room over
the stables undressing. He unfastens his sock sus-
penders (let us be trivial, let us be intimate).
Then with a characteristic gesture (it is difficult
to avoid these ready-made phrases, and they are, in
his case, somehow appropriate) he takes the silver,
he takes the coppers from his trouser pockets and
places them there, and there, on his dressing-table.
With both arms stretched og the arms of his chair he
reflects (this is his private moment; it is here we

must try to cgtch him): shall he cross the pink
bridge into hYs bedroom or shall he not cross

it? . . . So there he sits, swinging his braces. But
stories that follow people into their private rooms
are difficult. | cannot go on with this story."
(33-4)

Because Bernard acknowledges that he has no experience of
what he is narrating, he feels the need to mediate this
assertion of its reality. He continually inter jects com-

mentary upon the status of his narrative as story. He says,

-
"'it seems,''" "'it is difficult to avoid these ready made

phrases, and stories that follow people into their

private rooms are difficult.'"'" With this last point
Bernard recognizes that he "'cannot go on with [the]

story.'' Bernard is aware here of the artificial nature

Boris Uspensky calls such remarks '"words of estrangement'
because they '"estrange' or make external the point of'view,
create a sensé of external narration. (Uspensky' 85) *
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of his description and cannot compliete it. $Storiss of people
in their private rooms are difficult for S;rnard because they
demand that he imagine not only the story but also its
source. He has no mode! to rely -upon as he does in his

descriptions.

—

The Elvedon narrative contains no such commentary by
aernard..lnstead. he is too involved in the actual adventure
to reflect upon the nature of what he is saying.'? There is
no certain gvidence that the Elvedon ep}sode is only .a story.
In the furst draft of the book, however, Elvedon is depicted
as a real pface which the children do actually visit. . This
version defies interpr?tation as an imagined story. The
episode as it exists'in the final text is, by contrast, not
obvi;usly a real adventure. Important changes have occurred
between the drafts. The first draft of the episode in which
Bernard is given the name Roget, treates the episode in a

very conventional manner:

He said, 'Let's explore' . .

for There was a clearing in the bejchwood.

beﬂetfh—fhe—ﬁv++ & beneath, at the bottom

of the steep slope,

lay an old white country house, like a toy
under a
glass shade, with its conservatory & its
( orchard; its
) ,Iawn § its flower beds, all as serene as
-~ if this were )

the end of the 18th century & .

& a coach would come bowling down the drlve.
12This can be contrasted to many of Bernard's other speeches in
which he is especially self-conscious. For example, the story

about Old Crane or more explicitly such statements as "'l am her
quoting my own biographer'" (52) and, even more so, "'‘she will
feel "Bernard is posing as a literary man; Bernard is th:nkung o

his biographer'" (which is true')'" (53).
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& flourished
a spade at

them,

- N

& the steps .

would be let down, & a lsdy in hooped silk,
leaning th

footman's hand wou!d,doleond.ng'w83?5°5'

] 8 great lark, ¢

great joke, Roger said, to go down & explore
the house, for

nobody had ever been there. It lay beyond

P the rim-of A

knowledge. Al]l anyone had ever seen was a
sign post at the

crossroads, pointing 'to Elvedon'., They went"
to tElvedon § )

saw 3 lady writing between two windows §
gardeners

brushing the lawn beyond with great brooms.
Scared by a

in r
stable boy who came i to.xne iz degf hem.

they ran back again, into the woods,
& looked deck
down at the gilt clock; & the green stable
oof, §&§ the
sporicty conservat3P§r§ 628 the trees., and
‘ Roger
A pigeon clattered out "beating the air with
wooden wings''—
Roger made the phrase, pulling Susan skirts
e& ;ooking back;
Looking back, +oo*+3%—ﬂ3w¥. at the stables
' : ° § the ¢rees lawn, she
saw them sparkling &§ strange. tookwnyg
. #Are—our She saw
rher=through ' Wi tlI0he 1ight of this
extraordinary
glitter, confusion, extension, irradiation —
Thus she had her sobs
on the grass; Roger came; Lets explore he
said; & like a light
breaking; everything had suddenly — as if
the hard stone had
burst & spread its light its tide over
the mind &
she, parched & stony. had basked in its
lumped emeraid, its
electric tide, its brisk & sparkiing water
& all her
[tears?] had flown through her — |
(Holograph 78-9)

1

——

fhis description of Elvedon is in a more traditional mode.

Whereas in the final version Bernard relates the episocde, thus
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Invoi&ing the question of narrative status, this version id
told in the third person, thereby providing a detached voice
‘of authority which gives credence to a literal reading.
Furthermore, the description 'ss if this wor; the end af the
18th century,"” makes a compar ison whlch»‘tsorts that the
time of the adventure is not the 18th con:::y. but now, in
the present of Roger (Bernard) and Susan. In the final
version, this assertion of Elyodon's being within the same

time as the children is suggested by Bernard's statement

"'Now, . ., . let us cxplo;o'" (emphasis added) (11). But the

i
question of ppace is more problematic than that of time. The

important point is whether Elvedon exists witpin the same
-iggﬁg as Bernard and Susan, that they can therefore
phys;cally visit it. In the first draft, t;e geography of
Etvedon is more explicit and so therefore is the relation of
the children to that space. wh;t becomes, finally, a fall
"'through the tree-tops to the earth [where] the ais no
longer rolls its long, unhappy, purplie waves over [them]'"
(v1), is originaf\y suggested by the need for the children
to descend the hill from which they first vieQ tlvedon. The
ground to which the children fall is descrébed as '""the
bottom of the steep slope." Thyg change, then, thi;
"metaphorization' of the literal, thus brings the realism of
the first draft into question in the last.

Another important element introduced in the final

vérsioh |sﬁshe metaphor of the waves. When the children

descend |nt01EIvedon. they descend beneath the waves. the



dominant metesphor of tho. text. This syegests that th‘o"
children are entering 8 metaphorie level of the text, that
the adventure is.ncta} oric instead of, or in additien to,
being realistic. This is also implied by the ) ines:

"Now wé are ini the ringed wood with the well round o
it. Thig is Elvedon. | have seen signposts at the
cross-roads with one arm pointing 'To Elvedon'. No
one has -been there. The ferns sMell very strong, and .

« there are red funguses frowing beneath them. Now we
wake the sleeping daws who have never seen 3 human
form; now we tread on rotten oak apples, ‘red with

* age and slippery. There is a ring of wall round this

wood; nobody comes here." (emphasis added) (1) \
This description, which Boone says "inyoke[s] a timeless
enclosed realm,"” an "elf-eden," does suggest that Elvedon

!

exists in an unreal space, that it i3 unréal because bound

by language as a linguistic construct. Elvedon is named by
.\ "
the text; the phrases, "'This is Elvedon,'" "'ring of
. 3
wall,'" and "'no one has been here'' further suggest

Al

the unreai, because enclosed and alienated, Ei)&re of tﬂi
Nat Elvedon.is

‘place: Pérhaps the posf power ful suggestion
only a construction of language is that it eiis}a solely‘
beqaus; ihere is a signﬁost which names }t. refers to it,
signiies it. Elvedon is thus depicted as a world of
signifiers, as a world of language, of tﬁe text.

The reading of the episode which results from this
metaphoric depiction demands that Bernard and Susan, as
characters in some story (berhaps Bernard's), visit a land
of Iite;ature. of a textual reality. He}e they encounter the

woman writing, the author. The adventure is, in these terms,

one of two characters who (isit the author within her realm
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which no one, or no character, has visited before; it

is dangerous territory for any character. How, after.all,
can a character exist within the same world as its author?

The result of this intrusion into the author's reailm is

L 4
_potential violence, the death and subsequent obscurity of

~—

.

the character Susan says, "'"If we died here, ﬂBbody would

a—

bury us'" (12). This i's because in the metaphoric state of

what is, for them, an unreal world, they must have no real

substance. If they are seen, they will be‘destroyed because

their status in that world, as unreal characters, will be
recbgnized. For a character to confront the author is for it
to recognize its unreality and so to cease to exist.’bJ
Bernard and Susan, as characters in the metaphoric plane of

the Elvedon episode, as@ in danger of being shot by the

b

gardeners, "'nailed like stoats to the stable door'" or
“ishot like jays and pinned to the wall'" (12). Their

potential destruction involves being pinned down, as

characters closed by language, another servant of the

author. , -

Judy Little describes the woman writing as ''an image .of
authorial consciousness, saying that she is therefore a
“kitter" (Little B1). Little questions the reason for the
“"fierce imagery'" in the episode: ¢

This violent jmagery seems at first inconsistent
with. the usual interpretation 6f the woman's
significance — that is, that she represents the
presiding and creating consciousness of the author.
» Of course there is a certain logic to th'e idea that
characters who discover their author risk destruc-
tion; they supposedly pould recognize their complete

fictionality, their nonexistence. (Little 81)
T
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This metaphoric reading of the episode emphasizes the

&

fact that the episode is a narrative, that Bernard and Susan

are unreal, unsubstantial characters not only in *the meta-
/

pho?ic sﬁe;; of Elvedon, but also as part of the realistic

space of the literal reading of fhe text. In this way, a

metaphoric-treatment of the Elvedon episode is not opposéd'

©

to the assertion that Elvedon should be a '"real" place (in
«
terms of the fi -iexr ! world-of the chargcters). The

~ [N
«

alteration of the =3 sode from the original draft introduces
an ambiguity which underlies the tension betweeﬁ realism and

N , :
unrealism inqthe novel. To treat Elvedon as real is not to .-

P A

demand realism, but rather to make tﬁe necessary transition
‘between the characters of the metaphoric‘reading and the
quaw and Bernard of the realistically determined world of
the fiction. Recognizing the stylistic_confext of thé
:bisode, that‘is. is terms of h?w Bernard tells stories or
relates descriﬂions, aids an understanding of the nature of
the narration of the episode and so leads to a litéral
reading whHich is simultaneous with the metaphoric. The final
rarrative is not an example of traditionali realism; however,
the style of the narrative is the same as Bernard's -
~ - - o ?
realistic descriptions. That is, the Elvedon'narrat%vg is as
rea}istic a description as Bernard can produce. Although the
episode may not seem real, and its realism may be question-
able in terms of the metaphoric reading, there-is little
question that it }s real for Bernard, and so.‘that it is s

real as Bernard and the rest of his world. The Iiteral



reading thus leads to the metaphoric questioning of char-
acter while, at the same time, assertimg the reality of

that character.

The Elvedon episode is important not because it differs
from the rest of the text, but because it exemplifies the
problematic nature of tﬁat text. Were the episode unden}aQIy {
fictive to Be:nard. then it would act to assert Bernard]s
"reality." He would be a '"real' character telling a
fictional story. However, because the episode marks Elvedon\\
aS part of Bernard's 'real" world, it brings into question
Bernard's Iv‘reality.“ That is, if the Elvédon episode is as
real as Bernard.’ang‘the episode is of questionable status
in terms of ;raditional realism, being in the form of a
narrati&e with the story-lik% suggestions that involves,
then Bern8rd, too, must have a questionable status as a .
“real" character. The Elvedon narrative clearly demonstrgtes
the way The Waves works to make conventio;al aspects of
tﬁe novel, such as the assumed reality of character,
questionable. By undermining such traditional assumptions,
Woolf removes the illusion of the possibility of certain
interpretation which other, more';losed texts rely on.
Without this illusion, the process of the text is revealed

and so also Woolf's examination of how language and the text

work.



Il. The Narrative and the Problems it Poses for‘Criticism
A
Ao investigation of the Elvedon episode is usefdl not
only because the episode.las mentioned earlier, exemplifie&
the proBlematic nature of the text, but because’the inves-
tigation itself uncovers the problem of discussing the text
at all. How thg Elvedon episode is read is determgned very
much by assumptions the reader may make about the harrative.
The text of The Waves deffes the traditional expectations
not only of realism, but also of narrative. Rathef(than
restrict itself to a more closed narrative structure Jépen~
‘ent upen traditianal narrative t'echniiques.,The Waves
undergoes a continuous process of yeconstruction. playing
with the reader''s expectations of‘narrative by setting up
and undermining them. This makes the_text difficult to
interpret and discuss. Interpretation demands that one
assum; that the narrative devices will function in cgrtain

"“ways. Most, if not all criticism of the text, then, results

Qian restrictive readings because of narrative presuppositions

]

which tend to close the text, ignoring the problematic
‘nature of the narrative.

On one level, this is clear in Boone's interpretation
of the Elvedon episode. His assumptions that the episode is
a "story" and that Elvedon is a 'mythical kingdom"” involve a
number of fundamental presuppositions aboht the nature of
The Waves. First, the statement that the episode'is a story

presupposes a conventional definition of story. That it be a

fiction, for example. As | have tried to demonstrate,

23
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Bernard's stories are of three sorts though all use.;ech‘
niques ;f narrative (as in the description of Susan) and so
might be called stories: his completely imagined stories,
created ex nihilo, as in thﬁ@'tory of Dr. Crane; his stories
vy
which are transformations of experience, as in the currahmu‘
leaf “"world'"; and his imaginative deﬁcriptions ef reality,
as Elvedon. "Story" is a complicated element. in the‘text;
wgat is meaﬁt. after atl.‘by “"Bernard's st;ries"? Boone
fails to consider the complex possibilities for |
story/narrative in the text and talks of story as 'created,"
as fiétion/myth.‘aecause:the episode is one o; Berhard's
stories, that is, i’rated/fold by Bernard, Boone assumes
4that it is a fictién and that Elvedon must therefore be a
"myth." .
Herein lies Boone's second presupposition with regara

to the status of the text. What exactly does he mean by

"mythical"? Myth could describe many aspects of the text

from the “mythiéal" description of sunrise to the "mythical®"
I

nature of Susan as '"earth goddess.' Booné¢ opposes the

"mythical" Elvedon to the supposedly "unmythical" world of

the text. But if myth, as a general problematic concept is
so prevalent in the work, this opposition is impossible.
Does it mean anything t¢ say that Elvedon is a myth in the

context of what could be described as a very "mythical"

b Y "

text? Boone again pf&supposes an aspect of the text, myth,
as a definable, functional concept. However, his statement

about Elvedon's '"mythical" status is undermined by the
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problematic, because undifined. possibilities for
"myth''—whatever that word may or can mean—in the text. Boone
seems to want meaning in a text which refuses to mean.. He
asks, "But what, exactly, is Elvedon a symbol! of, and how is
its mean}ng generated?" (Boone 629).’He waﬁts the text éo'
provide him Qith interpfetable symbols which will generate a
meaning. He says that Elvedon is Woolf's "attempt to
articulate a’meaniﬁg beyond words'" (629) and proceeds to.

seek out that meaning as if he could articulate it in words.‘
fﬁ*thjs search for meaning, Boone attempts to close the
téxt. ﬁelieving that he can discover, as his title suggests,
fthe M;aning of Elvedon in The Waves'! and provide '"a Key'" to
uﬁdersiénding the text, as if it were a simple code to be
dggiphered, unlocked. éut the texl is not. The labels Boone
uses—story, myth, symbol — are tpo limited to deal.wit; a
text which defies labels. As soon as 'myth' appears
graspable to the reader, as a conbept gor dealing with the
text, “myth"'ockurs ig some other form, or rather, cha-

me leon-like, it fs trénsformgd in the active process of the
text. By making t;eSe assumptions/definitions about
narrative elements suggested in The Waves, Booné. like most
c?jtips attempting to discuss the text, qversimplifies'and
r;stricts his reading; his theory closes itself to the
varied possibilities in the narrative, to certain opposing

characteristics 'of the narrative, to the plural nature of

the narrative.
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S
Boone's problem is the problem of any critic writing

about The Wgves. How is Sne to‘interpret and describe a text
whose plurality allows it to elude labels, to elude tbe
naming }nVOIégd in description and intcrprgtation? The
investigation | hbhve made earlier, which tries‘aiﬁays to
acknowledge the plurality of the text, contains
presuppositions about the narrative because of the .
difficulty of discussing a text yithout being able to say
exactly what one is discuséing: So, for example, f;r the

purposes of discussion, | assume that there are characters.
This is questionable. Guiguet, for example, notes 'the -
everlasting qugstion of 'characters'" in The Waves (Guiguet
297). Just as Boone makes certain decisions which allow him
to say something, so must | and anyone who wants tq use
language to deal with The Waves assume the nature of certain
concepts in order to work with them, to say something.
Readings must concern, becaqse‘of the necessary choice of a
language of interpretatioh, the text as a-predetermined
ob ject whose nature is also predetermined by that discourse.
Tﬁe investigation of the Elvedon episode, because it is
so problematic as critical contradictions show—for example,
tha; it should be read as a real or as an imagined
episode—prov.ides an awareness of the difficulty of
discussion and interpret;tion. The greatest obstacle to a
closed interpetation of this text is the nature of the

narrative. The web of narizkive obscurity and intervention

must make interpretation difficult. After all, how is one to
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understand the text when one is so unsure not only of who is

’speéking. and what dégrce.of mediation is involved, but even
whether anything is actuqlly spoken? The first step, then,
in oxu@ining }hc problems which The Waves poses is to des-
e -
cribe the enigmatit neture of the narrative. The only cer-
tain thing one can say about the text of The Waves is that
it is divided into two garts. The first part consists of
passages :printed in iialics;'These have been called, by var-
. . 4
jous critics, interchapters, prologues, exordia, and inter-
ludes, all of which presuppose something about the nature of
the;e italicized passages. "Iinterchapter,”" by defining the
passages as something which divides chapters, plaéés an
undue’emphasis on the chapters themselves. “Exorqium”
sihilarly de-emphasizes the status of the passages,
Iabelliﬁg them in terms of a formal device soiely as
introductions.I”Prologue" is a more interesting term since

A

it means (pro-liogos) '"before the word" and.so implies that

the passages have a kind of nan-linguistic status as
cémpared to the rest of t‘ *en as logos. Finally;
"inter lude'" is wool}'s t " . perhaps the most apt,
since it implies "play" .e +een . . two parts of the text as
partners in a fextual "gan . > signifying Hoth play and

game), even though, again, it also marks the passages as not

really a part of the text, but as only "interludes."'*' The
least biassed term is perhaps '"italicized passages' because,

although '"passage' again implies a kind of non-status, the
' This is, of course, apt only in the context of a critical
discourse which likes to see textuality as ‘"'game."
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term tries to depend solely upon the typographical nature of
this part of the text, its only unquesliénable. one may
. suppose, characteristic. |

The second part o{ the text consists of passages in
roman type. These passages are set apart in quotation marks,
and tagged each time with "[a character] said." These are
often referred to as the '"speeches'" or 'soliloquies" or

"monologues.'" James Naremore, in The World Seen Without a

§£JjJ'\xamines labels given to these '"speeches.' He explores
the possibjlitfes of "speech," "interior monologue,"
“stre#m-of—éonsciousness.“ "stylized quotations from the
minds of the characters,' or of some kind of "soliloquy.",
All of these, Naremore discovers, have some justification in
tHe text, but all are also unjustified because oversim-

"plified. Naremore restricts himself to the term 'speech,"

and, having discussed the various possibilities for namjng,
does not attempt to come up with his own ''label." His most
convincing conclusion, in fact, is that "it is easier to say

what the convention is not than to say what it is' (Naremore

152-3).*'®
The Waves, then, consists of two distinct subtexts,

both of which defy any more than a very limited description,

!%Guiguet also notes the tendency for the text to invite
restricted interpretations. He writes of the 'speakers'" that
: the obvious conclusion to be drawn is that they are
soliloquizing, and most if not all critics have
promptly assumed that The Waves is composed of six
interlaced interior monologues. This definition is a
tempting one because it is short and simple — too
short and too simple to sum up so complex and so
dense a work. (Guiguet 282) ' :

’
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and that based only on the typographical nature of those
subtexts—typeface and quotation marks. Naremore provides a

strong and quite comprehensive study of the various theories

about the nature of these 'speeches' which need not be
repeated; however, | would like to examine briefly the basic
argument against some of:the labels.which have been appngd
to the text in order ‘to show how they restrict it and
a;tempt closure. One of the earliest critics, Bernard
Blagkstone. says of the first series of '"speeches,"

These are the first impressions:'the fruit of the
immediate contact of senses with phenomena. The word
'said' does not of course refer to spoken words;
these are inarticulate sense-perceptions. As the
book goes on, we find that the things 'said' are
often. unconscious; they represent the life which
goes on beneath the surface of direct communication.
(emphasis added) (Blackstone 168)

Blackstone recognizes that the 'said'" is problematic;
nothing is actually '"said.' He postulates, instead, that the
"speeches' are '"inparticulate sense perceptions'" being, of

course, somehow articutlated. This remark relates to Woolf's
attempt to '"record the atoms as they fall'" (Woolf, '"Modern
Fiction" 155), seeking an art form, a language that will

articulate sensation as such. There seems to be a conflict,

however, between the idea of '"inartJicu "

te and the notion,

"

that the "speeches' are ''often u us." This suggests,

and it is a possibility put forwdard by the text, that the

"'speeches' may at times be conscibus. Blackstone does not

1 ]
explain what he means by "unconscious,' but his statement
suggests the possibility of conscious, inarticulate sense

perceptions. This seemfs a contradiction; if one is recording
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sense perceptions in the mind of a character, surely con-

sciousness in that character is a complication. What does it
mean to s:; that consciousness might be inarticulate?
Horeover: what does it mean for the 'speeches" to ro;:olcnt
“consciousn;:s." and what does 'inarticulate' mean in the

context of an articulated "speech'?

There is definitely some justification to Blackstone's,
suggestion of sense perception. When Susan, {or example,
says "'l see a slab of pale yellow . . . spreading éway
until it meets a purple stripe''" (6), the artificiality of

the phrases égggests that this is not an imitation of the

thought pattern of a child; this is not Susan's conscious
) R

thought. The 'speech" records her visual sensation. The

first "speeches,”" in fact, seem a realization of Nietzsche's

.

definition of language:

The "Thing-im-itself" (it is just this which would
be the pure ineffective truth) is also quite
incomprehensible to the creator of language and not
worth making any great enfeavour to obtain. He
designates only the relations of things to men and
for their expression he calls to his help the most
daring metaphors. A nerve-stimulus, first
transformed into a percept! First metaphor! The
percept again copied into a sound! Second metaphor!
(Nietzsche 178) -

This theory of the process of language is quite ap‘i’for the

first '"speeches'" in The Waves. The children do seem to be
articulating in some way—in actual language if Nietzsche's

theory holds—their visual and audial sensations, their
perception. These are, in a Nietzschean manner, transformed
into metaphor in the attempt to "designate' the experience

of relating "reality" to themselves. Metaphoric explanation

-

v

-
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is introduced very early, in Louis's "'great beast,'" as i,

to demonstrate the inescapasbility of mc??&horic structures

‘as basic to language.'® In this way, then, the '"speeches"

are seen as a language, 38 the characters' linguistic arti- ’(’ﬁ

culation. How, then, do the "speeches' represent t‘e inar-

4

ticulate or the unconscious? Blackstone's interpretation

5

does mark an important characteristic of the ”ipeeches.“ but

it does not explain the sense of inarticulate and uncon-

scious which it does mention.

Other critics also tend to bypass the problem of the

"unconscious' nature of the "speeches.' Daiches calls them
“"inarticulate conscioushess. . . . highly formalized rendi-
tien of consciousness, . . . symbolic masks' (Daiches 110).

Bennett -calils them "solitary consciousness, the reception of
experience”" (Bennett 111). Both try to deal with the
complexity of the "speeches." Daiches sees them both as_
consciousness and as mask; Bennett, as consciousness and
sen;ation. There seems to be a conflict about whether, on
the one hand, a character/voice can be so 'consc¢ious' of all
sensation and, on the other, whether a mask can be a 'con-
sciousness.'" As Ffriedman states, '"In The Waves :he elaborate
system of symbolic mask; is enough to blot out consciousness
almost entirely' (Friedman 209). The seeming simultaneity of
artifice (mask), consciousness, the unconscious, and
sensation causes conflict in readings and cannot be readily
explained. Critics have difficulty reconciling their

!¢ See Chapter four for a closer examination of the first
"speeches."
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response to the text as 'ghe psychic life of the speakers"

(Graham 96), as '"pure boing: the hidden life" (Blackstone
'
165), or as a '"look through . ... cénscious minds into the
depths of [the] soul . . ." (Johnstone 357), with the
artificiality of the convention. They desire, like Boone, 3
: )

meaning, finite and graspable, not 2 tens;oﬁ or plurality of
meaning in which all is possible. Daiches finds that it is
too formal to be actual "strcam-of;;onsciousness.“ ﬁumphrey
ex;;ines it as such, as '"the purest psychological analysis"
but notes its difference ffom "the two earlier
stream-of-consciousness novels'" (Humphrey 14). As suéh
critical commentargy shows, the question of consciousness in
The Waves is coqplex: however, it i; tﬁe presence of the
probliem, of the Qquestion, which makes the labelling of these
"{peeches“ difficult. There is no réady way "to describe
thems attempts to close the text on one reading with one
label fail.

Just what the nature.of the characters' voices is, for

example, is uncertain. As Collins says:

point of view in any recognizable traditional form

does not exist. . . . The six '"voices'" that make up

the novel are not engaging in soliloquy at either a

conscious or a sub-conscious level. (Collins 9)
Collins“ﬁrgues that there are no individual voices/con-
sciousnesses, but only six parts of a "comprehensive life
" identity" (Collins 9). This idea likely comes from Woolf's

own statement that the characters are one.!’

“"The six characters were supposed to be one' (Woolf,
Letters IV 397). This has been a debated point throughout
the critical history of the book. Many critics attach

Freedman says
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that The Waves is'hptttornod on a chorus of individual

voigos'&hich In turn blend into a slnglo ob’octivo voice,

that of » format ﬁhqrator“ (Freedman, Virgjnig Woolf 126),

Por;sky dc;crﬁbi‘hthc'charactcri by means of the wave .
metaphor ‘as both united and individual, coming together and
dissolvin‘; maving‘“from psychic wholeness to psychic

disintegration" (Poresky 190). These. statements, however, do

not fully inVestjggte theqpart narration play; in the ten-

sion between the one and six 'characters." Fr;edman's state-
me%t'&oes. however, gecognize that perhaps this one voice is
the‘n;rrator's. whoever that may be, even thougﬁ;he does not

really explain what he means by 'blend.'" Graham and Naremore

Y

both come closer to a theory corcerning the narrative )
involvem;nt in 'this question. Botﬁ of them recognize as a
_justification for the one character theory, the fact thaf
all the "speeches"” seem to be '"spoken'" in a uniform style.
Guiguet say; that ”thesé'are not voices, in the sense that
they are not differdntiated" (Guiguet 283). Grah;m,

discussing the "impression of close self- scrutaﬁy" .a04d: i&e
!"({cont'd) themselves to the possibility of one
character/one voice: Richter says that the characters
"represent different aspects of a single androgynous
being . . . various facets of the imagination'" (freedman,
Virginia Woolf 21). Harvena Richter also says that
in The Waves, Virginia Woolf takes the self of a
single being, ultimately represented by Bernard, and
slices it into six sections which personify, on a
varying number of levels, the conscious and uncon-
scious selves and drives within the human person-
ality. (Richter 120, see also 247)
She uses Bernard's statements ''there is no division between
me and them" (195), and "! am many people'" (187), for
support. These statements do suggest a unity of character,
but disunity is also signified in the text. '"We became six
people at a table in Mampton Court" (187), etc.
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use of the "pure present,' mentions the "aura of the
mediating mind" (98). He explains.‘for.example, that Susan's
present awarehess of immediately past‘actions

become's, through the uniformity bf -style, nat only
her own but also that of an invisible narrating
consciousness closely resembling the speaker of
lyric poetry, . . . (Graham 98)

-

Graham connects this “narrating;consciousness“ to what he

calls: the "translator'" whose presence is known only from the

tags. Graham posits the presence or '"aura'" of this mediating
13
" "translator" who

appears explicitly only in the use of the word
'said,' which implies that someone is reporting the
speeches, and in the interludes, which do not occur
in the mind of any character and so must cither be
interpolations by an omniscient author or direct\x\‘

~reflections by the translator as he turn ay frem
the characters and examines the world arou them.
(Graham 98) ’

P

Graham'is'ackowledging,vpf course, a narrative feature of
the te;t which“magy critics ignore. it is easy to discuss
thé ““speeches'" of/by the characters as the whole text, but
one must not forget that there is some voice narrating these
"speeches," saying the "said.'" The recognition of this voice

N ‘
complicates interpretation, but also provides some expla-

nation of the prof]ems in discussing the “sp%eches.“ As
Guiguet remarks, ”10 define that voice is to solve the whole
problem of The Waves" (Guiguet 28L4).

The discovery of the narrating voice may explain the
probliems in déscribiqg the "speeches,' but it cannot provide

easy interpretation. Definition of this voice is perhaps

impossible. The narrator's presence can, however, explain

fo



why it is so difficult to determine the status of the

"speeches." The narrator is a force behind the '"speeches"

v

which selects and arranges them. Naremore points out, in his
argument against stream-of-consciousness as the structuring
‘narrative technique, that t‘duration of the "speeches'

does not match the duration of the events inscribed in.those

&

M"speeches" {(Naremore I70)._The two seem, but are not, simul-

taneous. There is some process of selection and summary
determining just what each character 'says." This is the
editing of the narrator. The '"speech' of each character is

not in a style appropriate to that character; the style orifﬁb
£
voice is uniform because it is the language of the narrator

who is, as it were, putting words in the mouths of the

18

characters, but his/her words, not theirs. The narrator

~

articulates, in the name of the characters, theh) their
experience, be it articulate or not, ganscious or not. The

o

tension created by what seems to be both conscious and

unconscious thought is explained by the presence of the

narrator who articulates all aspects of the character's

’
thought and reduces them to an equivalence so that sen-

-
sation, perceptio‘? and imagination, thought and commu-
nication are all expressed in the same way. All that is
expressed of the charécters is thus neutralized, és it were,
and expressed with the language and metaphors of the nar-.
rator. Thjs. then, would explain the repetitién of images/-
mefaphors by different characters®’ as well as thg'sometimes

His/her because the narrator is only an ungendered voice.
One example of a repeated image is the '"arrows of
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black and white charatterization in the '"speeches,'" fgr

example, the '"mythological" treatment of the female

speage?s;’°

However, recognition of this narrator will nof lead one
to a clear in;erpretation/understanding of the'text.'To
posit this narrator is to posit a distorting for;e in the
téxt, but it cannot provide vision through the distortion,
cannot decipher, as Boone wants, the complications of the
text. In fact, positing the narrator may only be another

means of naturalization, of trying to find a simple answer

to its problems. The danger lies in forgetting that, despite
the one‘narratok. there are still six distinct '"characters"
with some actual, although obscure, function. McConnell
writgs of the tendency to~;ead the characters as six.facets

of one personality — the '"'six sided flower; made of six

. P
[ 1] P 3 § .

lives (154): //,
we must not confuse the gestalt-narrative with
e@ither lyricism or allegory; we must not assume,
With Jean Guiguet, that the monologues of The Waves
dre a sustained single voice only factitiously
differentiated by character names, or, with Dorothy

. Brewster,, that the six characters are a code for
different aspects of a single massive human
personality. Both interpretations, which end by more
or less totally 'subjectivizing' the book, fail to
take account of the range of complexity and
phenomenological subtlety of the grouping of the

six. (McConnell 123-4)

!*(cont'd) sensation'" mentioned by Bernard and Jinny, and
the "arrows'" of Rhoda.

2°® See Chapter 3 '

21 Compagp this to the flower of the first dinner: "'A
single fl®pwer as we s3at” here waiting, but now a seven-sided
flower, many petalled, red, pure, purple-shaded, stiff with
silver-tinted leaves—a whole flower to which every eye
brings its own contribution.'" (85)

"4
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McConnell is afraid that, by focussing on the single voice,
the ways in which the six characters do function as six will
be ignored, that the subtle, but significant differences

will be overlooked. One must not dismiss the voices of the

six because of the mediating presence of an obscure
L 4

narrative voice. The narrator only mediates; s/he does not
obliterate. ;\
An unrestricted reading of this text must account for

both poSsibilities. Since either theory is to some extent

4

justified—there is a narrator (the '"one" character) and
/

there are six characters—both need to be acknowledged as

function ignificantly in the text. The voice of the text

%) . e—

is both the characters' and the narrator's; there is ‘no dis-

iinguishing since it functions as both. This and other

apparent'tens}ons or contradiciions amount to a plurality.
There is no single reading since all asp;cts of the text,
all possible intcrpretatidns exist simultaneously. To choose
one reading is to deny .another equally siénificant. equally
productive reading. |f Naremore feels that. "it is easier to

say what the convention is not than to say _what it is

(Naremore 152-3%), this is perhaps because he desires the

. convention to be one thing. It is not that the conventions

of the text are not all those things the critics want to
label them és. but rather that they are all those things at
once. Each critical reading has support from the text but

not as a single reading. Each/every possible interpretation

is anticipated by the text, inscribed in it, but no one

%

L)



inter?retation‘hplds firm. Egch is undermined by the
presence of another., For example, the ";peeches" can be
called “conséious“ or "unconscious.“ but because of the
opposition of these predicates, the text posits both and
denies both. A tension exists because of this refusal to
‘allow clbsure on one'prgdicate. Consequently, any discussion
of the text which desires resolution is frustrated.

This frustration is, of course, due to fhe desire/need
}o naturalize the text accog‘inq to traditional conventions.
For example, when a reader sees the word '"said" followed by’
quotation marks, she assumes, according to her knowledge of

”
conventions, that some character, whose nature is again

[N

understood in terms of convention, is saying, speaking some
tﬁing. most likely to some one. When a text like The Waves

refuses to cooperate with such an assump;ion, the reader may
be frustrated, and interpretation confused. Because critical
discourse depends so much on the applicat{on of traditional
conventions to new texts, describing the new in terms of the
old, it is not unreasonable that The Waves ;hould elicit so
uncertain a corpus of critical commentary. In conventiopgal
terms, this text has no recognizable or characterized nar-

rator, no authoritative voice, no characters, no action or

plot, and no really determinable setting. Certainly there

are suggestions of all of these in the text. fhere is some
- "thing" one might call a character, some/several descrip-
tion(s) one might call setting, even though the relation

.

between character and setting is uncertain, and there is a

)



function for which one can posit a "narrator." However,
~because of the eccentric nature of.that text.rSIl of these
labels are only functions of a critical naturalizition of
the text.?? Without such labels, admittedly, criticism/-
commentary must be silﬁnt. but‘thg limitations of that
critical discourse in dealing with such a text ought to

be acknowledged.

What then can be said about The Waves if one is not to
remain silent? There is, after all, much to say about so
pluraT a text. Certainly, acknowledgement of the Aiffichlty
of critical discussion is a first step. Before one can
a{tempt to talk about a text like t;is, one needs to be
aware of the inadequacy of the traditional critical too}s
one is using to explain/describe textual phenomena which
explicitly work to defy convention. The two major problems

are the inapplicability or restricting/closing nature of

.

available critical language and the re}ﬁsal by ;;é plural
nature of the text to such restriction. One cannot assumé
that a critical language is totally adequate for this text,
and one must be careful not to assume, as Boone does. ;hat‘
‘there may be one graspable meaning. The Waves is not so much

L 4
an object to be examined as it is a process to be entered

into. |f the difficulty for critical commentary arises out

. of the lack of an appropriate language, that is, if it

Michael Boyd describes The Waves as ''the most intense
critique of realism to find expression within the reflexive
mode. Through a praocess of reduction, The Waves dissolves
each of the traditional aspects of fiction—plot, setting,
and, most thoroughly, character'" (Boyd 9).
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arises out of the fact that the available critical language

is based oR conventions this text overturns and defies, then

perhaps the goal in an investigatibn must be to test that

language and reform it in order to deal with the problems

-— -

" that The Waves poses.

The difficulty of dealing with such a plural text is

*
the need to recognize all the possibilities which the text
2
puts forward. One must be careful to avoid ignoring some

aspects of the text in order to decide upon an interpre-

tation, as critical differences about this text demonstrate.
Wwhat | intend to do in the next two chapters, is to examine

the way traditional conventions of characterization and of

. &
realism arg used ahd abused/undone by the text. | want to

show how the text makes use of conventions, offering the
reader a p?ssible means of interpretation only to refuse any
handhold by undermining convention. | intend to observe the

game which the text plays with its reader and to demonstrate

specific ways in which the text of The Waves involves itself

\ [

and the reader in a constant process of deconstruction.



I11. The Question of Character and Characterization
In The Waves, Woolf play; with the reader's expecta-
tions about character. There are many ways of defining cha-
ract::. and of reading character, which Woolf exploits in
this text. The question of character had long been one of !
her preoccupations. In "Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown,'" she
writes:
Mr. Arnold Bennett says. . . . that it is only if
the characters are real that the novel has any
chance of surviving. Otherwise, die it must. But, |

ask myself, what is reality? And who are the judges
of reality? ("Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown" 97)

The question Lehind ihe essay is not only what and who makes
a character 'real,'" but more, fundamentally, what is char-
acter, and what is the process of characterjzation) Wool f
broaches the subj%ct not because she would posit an answer,
but because she would ask the question. In The Waves, as |
have pbinted out earlier, the process of characteri;at%on is
complex, thch makes ﬁaturalization pf the text complex as
well. There are many ways of reading character in The Waves,
various processes of characterization and, consequentiy,
various types of character.
»

Ignoring the notion that there may only be one
character/voice, one caﬁ identify seven major characters in
The Waves who merit careful study: the six speaking voices

and Percival. Any other names apd figures act solely as

agents ofwthe fictional world in which the characters exist

b +

and which they create in their perception and description.

*

So, the woman writing at Elvddon is solely the cPeatioq of

L

b
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Bernard's speech (which is not to say that sh® is not as
“"real" as hgt for they both exist in the text by vi;tue of
his speech) and she functions in the novel only in relation
tovthat episode and as part of the characters of Bernard and
Sus;n. Such charactefﬁagents are the context in which the
seven major characters exist, just as the plumber or

? supports his existence

horse-dealer illuminates Bernard,®
because they are‘*is world — a world not of objects (which
would conform ;ith Arnold Bennett's technique of
characterization), but of subjects who interrelate and
create each.other." The Waves, then, consists of six
speakers, Percival, and anonymous supporting cast.

The six speaking characters aﬁe easy to label as sig-
 nifi;ant actors {(rather than agents) b"ause they act or
speak ("Berngrd said,'" "Susan said" and so on). Percival has
a s}ngular status in the text because, although he never
speaks, he cannot be dismissed as a minor supporting ’
agent. He is not an object; the speakers concede to him
subjecthood. He is too much involved in the lives and
actions of the speaking characters. More than a support
which only srovides context, he is a determining factor or

influence in their lives. Percival has, in fact, been

described as the '"symbolic center around which the

characters of The Waves are marshaled[sic]'" (fFreedman, The

33 wigyt | only come into existence when the plumber, or the
horse-dealer, or whoever itomay be, says something which
sets me alight'" (89).

34 Actually one might consider these characters as objects
of the speakers' perceptions.

r
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Lyrical Novel 2L6-7). Percival is a unifying force because

he is mutually perceived and created by all the six
together. According to Shulamith Barzilai: ~

In his capacity as externally focalized mythic
object, Percival is unlike any other object in the
novel which accentuates the differences among the
minds focused on it (for example, the mirror). His
presence — unbounded by the limits of time and space
or by the fact of his physical death, for he exists
in the minds of the others only — serves as a focal
point where the minds of all six characters meet and
merge., Cross-focalization is achieved as all six
consciousnesses interpenetrate and share the same
experience through the person of Percival. Thus,
Percival embodies the novel's central paradox and
master device, the principle of unity in diversity,
which is re-enhacted at the level of narrative
structure by collective multiple focalization.
(Barzilai 236)

This statement involves a ngmber of questions in the text
which are brought out by the differences in.characterization
between Percival and the six speaking characters. Barzilai
describes the essence of this ifference in terms of Perci-
val's external focalization, that is, the fact that he is
characterized solely by the speeches of the others. However,

Barzilai makes a distinction on the basis of this which may

. ”~v
be questioned. She states that because Percival is so
characterized, he is therefore dunbounded by the limits of
time and space.' But to what extent are the speaking

characters bound by time or space?’® There is no

construction of an actual space or time of the speaking.

Similarly, the speakers are, like Percival, also
*% Thomas Docherty writes that "in Virginia Woolf, as in
many others, temporal as well as spatial distance between

characters is annulled (the clearest example of the spatial
in her work being The Waves, and of the temporal Orjando)}"
(Docherty 142-2). ' . ;
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characterized by their speeches and only exist beyond those
”~

speeches in the act of speaking. So, although Percival and

the six do seem fundamentally different, they are atl

developed by the same speech, in the same act of narration,

"

and exist in the same fictional world. Fercival does, as
Barzilai commen{s, exemplify the process of
cross-focalization which affe.thyﬁp characterization of all
seven — that they are created by each other and exist solely
in each other's perception a;d description. He does embody
paradox, but more than Barzilai points out. Percival, as a
highly physical character in terms of his relations to the
others in their fictional world, and because of his -
non-speaking status, as distinct from'the realm of language,
provides a good example of the tension Woolf creates in her
characterization. Percival is botn.the most physical of th;
characters, defying language, and.‘at the same time, the

most constructed and artificial of the.gharacters since he

~ N AN
. AR
is silent and only presented through(qb« tanguage of the

others. NP
Percival's artificial nature is underlined by his name
and heroic role which link him to the literary tradition.’*

According to Robert Scholes, the traditional character of
¢ percival is referred to as hero in the novel by Bernard.
"Here is Percival. . . . He is conventional; he is a
hero. The little boys trooped after him across the
playing-fields. They blew their noses as he blew his
nose, but unsuccessfully, for he is Percival. Now,

when he is about to leave us, to go to India, all

these trifles come together." (82-3) '
Later, imagining Percival in India, Bernard even says, '"'He
rides on; the multitude cluster around him, regarding him as
if he were — what indeed he is — a God'" (92)
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Perceval marks the entrance of the de@eloping character into

Western narrative.?’

Scholes writes that "the most
significant development — a feature of bdth Chretien's and
Wolfrem's treatments — is tha presentation of Parzifal as a
developing hero" (Scholes 167-8). Perceval holds an impor-
tant place in the history of chaeacter and is used by Woolf
as a representative of tﬁe tradition. Although silent and
'undeveloped in The Waves, Percival is linked to literature
by more than his role as hero. He is the judge of Bernard's
stories oed. as Neville says, "'it is Percivai who inspires
poetry'" (27).

Perceval is, of course, -one of the medieval heroes who
were successful in the quest for the Holy Grail. He rep-
resents two important aspects of traditional narrative.

Fiest, he is the perfect pure man witTh desirable traits.’®

This is obvigus even with the first mention of Per¢twal in
. ] ' .

The Waves. Neville says: V- '
"Now | will lean sideways as if to scratch my thigh.
So | shall see Percival. There he sits, upright

among the smaller fry. He breathes through his
straight nose rather heavily. His blue and odd!ly
inexpressive eyes are fixed with pagan indifference

upon the pillar opposite. He would make an admirable
church warden. He should have a birch and beat
little boys for misdemeanours. He is allied with the

Latin phrases on the memorial brasses. He sees

nothing; he hears nothing. He is remote from us all

in a pagan universe., But look — he flicks his hand

to the back of his neck. For such gestures one falls
Perceval is a knight of Arthurian legend who rode in
quest of the Grail. | distinguish between tHe Perceval of
the legend, and the Percival of The Waves.
2% Despite the satiric note in Neville's speech that
Percival would make an '"admirable church warden'" for less
than conventional reasons, he still looks to Percival as
someone to imitate,
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hop;losoly in love for a lifetime. Dalton, Jones,
Edgsr and Bateman flick their hands to the back of
their necks likewisa. But they do not succeed.' (24)

Louis remarks shortly after this:

“"Look now, how everybody follows Porcuval He is
*heavy. He uolks clumsily down the fiold. through the
long grass, to where the great eim trees stand. His
magnificency is that of some mediaeval commander. A
wake of light seems to lie on the grass behind him.
Look at us trooping after him, his faithful ser-

vants, to be shot like sheep, for ho will certainiy
attempt some forla[? enterprise and die in battle.V
(25) .

Despite their different attitudes towards him, Neville's

reverence and Louis's jealousy, they hoth recogh?ze Perci=-"~

v

vh1‘s‘hcroic status as innate and inevitable; Percival is
.‘. L]
introduced as a Ii;erary figure and all description of him

by the six speaking characters supports this role.
fFurthermore, because he does not himself speak, there is
‘nothing in the text to suggest that he is anything other |
than the traditional character of Percev;l. He is given no
individuality, no character other than would fit the role.

He represents a second.oct of the tradition as well:
faitn meaning and closure. Perceval is, of course, a
finder of the Graii} he succeeds in the paradigmatic quest,
completing it. This completion of the quest'can‘fe compared
~to the retrieval §f meaning. The quest, as a traditional
structuring motif in literature, ex%ﬁﬁﬂifies the search for
meaning and closyre. Belief in the quest, in the accessibil-
ity of meaniﬁg and in completion with the signified, as well
as the traditional expectations of the hero, are incorpo-

rated into the character of Percival. He ‘s Very much, what
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many critics label him, a symbol. : S

’Hlvidg constructed Percival thus, as a syhbol of the 4
tradition, Woolf pro&c.ds to undermine-fim and.so ovorturn};f
that.traditjon.'Shc does this bysnot allowing him to ful;il
the destiny his character alnunoc: Percival dies, as Louis
predicts, but not in battle, not romantically in keeping
with his rominiic role. His is a mock-heroic‘doath — "'He
felI:ﬂHis horse tripped. He was thrown'" (101) — a meaning-
less, unliterary death. The death of the hero, moreover,
does nJ& have the effe;t it should by literary standards.
The world does not e:\d with it and Voolf\do.es"i'en.d The
Waves with Percival's death as convention might lmand. She
defies expectations b} allowing/}he fiction to continue
without him and tsus belittle his death, the death, in fa;t.
of all Percival represgnts. She makes the hero insignificant
and reveals his artificial nature by doing so. That is, Per-

cival's meaningless death reveals how any meaning he might

have had was imposed upon hSm by the speakers whgq descr}be

him. In fact, his death is m0c5—heroic onlx because he is
seen as a hero. As Loﬁis remarks, '''he die& in Egypt; he
died in Greec;; all deaths are one death. . . . Life
passes''" (114). The characters mourn him and then find that

life dées go on despite the finality they might feel with
the loss of their hero, their central focus. The Waves
demonstrates the non-finality of*zercival's death by
refusing it any finality. Just as life goes on for.the

speakers, to their surprise, so does the fi;tion continue

(¥ -



L8

[

for the reader. The traditiahally'significant event }s made.
insignificant to all reading Percival's character, both
speakers and reader. Percival's death does mark the end of

that tradition, the death of the traditional pharacter.”

>

Percival, -then, is characterized in a very different
way than the speakers (dbeyond the fact that he never

speaks). He is typecast as Perceval; Simply by groviding a

/
fame, Woolf Has proyided a ready-made character, replete

with traits and a destiny which, were this a novel
appro&‘iate to -his traditional nature, Percival should

fulfil.*>®-By typing him in Yhis way, Wool!f makes use of
- f
. -~ .
“traditional methods of characterization as a demopsitrdtion.

g
[

of what she is acknowledging and attempting toﬁéurpas§ yﬁ"

her work. Pércival is a character.‘closed and complété1_and _5
2 o DR
predictable in so far as he is characteri%2ed by his name.,
. Y

Woolf is interested not so much in character, the product,

but in characterization, the process. She is not content to
&

fill her teyt with names, counters,gbhpwiﬁstead plqys,with}a‘gkn

the fact of such count¥rs. By giving Peiciyav the'aiiusivﬁmu'

name, Wooif presents him to the reader as a convention to be
.................. 4 L .
" It is interesting to note that ﬁﬁrcing-is a very minor
character in the first draft of the novel and only takes on
the role of disp¥asible tradition in the second draft when
Wool f makeﬁ?ﬁhe stylistic break from the traditional
narrative .of the first. With Percival, she incorporates that
very rejection of the tradition into the final draft.
° With regard _to Percival .as a name, note Bernard's
reaction to Percival's death and his method of defying
grief:- Prom . i

“"Further, this is important; that | should be abl%-

to place him in triflimg and ridiculous situations,

so that he may not feel himself apsurd, perched on a

.great horse~ | must be able to say, 'Percival, a

.ridiculous name.'" (104)

A
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read as such.?!

She uses the tradition, Perceval. and the
reader's expectations of that tradition, the predictable
reading of Percival, because she prefers to break with

predictability and to involve the reader ih the process of

-~

characterization rather than provide products for the
reader's consumption.®?

Pgrcival also provides another aspect of characteriza-
tion in The Waves. In addition to "naming" Percival, Woolf
characterizes him thrpugh contrast with the six speakers.
Percival is a foil and in this capacity is quite different
from his conventional figure. Woolf creates i_.te‘nsion be-
tween P;rcival4the construct, very artificial and literary,

and Percival the being, the character who escapes language

It is interesting to note Woolf's comment remarking upon
this technique: \

What | now think (about The Waves) is that | can

give in a very few strokes the essentials of a

person's character. tt should ‘be done boldly, aimost

as caricature'" (A Writer's Diary (April 9) 153).
Docherty describes the effect of this kind of naming:
" if the name, replete with all its potential signifi-
cances, comes first . . . , then we may say that the
character, in metaphysical senses, is 'dead'". In
this case the character is merely a function in a
plot, labelled before the enactment of that function
and with a totally ltimited potential for change or
deve lopment. The author, in so naming a chargcter,
confers an entire '"1ife" upon the character in its
plot-function; the character ioses the illusion of
subjective being, and is-an obrject to be manipulated
under thevshaping hand of its creator, th&.author of -
the plot. (Docherzé‘&Q) ' oo RPN

? Barthes distinguishtes between ‘the readerly, which he
calls classic (Barthes 4), angd the iterly. "The writerly

is ourselves writing" (Barthes 5). The Waves mays be con-
sidered a writerly text on actcount of its involvement of the
reader. By leaving gaps, narrative discontinuitiesf by fail-
ing to provide an authorial/interpreting voice, Woolf re-
quiressthat the reader fiil the authorial role, to recon-
struct the fragmented text, and so to write it.
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and defies art. By doing this, Woolf is further refusing
closure of character. Percjval is a baradox. being both the

typed representation of tradition and closure, and also an

1)

example itseif of non-closure, of the refusal to be read as

one thing.
4

o
This complication of Percival's character involves the
o]
sense of the physical which is associated with him. Woolf

]

sets up a comparison between Percival and the speakers with

respect to the awareness of body as contrasted to self-con-:

sciousness about language. Percival is offered as a g
of physicality by which the other characters can
sured. His presence provides him w{th authorit}
of the othe;? who see him as a judge of authent i
judge of §s?ry and character.?’ This trait is introduced, as
-\rwith’the chaFa;terization of Percival™as a tfpe. wi(h the

first mention of Him. Neville remarks upon PFrcival‘§
physical presence, his straight nose and heavy breathing and
most notably h}s gestures which are so'major a trait to him

that others imitate them (2L4). Louis likewise notices Perci-

val's clumsy walk and his heaviness (25), both of which sug-

&

gest substance and mass. Theé other characters all respond to

Percival as a physical presence. Neville says, '"'And then we

. \ LS
all feel Percival lying heavy among us'' (26). Percival's

introggﬁiion in the text emphasizes his physical nature in

¢ '’ Percival's presence asserts his reality and so makes him
a standard for judging just how realistic a story might be.
He is a literary judge by traditional standards which fits,
in with his function as a repre;entat?ve of literary

. i 'idition; . - - -
'y 3 .
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contrast to the other characters. That is, he is physical to
the extent that they potice it in comparison to themselves.

Furthermore, the characters allow Percival authority — he

can judge them — on the basis, it seems, of this physical

. ™
superiority (a superiority which exists only because the

"inferiors" perceive it in him).

Percival has power by virtue of his "body'" and that
power is placed in opposition to laﬁguage. When Bernard
attempts to tell a story, Perjval is the one who judges
him. There ‘is a conflict betv:“ Percival's physical power

and Bernard's literary or linguistic power in which body and

ks

language are opposed. Neville describes the occasion of

Bernard's“defeat:

"I detect a certain effort, an extravagance in his
phrase, as if he said 'Look!' but Percival says
'No.' For he is always the first to detect insincer-
ity; and is brutal .in the extreme, The sentence
tails off feebly. Yes, the appalling moment has come
when Bernard's power fails him . . ." (26)

Subsequently, .Louis attempts to “fix the moment'" in language '

despite Percival's power:
. »

“This [the moment] | see for a sgcand, and shall try
tonight to fix in words, to forge i1n a ring of
steel, though Percival destroys it, as he blunders
of f, crushing the grasses, with the small-fry trot-
ting subservient after him. Yet it is Percival |
need; for it is Percival who inspires. poetry." (27)

~

What Louis does '"fix,'" does note, is the tension or paradox
that Percival should be involved both withbphysical presence
and with poetry or language. This opposition between phy-

sical presence and language which is brought out in the con-

flict between Percival and Bernard, is centered around
‘ot RN .

.
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Percival. He is both non-linguistic, non-speakiég substancef
and also, Mrs. Brown-like, the éssenCE’Bf poetry. The
'bhysicality which Percival embodies is at the very
foundafion of the question of the reality of character. By,
gombining physicality, ;s a kfpd of realism, and artifice.in
the one character Woolf i; explofing. even with Percival
alone, characterization.as a major part of her reformation”;
of novg;istic tradition. .

"Bernard is another example of WOolf‘§ complicatibn of
the process of characterization. Percival represents tradi-
tional conventions and presence beyond language; Bernard in-
troduces the problem of the narrating character, the self-
consc&éus ;rtist figure who would oppose the traditioq;l, as
represented by Percivajzs statu; as a convention, Bernard
and his relationships with other characters illuminate, far
more specifically than Percival, the processes of charac-
terization in The waveé. ‘

Bernard anti;ulates both his status as charactervané as'
a story-;eller, creator of characters. tarly in the text,
Lhis story-telling is obvious. Bernard uses language to shape
and-control his world. He is aware of this creative power in
language — thaf he can affect his relationship to his world
through-language. Going off to school, for example, he uses
language as a means of ‘creating an appearance with which he
can handle the occasion.-He says, "'l must make phrases aﬁd

phrases and so interpose something hard between myself and

the stare of housemaids, the stare of clocks, staring faces,
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indifferent faces, orll shall cry'" (20). Bernard fears the
faces because their stare, the perception of others, has the
.power to characterize him. They see him and so know him,
Bernard must use language and create an image for them in
orderrto cogtrol who he is, because who they think he isvaf-
fects his identity. He will Aot let them know/characterize
him by his fear. As a result of this defence, Louis sees
Bernard and describes hjm as composed and easy (21). Bernard
has thus crgated an aspect of his reality with language. He
acts already as an artist. However, he does so to protect
himself from another powerful form of characterization — the
percepkion of others. This is the most obvious form of ctar-
acterization in The Waves, what Barzilai calls '"collective
multiple focalization." That is, ;ach of the six voices
through which the text is focalized, perceives and describes
the world, itself and the others.

Thete are, then, six perspectives on each character
which éreate it. Each character works to create and read
itself and ofhers. This occurs at both the level of the - -
fiction for the character and at the level of the text for

¢

‘* Bernard fears how others will read him, but he

the reader.’

. . ) 9
also acknowledges that he exists by virtue of the same read-
ing. He "comes into existence'" (89) in the presence of

others. This. at the level of the fiction, is because he

3¢ | distinguish between fiction and text such that Bernard
is considered as a ''real" person in the "fiction'", and as
construct/character in the “text". The level of fiction
involves questions of fictional content; the level of text
involves questions of textual style.

N
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exists as a story-teller and needs an audience to fulfil his

role. He says,
A

Ml need an audience. . . . | need eyes on me to draw
out these frills and furbelows. To be myself (|
note) | need the illumination of other people's

¢yes, and therefore cannot be entirely sure What is
myself." (78)

But there is more to this stéatement than the need for audi- -

ence. Self is being treated'here as something which is vari-

able.\which gq" change as/Z¥ result of external influence,
and which does depend for its existence upon that external
perception and influence. . Bernard is not indepenqent and
individual, but recognizes that his self, his being, is

social.

"what am 1?7 | ask. This? No, | am that. Especially

now, when | have left a room, and people talking,

and the stone flags ring out with my solitary
footsteps, and | behold the moon rising, subliimely, .
indifferently, over the ancient chapel — then it '
becomes clear that | am not one and ‘simple, but

complex and many. Bernard, in public, bubbles; in
private, is secretive. That is what they do not
understand, for they are now undoubtedly discussing

me, saying | escape them, am evasive. They do not
understand that | have to effect different

transitions; have to cower the entrances and exits

of several different men who alternately act their

parts as Bernard." (51)

“e has 5 being outside of the room, the social sétting._but
is one created by that setting. His character/se}f is

" made up of various roles determined by others. When he is

alone, he is "'traversing the sunless territory of noniden-

tity'" (78). "'Solitude is{his] undoing'" (147). This is, of

course, Bernard's attitude toward self and identity at the

level of the fiction, as he sees himself. On another level,

of the text, as the reader sees Bernard, these statements
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also concern Bernard as a character in that text, as the ob-
jgct of cross-focalization, as a crfation of tpe narrative.
Several.other statements by Bernard also remark upon
character and the possible fgrms of cparacteriiation. Early
in tﬁf text he mentions his biodrapher and introduces the
notion of life as wri%ing. Bernard is writte;. In the last
“"ehapter," Bernard '"sums up'" his life to the "unknown

person" in the restaurant.

- -

"The illusion is upon me that something adheres for
a moment, has roundness, weight, depth, is comple-
ted. This, for the moment, seems to be my life. |f
it were possible, | would hand it to you entire. |
would break it off as one breaks off a bunch of
grapes. | would say, 'Take it. This is my 1ife."'"

(161)
wpat Bernard wants to do is to treat his li}e. his self as
something solid and whoile, '"complete.! He would treat him-
self as a traditional character, not complex, not many, but
sﬁngular and closgd. in the terms of Percival's traditional
status. However, Bernard also recognizes, as Woolf does,
that this is not a realistic treatment of person. Bernard
defies closufe as a living self and distinguishes between
the real, hiMmself, and what can be known and transmitted by
language, *racter. The only way he can characterize
himself to his listener is to tell a story or many stories
despite their inadequacy. At a textual level, this is also
true of Woolf's methods of characterization. She refuses to
provi‘de complefe. closed characters, but tells stories,

provides a plurality of Bernards as seen by all the speakers

and as acted out by him. Bernard's character, then, performs
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on these two levels: fiction and text. What he says about
<

himself as a person in the fiction also says something about
him as character in the text,.

This dual function of Bernard's speeches also involves

the narrative. Bernard is, of course, the narrator of his
owh stories and in terms of his attitude toward reality, a

creator of his own world. However, Bernard is also impli-

N

cated in the nérraiion of the whole text of The Waves. The

narrator of the interludes and of the tags of the speeches

(who may or may not be the same) is completely unknown
throughout most of the text. But in Bernard's summing up, he

makes a statement which ties his speech directly to the lan-

guage of the interludes.>® Describing the world seen without

)

a self, he says,

- "So now, taking upon me the mystery of things, |
could go like a spy without leading this place,
without stirring from my chair. | can visit the
remote verges of the desert lands where the savage
sits by the camp-fire. Day rises; the girl lifts the
watery fire-hearted jewels to her brow; the sun
levels his beams straight at the sleeping house; the
waves deepen their bars; they fling themselves on
the shore; back blows the spray; sweeping their
waters they surround the boat and the sea-holly. The
birds sing in chorus; deep tunnels run between the
stalks of flowers; the house is whitened; the sleep-
er stretches; gradually all is astir. Light floods
the room and drives shadow beyond shadow to where
they hang in folds inscrutable. What does the cen-
tral shadow hold? Something? Nothing? | do not
know." (197)

This is a precis of the interludes starting with the first

where sunrise is depicted as a woman raising her lamp. That
** Kelley notes this and writes that Bernard's sﬁeech
“overflqws into the interludes that divided the oneness of
The Waves" (Kelley '197). Naremore also notes the similarity
of the speech to the interlude (Naremore 187).
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Bernard should say thi;. complic;tes the narrative. | f, as
this suggests, Bernard is the narrat;r of the interludes, he
thus creates, in part, the very world of the fiction in
which he exis{s.as character. He becomes author to him-

self.?*

For, of course, the interludes do provide, more than
any* of the speeches, description of that fictional world.
They provide a space in which the reader can place the char-
acters. And, aithough there is no other explicit connection
between the interludes and speeches than this statement by
Bernard, it is easy for the reader to naturalize a connec-
tion, re;d the interludes és the world of the characters
o

since no other world is provided.>’ It is significant that
it is Bernard who is given this statement and -involvement in
the narrative since he is otherwise characterized strongly
as an artist figure.

Berhard is, and is opposed to Percival! as, an artist,
w;o exists by language as a character, and for language as a
would-be artist. Throughout The Waves, Bernard's speeches
show his interest in language and writing. He has, most
obviously, his notebook in which he collects phrases which
he would use to tell the story, his story, his life. He does
this even as a child, an extension of the story-telling
which already characterizes him.

"Their antics [the magters'] seem pitiable in my

That Bernard should be narrator is not conclusive, Note
the final italicized line of the text. Despite the
connection to the interludes, Bernard is still narrated in
his speech by some narrator who provides tags and quotation
marks, and who frames the speeches with the interludes.

> See note 63 for Blackstone example.

®
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eyes. | note the fact for future reference with many
others in my notebook — a fat book with many pages,
methodically lettered. | shall enter my phrases.

Under B shall come 'Butterfly powder'. I|f, in my
novel, | describe the sun on the window-sill, |
shall look under B and find butterfly powder. That

will be useful." (24-5) «
Bernard, as artist, originally h" faith in the connection
between language and reality, signifier and signified. He
desires, on the :asis of this belief, to tell the true sto-
ry., }o present life. But his stories usually fail. _He does
not finish them because language wil! not take him that far.
He gradually questions the possibilfty of stori?s.

“| have made up thousands of stories; | have filled

innumerable notebooks with phrases to be used when |
have found the true story, the one story to which

all these phrases refer. But | have never yet found
that story. And | begin to ask, Are there s'tories?”
(126)

"But which is the true story? That | do not know.
Hence | keep my phrases hung like clothes in a
cupboard, waiting for somone to wear them.'" (147)

At the end of the text, Bernard claims to abandon language.

"My book, stuffed with phrases, has dropped to the
floor. It lies under the table, to be swept up by
the charwoman when she comes wearily at dawn looking
for scraps of paper, old tram tickets, and here and
there. a note screwed into a ball and left with the
letter to be swept up. What is the phrase for the
moon? And the phrase for love? By what name are we
to call death? | do not know. | need a little \
language such as lovers use, words of one syllable
such as children speak. . . . | need a howl; a cry.
When the storm crosses the marsh and sweeps over me
where | lie in the ditch unregarded | need no words.
Nothing neat. Nothing that comes down with all its
feet on the floor. None of those resonances and
lovely echoes that break and chime from nerve to
nerve in our breasts, making wild music, false
phrases. | have done with phrases." (199)°*
ot s .~ 8 . . .
interesting t8 note that Louis first mentions the
"'little language such as lovers use''" (96), a label which
might refer to the kind of language which Jinny uses or
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1
0f course, Bernard dgE? sa e with language and

continues to speak for another 'Tor $0. He has not
abandoned language, but he has perhaps lost his innocencs,
his faith in the signified. Yet, his story is told. There is
a tension between Bernard's final denial of language and his
continued use of it in his speech., He cannot really deny it
for he is language, existing by it. Neville comments about
Bernard's stories earlier in the text:

"We are a | pellets. We are all phrases in Bernard's

story, th:ngs he writes down _.in his notebook under A

or under B.. He tells our with extraordinary

understanding, except of most feel." (47)

Wpolf remarks here upon an inevita characteristic of lan-

guage and text. That is, to communicate a'story. the writer

seeks closure, uses counters (or pellets in Neville's
words),>® and the reader naturalizes closure; there is a .
belief in the signified, in meaning. (in order to say any-
thing about Bernard, | must believe | understand him.) ‘

Simultaneous with the acknowledgement of this belief as
naive — there can be no phrases and Louis cannot fix the
moment — is the fact that all this is alwaysoalready
written. Bernard, denying language, keebs on speaking. Only
Percival, whose closed Character’depends upon language, S
silent as he represents a silent reality. 0Of course, |

Bernard's attitude toward language and his use of it need
**(cont'd) which Susan would use when she says, "'To his one
word | shall answer my one word'"“ (66).

3’ Note Rhoda's statement: ''How you snatched fram me the
white spaces that lie betweem.hour and hour and rolled them
into dirty pellets and tossed them into the waste-paper .
b#sket with your greasy paws. Yet those were my ljfe'" N

(138).
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not be the same. He comes to understand the inadequacy of
@languav'q‘. but as artist still speaks.

Bernard, with his attachment to spesch and his
acceptance of its power af characterization, is contrasted
to Rhods who, like Percival, defies language. However, Rhoda
cannot conquer language, cannpot, like Percival, defeat Ber-
nard by exgosing the‘artifice ofefis story. Rhoda fears lan-

: L 4

guage and characterization because she has no power with it,
as Bernard has, nor power against it, as Percival has. She

recognizes, as Bernard does when he goes off to school, tha‘
the perceptlon of o(hers characternzes. but she cannot put
up any barruers and 'gﬁmthus vulnerable Qvo %ternal control.

. o
That is havmg at t'*‘ R d of t&dogtuppﬂut +of the
v o By R 2%
' qus ":ghn ‘k
{ Y ST N,

\
text, no ab.lnit.y, tti cﬁ:aracee; ; perse ’g

vr-b

through, almown and t)‘&ﬂ&ed b;r thie o' rs.". "

[
2 o
Bernard Qs.u cre‘a;e."%d ~tcg~§ut va’f %u%mm"?or various
‘ ,

v o

situations, b t ls\ pt Lne’mercy o? Q{o"%"watuat»ons. One

o

. -
on |s th,g rea,cmon mf Bernurd and Rhoda to

-

" Bernard?buts' up a defensive wall of

point of complr

.'"staring face

language; Rt}%’af.,}!efenceless. tr:es to escape. Two important

examples demd ,t?ate ttns Percnvaﬂ s dinner and the scene

ir ‘ |

‘r given fo' Percival, Rhoda enters,

with the mi;f
At th

intimidated ing seen. Nz‘ville notes her fear of

fﬁf"‘"%~

recogmtu enng seen, Rﬂoda compares herself to Jinny

and Susan.é K@lng that she is faceless but "'Susan an{

vR’ N i
Jinny chaﬂmgtﬁct and faces"' (32) Rhoda_ has no power .

¥~
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over her own appesrance and 80 over her own character as
J}nny and Susan do who can, like Bernard , alter their
appearance as a defence in each new situation. Rhode is
vuinerable because she is not in control of hcr;clf in flmo?
not free to act of her own free will because she has no
will. She cannot move of her own free will in time because
time is, as the episode in th; schoolroom demonsgrqtes.
undérstood in a symbolic system which is beyond Rhoda's

comprehension — she is "'blown for ever oJ%E%’e the loap of

time'" (15). Helpiess, afldlt in. time, enfﬂs\e is pinned
-$

to stand by her

down as a charactee by cthers, being u

own ppwer &8s Bernard doeu"in the face of the others, and so

¢« made vulnerable to the understanding of, and therefore

~

characterizatien by, others.

“"I'f | could believe," said Rhoda, Ythat | should
grow old in pursuit and change, t should be rid of
my fear: nothing persists. One moment does not lead
.to another. The door opens and the tiger leaps. You

did not see me come. | circled round the chairs to

avoid the horror of the spring. | am afraid of you

all. | am afraid of the shock of sensation that

leaps upon me, because | cannot deal with it as you

do — | cannot make one moment merge in the nexs.“

(87)

]

Rhoda fears the perception of others because it offeni: the
integrity of her self-k?own character. |t defies what Ber-
nard calls her '"authenticity.'" He notes that she, and Louis,
"'exist most compietely in solitude . . . resent illumina-
tion, reduplication'" (78).

This fear of reduplication: which is what the

’

perception by others is in terms of Crossfocalize)zon or the

6ombining of perspectives in one character, is introduced

3
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with Rhoda's reaction to the mirror..

“"That is my face," said Rhoda, "in the looking glass
behind $usan's shoulder — that face is my face. But
| will duck behind her to hide it, for | am not
here. | have*no face. Other people have faces; Susan

and Jinny haxe faces; they are here. Their world is
the real world. The things they 1ift are heavy. They
2 say Yes, they say No; whereas | shift and change and
am seen thgough 1 a second. [f they meet a
housemaid she looks at them without laughing. But
she laughs at me. They know what to say if spoken
to.- They laugh really; they get angry really; while
i have to look first and do what other people do
WRET“they .have done . (29)4°

Rhoda's difference trom Bernard is articulated here. She

dislikes the mirror because it creates another image of her,
one she cannot possess. She is paranoid about such external

perspectives. Th® housemaid will laugh, Rhoda feels, becaull
she sees Rhoda and thus controls her, whereasy, Jinny and Su-

san have faces, identities the housemaid cannot control and

must therefore respect. This is Rhoda's attitude, afraid 9
hdw others see -her because she fears there is nothing to

. _ »
see, Jinny and Susan €an stand up to external perception;

they know what to,say and &o. what role to play. And, fhost

importantly, they create that role. Rhoda does act; she

imitates what they say and do, how they dress, because she

-

does not understand how to create her own image, to charac-

t‘{ize herself. Consequently, by mimicking them, she must

»

¢

_become something dependent upon them, created by them, not

by herself.

ittt . r 4

‘° Rhoda sees the world of Jinny and Susan as real because
they have faces; with faces, Jinny and Susan can initiate
- action, whereas Rhoda can only imitate.
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fs is all on the level of the fiction. At the level

of the text, Rhoga rS successful'at characterizing  herself
and others. She is not silent like Percival; she does use
langﬁ;ge. Rhoda's depictioh and the method used to depict
her are opposed. Whereas in the fiction Rhoda is outside of
language, unable to use it because sgg does not understand
the symbolic, in the text she aoes use language and does
more than imitate the others; she can ;peak. can initiate
meaning. This marks the‘différence between Rhoda and both
Bernard anq Percival and so draws attention tbkghéir rela;
tionships to language. Rhoha articulates what Percival can-
not. Her fear of recognirfon; of externalization, is a fear
of being typed, used like Percival as a counter. Her fear of
this, thin, reveals how Percﬁval fea]ly is characterized. He
has no control over his character since he is.silent. What
the reader knows of him is only what is externally per-
ceived. The result is a closed character, a .counter. Thjs is

what Rhoda fears.

For both Rhoda and Percival, as "'authentics'", there

’

41

is a distinction between self and character. Rhoda seeks

to save her self by flJZing characterization. Percival's

self and character are separated; he maintains his self by

P B K]

kegpiﬁg silent and spurning the power of ‘language. The

A § o .
‘reader only has &ccess to language; Percival's 'selfl is an
- . -~ -
urknown which can only be assumed. Rhoda is a failed
‘! Louis is also, of course, an ”'authentic'”%é&% feels a
needgto assert his self, his "I1" in language, to present his

sel f% ™ his character by means of signature.
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Percival because she will not accEpt external char-

"4 ’
‘fgkgérization because she fears it, believes in it more thap

perspective thfough the speeches.

r

h -——

in her self and has no power over it. Thus Rhoda supports by
'Eomparisb% Percival's position amoﬁg theﬂshar%c;ers as thpy‘
are measured against each other. Similar{y, Rhoda helps
emShasize Ber;§rd's dependencé on language. Her fear of
languagevand its power makes significant Bernard's\oV;eésfon
with language. And she draws attenti;n to the power of
charagterization by cr;és-focalization. What Rhoda ﬁfars in
the,fiction i's what occurs in the text and what provides ;he
bssis of Woolf's ch;racterization. th® layering of
Revealing this opposition éf'Percival and Bernard is

not, of course, Rhoda's sole function i? the text. However,
thq’.ay'shg brings'OUt a{pects of Bernérd and Percival
exémpﬁifigsbtﬁe characferizakion of all the speakers. The
teéhnique of‘cross-foca]ization.‘the multiplying and
crossing of pé;spectives involves,a great deal of comparison
of those perspectives. This comparison reveals similaritie;
among the‘characters. suppoFting theJr united status as
aspécts of a single universal character, and differences,
which distinguish‘;hem and revei] t&eir functions as
individuals., The difference between Bernard and Rhoda wi{h
respect to languaée is extreme. This contrast makes a more
,Qignifidant distinttioﬁ that develops in the
characterization in The Waves. This is a diffé?ence b;tween

¥he natures of the male and the female characters, and a

-
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. (23)

difference in the ways they are characterized.

One noticeable aspect of this gendering of the charac-
ters is. the mythical treatment of the women according to the
gleme‘nts earth, fire, and water. Part of this, too, is the
attachmentkof certain colours to the female characters.

These associations appear early but' are full; developed only

v

with the maturity of the women. Jinny is the first to be

stamped by her colour. In the first scene, she sees "'a

«

crimson tassel . . . twisted with gora threads'" (6). Susan.
sees a g?;en ring, and Rhoda sees white. The males aLso‘see
colours in this scene, but throughout the text no specific
coloursvare associated withbthem. Jinny, however, is pre-
dictabF& gold and red, fire ;olours; Swsan, green, the co-
lour of nature; and Rhoda, blue and white, colours of water.
Jinny has a collection of d%(éibuies which associate‘her

with fire: her colours and repeated images depicting her

passionate nature. s
"I dance. | ripple. | am thrown over you like a net
of light." {9)
v - : 4
L

. for winter | should like a thin dress shot
with red threads that would gleam in the firelight."

\

*"Look, when | move my head | ripple all down my
narrow body; even my thin legs ripple like a stalk
sin the wind. | flicker between the set face of Susan

apd RHoda's vagueress; | leap like one of those
5&f ames that run between the-cracks of the ‘earth; |
move, | dance; | never éepse to move and to dance.'
(28) ' ,
N\

Such statements continue to appear in Jinny's speeches.
Moreover, they overflow into the speeches of others. Susan

describes Jihny "'as if on some far horizon a fire blazed,'"
- ' o € ) e



66

and compares herself to that, thinking of "'damp grass, with
wet fields,'" and weather as protection against Jinny's

laughter with its “'tongues of fire'" (81).

As Jinny's with fire, so Rhoda's character is devploped
with images of water, from the\basin)in which she'floats her

petals, her ships at sea, to the puddle which she cannot
cross, and the sea. "'Into the wave that dashes on the
shore, into the wave that flings its white foam to the «@Wt-

termost corners of the earth'" (111), Rhoda makes her offer-

ing to Percival. She is like the garland that she throws,

‘

afloat, and powerless on the waves. She says,

"I am like the foam that races over the beach or the
moonlight that ‘falls arrowlike here on a tin can,

" here on a spike of thedglnled sea holly, or a bone
or a half-eaten boat.| 88)" )

Rhoda's images work to support ‘her traiis of helplessness
and her lack of self-control in character?&ation. But the
images do more than §upport; they characterize. There is far
too much repetition of iﬁages with all three wom;n to be |

dismissed as minor. The effect is a "mythologization."
‘? Another valuable quotation here is the one describing
Rhoda in Spain, which foreshadows her suicide:
fFlowers only, the cowbind and. the moonlight-coloured
May. Gathering them loosely in a sheaf | made of
them a garland and gave them — Oh, to whom? We
launch out now over the precipice. Beneath us Ilte
the lights of the herring fleet. The cliffs vanish.
Rippling small, rippling grey, innumerable waves

spread beneath us. | touch nothing. | see nothing.
We may sink and settle on the waves. The sea will
drum in my ears. The white petals will be darkened
with sea water. They will float for a moment and
<hen sink. Rolling me oyer the waves will shoulder:
me under. Everything faW™s in a tremendous shower,
dissolving me." (139) .

irma Rantavaara’ points out thg allusion to Shelley sé"The
Question" (Rantavaara Lo). ,

4

§
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This myth aspect it most obvious with Suo‘ié*'w;\'o.‘bec‘o s
characterized as nature goddess, earth mdther.”lf“cr ‘assdcfa-
tion with the colour gFeen,‘her attachment to the country,
and her domesticity develop this. But specific statements
confirm the myth-making. Susan says,

"It is still early morning. The mist is on the
marshes, The day is stark and stiff as-a linen
shroud. But it will soften; it will warm. At this :
hour, this still early hour, | think | am the fieald,
| am the barn, | am the trees; mine are the flocks
of birds, and this young hare who leaps, at the last
moment when | step almost on him. . . - — all are
..mine. . . . But who am |, who lean on this gate and
watch my setter nose in a circle? | think sometimes
(! am not twenty yet) | am not a woman, but the
light that falls on this gate, on this ground. | am
the seasons, | think sometimes, January, May,
November; the mud, the mist, the dawn.'" (65-6)*"’

Susan becomes, for the reader as well as fqr the other char-
acters, a symbo! of all that is natural and fertile, all

; ,
associated with the female.\Bernard says,

"It was Susan who first became wholly woman, purely
feminine. . . . She was born to be the adored of
poets, since poets require safety; someone who sits
sewing.'" (167) '

Susan becomes, like Percival, an ideal. Percival is also the
object of poetry, as one who inspires it., This similarity
between Susan and Pergivi’ﬁn@rks their status as Character,
as literary construct, as the substance of }anguage. As Per?

cival represents, through a very literary technique, heroism

Wand the s

‘#@@”np°’, oo
: »7,\’ ’- . «‘“ ~‘ .
the myth - after all, the images are only understood because

ey g - - - - - -

Also: "'| shall 1ie like & fielg bearing crops in
4

rotation; in the summer heat will ,dance over me; in_ the
winter | shall be cracked with cold.'" (88)

'qp. so Susan representskthe traditional fem-

s, because of the litqrar% association of

w7

*
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of the literary tradition from which they come, — a literary

character, like Percival, rather than a realistic one. 4

That is, the artifice of her characterizatioh unveils her
\

e

status as character, as a construct of the textg'ﬁer unreai-
¢

ity is not masked, hidden in order to create the illusion of

reality. The characterization of Susan, as with Rhoda and

2

Jinny, .is too obvibusly a construction, a myth-making or

representation of an ideal, to allow for the term realistic.
b - N
Like Percival, but not perhaps to that extreme, they are

types, typed, created by a method of characterization, the
continuoqs, unsubtle layering on of images and assoeiations.
which makes no attempt to hide the process, to cover up the
workings.

/

Although, as speakers, the female characters do have
equal‘involvemént in the process of cross~focalization, they
seem morz characterized than;characterizing as a result of
this "mythologization". This is not to say that thé
characterization of the males is not laid bare by the text.
Bernérd constanily draws ?ttention to his created ?tatus by
referring to himself as a character, as a collection of

\

}oI’s. as a biograﬁhy. However.,Bernard is also constantly

‘creating and characterizing s a5 an arilst, as a langu-

-,
»
- .

‘age user. The womeﬂ'dd“ni . Thcy are-nqt. as the

three Spadkang males 3{e‘  Loy i th languége_andlthe
Y S - ¢ ! N '
. g

dlfftcultnes of expressnon.q:.V|l!e and Loufs. Iike Bernard,

canﬁbe descrnbeg as artust figures. Part*&? thesr ’

S VR ————
‘4 Susan is characterized as natural, whick conflnctagnjt
this’a%tifice; Just as Percuvgﬂ s physncallty does R

2 £ "v ‘5‘.. .
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characterization is tﬁeir awareness of language as they use
it. Neville, as poet, is céntrasted to Bernard, and Louis,
as failed artist (having agandoned art for the business), is
compared to both in terms of attitudes toward language. Al
threé characters are caught up in the problems of language

and creation as artist/creators. Neville describes himself

-

a; a "'clinger to the outsides of words'" (32). He is a
readéf of language, playing among the "'we}l-laid ' .
seﬁtentes'” of the classics, ‘and questions his own status as
poet (56, 59). For Neville, this is an important question

about his identity, his character. Language is central to
that chacacter. fFor Louis, too, identity is lia'ed to
language.

"I have signed my name," said Louis, "already twenty

times. -1, and again |, and again |. Ciear, firm, _
unequivocal, there it stands, my name. Clear-cut and
unequivocal am | too. Yet a vast inheritance of
experience is packed in me. | have lived thousands

af years. (112)

Louis relies on language. And, fearing it‘liKg,Rhoda. needs
L4 : .

to control it. As a child he fears the characterizing power

of Ris Australian accent and will not speak until he can

imitate Bernafg. An "authentic" like Rhoda, he fears the

3

penetration offhis self, and must protect his integrity with
‘ t &

a mask, imitating rather than initiating an appearance. The

\

business world prbvides him with a power over language,
signing authority (in terms both of signature and significa-

tion). That is, he can mark his self, hds presence in lan-
’ 13
guage with the signature, "I1".*®* This "I" becomes his

Compare Louis's attitude toward "i" and presence to the
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armour, a8 form of protection which Rhoda cannot have because
she cannot use language. Ldyis thus imposes himself rather
than have language impose upon him. He is concerned with the

Eelationship betwe;;‘self and language and makes the

connection between unequivocal expression and unequivocil
self. He and language are intimately linked. Similarly,
Louis links himself to history, to tradition, as the product
of that tradition. As a character, of coLrse. the whole
literary tradition of character has gone into his making." As

a self, as Louis, he sees himself as similarly constructed.

1

Both Neville and Louis are concerned with language and
a

expression as Bernard is.'* The speaking male characterstof
‘The Waves are all dependent upon language for and in their
characterizatio%. They are language-users and that is the
essence of their being, just ag Bgrnard is defined as
story-teller and Percival agbﬁﬁao.‘The women, however, have

not this dependence.'’ They are concerned with expression,
‘%(cont'd) "present" male figure, "I," of Professor von X or
Mr. A Tn A Room of One's Own.

‘¢ Bernard describes Loujs's attitude toward language:
"'Louis, glancin”‘,tripping with the high step of a
disdainful cran spicks up words as if in sugar-tongs'"
(k6). This is yé%% similar to Susan's response to word's as
"'‘stones,'" but¥ duis does use words.

7 | pelieve thht there is explicit gender stereotyping in
this text asga part of Woolf's attempt to reveal the
disadvantaged status of women with respect to writing and
artistic eigression. Bernard has been called androgynous
(see, for ekxample, Sypher, '"The Waves: A Utopia of
Androgyny?"), but | feel that this suggestion is certainly
not carried through in the texggﬂape basis for this theory
seems to be Bernard's liney '"'But, "joined to the
sensibility of a woman" (| am here quoting my own
biographer) "Bernard possessed the logical sobriety of a
man"'" (52). Because Bernard says this so self-consciously,
it cannot be read as unmotivated. Moreover, the statement
implicates Bernard in the traditional stereotyping. He
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but from the outside. Their interest in language is as

»
individuals who do not have the access to language that the

men do. Their schooling does not priorize language and

N

literature as the classical education of the males does; the
women know little or nothing of Catullus or Lucretius any
their well-laid sentences. Instead, they remain alienated

fro@ such language. Rhoda, most obviously, finds language

foref§h. unable to enbef into fhe symbolic and understand.
In the schoolrgom she cannot complﬁte the arithmetic problem
becaus; the symbols are only figures to her. She says, "'}
cannot write. | see only figures'" (1k). She cannot make
sense of the symbolic and is so kept outside of language.
She says later, "'"Like'" and "Iiked and "like'" — but what is
the thing that lies beneath.the semblance of the thing?'"
(110). N

Like Rhoda, Susan also sees language concreiply, as

stones. "'Those are white words,' said Susan, 'like stones
{

one picks up by the seashore'' (14).** She feels restricted
by language because she can only use words as counters, like
stones, being "'tied down with single words'" (11). Susan is

tied to the object, limited to the signified, to the
‘*?’(cont'd) attributes "'sensibiliy"" to women, and "'logical
sobriety'" to men, so that, rather than suggesting androgyny
and the fundamental unity/equality of the sexes, the
statement actually asserts sexual division. Androgyny, as
the opposite of sex division, as the assertion of sexual.
sameness, has a part in the text only in terms of the view
that there is one character made up of the others, perhaps
Bernard, in which case Bernard is to be seen as he unity of
all six and so of both male and female.

** This is similar to Neville who sees language concretely,
but he sees sentences, not stones, and recognizes that
"'speech is false'" (93).
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reality. Bernard, by-contrast, can '"'slip away:" because he
understands the activity of the signifier, understands
language and can escape the desire for reference, the need
for ‘language t§ functihn. to be real. This is not to say
that he does not need reality as a model; he needs the feély
but knows that language ;s not a vehicle for it>» To desire a
model is not to require that language correspond to that
mode!. Susan, however, does need this correspondence; this
is exemplified in her treatment of the calendar.

"| have torn off the whole of May and June,' said

Susan, '‘and twenty days of July. | have torn them

of f and screwed them up so that they no longer

exist, save as a weight in my side." (36)
Susan demands an intimate connection between symbol and ref-
erent; by tearing off the calendar days, she is.tearing up
the time she so hat;s. Susan invests symbols with the power
of the real in the manner of word-magic where words are in-

vested with magical power over reality.* Susan's desired

cache, where she "'will make images of all the things [she]
hate[s] most and bury them in the ground'' (30), is reminj-
scent of voodoo-like practices. This is Susan's use of the

symbolic, a primitive use. She has not yet broken away from
the real. Language for her is a magical tool over which she
has not sufficient power. She says later,

"| tove with such ferocity that,it kills me when the

object of my love shows by a phrase that he can

escape. He escapes, and | am left clutching at the
** This is similar to Louis's belief in "1," but Louis has
power, has a signature, a practically powerful symbol. These
similarities between Susan, and Louis and Neville result
from the characteristic obscurity of The Waves, its refusal
to make the characters clear and distinct.
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string that slips in and out among the leaves on the
tree-tops. | do not understand phrases.'" (89)

She does nét understand them because she c}nnot escape with
. the signiff.r. but, lacking any power over language, is
limited by her belief in the priority of the signified.
Jinny.‘similarly..has no power over language, but only
the ability to communicate non-verbally. She ;peaks through
her.body and needs no other means for her .purposes. Caught
up i} her own dance, her self-expression.‘she.“'cannot fol-
Flow any word through its changes'! (28). Instead she finds
another way. In society she says all she needs to physi-
cally.*®
"Like lightning we look but do not soften or show

signs of recognition. Our bodies communicate. This
’ is my calling. This is my world." (68)

With her body she accepts and rejects, says '"'Come,'" says
" Her bocv and its signals, its language,. are all she
nows and feels she needs. ,'
“ -

Néne of the women in The Waves have e same acce;s to
language or relationship to language that the male speakers
do. These are potentially creative women —‘Susan is produc
tive; Jinny, expressive; and Rhoda, imaginative, Howe&ver,
they ari not artists, do not have the opportunity to-spccged

with the struggle of expression; they are women.'! This

difference has a major impact on the characterization of

-—_ - e m e . m---- - -

s Jinhy is very much like Percival in this sense; both are
physically powerful .in their relationships with others.
®! This is not to say thatethe women do not have the ability

to create (the woman writing at Elvedon demonstrates that

they do), but that they do not have the outlet, are not

given the power to create. ) . A\
Y

5 \ . ; ' \
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Rhoda, Susan, and Jinny. Thoy'lack power over language, lack

[N

the ability to create their world as know it. Instead they

must accept that world and their roles in it as tﬁ.;‘tro

: 3
created for them. They can spesk, of course; they ard

involved in the multiple focalization. "wever, this does
Cﬁt mean that they have a language which they can contro! or
Q%@ cFeathely. What and how they speak is determined by men

S e -
because the language is owned and affected by the male

according to his perspective. When the women do speak, then,w'

N N

they must use a language which is controlled by men, its .

function being to express a male view of the world. That i;{
the women have no power over language; the men, in their
struggle with language as demonstrated by Bernard and ;he .
others, do understand language better and have power to
manipulate it. The consequence for women of having to Qse a
language from the male persﬁ?%tive they are offered, is that
they are forced to talk about themselves, to characterize
themselves in male terms, with words and images created b;
~— ) ’
men. fFor example, Susan describes herself in conventional
terms because she does not have the power to create a
different image of herself. The women end up not
characterizing themselves so much as being characterized by
language, not as the} see themselves but as men see them,
with such terms fpr description as the language they use
provides. They are ;bjects of a language with which only men

create, not subjects themselves, creating themselves as they

would. They cannot be subjects because they have not been
\ ‘ A
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taught how to create their world with language, ohly how to

accept a world and s cha?ﬁcfor created for them.\The result

is the "mythologization" previously examined. The women

¥

‘become typed accordiﬁz'tb tradi(ion~because those ty;cs are
incorporated into the very language which creates them.
This characteri2ation of the women a; objects is not
subtle. Woolf lays bare the process of mythologization
throeugh the insistent repetition of images, through the
explicit stereotyping (Susan as earth mother), and through
the significant absence of linguistic expréssion and
uartistic self-determination for the female characters. This
(Lifférent?ation of characters by sex r'veals Woolf's
awareness of the techniques of chasacterization. She
actualiaes and draws attention tdrtﬁe ways in which the

S

women are stereotyped through such traditiiyml methods,
<

-

L
pushing those methods to an extreme. By distinguishing

between the males and females to such an extent she can

~ - » AN

demonstrate the activity/process of cﬁaracterization. woo | f
"uses the mythologizatien of_ the women and the stFreotyping
of Percival to léy bare the traditiopal de‘ices and language
which result in characters who are either élosed and siVYent,

or ‘powerless in the creative use of langdgge: Wool!f points

—

out the conseguence of traditional characterization and /
-

- "
plays with the process so that she can go beyond those (J
restricting methods and create ior herself a method
) 4

appropriate to the modern text she desires, one which
a7 .

. ‘ 4 .
actively and constantly questions the conuentions it uges,

]



w»

%or‘.pg to exceed boundaries aqg undergine the

restr?cting/clbsing presuppositions about character.

-

76



IV, The Question of the Realistic - v

-

Koolf's method of characterization is caught'up in her

questioning of realism and, moreover, in her questioning of

. v
-

d}realnty In "Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Browh." she discusses
hér '‘notion ofvchar?;); d MGlses Pt tn the . traditlon \
. - ’ .

which she makes Arnold #hrnett represenl. woolf states in

-

this essay that sheé f(or rather her creatéd narratSr)

believes that novels are wrnitten for the sake of character,

.-

"that men and women write novels because they are lured on

v %

 to create some charaeter" (90); S$he points out~that'ths is
Bennett's belief also.®’ Where she differs with him is in

the methoJ of charapte:ization and fnﬂthe assumption of

a »

*ﬁ.‘ ‘ ) ,
ﬂiﬁreali%tic.séﬁndards. BenneWt demdyds ®hat "the characters be

real." Woolf questions hws‘appealr o the real by asking.
“whgt is r;ality?” This questi:n stands behi;d/within the,
textual play of The Waves. What Woolf does in The Waves is3
'inyestigaie }eé;ism and réafﬁty and nea;t'to the N
présu;positions of the Bénngtp attitude. Aware of‘thé
P . : . -~y b

"Bennett realiiy,'“ghé uses it and undermines it imkher

S

.

'overturning of traditional novelistic tath539ues énq%\
N . ‘ . ¢ - ) 'u‘ .
foncepts Woolf's. us®é of the “"¢character'" Percival is an

. [N

N
_ example @f the way she offkr}

r.a fampiliar device
R ‘ o v
f‘ s

L3
éa@xacters need not

A ﬁ”““} e

.................. N
LW

Realism and tI? rea *stnc‘avyvgwo’%ense.s ‘here: 'the first
being the philosOphical ' belief in.an trernal obJectnve
reality, and the second, the faithful rqprggen}atuon of the
real in literature; ®oolf quedtions both.

*3 The figure of Bennett should be reiﬂgperhaps hoy so much
as of the :actual man, but, rather, as & ‘target Woolf
charactbrizes and stts up for her own purposes.'

¢ T T '
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be Percivals; all navels need not be '"realistic," nor per-

- 78

haps need al) realisms.®* "Reality," of course, is a prob-

\Tematic term, one which Woolf refuses to define. One might,

-

however, infer the nature of a Woolf's attitude concerning.
2 . . s

the real model for literature in her description of the

nature of Mrs. Brown. This is the figure who ever eludes the

- -

/
/ »

'

Some Brown; Smith, or Jones comes before [most

novelists] and says in the most seductive and
Pcharming way in the world, "Come and catch me if you

can." And so, led.on by this will-o'-the-wisp, they

flounder

through volume after volume, spending the

best years of their lives in the pursuit, and
receiving for e most part very little in exchange.
Few caltch the phantom; most have to be content with
~a scrap of ‘her dress or a wisp of her thair. (90)

Mrs. Qrown.

in fact, might be considered the signified of

» .

_ the charact%rizing'text. a perpgtually elusive "presence,"

because the real person cannot be presented in-??hguage.v

only an unreal chara&teQ; This elusivéness is represented in

Percival, a

>

structure of the character. That is, {;rcival's essence, his

A
"presence' which is not enclosed in the clos,ing

.

- :
Mrs. Brown-ness, defies the language which constructs him as,

a closed character. In this way, Woolf's realism, as sug-
) »

. .." - ‘_
gested in Mrs Brown, acknowledges nhe,imﬁossibility of

mimesis in cnpracter. of actually representinb ‘the totality

of Mrs. Brown, er of captur»‘% ‘he presence of Percival -

(which other characters deschbe~hrm as- having, but fail to

capture).'and acknowlgd Egﬂthat‘the real which Bennett

_requ-res for the survuvaviof'the novel cannot be had. This

- - -

4 1 'use the term "realnstnqggthrodiﬂbut thi's dlscusslon to
r

denote 'a traditional standa

'

as represented by,Bennett.
.
L~

i
" o

artist, who can never be grasped. ‘ ) o

/
“

p
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* -
Gl
is Woolf's relation to the real, her .realism—a recognition
N .

4

* of the irreducibility of the real. Woolf demohstrath this
in The Waves by defying the novelistic regulations (for such
they are if Bennett requires them as necessar{ to the

novel's existence) assumed by Bennett's 'vealistic".
technique which results from his definition of realism.

"

Bennett p*ovid#s "reality" for his charactér by pro-: -

viding a World, prlf anal s Bennett's technique and
[ » \-—-J

points out that "he begins to describe, not Hilda Lessways,
plt "the view from 'her bedroom window" (101). Woolf mocks him
by suggesting that .he puts more emphasis on the house than

on the charactey within. She says that '"he is fryihg to
~“}' . A \

-

hypnotize us into the bgﬁief that, because he has Tade a

house, there must be a person lhving.izj;e" (103). Bennett's
: P - " 1[4
method, as Wool# sees it,-is to provide realitf for yhe -
£fharacter bys providing a détailed{’realfstgc world, by
. ’ ' L . . ') i
'giving it a house to réside in, a reality to supposeuly,?f'
A , .
"real" in. This technique, though described:by Woolf in

extreme terms, is not unusual. Traditional novels often

\ oo
contain narrators who explicitly lay out the setting, the
AN . [y :
. " . - . N
. background, in or against which the characters are tp exist

\ . .
and the events of the plot take/have place. g@gﬁyng. locale,

A

milieu, whatever the term, is a standard devicgy in the

novel.** It is upon this device, in her'disbaiﬁ_with Ben-
P L. . Lo

‘nett's style, that Woolf stakes realism. Bennett's char-

.

~acter, and thus his novel, depend upon realism, and so, if

« %*'One example of this is the "Author's Introductign" to
George Eliot's Felix Holt.

- <«

-
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Woo'lf assumes rightly where~Bennett's priorities lie, depend

upén the creation of settjng, of World.’

in The Waves, Woeolf questions this assumption of the

B _ ‘
importance of Worid—of the careful qreatiag and description

" of.&pace (World) in which to 1Rate character. By
" questioning the need for,a.givgg 5pace. representative of

Bennett's realism, Woolf can question that realism and the

. ¢h - )
presuppositions of the tradi}ian whence 1t arises. Woolf's,

’

method is to signify var igus possibilifies for World in the

] - .
tex refusing to privilege any of them..This is not to.sd}
R 'ne to privitege any of M # , ’

[} \ . L. . . .
.’at ,é'o;ne may ‘ot seem more realistic tb‘an iothers, but tha'

Y

what seems reai?ﬁay bébunderm; hed by tha. gaialiy unreal and
= R
that any disti&ct&on is pureJy'intérpretEtive o ®he
reader's part. That is, the™readér Hecides which of the
. .

. o, . - 4 : < "
possibilities is real, privileging w’g’ the text will not.

¢
Fo( example, the Elvedon episode canhye read iitérally or .
-;f meképﬁoricawl{. These two worlds, two spacgs..thﬁp egkst .
.simultanébugly.“ Théy are not cifar and'distinct as ;,‘%
conflicting readingsbdemqnstrafe. The Elvedon episode is %Ha )

----------------- ~

*¢ | have argued that to ?éad it, as Boone does, as.myth is
to close the text, to reduce it to an pppqsipion of certain
real, and®certisin unreal, demandingethat” it must be myth or
truth, demahding a clear distinction..This is the action of -
the reader 'privileging one part of the text as real in -
opposition to another part.  In the c3g2~of Elvedon, story iQ\
an important aspect of the episodé, but Elvedomn cannot be
regUCed to only story. | prefer- to distinguish between the

« episode as.myth, which asserts a feal/mytR dichotomy, and
mythical, by which | mean that myth, El'vedon as story, is
suggested by the text, but not asserted; other factors,
other possibilities, including Elvedon &s real, disallow any .

~such assgrtlons of one thing. That :is, Elvedon is both »

mythic and real, and so cannot be-onheg, to the exclusion of
the other, as restults from the assertion of it as only story
or only myth, defined in Ijmited terms.

»
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/ -8
example of how the real and unriil epmbine/play in the text.
»

Elvedon is an intersection. where worlds of The Waves :+ '~

cross/combine/play and so make_ interpretation difficult and

closure on ¢ai ¥ meaning impossible. In other plac;sAiﬁ
the ??ﬁ r ;'{»  ys™Nnguish more clearly betwe®fitwhat seems.

—_— s

2*and what does not. For example, it is

it seems realistic for the children to

chase butterflies in a“garden, dbt unreal fgh Louis to be -
[ . .

. rooted into the ground (9). However, the Elvedon episode and
* examples YPke it throw such distinctions into question.

te

Which is realistic? Can one be privileged because it con-

-
e

‘forms‘mQre closely to traditiopal realistic standards, to

. '.tp“\'ld as it is usually depicted or as we know or as we

thivk we know.it? Are there ahy-‘grodr;fd's"in trt“"féxt for such

-~

'f. privileging? If not, and" | would argue not, then by what

means cafi the reader be certain of a distinction whieh is

h) - ‘g
not carried through in the text, but becomes confused,
. e . !

undermined by the presence of its contradiction? That is, *
0 ) X . . 4
which ‘world, if none is privilkged, is, more real? And, mosty,
. . ( ) .
importantly, j§ such a question valid for such .,a text? This

last question of the validity of real-istic values is where
- : T '
the experimenting with worlds in The Waves leaﬁs»,«;.@ N

Woolf uses.the-concept of world to question realism in
‘ / _ ,
the same way as she uses character. In her playing/ex-
-

per imenting with»cnarac}erﬂ-ﬁhexdemon?trates‘;he

conventionality Pof Percival, fhé-CIggqapcharq%ter. and
) . . M . e ‘\4 o :

undermines it L@‘faybuf of<-involving. the reader in the

¢ - . : -

£
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process of characterazotiw rathor than provldinthe readef
L

with fnnal products. closed Percivuls.vwoolf p,;e‘rs. that

q‘, .
is, to show the pursuit of Hrs. B‘rmrather than close upon ‘
e v : .
her and acquire a closed failure (,p Perclve but. n.ot hcr

.

e R
presence.. Pursuit, not prounce. is woolf's goal \foo““ u;es“’
’ “

» »

a sumillr strategy in her manlpuratlon of the conce%t of

v
. '

She begifns this process by provudnng the reader with

¥ 1d— of sorts. The first interlude could be considered a

1 . F s .
world given by an omniscient, authorial narrator, as the

N

.‘ . 4 L) .
s8tting of the écene into which the characters will enter.

‘Hhat it in _fac"es is i‘[utrodut:e a ""playground” of worlds.

“ : .
That is, like Elvedon, the scene of sunrise combipes both

. »

Wha-t seems.real and what unreal. The vision of the quan

'raising her lamp c@#ncides with the realistic description of -

»

the house. By the gandards of traditional (B‘:'

realism, the house is real, the ‘woman not. However. the

: ]
text does not assert such a dnstunct'on. Ther r&vno clues

- A
;,o suggest that the one should be ’uymussed as less real A

than the other, especnally in the sole cont‘of the

: . . o , . ’ . ‘

inter lude ., " : ‘ "
ud - o 6. |
The first interlude posnts a number of posscble World’s‘

These wor lds @'e set up pruor to the |ntroduct|on of char=

acter an® plot in the first speeches. Moreover, these worlds

are set up. nndependently of the speeches. Theke is no

certain connection between the-two sections, on'ly a gap; no

authori'tative- vo"‘i'ce“,is present to ‘explain the relationship

between these worlds and the speeches by the 'c’haroctef.s; One

- i

hd »
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could_read,thejlntorlude'as a specific creation of sstting
\ R . !

3,"‘“F°“QQCEC 'me<characters entér, and read the garden of the

Jl?erlod;’is the garden of thejchild}en. but this is a
matter of dhterpretat?bn, of closing the gap. The two may be
similar— there is Tn each a garden—but there is.hgthinq'iﬂ

‘ S R
the thxt tqi§¢gnlfy that the gardens are one, only 7;d;m!w
“ S e T e e s o» » . e ,
suggestigons. Thqwma'y be*”t'h‘ﬁ ;a,mej-birds ch¥r ‘”:in each—or
lv ‘V

’ Moregver,

+ they may not—any gafden may'hqyé'binds.-
similarity of details‘§etween ihe eé}sode and inter lude ' o
disappear later in the, text when the garden is left behkind. .;yi

G Whatever the relationship, the intér}ude }s texty yyk 9'5
indepen#ent (in terms of typography) f:;m the speéches]tA.

$p ;an b; considered in its own sinbular~context. n i;js'c'

»

nd

b Y
'y ~

context, the interlude opens the text with

"

a crossfing or.

intersectjon of worids. The fiest paragrap

3

duces two

levels of.signification. a possihle litera{ and a possible

o« ¢

metaphoric. These{ére initiall; related by ite which

quickly disappears and the two levels are confLsed. ¢

"

The sun had'not vyet risen.

. ‘ . N ~

Thiis openjng statement, apparently a‘specific, indicative
statement of fact, is also unspecific. There may be no

metapﬁbric complexity here, but the statement is complex

because vague. To say that the sun 'had not yet risen" is to

e e - : . (

Richardson notes the
curiously undefinedgrelationships among the garden
described in the iJ‘erludes, the garden in which the
children play, aéu the garden at Elvedon. . . . the,
gardens seem distintt despite similarities, remote
and separate from eac ther, yet somehow
“"“inextricably involvedgT™ (Richardson 704)
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- r
-
sli very little. It does not guarantee !hat the sun will
. ( . ——————

Al

¢ .
rise, although it signifies, "yet.",that/ﬁt might. In this

way the statement suggests a possibility but does not assert

the fact of any event. Ih-signifies not .ftggu;‘ce-. but an
- F] . & )
¥ ’ b

absence.®® Thus, the very first statement in The Waves is a
. & S R '

demonstration of how the text may underminod’gsértions of

>
presence. ’

. &
The second statement is equally complex in its offering
' . .
of World. B
The ;ga was indisfingui§hable from the sky . . .
t

-

Again, th@f“fs a vague statement. So far, sun, sea, and sky .

have been mentioned but not with the assertion of singular,
*

objective existence. The sun is abgent, a non-presence. And,

the .sea and sky are not distiﬂzt. unique elemgpts. but are
oo P

"indistiaguishable." This first clause sets uﬁ a distinctio

between sea ind siy.'tcahrate signifiers further separa &d

e

. ) Tl
by their juxtaposition at beginning and end of the phriase, a
[ .

. .
. .

distinction which is then'erkgn down by the signification

.of indistingu?shable; ne distinction can be made, nor can

the stated signf?iers be reduced to a unity. The world which
. . »

is supposedly of fered is also refused; no assertion has yet

v H
been mad&, nor graspable predicate given despite the appa-

rently simple statements of suppased fact. Moreover, the

-

possibility of an objective statement of fact is removed by

. _ r.
the sense of tHe word "indistinguishable." A question of . |

»

** The sun may be seen to exist by virtue of the statement;

‘however, it is conceivable, were this a story about the
destruction of the world, that the sun might not rise, or

even exist,

[N
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<

perc¢eption is introduced here. Undistinguished by whom? The
\ .
term implies intermpretation by some perceiver.'® And this
B ‘ rl‘
involvemeng of interpretation, questioning whether or not

the sea and sky qu perceptually/optncall' - not dl:tinct. a

term independent of en outsnde agent. but—dustnnguﬁf;eble. a

v

state determined by someone distinguishinga?inkroduces the

&
\

it .
possibility of mediation. The description is mediateg by a

perceiver. A subject is involved, so_ébjectﬁvity is, if'npt

14

impossible, problematic. ! .o \
' . \

In the contlnuatnon of the text, certainty sxg\vgjec-
&

tivity are again undermuned'|n the clau whuch'Yollows ane
N .-

which introduces ¢ comparison and so ‘a furgher.compl:catnon.
The sea was indistinguishable from the sky, except
that the sea was slightly creased as if a cloth had
wrinkles in it. (emphasis added)

First, the "except" caud'.'a'further reversal. It qualifieé
\

the undermining of the distinction, thus making the first
- / N
clause even more vague, distinguishing between the€ indistin-

guishabie. ’\is sets up a ‘paradoxs there can be no qlalifi-

cation of "indistinguishable" for t is tobelie the term

L]

\I}evgiatement

-

by distinguishing, no matter how min

Apter suggests that the children are the perceivers.
In the first lyric section the sea ard sky are
undifferentiated, for the characters are infants and
cannot make a distinction; and the inside of_ the
house, the inside of the€ir minds, is "dim and
unsubstantial.' ‘(Apter -115) .
Apter recognizes the effect of some percelveru but his"®
theory that the children arg perceiving is unconvincing. He
bases his argument on the ways the interiudes may reflect
stages of the characters' lives. The connections are there,
but to say ghat this is because the characters are the
perceivers oY the interludes is only an assumption. Payne,
for example}/states that the house only '"foreshadows the
psychological state of the characters" (Payne 211).

-

E S
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which follows is again vague. What does it mean for the sea
? .
to be "slightly creased"? What this signifies is not readily

comprohensible/graspablo.'In'factﬂ it.demoﬁstrates in its

unglearness/obscurity, the elusiveness of the signified. The
end of tnt'bhrasc offers an explanation, a potential

signified, which is actually only a further deferral %$\\\

. v

meaning sin¢e it provides not a signified, but another

signifier, an expansion of the predicate in a sd4mile, "as if

a cloth nkles in it." With the simile, a second’

- .
Ther: bdre now paralielied, through

.....

“reality" is introduced.

. ‘ ! .
the simile, worlds} one of the abs%nt sun and uncertainly

4 AR "‘M"‘y""" L 4 \
distinguished sea and sky, and one :?the ‘edoth. The space

¢ ..

of the cloth is subordinated tb the first space by virtue of.

L 4

the simile which fuFther hypothesizes it with an "if." Yet

v, ' )\{

’ o
what it is subordinate to is stated less clearly, lgss

obje¢tively. The Tloth has wrinkles. This is the most

indicative statement yet in the text, but it becomes vague

‘ .
through the grammatical context of the hypo"esis of Yhe

simile, subordinate to the vague thegis) ; ¢

rd
- -

The next sentence contnﬁqv the distinction set Gﬁ-by

. ’ R . LN »
the simile but semantically undermines it. .

Gradually as the sky whitened a dark line lay on the
horizon dividing the sea from the sky and the grey
cloth became barred with thick strokes movi.ang, one
after another, eath the surface, following each
other, pursuin ach other, perpetually.
The distinction continues syntacticall}.the two*wor lds
y. e

\ » .
introduced in simile are now parallelled in independent

S

CJ:;SGS. The subordination of the secofd pfrt of the simile

L
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L) L

is further withdrawn as "a cloth" becomes determined as "the.

grey cloth.'" The éhange from indefinite to definite artiétle

€

- _ : .

suggests the derinition of the cloth, the assertion of its
exf:tencc. and so the "de-subordination" of the second
space. What befIre was subordinated and equated td the sea

by the simile, privileging the sea With real status, is now

given independe#t status. The spaces of ses and cloth are
! re ’ '

. g
now equally assQrted. equally existent in the text as
-~

B

parallel spaces“°-This parallel is signified solely bp the
] . » ;
syntax of the sentence. Semantically, however, &fiese two

spacgs are potentialJy confused through tﬁe metaphoric
]

1

comparison resulting from the paraliel.* It woyld be absurd

to deny that.what is predicated of the cloth makes more
N . .

"sense' if tr'nsferred'to the sea. The second clause sug-

bests, but doeé not assert, the movement of waves in the
; -y . //‘" \\ . .
‘'sea, even though the equation of bars and waves is never

-
-

explicrt, only implied. Interpr&tation is aﬁain invited by

the text, but n evid@hce b whicﬁ to prove the subs X ton
( 0 y | p \_’1“‘3‘ ¢

Y. ‘ . v " * . A B
of cloth for sea is provided. Both equation and'distinction -
. - . . . . ,l\~\l;v~ﬂs e . .

signified, The reader i

1" w _.&.‘ s.‘ o

in' thas
s . . : ’,‘;.A

m"ﬁpetuallyp Yoo

=~ . 4

closure, and this very pr‘%e§§

-

a 4 . "
------------------ A®

One might argue that they are alwayd equal because

equally signified g he same, language. .
‘Y The metaphoﬁ-‘is not explicit. The sea is not as--
serted as the €loth; the metaphoric equation is a result of

the paralliel which demands that the reader assume the

equation.
4



-

The possibility of t as metaphoY for inter-

pretation and thcf‘b‘urwit‘ e sigified is furthered in

the _next sentence boginﬁ' the second paragraph.
As they neared the shoré each bar rose, -heaped o

« itself, broke and swept 8 thin veil of whitc-wat‘f”—'//.
across fthe sand.

Veil is, e"course.ﬁl metaphor traditionally assocfcted with
|

interpretation.*’ Moreover, the similarity of the action of

the bar/wave and the pursyit of meaning is furthered by the

image of the wave attempting to cover/grasb/comprehﬁgp the

. . ']
sands, but undermining itself and achieving at best a veil.
¢

.. - .
Nothing explicit is, as usuaf. ever stated. Similarly,tfe

bar is desaribed 8 water and tRe next statement again,

{ grammatically for the first time, suggests equatiqgn of bar
. . . i
and wavd, but no explicit connection is signified. The ten-
sion bctw;en grammatical distinction and semantic equation

continues. That is, semantically ang in the wake of the, .

sisfile, the second sfdce is subordinated to the Yirst and

L -
A}

y . . .
- equated to it, and-so the first is privileged as more
[ 4 . . .~

]
o "real." The syntax, however, by placing the second spgce in
. iy, i

;“.iqdépadﬂep&;cﬂausosyﬂpregts that space as equallywreal.f'
having equal access to subjecthood. At this stage, another’

P N R e

4

*? Shelley writes "Pgﬁtfy lifts the veil from the hidden

beauty of the world, -and makes {amiliar objects be as if
they were not familiar" (Defense). Derrida mentions it®in
Spurs, and, of course, the image originates in The 0ld
Jestameht as the Veil of the Temple separating the physical
space of the people and the spiritual space of the Ark. The
image appears in Woolf criticism. Apter writes
. In The Waves Virginia Woolf shows no such
) #cillation in her approach to truth. Always she
;fggusis on that mobile ghroud, and her aim in this
‘Rovel is to create a landuage in which that shroud
. can be explored. (emphasis added). (Apter 115) ;

- Y

- -
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_similc introduces another image, and so snother possiblu]

ks

space, something else to be considered potentially‘raal.

The wave paused, and then drew out again, sighing .
like s sleeper, whose breath comes and goes
unconsciously. _ ¢

.

A° new space is created—perhaps. Its existence, its reoa!ljty
is only potentjal; it vies for '"real'" statusi Po:sibly. this
sleeper, parallelled with the wave, sleeps and sighs beneath

the grey cloth as the waves move beneath the sea. Again,

L]

there is nothing explicit in the text to justify this

pushing of the simile, '‘but the consistency and |ogic of the

comparison makes possible such an equation, Furtheﬂqore. the

- .

connection, the reading, may only seem-absurd. There is

,”

little difference beiween the the equation of slekper/wau‘\;

. . !
and of bar/wave. The patallels are set up siﬁrﬁarly. 0nl¢ S

?

the proximity of the parts of the first’equétion make it

* —

seem more vajid, althoth simile does involvg subordination

"of the sleeper-‘to the wave; yet the sleeper is potentially
A ,

1

as real as the wave. One critit Blackstone./{uggests/that

v ( . . . . .
the sleeper is in the house gf the interiude and itm,in .

. ; - A 3 ' -
fact, Bernard. ‘’ However, there is nothing to signify this

tonnectidén in the text; this is an example of the involve-
. » y
ment ofointerpret!tion as it,is invited by. the text. That

H ’, . . . . . . !
is, without a stated connection, the reader is invited to.
- : : W - . ’ ' :
, .. . )
provide one, to bridge the.gap left in the text.

Possible worlds are multiplying iA the -‘text, anu»tﬁd_'

3 . s

.

space which seems thc_rqalyc?nter. of sea, sky, and sunriso,.

Bfackstbqe writes: "Ingside,.the ¢hildren aré«sTpdplnd.
like the waves" (Blackstone 167). - ° o

o

-

* - »
0. FAY |
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competes with the alternate spaces set up in metaphor/-

r'd

simile. The woman raising her lamp in the second paragraph

1S

:*becomes an integral part of the sunrise. In fact, it is only

through her, through interpretation/assumption of the

e

/

-
eguatibn of spaces, that the reader might decide that thi

s
. -
is a sunrise. The text only signifies the activity of the

woman. Thus, in terms of the text alone, the woman has more
real value than the inferred sunrise. There is nothing other
" .

than the reader to determi-ne the unreal nature ‘of the-woman. '

if in fact she is unreal, once the déscription is in full

-play. The woman signifies, the sun is still absent and not

signifyihg. The woman is, admittedly, introduced in simile,
but the extension of the simile, the expansion of the,
description confounds that simile. In the last half of this

second paragraph the previous!y separated predicates of the

disginct wor lds are crossed and combined; all are thus given,
o

equal status,, as existing simultaneoUsly. For example,
Gradually the fibres of the burning bonfire were
fused into one haze, one incandescence which lifted
the weight of the woollen grey sky on top of it and
turned it to a million atoms of soft blue. The
surface of the sea siowly became transparent and lay
rippling and sparkling until the dark stripes were:-
almost rubbed out. ,

The bonfire and woollen sky arezreduced to the-spaée of a
single verb; similarly, the sea and the stripes are brought
together in the same phrase. Previously, the stripes were‘o}'p
the cloth and no explicit link was made between cloth and, _
sea. Now th; element of one is transferred to the other;
making an equation, confirming the si%ile. and confirming

~

[y

¢
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) .

the éarlier‘intefpretion whiich }'nked the two1garts of that
. o ! v ’ 4
simile. However, that link is alsq undermuned,and the simile

~ .

dis-confirmed in this example witQ fhe*deépﬂ“.ign of the
"woollen grey sky." This suggesfs“ihét th; sky-is'to be

e@uated w:th the qrey cloth not the sea.,and so cgnf0unds

the comparnson by assertung both (and perhaps aﬁ%o e&uatung

5

sea, and sky through the‘two pqua;ionsr.;hat the cﬂqth is
both’, thus un*distinguiSH?ng them'agaih, re*ésserting thdt

‘they a}e |nd|st|nQU|shable0 ‘The effect of thlS is to .

confuse the spaces of the two worlds, tghdusaliow any easy

dnstunctlpns, any easy equatnons, any easy determanatlon or

interpretation of what is. \ .

The ”sunrise” or lamprise is é complication of worlds -
: 3 S A AR .

and SIgnlflerS. and so seems unreal because treated neither
s A% ‘,(' O

nnd»cat'vely nor obJect|vely THéséL@}b‘th clearly state-.

B

ments of fact. The next and final parégfadh.fby contrast,:
seems to ‘offer that objectivity, a worldfﬁﬁtrqality. .
, .- , . . 3 : ‘
The ijght struck the tréés in the garden,vmaking pne
leaf transparent and then another. One bird chirped
high up; there was a pause; another chirped lower
"‘down. The sun sharpened the walls of the '

" house, . . . . . ’///
Thé description, like the leaves, seems trihsparent in

*

comparison to what came before} The statements about the
: . y ,

‘birds aré.sjmple and _indicative—no metaphor;fno cOnfusioh.
o ek

Moreover, they set up the dimensions of a spgce —high up,

lower down—and so of a wqyld. The house provides another

. . ) . ,
realistic element, if one is to follow the realistic

’étandirds‘woolanttributes to Bennett. The house is an
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"objective'" signifier with traditionally "real" value, in

[
v

contrast to the woman and the lamp.** The sun, signifying
its presence for the first time, sharpens the walls,
in]uminatés ;eality. It is as if before the sun arrived
there were no viéion and so no illuminationmor articulatioﬁ
of'anything real. Yet, light also brings shadow and'distin—

guishes, makes objects distinct, real \or shadow, real or

unreal. The next clause in the text marks this, and compli-

" cates it.

The sun sharpened the wall the house; and rested
like the tip of a fan upon white blind and made a
blue finger-print of shadowjynder the leaf by the
bedroom window.

The fanrtip lfnks back to the sunrtse, thus involving this
suﬁposedly clear text with the metaphoric confusion of the
fo%mer. But, more interesting here is the equal treatment by
the illuminating Iight‘(the signifying quht?) of both house
and shadow. The Lblue finger-print" owes its being to the

light just as the house walls do, and so is as defined, as

objective, as real.

L ]
The blind stirr"‘ightly. but all within was dim
and unsubstantial.

With the description moving from the sharpenéd walls to the

equally sharpened shadow, that shadow, the "blue finger-

print,'" is made substantial by the defihing l1ight and then

contrasted to the interior, the substance of the house,
See previous note for Blackstone'quotation in which he
suggests the children sleeping are like the wave which is
"sighing like a sleeper." A relationship between this
sleeper, who is only hypothetical in the simile, and the
house, asserted later, is thus implied. wﬂi::. then, is the
more real part of the first simile: sleeper r wave?
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which is "dim and unsubstantial." By signifying the real as

A

-

shadow, and'm;king the shadow real, Woolf confuses the two
and undermines what would be, were this the traditional,
"Bennett-ian," novel, the realistic foundation of the .
illusion, the wo;!d in whiqh characters can be called real.
The whole interlude, as | have tried to demonstrate,
works fo‘undermine the assumption of the real, offering
possible realities, only to und;rmine them 399 so withdraw
the 'signification of the real. The interlude may be read as
the offering.of a world, interprefed/selected f-rom man},kfor
the fiction; it may be dismissed totally as a metaphoric
purple passage whose purpose is as yet vague; or its plural-
ity may be accepted as overture awaiting furthe} clarifi-
cation in the text (a clarification which Woolf refuses)ﬂ
Whatever the case, there is no closed, réalFStic world given
in this textual:beginning..only confusion and rejection of
realistic standards; mimesis falls apart when the distinc-
tion between real and unreal is reduced by the text. The
first gpisode. then, opens in the aftermath of this con-
founding of the real. In thé episode's uncertain relation to

inter lude

the interlude, realism is again questioned. Is the

to be dismissed as unreal in the face of this new, parent-

ly realfstic t?xt? The episode is, that is, in.rom

which suggests that it has a different status, and, §more

importantly, it consists of speeches in éuotation. direct
, .

speech, supposedly representing speech, assuming the reality

of a speech act. Quotation marks, conventionally, assert the
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reality of their contents, that something was said. The

Waves, of course, later undermines this conVention by
.

calling into questioﬁ the status of the‘"sbeqches" as actual
speech, spoken text, but at this early point in the text,
the first ggisode. this questioning has not yet deVeloped.“
although tﬁé seeds of it are present in the unchild-like
nature of the children's statements, and the quotation marks
‘can be seen to éppose the interlude and to signify the
possibility of the real. Yet even as the fact of,.the
speeches ﬁay seem more real, there'is no world posited in
which they may take place, no context provided outsidé the
speeches themselves. |If the interlude is to be abandoned
because it-offers too many conflicting but simultaneous
worlds, then what is to be made of algpeech whiEFJstands
alone in,theeiext. unsupporggd by any con&ext? One can
choose to cr§§? the gap between.texts and apply the spaces
of the interlude to this empty space, or one can’construct a
world out of the stétements themseives, a mediated worlid.

That this world is meditated and must be constructed is

important. Because all details by which this space is built

to fill that gap between the speeches are filtered through

the minds of the characters,_ the possibi\itr of realism, of
an externally objective foundation for the illusion is lost,

and so realism in its epistemological sgnse is questioned.
Only the interlude might be seen to,p;gxige some objec-

. . . \\\ . .
tivity, the house of Bennett's realism, but even it is

mediated by some perceiver implﬁed by the text. The process

A -
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of constructing a world from the speeches is similar ™o the

creative/cHlFacteriziqg activity of those speeches. What™
they.create is an image of the world as it is perceived anmd

which might conflict with the reality which is unknown and
. . ‘ L

only assumed. That is, the world is as vulnerable to the
speeches as Rhoda's character is, and as the patdre of all
three women in the face of a characterizing language are.
The assumed reality is sub ject to the language b} which it

is described and so is known only in terms of that language.

-

The world as it is accessible is always already language,
just as Percival or Bernard is always language by virtue of

the creating text.

-~

"The first episode shows the attempt by the speakers to

Ve
articulate experience at a very basic level. The des-
criptions are ﬁd{ of reality, but of the sensation of
L Y
reality (of phenomena). The statement moves from sub ject,

"I," to sensation, "see'"/"hear," .to the object, mediated by

the sensation.

| see a ring,'" said Bernard, "hanging above
me. It quivers and hangs in a loop of light."
"I see a slab of pale yellow," said Susan,
"spreading away until it meets a purple stripe."
) "{ hear a sound," said Rhoda, 'cheep, chirp;-
I . .,
g cheep, chirp; going up and down." S
N "I see a globe," said Neville, '"hanging down in
‘ a drop against the enormous ‘flanks of some hill."

"] see a crimson tassel,'" said Jinny, '"twisted
with gold threads." _ ;

"1 hear something stamping," said Louis, "A
great beast's foot is chained. It stamps, and
stampsf and stamps."

. [

The statements ank not consistent expressions. for example,
\

N o . .

Bernyrd says he sees a ring, interpreting a shape. Susan sees

. ':(i
@ N

\\V//ﬁﬁﬁf—N\\ .
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only undefined slabs of colour. Rhoda hearsla sound and -

- imitstes it, hut makes no attempt to identify or to labey

[

. becomes metaphoric.®

e ;
it. Neville, by contrast: sees a shape, a globe, but then

locates it against '"the enormous flanks of some hi'll." This

v

is a major change from the earliék phrases. Neville names
* . ¢
the hill, thus interpreting his sensation of it, af
. _ ¢« ==

,distinguishes its "flanks," a '"metaphoric" interpretation/-

imposition.*® From here on, the interpretatidn of experience

[}

"ginny's crimson tassel is neither

undefined colour nor unspecific shape; she names it. Louis's

. .

statément marks the most radical chéﬁge. Thus far, all the
statements have seemed “realistiJﬁ stgl}hhntsvof fact,
medipgted and subjectize. but su posgdly correct
articulations of experience. LouNs, however, leaps from hi's
exper ience of a sound to the image of the great beast's

chained fdo} stamping. This seems an extreme statement in

contrast to the earlier ones. His seems unrealistic. Yet,

.all have equal status”in terms of the language; all are

\ .

equally intérprgtations of experience. Neville's assertion
of the hiTl is no m6re realistic than the image of the
beast"Moreqver. th; possible assumption that what Rhoda
hears: is a bird, though ) inking back to.the birds of the
inter lude, is not‘more likely; within the context of the

episode, these birds do not signify, and the relation of

- - - - -

“* “Flank" js defined in the OED as the side of a hill,
etc.; however, the OED does note that this is a "transferred
use." ' _ e "

‘‘ For a more extensive examination of the metaphoric nature
of the language in The Waves, see Apter, 111-32.
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interlude to episode is too uncertain to make the inference
certain. The distinction between Louis's statement and

others is false. It is only a more extreme version of the

ng, a mediated expression of sensation. X
. . )
ith thh{\e ' other seemingly unrealistic
N N .
statements like ' shes the process of language she
L 3 '

is imitating in order to reveal its basic non-referential
statu;. That is, none of these statements hag an external,
objective reference; all are emanations of an interpreting
mind. Realism is denied because reality (real reference) has
no part in the process. The inaccessible real is interpreted
by the speaker through the process of language and then this
is further interpreted by the reader seeking to reconétruct
that inaccessible world, to pursue it as the signified of
the speaker's Iandgage.‘The statements which transform
impressions {Qfo language are like metaphor. They signify
but do not provide meaning because they only change one
significant impression into signifier and so defer meaning,
demonstrafe difference. The language is not the meaning; it
is only an'aspect of the search for meaning, for the real.
Realism, the belief in the accessibility/knowability of an
o?jective reality, js lost to language because of this

process. If the real, in Woolf's terms, is the elusive

Mrs. Bfown, the phantém signified, then it will never be
present, only pursued, and the literatureowill never be
realistic. In these terms, character will never be real for

the house cannot be. It can only signify, never provide a
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signified, na;er capture H(s. Brodk.

Signification, the positing of signifiers and pursuit
of an ungr;spable signified, is fundamental to narrative.
Woolf reveals her apostasy to the religion of meaning and
Realism b; demonstrating that all language is narrative.
.That is, she reduces all expression to story. The stories
may differ in nature, as Bernard's certainly do as both
fictioq\and description,but they are all told, all narrated -
because that is how language acts. The Elvedon episode'is
not a %iction for Bernard; it does differ from his created
stories, but it is nonethelesg narrated. Bernard makes use
of his narrative skills, of devices inherent in the nature
of language in order to express, to describe his experience.
His life becomnes story, his biography. Sensation, as the
first scene demonstrates, is narrated through language, both
"realistically'" or dindicatively and figuratréely in simile
and metaphor, in the same styie and with the same language
as any fiction, Sensation and imagination are expressed or
actualized with thg same medium and are so equally acces-
sible to the mind that states or reads them. Wool!f confuses
real and fictive, draws a fine linerbetween the.two in order
to deménstrafe this, in order to show that the real is
always mediated in language and so is no different, once
expressed, from the unreal; only through iﬁterpretatfon by
some mind cén any distinction be made.

Reality becomes a question of interpretation becguse of

the mediation of language. When Woolf asks, reacting to
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«Bennett, '"What is reallity?," e posits a question, not an
answer; she doesgnot apticipate an answer. Bennett and the

tradition assume the real or a definition-of it. Wool!f does

[
'

J/'nq' define; she simply questions because there is no answer.
To snswer "What is reality?" is to attempt to grasp the signi-

fied, to assume meaning. Woolf does not do this. She may put
Al
forward a number of possibilities, but asserts none. In this

-

N
way she cah signify without assuming a signified. She leaves

to the réader this assuming/interpreting activity, and %akes
the reader aware that thig activity is an attempt to close the
text. Woolf provides no illusion, only gaps which the reader
must interpret/cross, and in thf prdcess acknowliedge thas

leap. This is the nature of the problem of the text; inter-

pretations differ because so much is left up to the reader.
, A

-— 4

The Waves is explici?ﬁy p{uga4f explicitly readerly.

It puts forward questions, not answers, involving the

reader in that question\qg activity, and so carrying the
reader beyond the confines of arbitrary reading conyentions.

-~

which would close the text, to a recognition of the -

~
possibilities available for the novel, with which this text

experiments.
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