
Virginia Woolf



Life 
1882 – Virginia Woolf was born in London. Her family was

highly intellectual. This influenced her approach to art and 
writing. 

1895 – When Virginia was 13, the death of her mother and 
her half-sister caused her a mental breakdown. She had
mental instability, migrain attacks and heard phantom
voices. 

1904 – After her father’s death, she moved to Bloomsbury, in 
central London, and founded a circle of intellectuals known
as Bloomsbury Group. The publisher Leonard Woolf, that
she married in 1912, was part of this group. 

1922 – Virginia met a fellow writer, Vita Sackville West, who
she began a romantic affair with. 

1941 – She drowned herself in the River Ouse. 



Literary Production 

• In 1915, she published her first novel, The Voyage
Out.

• In 1917 she and her husband founded The 
Hogarth Press, which published most of her
books. 

• She published Night and Day in 1919; Mrs
Dalloway in 1925, To the lighthouse in 1927, 
Orlando, in 1928, The Waves in 1931 and 
Between the Acts in 1941. 

• She also wrote essays, like The common reader
(1925) and A Room of One’s own (1929). 



Interior time

• Virginia Woolf did not focus on giving a linear sequence of
events, but rather on the impressions that the characters
had of these events and in their subjectivity. 

• In particular, she focused on female subjectivity (so she
became a feminist heroine). When we read her novel, we
have the impression of entering the character’s mind. Time
is DILATED and a single moment can last for a very long 
time. 

• She creates a gap between chronological and interior time
through INDIRECT INTERIOR MONOLOGUE. We see things
from the character’s viewpoint. 

• Sometimes, in Woolf’s monologues, there is the voice of
the narrator who gives voice to the characters’ thoughts
and puts them in logical and grammatical sequence. 



«Moments of being» 

She said there were some moments of intensity, perception
and vision which illuminate our lives that she called
“moments of being” and that she tried to express and 
describe in her novels:

«Examine for a moment an ordinary mind on an 
ordinary day. The mind receives a myriad of

impressions – trivial, fantastic, evanescent […]. Life is
not a series of gig lamps symmetrically arranged; life 

is a luminous halo. […] Is it not the task of the novelist
to convey the varying unknown spirit, with as little

mixture of the alien and external as possible?»



Mrs Dalloway

• The plot is very simple: all the events take place in one day, in June
1923. 

• The novel starts in the morning, when Clarissa Dalloway goes out to 
buy flowers for a dinner party she is holding in her home. The plot 
consists in minor and more important incidents of the day. 

• The most important event is the suicide of Clarissa’s friend, 
Septimus Warren Smith. Clarissa sees in his decision courage and 
the desire to give dignity to his own life.

• Another event is the surprise visit from Clarissa’s old flame, Peter 
Walsh, and the memories of their story, in particular of a summer
when she was 18 and made the decision to reject Peter for her
husband Richard. This decision reflects the decision to reject a life 
of originality in favour of stability and compromise. In that summer, 
she also has an attraction for her rebel friend Sally, who
unexpectedly goes to the party. 



Structure and style
• The events, thoughts and memories all take place AROUND or 

INSIDE Clarissa, who is the connection between them and the 
characters. 

• There is little action, but a complex analysis of the characters. In 
fact, at the end of the novel the reader feels close to the 
protagonists. 

• TIME - The reader is always aware and informed about the passing
of time because there is the chiming of Big Ben, close to Clarissa’s
house. 

• However, time is extended by the use of FLASHBACKS, especially
when the story of their summer is told, and the consequences on 
the present are underlined. 

• SPACE – The city of London is the frame for the novel. All the 
actions take place there and every characters gives a different
perspective of the city. The various viewpoints sometimes overlap
and finally merge.  



NARRATIVE TECHNIQUE
• Woolf uses techniques that are typical of modernist

writing. She captures flashes of reality: perceptions, 
thoughts, memories and feelings. 

• For these parts, she used the stream of consciousness, like
Joyce. In fact, both Ulysses and Mrs Dalloway concentrate 
on the events of one day. 

• Woolf’s style is different because her thoughts are always
expressed in a LOGICAL and COHERENT way and her
GRAMMAR and PUNCTUATION are conventional. 

• She uses «indirect interior monologue» for each character
and not really «stream of consciousness» because the 
stream of thoughts is not continuous. 

• There is an omniscient narrator who acts as link between
the characters but doesn’t give any judgment. 



Interpretations
• Mrs Dalloway reflects a lot the period in which it was

written and its author. 
• Virginia Woolf was affected by the First World War. This is

expressed by Septimus, who was left alone to deal with his
mental breakdown caused by the trauma of the war. Even
doctors show little sympathy to him. This is similar to V. 
Woolf’s life experience. 

• Moreover, the Woolfs didn’t believe in the establishment of 
European supremacy over colonies and empathised with 
the countries that fought for independence. Peter
represents this ideal: he worked for the Indian Civil Service, 
but he didn’t like the British Empire and was sceptical of 
the values of the time. On the contrary, Richard and 
Clarissa Dalloway represent England supremacy: Richard 
works at the Parliament and she was a member of the rich
society. 



Social themes & Characters

FIRST WORLD WAR SHOCK Septimus Warren Smith & his suicide 
after war and mental breakdown

COLONIALISM (England) Richard Dalloway (Parliament) 
Clarissa Dalloway (rich gentry) 

COLONIALISM (Colonies) Peter Walsh – works for Indian Civil
Service but is sceptical



To the Lighthouse


