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'Is life like this?' she asks. 'Must novels be like this?' (CR, I, p. 189). In answer
to these questions, Woolf gives a summary of her own views for modernist fiction:

Look within and life, it seems, is very far from being 'like this'. Examine
for a moment an ordinary mind on an ordinary day. The mind receives a
myriad impressions - trivial, fantastic, evanescent, or engraved with the
sharpness of steel. From all sides they come, an incessant shower of

innumerable atoms; and as they fall, as they shape themselves into the life
of Monday or Tuesday, the accent falls differently from of old...Life is not
a series of gig-lamps symmetrically arranged; life is a luminous halo, a semi-
transparent envelope surrounding us from the beginning of consciousness to
the end. Is it not the task of the novelist to convey this varying, this
unknown and uncircumscribed spirit, whatever aberration or complexity it
may display, with as little mixture of the alien and external as possible? We

are not pleading merely for courage and sincerity; we are suggesting that the
proper stuff of fiction is a little other than custom would have us believe it.
It is, at any rate, in some such fashion as this that we seek to define

the quality which distinguishes the work of several young writers, among
whom James Joyce is the most notable, from that of their predecessors (CR,

I, pp. 189-90).
What, in effect, Woolf defines here as 'life' is 'consciousness' - the 'unknown and
uncircumscribed' aliveness of 'an ordinary mind'. Woolf's dissatisfaction with
traditional novels is located primarily upon the conception of identity they construct.
Her continuous quest for an answer to the question 'what is life as consciousness?’
propels most of her experimentation with the form of the novel. For this reason,
my study, too, will focus largely upon Woolf's characterization as locus of her
exploration of the uncircumscribed nature of identity as 'life’. This exploration
begins in her first novel, The Voyage Out (1915), with the coming to consciousness

of an individual life and develops through the course of subsequent novels into an

attempt, in her final books, to convey the consciousness of the ‘common life’ across
the boundaries of time and individual identity. I shall trace this development by

close readings of five novels but also by detailed reference to Woolf's short fiction,

essays, letters, autobiographical and other wnting.

Unlike the Edwardians, then, Woolf focuses on the 'within', the subjective
dimensions of character, representing with new perception 'the dark places of
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psychology’ (CR, I, p. 192). She thus feels it necessary to discover and develop
new forms and methods to address her new views in fiction - the method which will
redefine 'the proper stuff of fiction', whose quality and characteristic will be 'other
“than custom would have us believe it;. Throughout her writing life, this ambition
constantly pushes her to develop new forms for the novel. After finishing her first
two novels, The Voyage Out and Night and Day (1919), Woolf writes of: 'some idea
of a new form for a new novel. Suppose one thing should open out of another - as
in An Unwritten Novel', and she assumes that her new 'approach will be entirely
different this time: no scaffolding; scarcely a brick to be seen; all crepuscular, but
the heart, the passion, humour, everything as bright as fire in the mist' (D, II, pp.
13-4, 26 Jan. 1920). This new novel becomes Jacob's Room (1922), and after
finishing it she writes that 'there’s no doubt in my mind that I have found out how
to begin (at 40) to say something in my own voice’ (D, II, p. 186, 26 July 1922).}°
Most critics have interpreted Woolf's 'voice’, like that of Conrad and Joyce,
as a modernist voice.* Her new voice rejects the ‘appalling narrative business of
the realist: getting you from lunch to dinner: it is false, unreal, merely conventional’
(D, III, p. 209, 28 Nov. 1928). For Woolf, as for other modernist writers, the
meaning of life is not solid, but changeable, 'something very erratic, very
undependable’ (ROO, pp. 143-4)°, in which writers try to express the meaning of
their modern experiences. What constructs meaning in modernist fiction is a sense,
derived from heightened aesthetic awareness, of the texture of life as consciousness.
This awareness includes the experience of characters in the novel, of the readers as
well as of the writer who creates an aesthetic work of art. According to David
Lodge, Woolf with her new attitude towards reality exemplifies a modemnist
tendency; she moves from metonymic (realist) mode to metaphoric representation
of experience, in which the authoritative narrator's actual reporting and describing
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voice 'fades away as the discourse locates itself in the minds of characters with
limited knowledge and understanding'.® Similarly, in a recent Introduction to To
the Lighthouse (1927), Margaret Drabble argues that Woolf is 'very consciously
modernist...She had divorced herself...from attempts at conventional plot-filled

narration...and from detailed realistic descriptions of material objects and social

background’.’

In a typical modernist text, therefore, the traditional stability of character
dissolves and disappears, giving way to a view of identity as indeterminate and

unfinished in accordance with the varying and complex modern experience. Amold

Bennett, as a traditionalist, was stunned by Woolf's characterization when he
reviewed Jacob's Room. For him, the creation of character was the foundation of
good fiction, yet Woc;lf's characters in the novel, he asserts, are not convincing and
thus 'do not vitally survive in the mind'.® In her reply, Woolf writes that for her
character 'is dissipated into shreds now' (D, II, p. 248, 19 June 1923); in another
response to criticisms about The Waves (1931), she writes: ‘odd, that they (Zhe
Times) should praise my characters when I meant to have none' (AWD, p. 175, 5
Oct. 1931). Woolf's approach to characterization in her novels is apparently

consistent with the general modermnist sense of the complexity of human character

and relationships in an age which is 'a season of failures and fragments’ ("Mr.

Bennett and Mrs. Brown', CE, I, p. 335). Thus, she wants us not to 'expect just

at present a complete and satisfactory presentment’ of her characters, but to "tolerate

the spasmodic, the obscure, the fragmentary, the failure’ (CE, I, p. 337).°

However, since the 1980s there has been a tendency to assimilate Woolf's
writing within the critical context of postmodernism.” Postmodernist critics do not
categorize Woolf as a postmodernist writer as such, but there is a greater interest in

the relations between her 'textual experiments and current theories of language and
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narrative...'" These critics challenge the model of subjectivity as well as the very
idea of self-identity. As Slavoj Zizek argues, 'the fundamental gesture of post-
structuralism is to deconstruct every substantial identity...to dissolve the substantial

1dentity into a network of non-substantial, differential relations'.”” Postmodernist

critics view the subject as fragmented and insubstantial, considering that reality and
the subject are both constructed culturally in the language that produces the social
world as well as the identity of the person. In their readings of Woolf,
postmodernist critics pay attention mainly to the culturally and socially constructed
aspect of reality and the subject. Particularly for feminist critics, Woolf is important
for the way she represents feminine identity as constituted within the framework of
the dominant patriarchal culture. For example, Makiko Minow-Pinkney views
Woolf's works as 'a feminist subversion of the deepest formal principles - of the

very definitions of narrative, writing, the subject - of a patriarchal social order'."

Throughout her book, Minow-Pinkney's argument focuses on cultural and political

aspects of Woolf's fictional female subjects in the light of postmodern literary

L)

theory. In Minow-Pinkney's view, the subject is 'a project, not a given', 'a

representation and cultural construction, not an eternal essence’.” In addition,
Pamela L. Caughie reads Woolf's works in relation to the narrative strategies which

produce character: 'we can approach narrative strategies not as representations of a
certain set of conditions, such as women's lives or consumer society, but as
functions of "multiple interacting conditions”'.” Within 'multiple interacting
conditions', Woolf, Caughie argues, is thoroughly free of any conventions or
traditions, but 'tests out various narrative possibilities that allow for different
conceptions of self and world. Her fiction works on the assumption that narrative
activity precedes any understanding of self and world'.'* The various possibilities

of narrative strategies in Woolf's works undermine the stability of the traditional
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character as well as that of reality, because they bring out multiple perspectives of
the self. What 1s postmodernism in Caughie’s reading of Woolf's works is that the
multiplicity of meanings, voices and views subverts the fixity of any coherent
perspective, so that meaning is always in the process of construction.

I believe that these critical categorizations, although useful, are too limited
in the way they look at Woolf's works. In my view, they place them into a
restrictive critical realm, either modernist or postmodernist, and thus fail to see that
Woolf's works, though experimental and new, are actually part of a wider and
developing perspective in the historical process of the dominant literary tradition.
[ will thus view her works throughout my study not as completely breaking away
from literary tradition, but rather as a reworking and redevelopment of it.

In her reworking of the traditional novel, I suggest that Woolf 'makes it new’
by 'returning’ to the Romantics. By this claim, I do not mean that Woolf is a
Romantic in the sense that Wordsworth and Shelley are Romantics. Clearly this is
impossible since the original Romantic writers were responding passionately to their
own specific historical time and Woolf is writing from her own early twentieth
century perspective. Woolf's Romanticism 1s strongly mediated by a Victorian

reading of Romanticism as well as by her own aesthetic and political needs. Woolf

draws upon the work of writers like Wordsworth and Shelley to expand her

understanding of life as consciousness and to find ways of expressing her aesthetic
philosophy. Lytton Strachey and Edwin Muir as well as many of Woolf's readers

have noticed her 'romanticism'.” By 'returning’ to the Romantics, Woolf develops
her sense of 'reality’ as both fragmented and whole, and of the 'self’ as fragmented
but desiring and imagining unity. Hence she strives to construct a poetical or lyrical
novel to express that contradictory view. Woolf uses her fiction to explore the

mystery of the subjective consciousness: that sense of life which when we come so
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‘close’ to its quick reveals 'the flickerings of that innermost flame which flashes its
messages through the brain': 'Let us record the atoms as they fall upon the mind in
the order in which they fall', Woolf writes in '"Modern Fiction', 'let us trace the
pattern, however disconnected and incoherent in appearance, which each sight or
incident scores upon the consciousness' (CR, I, pp. 191, 190). Clearly Woolf's
vifaw emphasizes a poetic attitude, a Romantic lyric attitude in prose, in which she
not only tries to capture states of subjective feeling within the unstable process of
consciousness, but she also desires to communicate a vision of life. Undoubtedly
her view finds its echo in the vision of Lily Briscoe in To the Lighthouse. While
painting her I;icmre; Lily Briscoe perceives the meaning of life imaginatively in a
moment of intense illumination; she caiatures gomeMg pénnanent in her vision: 'In
the midst of chaos there was shape; this external passing and flowing...was stuck
into stability' (FGN, p. 383). Crtics generally acknowledge that: Woolf's
representation of intense or visionary states of feeling is similar to lyric poetry."
Woolf herself views her own attempts in this way. After finishing Mrs. Dalloway
(1925) and To the Lighthouse, she desires 'an escapade after these serious poetic
experimental books whose form is closely considered’ (D, III, p. 131, 14 Mar_ch
1927). This 'escapade’ becomes Orlando (1928), but there follows another 'poetic

experimental' book, The Waves, about which GG. Lowes Dickinson writes to Woolf:

'your book is a poem, and I think a great poem'."

My thesis will trace the interaction of Woolf's modernism with her
Romanticism in five novels: The Voyage Out (1915), Night and Day (1919),
Orlando (1928), The Years (1937) and Between the Acts (1941). These novels have
been selected for discussion rather than the more obvious choices of Mrs Dalloway
(1925), To the Lighthouse (1927) and The Waves (1931), largely because they are

less canonical and therefore have been less studied. - But more particularly because
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critical opinion has tended to see the texts I have selected as more 'realist’ and less
'poetic’ than her other work. In this sense the five novels discussed here represent
the most difficult texts to substantiate as deeply influenced by Romanticism.

In 'The Narrow Bridge of Art' (1927), Woolf makes clear what poetic
elements will bring to the new novel form; and again her emphasts is upon 'the

mind' and consciousness:

[The new novel] will differ from the novel as we know it now chiefly in that
it will stand further back from life. It will give, as poetry does, the outline
rather than the detail. It will make little use of the marvellous fact-recording
power, which is one of the attributes of fiction. It will tell us very little
about the houses, incomes, occupations of its characters...With these
limitations it will express the feeling and ideas of the characters closely and

vividly, but from a different angle. It will resemble poetry in this that it will
give not only or mainly people's relations to each other and their activities

together, as the novel has hitherto done, but it will give the relation of the
mind to general ideas and its soliloquy in solitude (CE, II, pp. 224-5,

emphasis added).
Rather than talking of poetry's formal qualities such as its rhyme, metre and poetic
diction, Woolf describes the main purpose of poetry in a way which strikingly
recalls what Wordsworth writes in the Preface to Lyrical Ballads (1798): 'its object
is truth, not individual and local, but general'.” Like Wordsworth, Woolf 1s
interested not in individual relationship, not in 'the psychology of personal
intercourse’ which caused the psychological novelists to lose all touch with reality,
but in the 'impersonal relationship' with 'ideas’, with 'dreams’, with 'imagination’
and with 'poetry' (CE, II, p. 225). Moreover, Woolf's view of the mind's
'soliloquy in solitude' suggests a parallel with what Wordsworth writes in the
Preface to The Excursion (1814): 'On Man, on Nature, and on human life, / Musing
in solitude, I oft perceive / Fair trains of imagery before me rise’ (1-3).

Behind Woolf's attempts to construct the lyrical novel lies her dissatisfaction
with the modemist style. Like her modernist contemporaries, she abandons the
representation of objective realism, but she also finds her contemporaries self-
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conscious in their writings. For example, Woolf realizes this danger of 'the damned
egotistical self’ in James Joyce and Dorothy Richardson, which, she thinks, ‘'ruins’
them (D, II, p. 14, 26 Jan. 1920). In her view, the self-centred style, as in the
psychological novel of the nineteenth century, narrows and restricts the artist's mind
and personality, so that she or he cannot embrace or create outside and beyond
herself or himself. However, Woolf believes that 'a large and important part of life
consists in our emotions toward such things as roses and nightingales, the dawn, the
sunset, life, death, and fate' ('The Narrow Bridge of Art', CE, II, p. 225). Itisthe
poetic quality in the novel that would enable the artist to stand back from life and
to achieve a symbolic distance from the limitation of self. In this way, the artist
will expand beyond herself or himself and express fully the important aspects of
'life’.

Woolf's second worry derives from the fragmentary nature of modernist
style. In her review of Dorothy Richardson's The Tunnel (1919), she praises
Richardson's method which achieves 'a sense of reality far greater than that
produced by the ordinary means’, but she also feels that it lacks in 'some unity,
significance, or design' that 'we should perceive in the helter-skelter of flying
fragments'; Woolf desires to see if 'the flying helter-skelter resolves itself by
degrees into a perceptible whole' ('The Tunnel' (1919), CW, p. 121). In "The
Narrow Bridge of Art', Woolf makes clear her dissatisfaction with modernist poetry,
which fails 'to serve us as [poetry] has served so many generations of our
fathers. .. for our generation and the generation that is coming the lyric cry of ecstasy
or despair, which so intense, so personal, so limited, is not enough’ (CE, 1I, pp.
218-9).* For her, thé failure of modemist poetry is caused not only by the poets,
but also by the atmosphere of the age: 'the fine fabric of a lyric is no more fitted to

contain this [modernist] point of view than a rose leaf to envelop the rugged
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immensity of a rock' (CE, II, p. 219). Woolf exemplifies her view in 'Mr. Bennett
and Mrs. Brown'. She admits that T. S. Eliot 'has written some of the loveliest
single lines in modern poetry', but he is 'intolerant’ of 'the old usage and politeness

of society - respect for the weak, consideration for the dull’' (CE, I, p. 335). His

obscurity, which makes her take 'a dizzy and dangerous leap...from line to line, like
an acrobat flying precariously from bar to bar', does not let her dream quietly in
'the shade of a book' (CE, 1, p. 335). Woolf envies her in:dolent '‘ancestor’' and
cries out for 'the old decorums' (CE, I, p. 335). In feeling that it is time to get
'their advice...by consulting - the masterpieces’ for our modernist failures,
uncertainties and fragmentation, therefore, Woolf continuously returned to and read
the masterpieces of those old decorums (‘How It Strikes a Contemporary' (1923),
CR, I, p. 300). | )

As her private and critical writings as well as her pervasive use of literary
allusions in her works indicate, Woolf was deeply involved in ‘one continuous
‘unexhausted reading' from childhood to the end of her life (L, V, p. 319, 29 July
1934).2 Born into a culturally rich, intellectual upper-middle class family as the
daughter of Sir Leslie Stephen, the editor of the Dictionary of National Biography,

she read widely not only fiction, poetry, and drama of English literature, but also

classical and continental literature - Greek, French and Russian; not only literature
but also criticism, memoirs, biography and social history. Woolf read for different
purposes, and the best way of reading for her was to allow herself to have 'great fun
& pleasure' (D, II, p. 259, 28 July 1923).”7 - She also read to enrich the meaning
of her work, or sometimes to mitigate her suffering. Woolf began her reading as
'a dreamy amateur’ (D, III, p. 210, 28 Nov. 1928), but developed her own kind of
reading that became 'serious...reading with pen & notebook’ (D, II, p. 259, 28 July

1923; see also, D, III, p. 210, 28 July 1928). 'It was the Elizabethan prose writers
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[ loved first & most wildly,’ she writes in 1929, 'stirred by Hakluyt, which father
lugged home for me...& why I don't know, but I became enraptured...I used to read
it & dream of those obscure adventures, & no doubt practised their style in my copy
books' (D, III, p. 271, 8 Dec. 1929).

Woolf's passionate reading suggests her sense of the continuing presence of
a whole cultural tradition. She believes that 'great writers do not die; they are
continuing presences’' (ROO, p. 148).* Like T. S. Eliot in his essay 'Tradition and

The Individual Talent' (1919), Woolf considers it our responsibility to pass the
wider significance of literary tradition on to the next generation: 'let us keep the
long succession of readers; let us in our turn bring the insight and blindness of our
own generation to bear upon the "Countess of Pembroke's Arcadia”, and so pass it
on to our successors' ('The Countess of Pembroke's Arcadia' (1932), CE, I, p. 19).
In order to bring the continuing presences of the great writers of the past into life,
she also recommends modernist writers to ‘compare what [they] have written with
what the great writers have written. It is humiliating, but essential. If we are going
to preserve and to create, that is the only way' ('The Leaning Tower' (1940), CE,
II, p. 181). Moreover, Woolf wants critics to 'take a wider, a less personal view

of modermn literature, and look indeed upon the writers as if they were engaged upon

some vast building, which being built by common effort, the separate workmen may

remain anonymous' ('How It Strikes A Contemporary’, CR, I, p. 304).

Woolf's views of 'common effort' and anonymity are of central importance

in relation to the continuity of the past literature in the present. By valuing
'common effort’, Woolf discredits modernist poetry which fails to give the "self’ that

Wordsworth and Shelley 'have described’, because the modernist poet pays less

attention to what is held in common within a culture; instead modernists represent

'a world that has perhaps no existence except for one particular person at one
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particular moment' (‘A Letter to a Young Poet' (1932), CE, II, p. 189). But
Woolf, as she writes in 'Notes for Reading at Random' just months before her death
in 1941, desires 'to find the end of a ball of string & wind out’, simply to keep 'the
continuity of tradition' through common effort.® Moreover, as we will see in
chapter four, anonymity suggests two views for Woolf. First, the anonymity
becomes a female pose against the imposition of the male-centred tradition.
'Anonymity runs in [women's] blood’', she writes in A Room of One's Own (1929).
'The desire to be veiled still possesses them' (ROQO, p. 65). Thus Woolf comes to
see herself as 'an outsider...writing against the current' (D, V, p. 189, 22 Nov.
1938). Secondly, anonymity has an aesthetic outcome. Woolf desires to escape 'the
damn egotistical self' and avoid close attention to her personal identity (D, II, p. 14,
26 Jan. 1920). She writes in a 1933 diary entry: 'I wish I need never read about
myself, or think about myself...but look firmly at my object & think only of
expressing it' (D, IV, p. 289). Anonymity will bring out impersonality, an escape
'from the cramp and confinement of personality’, and thus has a close relation to the
artistic creativity and expansion ('How It Strikes a Contemporary', CR, I, p. 302).

Woolf's immersion in literary tradition through her life-long practice of
reading includes her response to the Romantics, particularly Wordsworth and
Shelley, finding in their writings the means to make her fiction new. Her first

acquaintance with Wordsworth starts early in her life through her father's chanting

of 'the most sublime words of Milton and Wordsworth, stuck in his memory'.”
Shortly after his death in 1904, Woolf writes that 'many of the great English poems
now seem to me inseparable from my father; I hear in them not only his voice, but
in some sort his teaching and belief'.” Although she accuses Wordsworth of
having male sex-conscious in him (ROO, p. 135), Woolf is also fascinated by him.

In an earlier review of Wordsworth's Guide to the Lakes (1835) by E. de Selincourt,
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she praises Wordsworth's 'penetrating eye' in his selection and description of natural
objects, in which 'he sees them all as living parts of a vast and exquisitely ordered
system' ('Wordsworth and the Lakes' (1906), EVW, I, pp. 106, 107).
Wordsworth's description is imaginative and suggests a transcendental meaning in
that what he perceives becomes part of a 'vast' and 'ordered system' (EVW, I, p.

107). This sense of immanent order is obviously produced by the close interaction

between external objects and the poet's creative mind. Moreover, Wordsworth's
description, Woolf claims, has a restorative effect on the human psyche 'as a relief
from other things' (EVW, I, p. 107). Two years later in another review of Letters
of the Wordsworth Family From 1787 to 1855 (1907) edited by William Knight,
Woolf considers Wordsworth as the man 'who is to lead the great poetic revolution
of his age' ('Wordsworth Letters (1908), EVW, I, p. 184). However, although she
admits Wordsworth's contribution to the poetic ‘revolution’, she finds in his letters
the careful 'record of daily life and accumulating experience’ rather than 'rhapsody
and poetry’ (EVW, I, p. 185). Woolf's response to Wordsworth's letters 1s
ambivalent in the sense that she does not consider his letters poetic, but she does not
ignore them completely. For her, the success of the letters is the 'revelation’ 'that

at the very moment when he shows you something petty or commonplace you
become aware of the vast outline surrounding it' (EVW, I, p. 185). Thus,
Wordsworth shows us that "there is no gulf between the stuff of daily life and the
stuff of poetry, save that one is the raw material of the other' (EVW, I, p. 136).

Here what is important for Woolf about Wordsworth is his self expansiveness; unlike
modernist poets, he does not confine himself to self-consciousness, but when
imaginative aspirations are raised, the artist and familiar things merge into each
other; they become part of a larger unity.

Rather than defining Wordsworth's poetic ‘revolution’, I want here to focus
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on the qualities 1n his writings and views which are important for Woolf's perception
of 'character’, or identity, which I will develop more fully in subsequent readings
of Woolf's individual novels. In her earliest letter to Saxon Sydney-Turner on 13

April 1911 while still at work on The Voyage Out, Woolf writes of how she admires

Wordsworth's work: 'I am reading The Prelude [1850]. Don't you think it one of
the greatest work[s] ever written? Some of it, anyhow, 1s Sublime' (L, I, p. 460).*
Woolf not only urges contemporary critics to consult 'the masterpieces of the past'
for their correct judgment, she also advises her readers to 'compare each book with

the greatest of its kind'; she herself places The Prelude among 'the greatest of its
kind’ ("How Should One Read a Book?' (1926), CE, II, pp. 8-9). She avails herself

of its greatness to define her fiction. Having copied out the following lines from
Book VII of The Prelude, Woolf comments 1n her diary, 'a very good quotation I
think' (D, III, pp. 247-48, 22 Aug. 1929):

The matter that detains us now may seem,

To many, neither dignified enough

Nor arduous, yet will not be scorned by them,
Who, looking inward, have observed the ties

That bind the perishable hours of life
Each to the other, and the curious props

By which the world of memory and thought

Exists and is sustained (458-64).
The 'very good quotation' from Wordsworth seems obviously appropriate to both
Woolf's modernist vision as 'the proper stuff of fiction' and her adhe;rence to literary
continuity. First, the | 'looking inward' clearly suggests what she favours in her
fiction - the subjective experience. Secondly, as we will see below, memory, in

Woolf's views, provides a sensuous continuity between past and present, binding

'the perishable hours of life' to each other in the process of consciousness that

constitutes the individual identity over time.

The first striking affinity in regard to consciousness shared between
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Wordsworth and Woolf, though not limited to him only, is a highly developed
visionary imagination and capacity for intense states of feeling. However, there
occurs difficulty in defining the nature of imagination, because as Earl Wasserman

warns us, the English Romantics do not hold a common definition of 1t. Even
Wordsworth himself gives different meanings. For him, the imagination 1s an
'awful Power [that] rose from the mind's abyss' like 'a flash that has revealed / The
Invisible world' (The Prelude, V1, 592-602). Elsewhere, Wordsworth talks of 'what
passed within' as 'genius, power, / Creation and divinity itself’ (I1II, 173-76) or of
'spots of time' which retain 'A renovating virtue.../ A virtue by which pleasure is
enhanced / That penetrat;s, enables us to mount / When high, more high, and lifts
us up when fallen' (XII, 207-217). 1 suggest that Wordsworth's 'flashes' of
imagination and 'spots of time' with 'renovating' power are linked to Woolf's
moments of vision. Explicitly expressed in her diary entry of 28 November 1928,
her 'moment is a combination of thought' and ‘'sensation’ (D, III, p. 209). But she
finds it difficult to catch such 'moments of vision' even in combination, because they
have 'an unaccountable nature', and when you 'leave them alone...they persist for
years; try to explain them and they disappear; write them down and they die beneath
the pen' ("Moment of Vision' (1918), CW, p. 75).* But what is important for
Woolf, as for Wordsworth in particular and other Romantics in general, is that the
'shaping power' of imagination enables her to capture in a moment of vision a sense
of the 'whole; whatever it includes', and thus 'its variety and divagations [are]
ordered' (D, III, p. 209, 28 Nov. 1928; 'The Pastons and Chaucer’ (1925), CR,
I, p. 33). This creative power of imagination gives life a moment of endurance and
permanence within its fluidity and fragmentation. The real threat to this awareness,

Woolf realises, is a fixed adherence to linear sequence, the 'appalling narrative

business of the realist’, so she tries to eliminate the solid view of the realist narrative
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by means of poetic style 1n her fiction. This poetic or lyric quality of her writing
style is developed as the means of conveying intense states of consciousness. Hence
the capacity for almost visionary moments of feeling that occurs to many of Woolf's
female characters enables them not only to approach life through intuition, but also
to discover a truth which transcends empirical knowledge of the world. Katherine
Hilbery in Night and Day, for example, comes to the conclusion that the only truth
she can discover is the truth of what she herself feels (ND, p. 265); similarly Lily
Briscoe at the end of To the Lighthouse, experiences a moment of vision which
enables her to complete her picture: 'Yes, she thought...]I have had my vision’
(FGN, p. 415).

The second Wordsworthian quality which Woolf employs as an important
means of expressing identity is the use of memory. There is a close relationship
between the creative imagination and the working of memory, because strong
emotion is stimulated by memories of the past, and these memories exist and are
sustained alive by 'curious props', that is intense images of scenes and objects
retained freshly through time. The force of memory is often evident in both wnters
in that they recall a number of ‘exceptional moments' from their childhood which
'‘come to the surface unexpectedly’' with renewed force (MB, p. 71). For these
'exceptional moments', Woolf writes, 'I felt that I had put away in my mind
something that I should go back [to], to turn over and explore' (MB, p. 71).
Meaning pours into each moment through what she calls her 'tunnelling process' that
ties the present to the past when the strong emotion is stimulated by memories (D,
II, p. 272, 15 Oct. 1923).

It is consistent with Wordsworth that Woolf's view of past experience takes
its root in her childhood. - The first and 'the most important of all [her] memories’,

Woolf writes in 'A Sketch of the Past', is that of hearing the waves breaking, of the

16



splash of water over the beach, of seeing the light of the Lighthouse at night evoked
by "the pure ecstasy [she] can conceive' when she was in the nursery bed at St Ives
(MB, pp. 64-5). Woolf's next memory at St Ives is more 'highly sensual' than the
first one due to the sound and sight impression of external objects: the 'smelling of
so many smells at once’, the different colours of apples, the 'murmur of bees', 'pink
flowers' and 'silver leaves' produce 'such a complete rapture of pleasure that I
stopped, smelt; looked' (MB, p. 66). Her use of the words 'ecstasy’ and 'rapture’
about the natural world she observes obviously recalls Wordsworth's sensual
pleasure of nature among 'hills, 'deep rivers, and the lonely streams' (Tintern Abbey
(1798), 67-9). When 'the picture of the mind revives again', Wordsworth continues
to write in Tintern Abbey, 'the coarser pleasures of my boyish days' come back with
'aching joys' and 'dizzy raptures’ as well as with 'wild ecstasies' (60-85, 138). In
Wordsworth's views, in after years, these ecstasies are 'matured / Into a sober
pleasure; when thy mind / Shall be a mansion for all lovely forms, / Thy memory
be as a dwelling-place / For all sweet sounds and harmonies' (138-42). Similarly,
Woolf speculates: 'if life has a base that it stands upon, if it is a bowl that one fills

and fills and fills - then my bowl without a doubt stands upon this memory' (MB,
p. 64). Woolf's words are remarkably close to Wordsworth's 'I...see / In simple
childhood something of the base / On which thy greatness stands' (The Prelude, XII,
273-75).

As these views indicate, both Woolf and Wordsworth achieve a sense not
only of the sensuous unity of self through time by means of memory, a state of
which they become increasingly aware, but also of the changeable, continuously
renewed self. In my view, this new sense of being, constructed by the immediate
fusion of both personality and memory, suggests a strong conscious affinity in Woolf
for Wordsworth both in her visionary experience and her awareness of the creative
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and unifying quality of the mind. This awareness in Woolf produces two important
results in relation to her perception of identity and of time. First, there is a deep
expression of a Romantic awareness, in which human identity continually expands,
develops and fabricates itself in the juxtaposition of the present and past self, since
every emotion or sensation deriving from exceptional moments of the past changes
its shape continuously in response to the present forces surrounding it. Thus, human
identity is always in process without a final view in time and space. Secondly, we

come to see that the flashes of illumination display a view of consciousness that

establishes continuity of the past within the present.

There is a further affinity between Wordsworth and Woolf as to their
attitudes towards the composition of their art through memory. The working of
memory does not always bring 'ecstasy' and 'rapture’; intense experience often
involves feelings of terror as well as joy. Woolf explains how moments of

catastrophe and shock are part of 'what makes [her] a writer' (MB, p. 72). The
aesthetic result of sudden 'shocks' is that these moments 'become a revelation of
some order...a token of some real thing behind appearances’. After bringing the
'severed parts together' and putting them into words, the pain disappears, and then
she becomes able to discover what she calls 'reality’ or her 'philosophy' in her
literary composition: 'behind the cotton wool [of everyday life] 1s hidden a pattern;
that we - I mean all human béings - are connected with this; that the whole world
is a work of art; that we are parts of the work of art' (MB, p. 72). This resembles

the Wordsworthian language of 'beauty and...fear' (The Prelude, I, 302). Like
Woolf, Wordsworth recognizes 'visionary dreariness' as important among 'those

passages of life that give / Profoundest knowledge' (XII, 220-1).

The third similarity between Woolf and Wordsworth is the interaction
between the natural world and the human sensibility. Wordsworth's central belief
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is that there is a mutual interaction between the living person and external objects.
Wordsworth 'felt [the pleasure of this interaction] in the blood, and felt along the
heart' (Tintern Abbey, 28) when the earth 1s before him with its 'green fields' and
the .'azure sky' (The Prelude, 1, 4). In this creative process, natural objects such as
sea, rock, stones and trees, do not remain the same things, but are transformed by
imagination into significant or even symbolic objects and beings which are not<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>