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CHAPTER I 

NOTHING IS "SIMPLY ONE THING." 

Virginia Woolfs approach to both the writer and the reader. 

essentially to the reading process. comes from, and is consistent 

with, what seems to be her overall view of the world. As she has 

said, nothing is "simply one thing" (To the Lighthouse 277). 

Because she so deeply feels this ambiguity. this multiplicity. this 

uncertainty and indefinition, she is forever conscious of the 

infinite possibilities of any given situation. In other words. the 

world is never black and white but rather many shades of gray. 

Consequently, it is impossible to identify any one given 

philosophy that would accurately reflect Woolfs vision. For every 

statement that seems to express a definitive view, a seemingly 

contradictory statement can be found somewhere else in her 

writing. As Vijay Kapur explains: "Lest any attempt should be 

made to 'sum up' her vision of life, she interspersed in her novels 

so many contradictory and disparate views about life that a 

congregation of them would result in a chaos of opinions" (44). 

Recognizing this ambiguity and uncertainty, however, as reader

response criticism does, and incorporating it into any attempt to 

understand Woolf, allows the reader* the advantage of the 

*All references to the general reader will use masculine 
pronouns both to remain consistent with Woolf and to avoid 
unnecessary confusion. All references to the writer will use 
feminine pronouns. 
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multitude of viewpoints that Woolf feels is so essential in 

assessing the world. 

Within the context of both her novels and essays, Woolf 

addresses the many "problems" of readers, reading, and writers. 

Woolf s concern for the art of reading surfaces over and over 

again but is most obvious in her essay, "How Should One Read a 

Book?" In this essay, she makes some very definite points about 

the reader; she says: "The only advice, indeed, that one person 

can give another about reading is to take no advice, to follow your 

own instincts, to use your own reason, to come to your own 

conclusions" (CE, II: 1 * ). Thus, before anything else, the reader 

must be of an independent mind. So important is this point that 

Woolf repeats it in various ways in a number of essays. In her 

essay, "Leslie Stephen," which as the title indicates, is dedicated to 

her father, she says: "To read what one liked because one liked it, 

never to pretend to admire what one did not--that was his only 

lesson in the art of reading" (CE, IV: 80). In "The Anatomy of 

Fiction," she says: "Thus, if anything is essential. it is essential to 

do your reading with your own eyes" (CE, II: 138). In "The 

Novels of George Meredith," she says: ••To open the books again, to 

try to read them as if for the first time, to try to free them from 

the rubbish of reputation and accident--that, perhaps~ is the most 

acceptable present we can offer to a writer on his hundredth 

*All citations from Woolfs four-volume collection of essays, 
Collected Essays, shall appear as: (CE, Volume Number: Page). 
Similarly, CR shall denote The Common Reader (2 vols.). 
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birthday" (CR. II: 227). And in pratstng the work of Chaucer, she 

says: "There can be no more forcible preaching than this where 

all actions and passions are represented, and instead of being 

solemnly exhorted we are left to stray and stare and make out a 

meaning for ourselves" ("The Pastons and Chaucer," CR, 1: 18, 

emphasis added). Thus, Chaucer is admirable because he allows 

the reader to think for himself, to discover "a meaning" that is 

significant for him alone. As Lucio Ruotolo points out in regard to 

Woolf: "Being oneself presumes the liberation of thought. It is no 

mindless excursion she documents through her novels, but the 

virtue of thinking for oneself" (236). 

Despite her insistence on reading independently, Woolf does 

demand that the reader follow a number of guidelines. As she 

says: 

Our first task, and it is often formidable enough, is to 
master his perspective. . . . All alone we must climb 
upon the novelist's shoulders and gaze through his 
eyes until we, too, understand in what order he ranges 
the large common objects upon which novelists are 
fated to gaze: man and men; behind them Nature; and 
above them that power which for convenience and 
brevity we may call God. ("'Robinson Crusoe,'" CR, II: 
52). 

Admittedly, mastering the author's perspective requires a degree 

of control. As she says in "How Should One Read A Book?": 

Do not dictate to your author; try to become him. Be 
his fellow-worker and accomplice. If you hang back, 
and reserve and criticise at first, you are preventing 
yourself from getting the fullest possible value from 
what you read. But if you open your mind as widely 
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as possible, then signs and hints of almost 
imperceptible fineness, from the twist and tum of the 
first sentences, will bring you into the presence of a 
human being unlike any other. (CR, II: 259) 

All in all, what Woolf demands is careful reading. As she says in 

"On Not Knowing Greek," 

the licence which belongs to the novelist. and. in some 
degree, to all writers of printed books, of modelling 
their meaning with an infinity of slight touches which 
can only be properly applied by reading quietly, 
carefully, and sometimes two or three times over. (CR. 
I: 31, emphasis added) 

Thus, good reading requires care, concentration and dedication. 

Woolf is not satisfied with the reader just mastering the 

author's perspective, that is, understanding her position; rather, 

she wants him to go beyond this. An important part of reading 

independently is to maintain the "right" perspective. As Woolf 

says in "The Novels of Thomas Hardy": 

Nothing is more necessary, in reading an imaginative 
writer, than to keep at the right distance above his 
page. . . . It is for the reader, steeped in the 
impressions, to supply the comment. It is his part to 
know when to put aside the writer's conscious 
intention in favour of some deeper intention of which 
perhaps he may be unconscious. (CR, II: 254) 

Thus, once the reader has mastered the writer's position and in 

doing so, received impressions--or at least made a sincere effort 

to do so--he must criticize and judge, he must supply comment. 

In Woolfs own words: 

The first process, to receive impressions with the 
utmost understanding, is only half the process of 
reading; it must be cotnpleted, if we are to get the 
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whole pleasure from a book, by another. We must 
pass judgment upon these multitudinous impressions; 
we must make of these fleeting shapes one that is 
hard and lasting. But not directly. Wait for the dust of 
reading to settle; for the conflict and the questioning to 
die down; walk, talk, pull the dead petals from a rose, 
or fall asleep. Then suddenly without our willing it. 
for it is thus that Nature undertakes these transitions, 
the book will return, but differently. It will float to 
the top of the mind as a whole. And the book as a 
whole is different from the book received currently in 
separate phrases. ("How Should One Read A Book?" 
CR, II: 266-7) 

Thus, reading is a two-part process. First the reader reads the 

book and in doing so, receives an impression of the book while 

open-mindedly trying to gain and keep the author's perspective. 

Finally, the reader must, preferably at some later date, judge what 

he has read. But this need to judge is no easy task, according to 

Woolf: 

It would be foolish, then, to pretend that second part 
of reading, to judge, to compare, is as simple as the 
first ... To carry out this part of a reader's duty needs 
such imagination, insight, and learning that it is hard 
to conceive any one mind sufficiently endowed; 
impossible for the most self-confident to find more 
than the seeds of such powers in himself. . . . We may 
stress the value of sympathy; we may try to sink our 
own identity as we read. But we know that we cannot 
sympathise wholly or immerse ourselves wholly; there 
is always a demon in us who whispers, 'I hate, I love', 
and we cannot silence him. Indeed, it is precisely 
because we hate and we love that our relation with 
the poets and novelists is so intimate that we find the 
presence of another person intolerable. And even if 
the results are abhorrent and our judgments are 
wrong, still our taste, the nerve of sensation that sends 
shocks through us, is our chief illuminant; we learn 
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through feeling; we cannot suppress our own 
idiosyncrasy without impoverishing it. But as time 
goes on perhaps we can train our taste; perhaps we 
can make it submit to some control. ("How Should One 
Read A Book?" CR, II: 267-8) 

So, judging is not only necessary but also impossible to suppress. 

As Woolf says, we cannot help the way we feel, we cannot help 

what feelings a book may elicit, we cannot control our individual 

responses, but perhaps with time, we can "train our taste," at least 

somewhat. 

Thus, Woolfs guidelines for reading are quite involved, and 

as a result, her demands and expectations for the reader are great. 

Mark Goldman, in commenting on "Phases of Fiction," summarizes 

Woolf on this rather complex two-part process of reading: 

Reading involves comparison, she says, which leads 
inevitably to the final act of evaluation or judgment. 
Merely by giving shape to the book, by imposing form 
on those emotions experienced by the passive reader, 
one begins to exercise the function of the critic and the 
judge. 'The first process, to receive impressions with 
the utmost understanding, is only half the process of 
reading; it must be completed, if we are to get the 
whole pleasure from a book, by another. We must 
pass judgment upon these multitudinous impressions; 
we must make of these fleeting shapes one that is 
hard and lasting.' The most difficult task for the 
reader is the necessity to compare and judge; to read, 
as it were, without the book in front of him in order to 
pinpoint the qualities of a work and determine its final 
worth. He must train himself not only to read 
creatively, with insight and imagination, but to read 
critically; to evaluate a work in terms of its internal 
laws and against the great tradition which was the 
final standard for Virginia Woolf. (87) 
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As Woolf herself sums up in "How It Strikes A Contemporary": 

the reader must "respect" his "own instincts, to follow them 

fearlessly and, rather than submit them to the control of any critic 

or reviewer alive, to check them by reading and reading again the 

masterpieces of the past" (CR, 1: 232). So, the reader must be 

independent but he must check himself, his value system, against 

the ultimate standard--past masters. But past masters do not 

represent the only standard by which the reader must check what 

he reads. 

Although Woolf provides very clear guidelines for the art of 

reading, certain additional factors affecting this delicate process 

must be taken into consideration. As Woolf explains in "Phases of 

Fiction," there is a "definite scale of values" to which every reader 

responds: 

nobody reads simply by chance or without a definite 
scale of values. There is, to speak metaphorically, 
some design that has been traced upon our minds 
which reading brings to light. Desires, appetites. 
however we may come by them, fill it in. scoring now 
in this direction, now in that. Hence, an ordinary 
reader can often trace his course through literature 
with great exactness and can even think himself. from 
time to time, in possession of a whole world as 
inhabitable as the real world. Such a world, it may be 
urged against it, is always in process of creation. Such 
a world, it may be added, likewise against it, is a 
personal world, a world limited and unhabitable 
perhaps by other people. a world created in obedience 
to tastes that may be peculiar to one temperarnent and 
distasteful to another--indeed. any such record of 
reading, it will be concluded, is bound to be limited, 
personal, erratic. (CE. II: 56) 
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Each reader and reading is personal in that each reader has his 

own frame of reference, his own "desires" and "appetites," his own 

"definite scale of values." She expands upon this point in "'The 

Countess of Pembroke's Arcadia'" when she says: "Each has read 

differently, with the insight and the blindness of his own 

generation. Our reading will be equally partial" (CR, II: 40). Each 

reader comes to his own conclusion partially dependent on his 

own age and the standards which prevail for that time. Thus, 

each reader is affected by both his frame of reference, his 

personal biases, as well as the age in which he lives. 

The approach to reading, that is, the reader's attitude 

toward the act of reading, is one important influence on his frame 

of reference. At the end of her life, Woolf was working on an 

essay entitled "The Reader" that classifies three types of reader: 

There is the specialised reader, who attaches himself 
to certain aspects of the printed words. Again there is 
the very large class of perfectly literate people who 
strip many miles of print yearly from paper yet never 
read a word. Finally there is the reader, who like 
Lady Anne Clifford read excellent Chaucers book [sic] 
when they are in trouble, "and a little part of his 
beauteous spirit infuses itself in me". ( 428) 

Woolf dismisses both the specialized reader (or critic) and the 

voluminous reader (or scholar) as inferior in their methods and 

approach. As Woolf says: "A reader, on the other hand, must 

check the desire for learning at the outset; if knowledge sticks to 

him well and good, but to go in pursuit of it, to read on a system, 

to become a specialist or an authority, is very apt to kill what it 
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suits us to consider the more humane passion for pure and 

disinterested reading" ("Hours in a Library," The Essays of Virginia 

Woolf, II: 55). Instead she focuses on the common reader, the 

creative reader who searches for genuine "thoughts and emotions" 

( 428). As Woolf says: 

The common reader . . . differs from the critic and 
scholar. He is worse educated, and nature has not 
gifted him so generously. He reads for his own 
pleasure rather than to impart knowledge or correct 
the opinions of others. Above all, he is guided by an 
instinct to create for himself, out of whatever odds and 
ends he can come by, some kind of whole--a portrait 
of a man, a sketch of an age, a theory of the art of 
writing. ("The Common Reader," CR, I: 1) 

The common reader is in search of genuine thoughts and 

emotions, original content and style. His reading is "pure and 

disinterested," and as he open-mindedly reads, he reacts to books 

as if they are living things. As Woolf explains, "Books he [Harvey] 

loved as a true reader loves them, not as trophies to be hung up 

for display, but as living beings that 'must be meditated, practised 

and incorporated into my body and soul"' ("The Strange 

Elizabethans," CR, II: 23). Thus, as Richter explains, "The word 

'common,' not derogatory but rather universal in its connotations, 

suggests a common ground on which writer and reader can meet 

and emotions be shared" (235). 

This approach to reading as if literature is alive, requiring 

the use of imagination, of creativity, is key to Woolfs approach to 

the art of reading and key to her connection with reader-response 
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criticism. For Woolf this creative participation by the reader is 

necessary to span the gulf between writer and reader. And for 

Woolf reading should be a "healthy offspring of a close and equal 

alliance" between writer and reader. In the essay "Mr. Bennett 

and Mrs. Brown," Woolf addresses the reader on this very subject: 

In your modesty you seem to consider that writers are 
different blood and bone from yourselves; that they 
know more of Mrs. Brown than you do. Never was 
there a more fatal mistake. It is this division between 
reader and writer, this humility on your part, these 
professional airs and graces on ours, that corrupt and 
emasculate the books which should be the healthy 
offspring of a close and equal alliance between us. 
(The Virginia Woolf Reader 212) 

Thus, reader and writer must see each other as equals, as creative 

partners. The reader, in particular, must have confidence in his 

ability to participate, in his ability to explore the unknown. In her 

book Virginia Woolf: The Inward Voyage, Harvena Richter 

discusses this very point; she says that the reader 

must be willing to forsake the old-fashioned 
'materialist' conceptions of fiction and enter a new 
subjective world which, familiar as it may be to his 
own experience, he has never encountered on the 
printed page. He must submit to a process of self
examination, of exploring unknown, perhaps tabooed, 
areas of himself; of participating rather than playing 
the role of the disinterested spectator. This makes 
great demands on the irnagination and patience of the 
reader. But if he is willing to be creative, as Mrs. 
Woolf so often insists in her essays he must be, the 
transaction can be rewarding indeed. ( 11) 
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Each reader makes his reading personal and thus familiar by way 

of the background and experiences which he brings to the reading. 

The newness, the creativity, results from the way he combines 

what he knows--that is, the familiar--with what is newly 

presented on the page by the writer. Steve Ferebee succinctly 

sums up this point: "Successful literature, Woolf believes, changes 

readers into creators by deepening their understandings of their 

own lives" (353). Thus, 

The power and charm of Virginia Woolfs essays 
radiate from her conviction that the writer 
communicates his or her message most rewardingly 
when the receptor is active and creative. Because 
readers learn through feeling, they should first read 
with open minds, allowing any number of impressions 
to form (CE, II, 9-10). But to 'get our emotion directly 
and for ourselves is only the first step. We must go on 
to riddle it with questions' (CE, II, 126). Both as a 
reader and as an essayist, then, Virginia Woolf begins 
with the assumption that each reader reacts 
differently to a text. (Ferebee 344-5) 

This assumption--this recognition that each reader will react 

differently to a given text--is essential to Woolfs approach to 

reading and writing and essential to reader-response criticism. 

Not only is Woolf conscious of the presence and participation 

of the reader, but she also encourages it, seeing it as desirable, as 

essential to the reader's growth, development and enjoyment. 

Thus, she invites, even requires, imaginative involvement. For 

example, she praises Thomas Hardy because his novels are 

never arid; there is always about them a little blur of 
unconsciousness, that halo of freshness and margin of 
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the unexpressed which often produce the most 
profound sense of satisfaction. It is as if Hardy 
himself were not quite aware of what he did, as if his 
consciousness held more than he could produce. and 
he left it for his readers to make out his full meaning 
and to supplement it from their own experience. ("The 
Novels of Thomas Hardy," CR, II: 248, emphasis added) 

For Woolf, then, Hardy is worthy of compliment because he does 

not overstate, because he leaves room for the reader's input. Like 

Chaucer, Hardy leaves it for his readers to imagine for themselves, 

to participate creatively using their own experiences as a source 

of inspiration. And not only does she recognize that different 

reactions will inevitably occur when any piece of writing, whether 

essay or novel, is read, but she also counts on and hopes for this: 

"Instead of limiting her reader to the reactions she herself had to 

a text [in her critical essays], Woolf encourages multiplicity by 

assuming its inevitability" (Ferebee 343). 

Although Ferebee is describing Woolfs role as a critic of 

other writers' works, logically her theories would apply to those 

reading her own works as well. In fact, in the June 1928 

introduction to Mrs. Dalloway. Woolf addresses the reader on just 

this point: 

The reader is to be hoped will not give a thought to 
the book's method or to the book's lack of method. He 
is concerned only with the effect of the book as a 
whole on his mind. Of that most important question 
he is a far better judge than the writer. Indeed, given 
time and liberty to frame his own opinion he is 
eventually an infallible judge. (viii) 
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Thus, she reminds the reader that form and technique are of little 

or no consequence, but rather, the focus should be the effect on 

the reader's "whole mind." As she says in "On Re-Reading Novels~" 

"The book itself is not form which you see, but emotion which you 

feel" (CE, II: 126). Thus, the book is only meaningful. only alive, 

when the reader makes it so. And the reader will bring it a life 

similar to his own. As Woolf explains: "For it is inevitable that 

the reader who is invited to live in novels as in life should go on 

feeling as he feels in life" ("Phases of Fiction" CE. II: 99). Because 

each reader has lived his life differently, because each life is a 

very individual and personal experience, each reader will respond 

differently to any given work: 

In order to nurture her reader's sense of 
independence, Virginia Woolf develops an essay style 
that is meant to affect the reader. She looks for and 
practices what can be called moments of meeting 
between essayist and reader. 

Each reader's moment will, of course, be unique 
because each reader is unique. Virginia Woolf sees 
reading as an experience which stimulates life in that 
both consist of these moments when people create or 
change. (Ferebee 352-3) 

Thus, for Virginia Woolf, reading requires change--it requires 

active and creative participation, resulting in an individual 

experience for each reader, an experience in which the reader and 

writer meet on some personal level. 

*** 
To date, Woolf has been thoroughly discussed from a vast 

number of perspectives. Although many of them are legitimate. 
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and, as such, revealing in their own right, none seems as 

appropriate, and thus far, as neglected, as reader-response 

criticism. Only a few studies of Woolf have discussed the reader 

and/or reader-response criticism. One of the best articles, Steve 

Ferebee's "Bridging the Gulf: The Reader In and Out of Virginia 

Woolfs Literary Essays," focuses on Woolf as a reader-response 

critic in her essays, but many of Ferebee's most noteworthy points 

can be applied to her novels as well. As a result, I have referred 

to Ferebee's article a number of times throughout this thesis. 

Another interesting discussion of Woolf, a chapter in Mark 

Goldman's The Reader's Art: Virginia Woolf as Literary Critic, 

mostly surveys Virginia Woolfs various roles in the history of 

literary criticism. Its focus differs from that used in this study, 

but Goldman does touch briefly on some aspects of the reader. 

An excellent article relating Woolf to reader-response is 

"Voices: Reading Virginia Woolf." In this essay, Ian Gregor 

considers the "presence of the novelist within her fiction, and the 

kind of influence that presence has on shaping the reader's 

response" (572). He further points out that what has been 

neglected with Woolfs novels is "the way in which these novels 

have their being in the world of our reading experience, what is 

the nature of our encounter with them, what light they throw on 

the way we read fiction in general" (585). Although this is a very 

interesting and thought-provoking reader-response study, at 

times Gregor's points lack explanation and clarity and 

consequently lose themselves in vagueness. 
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Harvena Richter also discusses the reader, at least briefly in. 

Virginia Woolf: The Inward Voyage. "This study is of Mrs. 

Woolfs subjective methods--not only the ways by which her 

reader is led 'inland' to the consciousness of her characters, but 

also the means by which he senses its very geography and 

climate" (vii). Although this text is of interest, Richter's approach 

is unlike that of this study and is therefore limited in its 

usefulness. Her discussion of the subject lacks depth; that is, it 

only touches on reader-response briefly and superficially and as a 

result, does not adequately explore Woolfs relationship to the 

reader and reader-response to assist with this thesis. 

A final essay of interest also only hints at a relationship to 

this study--Phyllis Frus McCord's essay, "'Little Corks That Mark a 

Sunken Net': Virginia Woolfs 'Sketch of the Past' as a Fictional 

Memoir." This is a deconstructive, reader-response approach to 

autobiography. As McCord explains: 

The autobiography of even such a recent figure as 
Virginia Woolf, who died in 1941, cannot be subjected 
to verification by our knowledge of the reality of the 
author and her Bloomsbury surroundings: the 
historical character Virginia Woolf (nee' Stephen) is 
herself a construction of evidence provided to most of 
us by literary means only--biographies, her own 
works, and so on. We don't doubt that she existed; it's 
just that we can't know her by any means other than 
narrative, that is, fictional accounts. (249) 

Although McCord's approach is fascinating in its own right~ it 

seldom touches on the concerns of this study~ and then only 

remotely. 

1 5 



So, although there has been an abundance of studies on 

Virginia Woolf very few even mention the reader and/or reader

response, and even fewer give this approach the depth it 

deserves. Woolfs thoughts, however, as specified in her writing, 

both in her fiction (especially her novels) and her numerous non

fiction essays, support the use of a reader-response paradigm in 

approaching her and her work. Thus, in this thesis, my concerns 

are twofold: first, I will attempt to unify and summarize her 

many statements that are relevant to reader-response. Then I 

will apply this theory to one of her novels, To the Lighthouse, as a 

means of demonstrating how well she incorporates this theory 

into her art. 

*** 
Although Woolf at times attempts to explain methodically 

bow to read, the very nature of the processes, their susceptibility 

to change, does not allow for complete explanations but only for 

moments of understanding and insight before slipping away. 

Thus, Virginia Woolfs reading theory, like any theory, is only 

good to a point. Ultimately, she does not draw any conclusions 

because she does not believe there are any ultimate conclusions. 

Instead, she leads the reader to draw his own conclusions. Certain 

points, however, are clear. First and foremost, she understands 

the importance and the inevitability of reader participation. As 

we shall see, her view of the reader is in line with that of reader

response critics. And "It is this sense of reader participation that 

makes Virginia Woolfs method so pertinent today" (Richter x). 
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CHAPTER II 

READER-RESPONSE THEORY--WHAT IS IT? 

Meaning . . . is not something one extracts from a 
poem, like a nut from its shell, but an experience one 
has in the course of reading. Literature, as a 
consequence, is not regarded as a fixed object of 
attention but as a sequence of events that unfold 
within the reader's mind. Correspondingly, the goal of 
literary criticism becomes the faithful description of 
the activity of reading, an activity that is minute, 
complicated, strenuous, and never the same from one 
reading to the next. (Tompkins xvi-xvii) 

The branch of literary criticism known as "reader-response" 

refers to a rather diverse collection of theories formulated by an 

even more diverse collection of theorists. In an attempt to 

summarize this paradigm, Wallace Martin explains: 

Some [reader-response] critics accept and even 
celebrate the fact that interpretations vary. Writers, 
in their view, cut fiction free from determinate 
meanings to open a space for the reader's personal 
involvement in the story. Others argue that the 
position allotted to the reader as a creator of meaning 
is more circumscribed by the writer and literary 
conventions than it may at first sight appear to be. 
Perhaps the creation of meaning is a cooperative 
enterprise, reader and writer both contributing a 
share; possibly the real determinants of interpretation 
are the literary and cultural assumptions of particular 
communities in history, since these shape what writers 
and readers perceive and create. A third group of 
critics . . . holds that the meaning of fictional 
narratives is inherently unstable. In this last category 
I place critics who discuss not writers, readers and 
conventions, but reading. (156) 
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Thus, proponents of reader-response criticism do not always 

concur when describing "their" paradigm and, consequently. 

approach literature and reading from a variety of positions. 

Despite these differences, certain assumptions seem common 

to all, or at least most, reader-response theories. First, the activity 

of reading is assumed to be the primary channel for 

understanding literature. Thus, reader-response theorists 

concentrate on what readers do and how they do it, on how 

readers appropriate text in their individual consciousnesses, on 

capturing the experience of reading rather than the form the 

novel takes. 

Second, "Meaning comes into existence only in the act of 

reading" (Martin 161). In other words, what the text is cannot be 

separated from what the text does--what the text does signifies 

what the text is. The text has no inherent meaning: "What one 

reads out of the text depends on what one reads into it" (Flynn 

and Schweickart xii). Thus, the reader makes the text what it is, 

depending on a variety of factors, including personality, the 

literary conventions employed, \!xperiences, and expectations. As 

Flynn and Schweickart explain in the introduction of Gender and 

Reading: 

two factors influence the schemata that are activated 
during reading: 'background' (education, upbringing. 
life experiences) determines the prior knowledge the 
reader brings to bear on the text; 'viewpoint' (what 
she expects to learn from the text, what she believes 
about the author's intentions. and what she imagines 
to constitute proper reading and the language in which 
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the reading is to be articulated. and so on) determines 
the reader's disposition toward the text and the 
activity of reading. Differences in viewpoint can 
override similarities in background. and differences tn 
background can be masked by similarities in 
viewpoint. (xv) 

Thus, the experience of the text mirrors the reader's disposition. 

background and expectations, and yet at the same time, this 

experience creates a reality different from the readers'. That is, 

the experience of the text occurs as different--a new reality--than 

that which is the readers'. (More on this later.) 

A third assumption of reader-response criticism has been 

simply summarized by Wolfgang Iser: "reading is only a pleasure 

when it is active and creative" (377), * that is, when the reader is 

called upon to participate. As Frank Kermode stated in 1975, "the 

only works we value enough to call classic are those which, as 

they demonstrate by surviving, are complex and indeterminate 

enough to allow us our necessary pluralities" (Martin 166). 

Indeterminacy is essential at least in a sufficient quantity to allow 

active and creative imagining on the reader's part. As Iser 

clarifies: 

If the reader were given the whole story. and there 
were nothing left for him to do. then his imagination 
would never enter the field, the result would be the 
boredom which inevitably arises when everything is 
laid out cut and dried before us. A literary text must 
therefore be conceived in such a way that it will 
engage the reader's imagination in the task of working 

*All Iser quotations in this chapter are from "The Reading 
Process," unless indicated otherwise. 
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things out for himself, for reading is only a pleasure 
when it is active and creative. In this process of 
creativity, the text may either not go far enough. or 
may go too far, so we may say that boredom and 
overstrain form the boundaries beyond which the 
reader will leave the field of play. (377) 

Thus the writer must take care that her work passes these two 

tests: the work must leave enough unsaid for the reader to 

experience the pleasure of creative participation, yet at the same 

time, it must provide a reasonable amount of guidance so as not to 

overs train the reader. 

Iser's understanding and explanation of the reading process 

is particularly helpful when studying Woolf. He envisions the 

structure of reading as a dialectic (see diagram below) with the 

literary work possessing two poles--the artistic and the esthetic: 

Reader 

Text-artistic pole Esthetic--realization of the text 

As Iser explains, "the artistic refers to the text created by the 

author, and the esthetic to the realization accomplished by the 

reader." Iser continues on to clarify and explain this dialectic: 

From this polarity it follows that the literary work 
cannot be completely identical with the text, or with 
the realization of the text, but in fact n1ust lie halfway 
between the two. The work is more than the text, for 
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the text only takes on life when it is realized, and 
furthermore the realization is by no means 
independent of the individual disposition of the 
reader--though this in turn is acted upon by the 
different patterns of the text. The convergence of text 
and reader brings the literary work into existence, and 
this convergence can never be precisely pinpointed, 
but must always remain virtual, as it is not to be 
identified with the reality of the text or with the 
individual disposition of the reader. (376-7) 

Each reading of a given text creates something new, something 

beyond the text itself. Reading, then, is a process of creation, a 

process that cannot help but be affected by the individual biases 

of any given reader. Thus, "the activity of reading can be 

characterized as a sort of kaleidoscope of perspectives, 

preintentions, recollections" (lser 380). As Iser himself explains: 

The manner in which the reader experiences the text 
will reflect his own disposition, and in this respect the 
literary text acts as a kind of mirror; but at the same 
time, the reality which this process helps to create is 
one that will be different from his own (since, 
normally, we tend to be bored by texts that present us 
with things we already know perfectly well ourselves). 
(3 81) 

The reader, influenced by his education, experience, background-

his own "consciousness" and "outlook" --colors the text through his 

"own characteristic selection process" (lser 383). And as Iser also 

points out: "The fact that completely different readers can be 

differently affected by the 'reality' of a particular text is ample 

evidence the degree to which literary texts transform reading into 

a creative process that is far above mere perception of what is 

written" (379). Each reading results in a very personalized 
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experience, the creation of a "reality" that is neither the same as 

the text nor the same as the reader himself but rather somewhere 

in between--or perhaps somewhere beyond the two. 

Although each reader inevitably colors the text, the reader 

is not entirely in control of the reading process. As Iser explains, 

"if communication between text and reader is to be successful, 

clearly the reader's activity must also be controlled in some way 

by the text" ("Interaction" 110). So, although reading is a creative 

process, a process in which something new is continuously 

created, it is not without limitations. The text itself contains 

certain stimuli, "structural components," which assist the reader tn 

making sense of the text: recurrent literary themes, conventions 

and patterns, familiar social and historical contexts, any number 

of "techniques or strategies used to set the familiar against the 

unfamiliar" (Iser 386). Thus, the coming together of the reader 

and the text, each with its own contributing elements, in the act of 

reading can be described as a dynamic process. As Iser explains: 

As we read, we oscillate to a greater or lesser 
degree between the building and the breaking of 
illusions. In the process of trial and error, we organize 
and reorganize the various data offered us by the text. 
These are the given factors, the fixed points on which 
we base our 'interpretation,' trying to fit them 
together in the way we think the author meant them 
to be fitted. . .. 

The act of recreation is not smooth or continuous 
process, but one which, in its essence, relies on 
interruptions of the flow to render it efficacious. We 
look forward, we look back, we decide, we change our 
decisions, we form expectations, we are shocked by 
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their nonfulfillment, we question. we muse. we accept, 
we reject; this is the dynamic process of recreation. 
(386) 

Effectively, the reader bounces back and forth between two sets 

of standards--his own and those of the text--while trying to 

create a reality that satisfies both. Thus, reading is a "dynamic 

process of self-correction, as he [the reader] formulates signifieds 

which he must then continually modify" (lser, The Act of Reading 

67). It is a process of anticipation and retrospection. a process 

that requires the formulation/breaking/reformulation of patterns 

of text. 

Finally then, the realization of the text results from all that 

the reader brings to the text plus the delimitations or stimuli of 

the text, that which the text brings to or imposes on the reader. 

The result of this union between reader and text brings about the 

"esthetic." For the individual performing this dynamic act of 

reading, a new self--the reader as "a transcendental possibility II-

emerges. Wallace Martin clarifies this point in his summary of 

lser: '"the reader' is not the fictitious figure addressed by the 

implied author, the real person reading, or some combination of 

the two; rather, the reader is a transcendental possibility. not yet 

realized, that exists and changes only in the process of reading II 

(162). In addition, the coming together of text and reader results 

in a new dimension of the text--the "virtual dimension" --which is 

"not the text itself, nor is it the imagination of the reader: it is the 

coming together of text and imagination" (380). This "virtual 
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dimension," then~ is newly created with each reader and reading 

of a given text. Thus, the reading process is 

a whole dynamic process: the written text imposes 
certain limits on its unwritten implications in order to 
prevent these from becoming too blurred and hazy, 
but at the same time these implications. worked out 
by the reader's imagination, set the given situation 
against a background which endows it with far greater 
significance than it might have seemed to possess on 
its own. (378) 

The reader, in working out the text in his imagination, gives the 

text this "greater significance." This significance arises from the 

"gaps" in the text, those areas in the text which are left unstated 

allow for, or require, the imaginative participation of the reader. 

The inevitable presence of gaps in any given text accounts 

for or allows reader participation. As a means of explaining gaps~ 

Iser compares the literary world to the "real" world.. or more 

specifically, why our consideration of both is similar and yet 

significantly different. He shows that each of us faces these 

unstated areas, these indeterminacies, these gaps. tn our everyday 

'reality' as well as in literature, but the way in which we deal with 

them differs: 

Each viewpoint is derived from a repertoire of 
conventions and attitudes that we use in 
understanding life. But in fiction, we must construct 
the schematic 'reality' to which the words refer by 
imagining it, rather than filling in missing details by 
taking another look at the world or at other sources of 
information. Here the individuality of the reader 
comes into play, and the writer has provided for it in 
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the gaps and blanks that exist in the text. (Martin 
161-2) 

Thus, the difference between the literary world and the real 

world lies in the way we use our imagination to fill in gaps in the 

literary world. The gaps in the real world, the outside world, can 

be filled by checking and rechecking the given elements of the 

real world--what really exists--through our senses. The literary 

world, in contrast, lacks the stability, the determinacy, of the real 

world. Essentially, the bridges between the gaps in the literary 

world must be imaginatively constructed, subject to the personal 

desires of each reader. Because there are no "facts" to which the 

reader may refer, because there is no checking or rechecking the 

given elements, interpretations will vary according to the reader. 

Gaps are present in all novels, perhaps even in all writing, 

whether consciously or not on the writer's part. Not only are gaps 

inevitable but they are also desirable. As Iser explains: 

no tale can ever be told in its entirety. Indeed. it is 
only through inevitable omissions that a story gains its 
dynamism. Thus whenever the flow is interrupted 
and we are led off in unexpected directions. the 
opportunity is given to us to bring into play our own 
faculty for establishing connections--for filling in the 
gaps left by the text itself. (380) 

Too much information from the writer makes a novel too 

predictable and therefore boring. The reader does not need the 

writer if he can anticipate, in a sense, "write," the story on his 

own. When a gap in a text collapses or even worse. never existed, 

when it is absent (for whatever reason), the reader easily 
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anticipates "what happens next," and the unfolding of the text 

suffers from a lack of surprise, of freshness, of originality. Thus .. 

"The gaps function as a kind of pivot on which the whole text

reader relationship revolves. Hence, the structured blanks of the 

text stimulate the process of ideation to be performed by the 

reader on terms set by the text" (Iser, "Interaction" 111-2). That 

is, the presence of gaps, whether intentional or not, stimulates the 

reader's imagination but within the delimitations of the text. 

Thus, Iser sees these gaps, these abrupt changes and spaces in the 

text, as an "opportunity," as a challenge to the reader to create the 

necessary bridge, "as a tacit invitation to find the missing link" 

("Interaction" 112-3). And of course, each reader will create the 

bridge in his own way. As a result: 

one text is potentially capable of several different 
realizations, and no reading can ever exhaust the full 
potential, for each individual reader will fill in the 
gaps in his own way, thereby excluding the various 
other possibilities; as he reads, he will make his own 
decision as to how the gap is to be filled. In this very 
act the dynamics of reading are revealed. By making 
his decision he implicitly acknowledges the 
inexhaustibility of the text; at the same time it is this 
very inexhaustibility that forces him to make his 
decision. (Iser 380) 

Because of this inexhaustibility. this potential for infinite 

possibilities, the study of the gaps or indeterminacies in a given 

text, that is, the contemplation of their innumerable implications. 

is fascinating. Even knowing that gaps are very personal and n1ay 

not occur at the same time for every reader--one never knows 
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when the reader's mind will wander in some unspecified 

direction--some gaps seem purposefully placed or used by writer 

and thus more common to the reading community. Such 

purposeful employment of gaps is a characteristic of Virginia 

Woolfs writing. Not only is she forever conscious of the reader 

and his inevitable participation in the text but she actively invites 

him to participate imaginatively in her writing as well, and she 

does this long before reader-response had evolved into the critical 

theory which we know and study today. Consequently, a study of 

Virginia Woolf s writing in light of the current reader-response 

critical paradigm will further reader understanding of both Woolf 

and reader-response. 
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CHAPTER III 

THE SLIPPERY WORD 

It is words that are to blame. They are the wildest, 
freest, most irresponsible, most unteachable of all 
things. ("Craftmanship" CE, II: 249) 

As established in Chapter I (16), the reading process does 

not allow for complete explanations but only for moments of 

understanding and insight before slipping away. This slippage 

occurs through the gaps in meaning, through temporarily lost 

connections, that result when words combine to provide 

explanation and information, when they combine to create 

meaning. However, this slippage also occurs at the level of the 

words themselves--at individual meanings. As a result~ the study 

of reading as a process requires a close look at how and why 

words are used. Just as "what the text is cannot be separated 

from what the text does" (18), what the word is cannot be 

separated from what the word does. At either level, determinate 

meaning is impossible. Despite some moments of common 

understanding, despite common reference sources such as the 

dictionary, interpretations always vary, at least somewhat, from 

reader to reader. 

Iser makes a useful analogy regarding language in which he 

compares the real world to the literary world, the world within a 

given text. As he explains, just as the real world is accessible to 

the senses and therefore knowable and determinate, the words of 

28 



the text in the literary world are given elements and determinate 

as well. Although he is correct in the real world being 

determinate, being controlled, existing "outside any description of 

it" (Talk Like Whales 83), words are neither stable nor 

determinate. As Woolf explains, "The thirty-chapters of a novel-

if we consider how to read a novel first--are an attempt to make 

something as formed and controlled as a building: but words are 

more impalpable than bricks; reading is a longer and more 

complicated process than seeing" ("How Should One Read A Book?" 

CR, II: 259). Thus, the world created by a text, by the combination 

of "impalpable," amorphous words, can never be as knowable and 

determinate as the real world. The world created by the text 

changes, even if only slightly, with each reader and with each 

reading. As her writing clearly shows, Woolf is quite aware of this 

fact, and as such, she frequently struggles to control, or at least 

manage, the medium she loves so much. 

Despite her conviction that "To communicate is our chief 

business ... " ("Montaigne" CE, III: 23), Woolf at times finds this 

task extremely difficult. As she explains: 

There is, in the first place, the difficulty of expression. 
We all indulge in the strange, pleasant process called 
thinking, but when it comes to saying, even to some 
one opposite, what we think, then how little we are 
able to convey! The phantom is through the mind and 
out of the window before we can lay salt on its tail, or 
slowly sinking and returning to the profound darkness 
which it has lit up momentarily with a wandering 
light. Face, voice, and accent eke out our words and 
impress their feebleness with character in speech. But 
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the pen is a rigid instrument it can say very little: it 
has all kinds of habits and ceremonies of its own. 
("Montaigne" CR, 1: 59) 

She finds that words evade her, that she cannot put her thoughts 

to words, and that it ts especially difficult to translate her 

thoughts to language fit for paper. Thus, as her writing clearly 

reveals, Woolfs regard for language wavers between love and 

hate: "One notices throughout Woolfs writings a constantly 

fluctuating regard for language: it strikes her by turns as an 

almost magical force, as a mere necessary evil, and as a betrayer 

of life" (Bishop 344). In fact, Woolf is at times "tortured" by 

words, by language, and as such, by writing Q¥riter's Diary 260). 

As she says, "writing is effort: writing is despair" (Writer's Diary 

201). So, "While Virginia Woolf was devoted to language, she 

intensely felt as well that the medium was limited--too rigid to 

express emotion, too amorphous to express fact" (Eisenberg 

Abstract). In Woolfs own words: "The mind is so saturated with 

sensibility, language so inadequate to its experience" ("Notes on an 

Elizabethan Play" CE, 1: 59). 

Much of Woolfs frustration with the writing process centers 

on her frustration with the slippery word. As she explains, "It ts 

an exhausting process; to concentrate painfully upon the exact 

meaning of words; to judge what each admission involves; to 

follow intently, yet critically, the dwindling and changing of 

opinion as it hardens and intensifies into truth" ("On Not Knowing 

Greek" CR, 1: 32). From this frustration stems one of the keys to 

Woolfs connection with current literary criticism. one of the keys 
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to her position as a writer and critic ahead of her times. In this 

frustration with the multiple meaning of words. Woolf makes one 

of her connections with current reader-response theory. As 

Elizabeth Freund explains: 

Fundamental to twentieth-century critical thought is 
the understanding that, in a signifying system such as 
language, the signifier never coincides with signified; 
one of these elements is always, so to speak, 
outstripping or in excess of the other. For practical 
purposes, what this means is that language is always 
in some degree unstable, indeterminate, double, 
duplicitous, other to itself, different--and therefore 
subject to misinterpretations. (18) 

As Woolf explains in "Craftmanship," "it is the nature of words to 

mean many things" (CE, II: 24 7)--" it is their nature not to express 

one simple statement but a thousand possibilities" (CE, II: 246). 

Woolfs essay, "The Mark on the Wall" (Virginia Woolf Reader 

151-59), demonstrates just how true this description is; it 

demonstrates how one idea, one thing like a mark on the wall-

like one word--gives way to innumerable mental associations. 

Thus, Woolfs belief that "nothing was simply one thing" (To the 

Lighthouse 286) is characteristic of language, of every written 

word, as well as of life. 

Although each word has a dictionary definition providing 

some common ground of understanding. what the word does for 

each reader--that is. the unconscious chain reaction of thought 

and response that results upon each individual reading--is a 

totally personal experience depending on what the reader brings 
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to it. As Woolf explains, "this power of suggestion is one of the 

most mysterious properties of words. Everyone who has ever 

written a sentence must be conscious or half-conscious of it. 

Words, English words, are full of echoes, of memories, of 

associations--naturally" ("Craftsmanship" CE, II: 248). In fact, she 

contends, they defy definition: 

In short, they [words] hate anything that stamps 
them with one meaning or confines them to one 
attitude, for it is their nature to change. 

Perhaps that is their most striking peculiarity-
their need of change. It is because the truth they try 
to catch is many-sided, and they convey it by being 
themselves many-sided, flashing this way, then that. 
Thus they mean one thing to one person, another thing 
to another person; they are unintelligible to one 
generation, plain as a pikestaff to the next. And it is 
because of this complexity that they survive. 
("Craftsmanship" CE, II: 250-1) 

It is because of this complexity that they continue both to 

fascinate and frustrate Woolf and all those who study them. 

Throughout her writing, Woolf has much to say about words 

and how they combine to create language. In particular. she 

discusses the problems that continuously plague her, frustrate 

her, and cause her great despair. As Nora Eisenberg explains in 

her dissertation: 

Woolfs relations with language were always 
complex. Both delight and doubt about the medium of 
words weave through her life and art. The delight 
came easily to the born writer for whom words were 
the 'natural means of expression'. But the doubts 
came as well with the recurring sense that language 
was an artificial convention--'inadequate to its 
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experience', 'an impure medium', 'slow and deluding'. 
For language was rigid, Woolf often feared, dividing a 
world that was, or should be, unified. (253-4) 

For Woolf, this disunity is caused by a number of factors; first and 

foremost is the the difficulty of the medium. As she explains in A 

Writer's Diary, "It is all very well, saying one will write notes. but 

writing is a very difficult art. That is one has always to select . . . 

Writing is not in the least an easy art. Thinking what to write, it 

seems easy; but the thought evaporates, runs hither and thither" 

(196). Woolf continuously fights this inability to select, to pick out 

"the" perfect word, to convey the very meaning she has in mind. 

As she explains, "the process of language is slow and deluding" 

and thus, it is impossible to "Catch them [words] hot and sudden 

as they rise in the mind . One must stop to find a word" (93-4 ). 

And of course, once the writer stops for the word, it is gone, 

flitting across the mind as she foolishly tries to chase it. tripping 

over other ideas, other words, blocking the way, making a very 

tiresome pursuit even more tiresome, like chasing a rare and 

beautiful butterfly through a field full of thorn bushes--or 

perhaps land 
. 

mtnes. 

Judging by the number of comments she made on the 

subject, Woolfs inability to control, to get to the essence of what 

she felt she meant, frequently disturbs her. She talks about the 

"dangers and difficulties of words" ("How Should One Read A 

Book?" CR, II: 259), about the amorphousness of words. about the 

slipperiness of language, about the difficulty of expression. about 

the "enormous burden of the unexpressed" ("Notes on an 
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Elizabethan Play" CE, 1: 59). In particular, she stresses that 

language is "so inadequate to its experience" ("Notes on an 

Elizabethan Play" CE, 1: 59) that it gives out when faced with 

intensity of meaning. As she explains in her discussion of 

Aeschylus: 

To understand him it is not so necessary to understand 
Greek as to understand poetry. It is necessary to take 
that dangerous leap through the air without the 
support of words which Shakespeare also asks of us. 
For words, when opposed to such a blast of meaning, 
must give out, must be blown astray, and only by 
collecting in companies convey the meaning which 
each one separately is too weak to express. Connecting 
them in a rapid flight of the mind we know instantly 
and instinctively what they mean, but could not 
decant that meaning afresh into any other words. 
There is an ambiguity which is the mark of the highest 
poetry; we cannot know exactly what it means. . . . The 
meaning is just on the far side of language. It is the 
meaning which in moments of astonishing excitement 
and stress we perceive in our minds without words . . . 
("On Not Knowing Greek" CR, 1: 30-1) 

Because language gives out, because it leaves so much 

unexpressed and unexplained, so much to the individual reader's 

imagination, words and their changing meanings seem 

inapproachable and unreachable. 

For Woolf, words seem to have a life and mind of their own, 

living their lives shrouded by mystery, remaining unknowable 

even by those who use them most. Woolf, however, concludes 

that they seem to be most accessible when approached indirectly: 

All we can say about them [words], as we peer at them 
over the edge of that deep, dark and fitfully 
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illuminated cavern in which they live--the mind--all 
we can say about them is that they seem to like people 
to think and to feel before they use them, but to think 
and to feel not about them, but about something 
different. ("Craftsmanship" CE, II: 250) 

Thus, for Woolf words seem painfully shy, first darting this way 

and then that, impossible to approach directly. As a result, the 

process of language, the process that unites these shy little 

entities, remains mysterious. In dealing with these skittish 

creatures, Woolf provides seemingly contradictory advice: she 

wants the reader to be thoughtful and sincere in his approach to 

words, and yet, she warns against thinking too much about them .. 

singling them out for analysis. Words inspire so much, working 

best when they combine unconsciously, working best through the 

power of suggestion. As Woolf tells us: 

Thus one sentence of the simplest kind rouses 
the imagination, the memory, the eye and the ear--all 
combine in reading it. 

But they combine--they combine unconsciously 
together. The moment we single out and emphasize 
the suggestions as we have done here they become 
unreal; and we, too, become unreal--specialists, word 
mongers, phrase finders, not readers. In reading we 
have to allow the sunken meanings to remain sunken, 
suggested, not stated; lapsing and flowing into each 
other like reeds on the bed of a river. 
("Craftsmanship" CE~ II: 24 7 -8) 

Thus, despite her lifelong study of words.. of language, Woolf 

insists that the entire process of language falls apart when 

dissected, that the mystery, the unconscious element of language. 

must remain intact. 
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Although Woolf is admittedly often frustrated by words and 

the language they combine to create, she never abandons them. 

remaining ever faithful to her reader and her desire for 

communication. Thus, "If she is frequently pessimistic, she never 

despairs of language and never deserts her reader" (Goldsmith 

12). As a result: 

communication with the reader never loses its 
importance for her .... Virginia Woolfs awareness of 
the reader and her intense desire to communicate are 
the major factors. Thus she works to make her reader 
appreciate the limits of language and shares with him 
her desire for a more intimate and perfect 
communication--but she never abandons him. 
Because of this she cannot abandon the language they 
have in common. (Mendez 95) 

In fact, despite her frustration, words are what make her world 

worthwhile, "loving them" as she does (A Writer's Diary 56). As 

she says: 

It is only by putting it into words that I make it whole: 
this wholeness means that it has lost its power to hurt 
me; it gives me, perhaps because by doing so I take 
away the pain, a great delight to put the severed parts 
together. Perhaps this is the the strongest pleasure 
known to me. It is the rapture I get when in writing I 
seem to be discovering what belongs to what making 
a scene come right; making a character come together. 
("A Sketch of the Past" Moments of Being 72) 

Not only does she find writing pleasurable but she also finds it 

"far more necessary than anything else" ("A Sketch of the Past" 

Moments of Being 73 )--something which she must do to make her 

life meaningful. For Woolf, "Life. then. becomes an unending 

36 



search for meaning, and language the most important bridge 

between the world of the mind and external reality, and between 

individual consciousnesses" (Goldsmith 15). As a result: 

From her first novel to her last, Woolf explores with 
great tenacity the possibilities and limitations of 
language in the modern world. Topics like conjugal 
communication, the meanings of silence, the private 
language of love, the silence and isolation of illness, 
the inadequacies of language to express profound 
emotion, social talk and gossip, the deceptions in the 
languages of religion, politics, and etiquette, the use of 
letters, signs, placards, and newspapers as 'speech 
attempted': all are approached and all help to define a 
world struggling to retain this most human of 
enterprises, verbal communication, in the face of 
formidable obstacles. (Goldsmith 1-2) 

And this search for meaning is for Woolf something which is 

necessary, something which gives meaning to her own life, 

something which she must pursue as a writer. As she explains, 

"The writer's task is to take one thing and let it stand for twenty: 

a task of danger and difficulty; but only so is the reader relieved 

of the swarm and confusion of life and branded effectively with 

the particular aspect which the writer wishes him to see" ("Life 

and the Novelist" CE, II: 131 ). Although her war experiences 

contributed to the "swarm of confusion" so keenly felt during her 

own life, Woolf feels such confusion is a product of the human 

experience during any age regardless of political or historical 

circumstances--it is a timeless, universal characteristic of being 

human. Thus, for a writer such as Woolf, who so intensely desires 

to offer insight and clarity to the reader, it is necessary to spend 
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her entire life trying to clear the confusion haunting every 

thinking human being, it is necessary to strive to make sense for 

the reader, even if only momentarily, of the chaos that is human 

life. 
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CHAPTER IV 

BRIDGING THE GULF ... A MEETING OF MINDS 

Both in life and in literature it is necessary to have 
some means of bridging the gulf between the hostess 
and her unknown guest on the one hand, the writer 
and his unknown reader on the other. ("Mr. Bennett 
and Mrs. Brown" Woolf Reader 206) 

Although reader-response criticism generally focuses on the 

reader, the writer and particularly her consciousness of the reader 

as her audience, her receiver. her partner in the act of creation. 

cannot be ignored when studying Woolf. After all, both reader 

and writer participate in, each contributes to, each is essential to, 
" the ultimate creation of the reading process. Woolf clearly 

recognizes this in her many discussions of the writer. And 

although Woolf is at times too prescriptive, too didactic, in 

describing the writer's responsibility, in describing what she 

"must" do, at least in light of the current reader-response 

paradigm, her consciousness of the writer's need to communicate, 

her need to reach the reader, and the way which she attempts to 

do so is quite relevant to this discussion. 

Woolf believes that "Successful literature . . . changes 

readers into creators by deepening their understandings of their 

own lives" (Ferebee 353). The writer, then. must focus her 

attention on that which would assist the reader in furthering such 

an understanding, that which would explain the chaos and 

confusion bombarding him daily. Although what the writer does 
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is easy to summarize and explain~ how she does it~ however1 is far 

more difficult. In other words, easier said than done. 

Comprehension and, consequently, communication of what is 

human life are extraordinarily difficult. Because nothing is 

"simply one thing," the potential for describing the many facets of 

human life is inexhaustible. As Woolf explains, "A writer has to 

keep his eye upon a model that moves, that changes, upon an 

object that is not one object but innumerable objects. Two words 

alone cover all that a writer looks at--they are, human life" ("The 

Leaning Tower" CE, II: 162). But as difficult as it may be, Woolf 

insists that: 

To communicate is our chief business . . . 
Communication is health; communication is truth: 
communication is happiness. To share is our duty; to 
go down boldly and bring to light those hidden 
thoughts which are the most diseased; to conceal 
nothing; to pretend nothing; if we are ignorant to say 
so; if we love our friends to let them know it. 
("Montaigne" CE, III: 23-4) 

Thus, "Throughout her work, Woolf implies more and more 

strongly that it is the artist's task to present ideal communication, 

to demonstrate through narration the hidden similarities between 

people, the unperceived and unused opportunities for significant 

verbal intercourse" (Goldsmith 3937 A). So although nothing is 

simply one thing, the writer must--despite the difficulty of 

translating human life into language, either oral or written-

attempt to communicate. Because nothing is just one thing, 

because of the nature of language--its slipperiness--it follows 
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then that a book has any number of meantngs depending on the 

reader's perception. 

The writer, then, is not the only creative contributor to the 

reading process--there is always the presence of the audience, the 

reader, to be considered. As Woolf insists, "books ... should be 

the healthy offspring of a close and equal alliance between us" 

(Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown" Woolf Reader 212). The "us" of 

course is the the writer and the reader working together in the 

active pursuit of communication. Because she recognizes that each 

reading of a given work will vary depending on the reader. she 

cannot help but be conscious of her audience, for as she says. 

"Every writer has an audience in view" ("Donne After Three 

Centuries" CR, II: 33). She cannot help but be aware that she is 

writing for someone, and that someone affects what she writes: 

"Undoubtedly all writers are immensely influenced by the people 

who read them" ("Reading" CE, II: 31 ). As she explains in "The 

Patron and the Crocus", 

It is futile to say, 'Dismiss them all; think only of your 
crocus,' because writing is a method of communication; 
and the crocus is an imperfect crocus until it has been 
shared. The first man or the last may write for 
himself alone, but he is an exception and an 
unenviable one at that, and the gulls are welcome to 
his works if the gulls can read them. 

Granted, then. that every writer has some public 
or other at the end of his pen . . . (CR, I: 207) 

So, not only is she aware of the reader's presence but she also 

considers it desirable--she wants to communicate and therefore 
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must have someone with whom she may do so: "A writer is never 

alone. There is always the public with him" ("Mr. Bennett and 

Mrs. Brown" Woolf Reader 208). Finally then, Woolf "emphasizes 

writing as a collaboration between writer and reader, not the act 

of the writer alone" (Middleton 409). 

The reading process, then, is a collaborative act requiring 

the creative contributions of both parties--the writer and the 

reader. The writer's function is to lay the base from which the 

reader's imagination will work, 

to help the reader discover meaning . . . .The writer 
does encode certain aids in the text, but a great deal of 
literature's success depends on the reader's 
willingness to work with the writer, to look, as she 
[Woolf] says in her essay on Robinson Crusoe, through 
the writer's eyes and seek to understand his 
'perspective' (CE, 1: 70). (Ferebee 344-5) 

So, although the reader is capable of making tremendous leaps in 

logic, that is, making connections where the connectives are barely 

connectable, Woolf believes the writer has certain responsibilities 

to the reader and as such, she should, she must, supply sufficient 

clues which lead to her intended meaning. She must "encode 

certain aids" --that is, make use of the literary conventions which 

assist in communication. As Woolf explains, "A convention in 

writing is not much different from a convention in manners. Both 

in life and in literature it is necessary to have some means of 

bridging the gulf between the hostess and her unknown guest on 

the one hand, the writer and his unknown reader on the other" 

("Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown" Woolf Reader 206). In addition~ 
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and at the same time, the writer must strive for transparency. 

She must almost be in "a trance." As Woolf says, "a novelist's chief 

desire is to be as unconscious as possible. He has to induce in 

himself a state of perpetual lethargy" ("Professions for Women" 

Women and Writing 61). In "The 'Sentimental Journey'," Woolf 

praises Sterne and his Tristram Shandy for his success at this 

rather difficult task: 

There is a privacy in this intercourse which allows 
things to slip out unreproved that would have been in 
doubtful taste had they been spoken in public. Under 
the influence of this extraordinary style the book 
becomes semi-transparent. The usual ceremonies and 
conventions which keep reader and writer at arm's 
length disappear. We are as close to life as we can be. 
(CR, II: 79) 

In contrast, she criticizes Henry James for his inability to achieve 

this effect: 

Either through a feeling of timidity or prudery or 
through a lack of imaginative audacity, Henry James 
diminishes the interest and itnportance of his subject 
in order to bring about a symmetry which is dear to 
him. This his readers resent. We feel him there, as 
the suave showman.. skilfully manipulating his 
characters; nipping, repressing; dexterously evading 
and ignoring~ where a writer of greater depth or 
natural spirits would have taken the risk which his 
material imposes, let his sails blow full and so, 
perhaps, achieved symmetry and pattern, in 
themselves so delightful, all the same. ("Phases of 
Fiction" CE .. II: 82) 

The writer, then, must make the gaps in the text bridgeable. She 

must do all that it takes to communicate successfully with the 

43 



reader while making her presence felt as little as possible. She 

must only put into a text enough to set the reader's imagination 

racing in the right direction. As Woolf sums up: 

The writer must get into touch with his reader by 
putting before him something which he recognizes. 
which therefore stimulates his imagination, and makes 
him willing to co-operate in the far more difficult 
business of intimacy. And it is of the highest 
importance that this common meeting-place should be 
reached easily, almost instinctively, in the dark, with 
one's eyes shut. ("Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown" Woolf 
Reader 206) 

As Woolf explains: "The art of writing, consists of laying an egg in 

the reader's mind from which springs the thing itself" (CE, II: 

301). And of course, "the thing itself" is the literary world created 

by the writer and reader. So, in addition to making use of literary 

conventions and making herself transparent, the writer must lay 

an egg, she must plant a seed, in effect, she must 

take one thing and let it stand for twenty: a task of 
danger and difficulty; but only so is the reader 
relieved of the swarm and confusion of life and 
branded effectively with the particular aspect which 
the writer wishes him to see. (Woolf "Life and the 
Novelist" CE, II: 131) 

In praising Jane Austen, Woolf explains: 

Jane Austen is thus a mistress of much deeper emotion 
than appears upon the surface. She stimulates us to 
supply what is not there. What she offers is, 
apparently, a trifle, yet is composed of something that 
expands in the reader's mind and endows with the 
most enduring form of life scenes which are outwardly 
trivial. ("Jane Austen" CR, 1: 138-9) 
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Austen's writing goes deeper than what seems to be on the page. 

She is successful in that she stimulates the reader to go beyond 

what is written and infinitely expand its meaning. Thus~ the 

writer must achieve a universality to her work which makes the 

work applicable to much as well as to many. 

*** 
The reader's function is to connect with the writer, to find 

meaning in the world that the writer is trying to create for him. 

He should make the writer's work his work, gleaning all possible 

knowledge and insight from it. As Ferebee makes clear: 

Reading is not a sedentary process; it is, as in writing~ 
an active pursuit of meaning. In the more than two 
hundred literary essays Woolf wrote over a thirty
seven year career as an essayist, she often discussed 
the reader's function, which is to find personal 
meaning by uncovering interpretive signs in the text. 
(344-5) 

Thus, the reader's role is quite significant. He cannot passively sit 

back and let the writer's words pass before his eyes. He must 

think about what is being said--he must think about what the 

writer put to words with him in mind. Thus~ the presence of the 

reader is evident in two ways: ( 1) passively~ as the audience the 

writer has in mind when writing, and (2) actively, as the filler of 

gaps, the supplier of a wealth of ideas and information beyond the 

writer's words. 

So, although Woolf is aware that II A writer is never alone. 

There is always the public with him" ("Mr. Bennett and Mrs. 

Brown II Woolf Reader 208), she understands that her 
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communication with said reader will never be perfect, that there 

inevitably will be gaps in this communication and as a result. gaps 

in understanding. A writer can never assume that the reader 

understands what he is reading as the writer intended it to be 

understood. Woolf "emphasizes writing as a collaboration 

between writer and reader, not the act of the writer alone. 

Words, she continues, 'combine--they combine unconsciously 

together. . . . They do it without the writer's will; often against his 

will' ("Craftmanship," The Death of the Moth and Other Essays, 

198, 201)" (Middleton 409). In addition, the writer can never 

predict where the reader's imagination will take over, where it 

will fill in the story, or the gaps therein, with unsuspected content, 

that is, with content beyond the plan of the writer. However, 

although the reader may fill in these gaps with extraneous 

imaginings, Woolf understands that the bridging of these gaps. 

that is, the imaginative leaps that every reader must make in 

order to get through a text, are essential to the reading process. 

In other words, no writer can say it all. The reader has and wants 

to participate in the reading process, and he does this by 

supplementing the written text with the imaginings. assumptions 

and connections that help him make sense of both the text and the 

world. As Ferebee concludes of Woolf: 

The power and charm of Virginia Woolfs essays 
radiate from her conviction that the writer 
communicates his or her message most rewardingly 
when the receptor is active and creative. Because 
readers learn through feeling. they should first read 
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with open minds, allowing any number of impressions 
to form (CE, II: 9-1 0). But to 'get our emotion directly 
and for ourselves is only the first step. We must go 
onto riddle it with questions' (CE, II: 126). Both as a 
reader and as an essayist, then, Virginia Woolf begins 
with the assumption that each reader reacts 
differently to a text . . . (344-5) 

Thus, as Ferebee concludes, the reader's function for Woolf is to 

uncover "interpretive signs," to make connections with the 

writer's thoughts, to bridge the many gaps, to fill in these gaps 

with ideas and information that extends the personal meaning of 

the text. Thus, Woolf understands the importance and 

inevitability of gaps, both those which she unconsciously includes 

and over which she has no control, as well as those she includes as 

part of her method, as part of her style, as part of her attempt to 

communicate to the fullest extent possible. 
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CHAP1ERV 

FINDING TilE CENTER 

Now is life very solid or very shifting? I am haunted 
by the two contradictions. This has gone on for ever; 
will last for ever; goes down to the bottom of the 
world--this moment I stand on. Also it is transitory, 
flying diaphanous. I shall pass like a cloud on the 
waves. Perhaps it may be that though we change, one 
flying after another, so quick, so quick, yet we are 
somehow successive and continuous we human beings. 
and show the light through. But what is the light? I 
am impressed by the transitoriness of human life . . . 
(Writer's Diary 138) 

Because life is so very transitory and fleeting, shifting this 

way and that, never stopping for us to figure out what is 

happening and why, we often are left feeling confused and 

uncertain, wondering why things unfold as they do. Because this 

is so, Woolf maintains that the writer's task is to describe life as it 

is, with all its twists and turns, its variances, its aberrations and 

complexities. This is the only way the writing will add any 

meaning to the reader's life. It must be a reflection of what he 

knows and experiences, a reflection of reality. As she explains: 

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? ("Modern Fiction" CR, 1: 
150) 

48 



For Woolf, describing life requires that her writing reflects life's 

randomness and confusion. It is more important to put life as it 

really is--with all its confusing twists and turns--on the page than 

to create some beautiful and simple but inaccurate copy of it. As 

she explains: "Let us record the atoms as they fall upon the mind 

in the order in which they fall, let us trace the pattern. however 

disconnected and incoherent in appearance, which each sight or 

incident scores upon the consciousness" ("Modern Fiction" CR. I: 

150). Thus, as Jane Novak concludes of Woolf: 

She worked to create an ordered aesthetic form that, 
for all its symmetry, would nevertheless accommodate 
disorder, a contemporary account of the mind's 
irregular action, 'the rapidity of life, the perpetual 
waste and repair; all so casual all so haphazard' ("The 
Mark on the Wall" A Haunted House 37). She sought 
form that would create meaning and value in the 
profusion of experience that was for her. although 
zestful and beautiful--shifting, undependable, and 
sometimes cruelly mysterious. ( 1) 

If the novel cannot reflect all this chaos, if it cannot offer insight 

to the reader about the world he knows and recognizes, if the 

writer's vision cannot stop the shifting and pull it all together for 

even just one moment, the novel's value is severely limited, if it 

has value at all. As Woolf herself explains in "Women and 

Fiction": "For a novel, after all, is a statement about a thousand 

different objects--human, natural, divine; it is an attempt to relate 

them to each other. In every novel of merit these different 

elements are held in place by the force of the writer's vision" 

(Women and Writing 48-9). A successful novel, then. must 
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translate the writer's vtston of the "thousand different objects," 

which collectively are known as life, into at least one moment of 

understanding and insight for the reader. 

Despite a writer's good intentions. however, describing 

human life, describing reality, describing all that adds up to the 

very chaotic and confusing world in which we live, challenges 

even the most inspired and gifted writer. A tension exists 

between what can be said, that is, what can actually be put to 

words, and what is said, what is actually conveyed to the reader. 

This is particularly true in the case of the novelist and within the 

novel. As Woolf explains: 

For the most characteristic qualities of the novel--that 
it registers the slow growth and development of 
feeling, that it follows many lives and traces their 
unions and fortunes over a long stretch of time--are 
the very qualities that are most incompatible with 
design and order. It is the gift of style, arrangement, 
construction, to put us at a distance from the special 
life and to obliterate its features; while it is the gift of 
the novel to bring us into close touch with life. The 
two powers fight if they are brought into combination. 
The most complete novelist must be the novelist who 
can balance the two powers so that the one enhances 
the other. ("Phases of Fiction" CE, II: 101) 

Thus, the chaos and confusion that is human life fights any 

attempt of design and order, any attempt to organize the many 

lives into a clear and simple sequence. But without some 

arrangement, the chaos and confusion--that which makes up 

reality--remains a mystery, and the writer fails to communicate 

some sense to her reader. Thus" the successful novelist must 
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overcome the most difficult task: she must hold the two sides in 

balance, using the natural tension created between the two to 

reveal that which is most significant about each. 

The description of human life, therefore, cannot be 

approached directly. There stands a barrier to communication. a 

limit to the extent that language can describe feeling. As a result. 

the writer must circle around and around the issue, never quite 

taking the same path, getting closer and closer to the truth with 

each pass but finally leaving a great hole in the center of the 

thought that the reader must fill in. As Lisa Ruddick explains: 

Facts are all that can be recorded through the medium 
of language, while things, the objective realities 
beneath the facts, reside in a realm inaccessible to 
words. Woolfs strategy, therefore, is to surround the 
mute thing with a halo of facts; for while her narrative 
cannot touch the actual object, it enters the 
consciousness of a variety of characters at a variety of 
times to show different human (underline human) 
pictures, different factual representations, of the 
object. The narrative 'must be controlled and radiate 
to a centre' (Writer's Diary 277) a center which itself is 
never articulated. But somehow, it seems, when all 
the subjective 'facts' are strategically posted~ 
something of the objective reality which they encircle 
shows through and 'a room . . . a writing table . . . a 
waste-paper basket . . . become the veil through which 
we see infinity' (Death of a Moth 168). (22) 

Woolf circles round and round reality, surrounding it "with a halo 

of facts," until the reader somehow gets a sense of her meaning, a 

sense of what formerly seemed inexplicable~ a glimpse of the 

vision that is at the core of these "facts." 
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In his study of Woolf, Martin Gliserman focuses on this idea 

of centers and shows just how Woolf manipulates language to 

work around them. As he explains: 

Woolf chose, consciously or not, a set of words with 
linguistic markers that direct the reader to a concern 
with centers and middles: for example, a) prepositions 
which give directions and locations in, out, into.. within. 
between and around; b) verbs which specify actions of 
moving into and out of; of enveloping, wrapping. 
engulfing; of invading, intruding, penetrating, 
damaging and rending; c) nouns which name states of 
being in the center, core or middle; or of spaces that 
have centers--canvas, house, body, heart. (79) 

Although his study focuses on To the Lighthouse, Gliserman's 

observations about Woolfs choice of language are very valid. at 

least to some degree, for all her novels. Woolf is never interested 

in external factors for long; rather, her concerns are primarily 

with the internal workings of the mind. As a result, she 

frequently directs the reader inward, trying to focus his attention 

on some unstated center, some confusion which she sees at the 

core of human life. 

Consequently, Woolfs method of communication is never 

direct. She finds life far too complex for that. Instead. her writing 

skirts around the issue, edging ever closer to the point. but never 

quite touching it. Thus, for Woolf, "The center of each thing 

remains indefinite" (Ruotolo 150). She never attempts to specify, 

to state explicitly. to find words to express. what ultimately 

cannot be verbalized directly. Rather, she leaves it up to the 

reader to pull the many layers, the many strands of thought .. 
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together for a moment of illumination. Woolfs writing, then .. is "a 

brilliantly woven web" (Muller 34 ), a kind of layering of language 

around a central truth that is never stated but can be understood 

by the reader by the many hints surrounding it. As a result, 

"Reality cannot be located in any one series of words in a Woolf 

novel, but it is hoped that the narrative will reach outside itself" 

(Ruddick 18), that the reader will be able to go beyond the 

written word to find meaning. 

*** 
Key to understanding the writer and her attempts at 

describing reality are the different human pictures which 

ultimately combine to compose the novel. As Leonard Woolf 

explains: "The kernel of her novels is not a story.. a plot of action: 

it is a number of people, their relations to one another and to the 

fundamentals of life, to life itself, to live, to art, to death . . . " (9). 

However, the human element within the novel--the characters 

and narrators--as the very voices that the writer uses to get at 

reality, are as often as not as confused by their role in reality as 

the reader and the writer. This seems especially true in the Woolf 

novel. And as a result, they too are torn and confused by their 

inability to communicate: 

The presentation of communication tried .. 
circumvented, or avoided fills virtually every section 
of the novel. All the important characters are shown 
struggling to speak and to understand; all confront 
interruption, noises, and their own insecurity and fear. 
Sounds and noises mock them, their reveries are 
interrupted, their stories go untold. Language seems 
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frequently to work against emotion and insight. to be a 
maddeningly awkward barrier to understanding. This 
constant aborting of expression is illustrated in part by 
the large number of people who talk to themselves. 
Again and again, Woolf shows the failure of the 
individual to make contact as reflected by the inability 
or unwillingness of the community to share meanings 
and respond to its members' need to communicate. 
(Goldsmith 61-2) 

Because communication is never easy, because it is never simple 

and straightforward, Woolfs description of it reflects this. As 

Woolf explains in regard to narration, "The method of writing 

smooth narration can't be right; things don't happen in one's mind 

like that. . . . I'm neither one thing nor the other" (Writer's Diary 

103). Thus, the many selves which Woolf describes in her novels 

are as multifaceted, as changing, as confusingly unpredictable as 

life itself. Jeanne Schulkind further explains this in her 

introduction to Moments of Being: 

That self was an elusive will o' the wisp., always 
just ahead on the horizon, flickering and insubstantiat 
yet enduring. She believed the individual identity to 
be always in flux, every moment changing its shape in 
response to the forces surrounding it: forces which 
were invisible emerge, others sink silently below the 
surface, and the past, on which the identity of the 
present moment rests, is never static. never fixed like 
a fly in amber, but as subject to alteration as the 
consciousness that recalls it. ( 12) 

In order to mirror reality, then. the writer., according to Woolf. 

must somehow show the many sides and possibilities of what she 

is describing. Nothing is "simply one thing." For the reader to feel 

and understand this, the writer must incorporate multiplicity into 
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her characters, her description of human life, her writing. In 

reviewing Dorothy Richardson's The Tunnel, Woolf describes her 

perception of what successful communication of the individual 

would be: "The method, if triumphant, should make us feel 

ourselves seated at the centre of another mind, and, according to 

the artistic gift of the writer, we should perceive in the helter

skelter of flying fragments some unity, significance, or design" 

("Dorothy Richardson" Women and Writing 190). 

Because communication is inevitably difficult, the portrayal 

of the individual attempting communication is difficult. Like 

other elements of reality, the individual cannot be described 

directly. The writer here too must circle round and round the 

individual hoping to hint at who s/he is. As Woolf explains in her 

diary: "the truth is, one can't write directly about the soul. 

Looked at, it vanishes; but look at the ceiling, at Grizzle [a dog]. at 

the cheaper beasts in the Zoo which are exposed to walkers in 

Regent's Park, and the soul slips in" (A Writer's Diary 84). Thus. 

the writer cannot just sit down and directly describe the 

individual. As much as she would like her task to be that easy. 

the "soul" is far too complex for such a simplified approach. 

Rather, she must describe that which is less complex, less 

confusing, less significant, all the time hinting at and around who 

this individual really is. In praising Chaucer's Griselda. Woolf 

offers further explanation: "Upon her, therefore, the mind can 

rest with that unconscious ease which allows it, from hints and 

suggestions, to endow her with many more qualities than are 
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actually referred to" ("The Pastons and Chaucer" CR, I: 14). Thus~ 

the indirect description of the character becomes a part of the 

indirect description of reality. 

Finally then, Woolfs method, her style, is meant to be a 

reflection of life as we know it--shifting, unpredictable, 

contradictory, transitory, "a luminous halo, a semi-transparent 

envelope surrounding us from the beginning of consciousness to 

the end" ("Modern Fiction" CR, 1: 150). She explains herself and 

her method of writing on a number of occasions in her essays. In 

"Montaigne" she says, "one does not say everything; there are 

some things which at present it is advisable only to hint" (CR~ 1: 

63 ). Rather than attempting to put words where words do not 

seem to work, where they fail to explain what she feels, Woolf 

prefers to--or perhaps must--hint around what she she is trying 

to say. However, although she cannot say it all, something grows. 

some meaning develops, aside from what is actually said. As she 

explains in "The Anatomy of Fiction", "Between the sentences~ 

apart from the story, a little shape of some kind builds itself up" 

(CE, II: 138). Meaning develops and grows as a result of those 

hints she is able to provide for the reader. The reader, for his 

part, must take what she provides and push it to the very limits 

of meaning. As she explains in "Phases of Fiction": "If we press on 

beyond the confines of each page, as it is our instinct to do, 

completing what the writer has left unsaid, we shall find that we 

can trace our way ... " (CE, II: 58). Thus, she calls upon the reader 

to go beyond what she has written, to use her words and his 
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instinct to complete her meaning and to find his way to the truth 

as she and he envision it together. The reader, then. must be an 

active participant in the unfolding of the novel; "The reader is no 

longer a passive spectator in a horizontal sequence of events. He 

is involved actively in the character's total environment--an 

envelopment in which all the senses, all central and peripheral 

feelings, are called upon" (Richter x). 
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CHAPTER VI 

MAKING THE LEAP 

It is necessary to take that dangerous leap through the 
air without the support of words . ("On Not Knowing 
Greek" CR, I: 30-1) 

Reader-response theorists assume that any and all texts 

inevitably contain gaps--areas in which the reader is left to make 

connections, fill in information, use his imagination to make the 

writer's words make sense to him. Some of these gaps are 

accidental, that is, unintentional on the part of the writer, while 

others are created intentionally in places where the writer may 

want to leave the reader momentarily without answers. The 

reader may not always be able to differentiate between those 

gaps which are accidental and those which are a result of 

conscious technique, but that is not important or at least, not as 

important as the ability to identify the gaps themselves--those 

areas where he notes abrupt change, where there seems to be a 

disruption in logic, where it seems as if the writer wants him to 

make the leap to think for himself. 

Woolf recognizes the presence and the need for gaps--areas 

in which the reader must enter the text, bringing his own feelings 

and ideas to that which the writer has laid down. Because each 

reader brings his own "vision of the world" to the text, each 

reading of the text brings about a new version of the text. As a 
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result, from the start there exists a gap between reader and 

writer: 

If readers could fully participate in the world of a 
novel, that is, completely lose all sense of self while 
reading, 'the battle' between reader and text would be 
over. But 'we have our own vision of the world.' Woolf 
explains, and we are afraid and angry when that is 
challenged. This 'vision of the world' is more than 
merely a set of opinions, though it may be manifested 
in that fashion; it is basic to our sense of our selves, 
'our private harmony' ("Robinson Crusoe" CR, II: 53). 
When the perspective of the novel differs from our 
own, 'we are afraid because the old supports are being 
wrenched from us' (54). (Kennard 73) 

Because we are afraid or unsure, because we all hesitate when 

confronted with that which is new or different, we tend to fill the 

gaps with ideas and explanations consistent with our own beliefs, 

ideas and explanations which make us comfortable with the 

author's differences. Thus, Woolf understands that from the very 

frrst page and aside from anything else she tries to say in the 

novel, a gap exists between writer and reader because each is of 

an independent mind, each interprets the signs and symbols of 

our language and our world in his own way, each has his own 

perspective, each has his own "vision of the world." 

In a Woolf novel, then, significance arises as much from the 

way the story is told as from what is being said. Since Woolf 

expects the reader to contribute to the development of the novel 

and since she does so frequently, the way Woolf goes about 

bringing the reader and his imagination into play are important in 

understanding what is happening in the novel. As Geoffrey 
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Hartman explains: "The curious fact is that neither the prose nor 

the plot of Mrs. Woolfs novels can explain the suspense we feel. 

Perhaps suspense is the wrong word, since we are not avid for 

what happens next but fascinated by how the something next will 

happen" (75-6). In order to bring about this "how," Woolf 

employs a variety of techniques to keep the novel moving, to 

create the gaps which will bring about "what happens next." 

Woolf wants the reader to think for himself, to fill in the 

gaps. In fact, she "invites her readers to perceive unmarked 

spaces, to interpret blanks, to read absence" (Bishop 102) as part 

of her method of writing. Thus, she layers language, she builds 

her writing around the truth, around the slippery point which she 

so desperately wants to make. As an inevitable consequence of 

this method, this hinting around some amorphous truth, blank 

spaces dot the narrative as if Woolf has purposefully left room for 

the reader's imaginative play to complete "what the writer has 

left unsaid" (CE, II: 58). So, not only is she conscious of the 

reader's presence but she encourages it, seeing it as desirable, as 

essential to the reader's growth, development and enjoyment. 

Woolfs technique is designed to purposefully draw the 

reader into the text. Thus, in her writing, she frequently makes 

use of gaps, stretching them to their very limits. For example, in 

"Craftsmanship," Woolf consciously includes a gap while discussing 

the use of words: 

Undoubtedly they [words] like us to think, and they 
like us to feel, before we use them; but they also like 
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us to pause; to become unconscious. Our 
unconsciousness is their privacy; our darkness is their 
light . . . That pause was made, that veil of darkness 
was dropped, to tempt words to come together in one 
of those swift marriages which are perfect images and 
create everlasting beauty. ("Craftsmanship" CE, II: 
251) 

She uses the ellipsis to force the reader to pause in his reading, to 

allow the words, her ideas, to sink in, "to tempt words to come 

together." She then emphasizes the physical pause, that is, the 

ellipsis, by mentioning it, by telling her reader why she has used it. 

Essentially what she says is: "That pause was made" because . . . 

and then she explains what she is trying to do: "to tempt words to 

come together . . . " She does this again in Three Guineas when 

criticizing our inability to talk openly about all subjects: 

What then can be the nature of the fear that still 
makes concealment necessary between educated 
people and reduces our boasted freedom to a farce? 
Again there are three dots; again they represent a 
gulf--of silence this time, of silence inspired by fear. 
(120) 

This is the conscious inclusion and use of a gap, a specific request 

for the reader to join the writer in creating meaning. 

The use of the ellipsis creates a physical gap, that is, an 

actual physical break between what happens before it and what 

happens after. The use of section and chapter divisions creates 

the same kind of physical break. With this type of gap, Woolf 

warns the reader that something has come to an end, that some 

type of transition will have to be made, that when the story 

resumes something will be different. In fact, Woolf often uses 
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these breaks to get the reader from one place or time to another. 

Often, the section and chapter divisions create a gap where the 

story is actually broken off and then restarted in a new time and 

place, sometimes with new characters and often unrelated to the 

section before. At these points, the reader must make the leap 

from the old to the new, somehow making sense of it all, somehow 

uniting all the seemingly disparate elements. Similarly, Woolf, at 

times, will use extra spacing between paragraphs within a chapter 

to indicate another type of break. When, why and how these 

breaks are used are the sole discretion of the writer, for only she 

can decide when a leap must be made. 

This is not to say that these physical breaks are the only 

time the reader will leap, that is, contribute his own imaginings to 

the novel. Rather, this is an example of when the writer requires 

the reader to leap, when she needs and expects the reader to 

make connections. In other words, she wants the reader to make 

the transition from one element of the novel to another. Other 

methods of creating transitions are less physical and more a part 

of the story but are equally effective--and probably more 

creative. As Geoffrey Hartman observes: 

Transitions may well be the hardest part of a writer's 
craft: Virginia Woolf shows that they are also the 
most imaginative. One remembers, from Mrs. 
Dalloway, the inscrutable motor car proceeding toward 
Piccadilly, and the way it serves to move the plot with 
it. Or, in the next episode, how the skywriting plane 
moves different minds, each guessing at the slogan 
being dispensed and then dispersed. The wind 
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stealing the smoky letters before any guess is 
confirmed is the same that, fifteen years later, 
miscarries the players' words in Between the Acts. 
Suppose now that these letters or words or glimpses 
are divided by years, by some indefinite or 
immeasurable gap. We know that years pass, that 
words are spoken or spelled, and that cars reach their 
destination; yet the mystery lies in space itself, which 
the imaginative mind must fill, perhaps too quickly. 
(71) 

Thus, in addition to physical breaks, such as the use of the ellipsis 

and section or chapter divisions, Woolf uses a variety of internal 

methods--that is, techniques that rely on the actual content of the 

novel--to create gaps, to draw the reader into actively 

participating in the unfolding of the novel. In the examples 

provided by Hartman, a seemingly insignificant event--the 

passing of a car or plane--serves to draw more significant, but 

thus far unrelated, events and/or people together. Again, Woolf 

depends on the reader to follow her lead, to pull the disparate 

elements together, to unify the novel. 

These internal "content" gaps are not always as pointed and 

obvious as the examples provided above; more often the gaps 

arise from the way Woolf uses language, the way she writes, the 

way she describes and makes sense of that which is often so 

confusing. These gaps, then, are the natural result of her attempt 

to imitate life through her writing, a task which she perceives to 

be the goal of every successful writer. As Harvena Richter 

explains: 
Abstraction, reflection, metamorphosis, discontinuity-
these and other modes are the means by which Mrs. 
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Woolf brings the reader into the very center of the 
work. They are not artificial techniques, imposed from 
without, but the actual processes which, when 
rendered through the medium of language, tend to 
make the act of reading approximate the experience 
itself. (x) 

Thus, the reader is drawn in as much by the way Woolf presents 

the novel, by the way she uses language, as by what she has to 

say. 

The way Woolf tells the story--that is, what she allows the 

reader to see and hear--directly affects what the reader is 

allowed to contribute to the novel. The novelist does not ever 

provide all the information, all the details of any given scene or 

situation, but rather, she purposefully selects those details which 

she considers most essential to the reader's comprehension of the 

story. She only allows the reader to see and hear what she wants 

him to hear; she only allows the reader to view the scene from 

one limited angle. As Richter explains: 

The contribution of the eye, all the facets of the 
perceptive process--from the angle of vision through 
which Mrs. Woolf makes the reader view the object, to 
the creation of the image itself through a complexity of 
physical and psychical phases--are perhaps the most 
consciously realized means by which the reader 
participates. He sees only what the character selects, 
visually and mentally, from the scene about him; he 
contributes spontaneously from his own fund of 
knowledge and memory-association to the image thus 
presented and thereby offers a unique and wholly 
individual element to the work. (240-1) 

Thus, the angle of vision, that is, the perspective offered by the 

writer, affects the reader's response to the novel, it affects the 
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way in which the reader participates. In other words, the writer 

presents a given set of information in a particular way and from a 

specific angle. The reader must then respond to this information, 

filling in gaps wherever necessary. Thus, supplementing the 

writer's angle of vision is yet another way in which the reader 

must participate. 

At times, the events of the novel itself are what cause the 

gap. As the story unfolds, the reader naturally becomes 

comfortable with the writer's style, with her method of 

storytelling. However, if an event occurs which in effect disrupts 

expectations of how the narrative will unfold, a gap is created. As 

Lucio Ruotolo points out in The Interrupted Moment: A View of 

Virginia W oolfs Novels: 

We have seen in Woolf how natural forces like the 
storm aboard the Euphrosyne, the Amazon forest 
enveloping Rachel and He wet, the rain in La Trobe' s 
pageant, interrupt narrative expectations. Such 
incidents are designed to loosen our hold on the 
external world and to encourage thereby a radically 
different basis for describing what is in fact real. 
(233) 

Although these examples all occur as a result of natural forces and 

as such are but one means of creating such a gap, they do serve to 

point out how such interruptions can occur. Thus, the gaps 

created for the characters are also gaps for the readers. The gaps 

that Woolf sets up for her characters--those disruptions which 

abruptly change the mood of the text--are the same gaps that lead 

the reader off into contemplation. 
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Similarly, Woolf s frequent use of silence affects the reader 

at least as much as the character(s) experiencing it. The reader 

will experience its awkwardness, its comforting quality, its 

anger--whatever its purpose--along with the characters involved 

before he, himself takes the silence as a cue to drift off in 

contemplation. In that sense, it works like the ellipsis, offering a 

physical and emotional stop in the action for the reader to think 

on his own, to reflect on what is being offered by the writer. 

The manipulations, disruptions, and ruptures found in 

chapter and section breaks and even within paragraphs and 

sentences indicate breaks in thoughts, signaling to the reader that 

a massive leap in the storyline will have to be taken. These gaps, 

which particularly in Woolf so often seem like a conscious part of 

her technique, have the inevitable consequence of affecting the 

reader. As Ferebee points out: "one idea which we must stress is 

that Woolf always tries to show what happens to the reader while 

he or she is reading" (354). So, aside from requiring the reader to 

participate imaginatively in the text by necessitating the bridging 

of gaps, the gaps affect the reading experience itself. 

First, gaps startle the reader from reading complacency; that 

is, they "awaken" the reader once again to the storyline, to what is 

happening in the novel, to what occurs in the text. The gaps 

reenforce or emphasize what will happen next because it is so 

different from what happens before. In addition, the gaps allow 

the reader to stand back and see anew what is happening within 

the text. As Woolf explains in "Phases of Fiction": 
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By cutting off the responses which are called out in the 
actual life, the novelist frees us to take delight, as we 
do when ill or travelling, in things in themselves. We 
can see the strangeness of them only when habit has 
ceased to immerse us in them, and we stand outside 
watching what has no power over us one way or the 
other. Then we see the mind at work; we are amused 
by its power to make patterns; by its power to bring 
out relations in things and disparities which are 
covered over when we are acting by habit or driven 
on by the ordinary impulses. (CE, II: 82) 

By drawing attention to itself, to what is happening in the text, 

and to the reader and his own relationship to what is happening, a 

gap allows for a certain self-consciousness on the part of the 

reader. It allows him a perceptiveness that may not have been 

available under ordinary circumstances; it allows him to see and 

understand what may not have otherwise been obvious. 

Finally, the gaps leave the reader room for intellectual or 

mental stimulation, exploration, and musing. Consequently, the 

reader thoroughly enjoys his reading experience. As Ian Gregor 

observes, the gap in a Woolf novel 

makes us feel its [the novel's] transparency. . . . 
Through such gaps the texts define their meaning. In 
Woolfs case the incision occurs at a moment when, for 
both writer and reader, the novel is becoming 
dangerously becalmed and self-absorbed. It releases 
into the novel a fresh access of imaginative power . . . 
(578-9) 

Similarly, in his discussion of gaps--or voids as he calls them-

Hartman explains the reader's reaction upon encountering a void: 

"the mind conceives it joyfully, rather than in terror, because of 
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the constant opening up of new perspectives, and the realization 

through this of its connective power" (76). The reader, in making 

the leap, in closing the gap, takes chances, thinks for himself, 

explores what he may never have explored on his own. He is 

pushed to be adventurous, and ultimately, he rejoices in the 

novelty of the new experience. Thus, it seems that Herbert Muller 

has missed the point in his criticism of Woolf, her writing style 

and her conscious inclusion of gaps: 

Mrs. Woolf flits about her subject, throws a flashing 
light from many angles, darts in to capture bright bits 
of truth; but by the very nature of this method she 
never comes to grips with a situation. She does not 
confront steadily a deep emotion or really plunge into 
it. A brilliant butterfly, swift in flight, she settles 
unerringly on the choicest flowers and extracts their 
choicest essence; but she never gets to the roots. 
Hence even the lovely style--dipping, sparkling, 
rippling, at any given moment a marvel of 
expressiveness--ultimately palls. The constant flutter 
and glimmer becomes monotonous; at the end it 
suggest preciosity or mere fussiness. (32) 

Although he recognizes her ability to choose "the choicest flowers," 

the brightest bits of truth, Muller believes that Woolf avoids 

providing concrete answers, ultimate truths. But he is asking 

Woolf to do what cannot be done--to simply and succinctly 

explain away the chaos and confusion that is life. He apparently 

believes in absolutes--he wants Woolf once and for all to provide 

ultimate answers for all her readers. But Woolf knows that cannot 

be done, that the truth changes for each individual reader in each 

individual situation and at any given time. 
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In contrast, Lisa Ruddick recognizes Woolf and the success of 

her deliberate style: "Woolf, with her aversion to literature in 

which 'everything [is] laid on the table' (Writer's Diary 302), never 

in any one place articulates her picture of the universe in its 

entirety but rather draws on it in a deliberately fragmentary 

way" (2). Woolf does not draw conclusions because absolute 

conclusions cannot be drawn--she leads the reader to draw his 

own conclusions, to create his own meaning in a world that offers 

no absolutes but the presence of chaos and confusion. She knows 

that nothing is "simply one thing," and she accepts it, using it as 

she sees fit to bring meaning to her reader and his world. 

Finally then, gaps--or what happens because of them 

whether they be consciously included or not--are uncontrollable. 

The author may be responsible for the birth of the reader's 

thoughts--that is, she triggers the thought process by what she 

wrote--but she has no control over where the reader goes with 

those thoughts. And although some gaps seem very deliberate 

and obvious for all readers, others are far more difficult, even 

impossible, to locate. How can any reader identify where 

another's thoughts will break from the words of the text and 

wander to other ideas, other new and interesting thoughts? Thus, 

each individual reader will embark on his own thought chain. 

Each reader does his own reading of the text and as such, develops 

his own interpretation of a given element of the text and his own 

conclusion about the text as a whole. Ultimately then, the writer 

cannot control where the reader might depart from her words, nor 
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can she control, except in a most limited way, what thoughts her 

words may inspire. Each reader will think his own very different 

thoughts at any unexpected and unanticipated moment. 
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CHAPTER VII 

TO THE LIGHTHOUSE ... MEANING AFRESH 

She must try to get hold of something that evaded her. 
It evaded her when she thought of Mrs. Ramsay; it 
evaded her now when she thought of her picture. 
Phrases came. Visions came. Beautiful pictures. 
Beautiful phrases. But what she wished to get hold of 
was that very jar on the nerves, the thing itself before 
it has been made anything. Get that and start 
afresh (To the Lighthouse* 287) 

There is no limit to the way a writer can introduce a gap 

into a novel--it is part of her creativity, her genius, her ability to 

control, or at least manipulate, language. At their simplest level, 

in "Their most elementary form," gaps can be seen on the level of 

the story: 

The threads of the plot are suddenly broken off, or 
continued in unexpected directions. One narrative 
section centers on a particular character and is then 
continued by the abrupt introduction of new 
characters. These sudden changes are often denoted 
by new chapters and so are clearly distinguished; the 
object of this distinction, however, is not separation so 
much as a tacit invitation to find the missing link. 
Furthermore, in each articulated reading moment, only 
segments of textual perspectives are present to the 
reader's wandering viewpoint. (lser, "Interaction" 
112-3) 

Thus, the gaps serve as invitations for the reader to enter the text, 

to unite the seemingly disparate fragments, to participate actively 

*All citations from Woolfs To the Lighthouse shall appear as 
(TL Page). 
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and creatively in the reading process, using only the portions of 

information--that which amounts to "segments of textual 

perspectives" --provided by the writer as guideposts. 

While all this may be true, a discussion of reader-response 

theory, with all its abstractions, is limited in value, that is, limited 

in understandability, until the theory is applied to some literary 

work. In this case, a closer look at the gaps in To the Lighthouse, 

one of Woolfs more widely read and arguably her best novel, will 

help explain and clarify reader-response theory through example. 

The gaps in this novel (as well as in all novels) appear at a 

number of levels in a number of forms, and although some gaps 

will generate a response of some sort from nearly all readers, the 

type of response varies with each reader and each reading. Thus, 

this closer look at To the Lighthouse is in reality my closer look, 

my reaction to Woolfs writing, a description of my reading 

experience. 

*** 
The most obvious gaps in To the Lighthouse occur as a result 

of the three clearly marked section divisions. In the first, The 

Window, the tone is set. Through repetition, through the constant 

description of what is familiar to me as the reader--the daily 

routine of a busy household--I become comfortable with the 

situation in the novel. As Woolf herself explains, "For in the rough 

and tumble of daily life, with all those children about, all those 

visitors, one had constantly a sense of repetition--of one thing 

falling where another had fallen, and so setting up an echo which 
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chimed in the air and made it full of vibrations" (TL 295). 

Through the repetition of those daily activities familiar to all--the 

partaking of meals, the running of errands, the picnics and other 

summertime adventures, the children's bedtime routine, etc.-

Woolf creates a familiar rhythm with which I can identify, can 

feel comfortable. This section, then, is full of life, full of people, 

full of the incidents and occurrences which routinely fill the days 

of any busy family. 

Section two, Time Passes, begins after a gap of ten years in 

time (TL 220) and acts as "an interlude of silence at the center of 

the novel" (Mendez, "Voices of Silence" 99). It results in a drastic 

change of mood and tone. The full house is now empty: "The 

house was left; the house was deserted. It was left like a shell on 

a sandhill to fill with dry salt grains now that life had left it. The 

long night seemed to have set in . . . " (TL 206). Gloom descends: 

The nights now are full of wind and destruction; the 
trees plunge and bend and their leaves fly helter 
skelter until the lawn is plastered with them and they 
lie packed in gutters and choke rain pipes and scatter 
damp paths. Also the sea tosses itself and breaks 
itself, and should any sleeper fancying that he might 
find on the beach an answer to his doubts, a sharer of 
his solitude, throw off his bedclothes and go down by 
himself to walk on the sand.. no image with semblance 
of serving and divine promptitude comes readily to 
hand bringing the night to order and making the world 
reflect the compass of the soul. The hand dwindles in 
his hand; the voice bellows in his ear. Almost it would 
appear that it is useless in such confusion to ask the 
night those questions as to what, and why, and 
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wherefore, which tempt the sleeper from his bed to 
seek an answer. (TL 193) 

All control seems gone from the world. The elements are free to 

unleash their wrath on the world. Chaos reigns: 

only gigantic chaos streaked with lightning could have 
been heard tumbling and tossing, as the winds and 
waves disported themselves like the amorphous bulks 
of leviathans whose brows are pierced by no light of 
reason, and mounted one on top of another, and 
lunged and plunged in the darkness or the daylight 
(for night and day, month and year ran shapelessly 
together) in idiot games, until it seemed as if the 
universe were battling and tumbling, in brute 
confusion and wanton lust aimlessly by itself. (TL 
202-3) 

For much of this section the reader is as confused and in the dark 

as the section itself. I have no idea what has happened or is 

happening and am left fumbling to make some sense, some 

meaning, in the dark chaos. Details of humans, of characters are 

lacking. Any information about the characters is provided in 

brackets, as if of secondary importance. And only death is worth 

mentioning. Finally the reader knows: A war has been fought. 

Mrs. Ramsay has died (TL 194 ). So have Andrew and Prue (TL 

201, 198-9). Nothing will ever be the same. Clearly, Woolfs 

firsthand wartime experiences, her own confusion and fear, her 

own dark feelings, her own helplessness, are recreated here. 

There is no warning, no explanation of how or why, no details to 

show what has happened. Consequently, as the reader., I face a 

huge gap, a gap so vast that the very sense of the story seems 

threatened, seems to have given way to dark chaos. 

74 



In the final chapter of section two, I must bridge yet 

another gap. The tone of the novel changes once again: "Peace 

had come" (TL 213), the sea has once more returned to its 

soothing state, the house is "rescued from the pool of Time" (TL 

209), and the family and friends have returned. Section three, 

The Lighthouse, details the return to the house. Because so much 

has changed, the return is awkward and confusing for the 

characters; there is no longer the feeling of belonging so strongly 

felt in section one under the guidance of Mrs. Ramsay. The 

characters feel "no attachment here"; it is a "house full of 

unrelated passions" (TL 218, 221). The world seems "aimless," 

"chaotic," and "unreal" (TL 219). As the reader, I must pull 

together all the loose ends of this section and of the whole novel. 

To sum up, Woolf uses section one to get the characters, and 

therefore the readers, very comfortable with the house and with 

each other. There are feelings of fullness, of contentment, that 

this is the way it is supposed to be. Then, in the second section, 

she abruptly changes the tone--death and decay pervade. Finally~ 

in section three, there is the return--but the characters find they 

cannot go home again--everything changes. Thus, the division 

between these sections signals some drastic change which the 

reader is expected to follow, hurdling the emotional leaps set up 

by the writer. 

The section divisions described above are a product of 

Woolfs technique. On a smaller level, such "technique" gaps occur 

within each section between chapters or paragraphs. For example, 
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in section one, Chapter III concludes with Mrs. Ramsay's musings 

about the painter, Lily Briscoe. However, with no further warning, 

aside from the chapter break, Chapter IV begins from Lily's point 

of view (TL 29). Such breaks can occur within paragraphs as well. 

For example, the paragraph on page thirty-nine begins from Mr. 

Bankes' point of view--his thoughts about Mrs. Ramsay. Mid

paragraph, with no warning except for the word "Suddenly," Lily's 

thoughts about Mr. Bankes take over. Even this early in the novel 

I am expected to recognize the change in "voice," make the 

necessary identification and shift to maintain coherence. 

Such breaks have little to do with the personal life of the 

characters. Within each section, however, I must also contend 

with changes in content, with the the emotional ups and downs of 

the individual characters. For example, in the third section, when 

Mr. Ramsay selfishly tries to impose himself upon Lily, forcing her 

"to give him what he wanted: sympathy" (TL 225), I experience 

their emotional battle, jumping back and forth between the two 

characters, feeling the emotional needs of each. Mr. Ramsay is 

indifferent to who Lily is, concerned only with his own needs, 

"this insatiable hunger for sympathy" (TL 226): "Look at him, he 

seemed to be saying, look at me; and indeed, all the time he was 

feeling, Think of me, think of me" (TL 227). In this one sentence., 

I switch back and forth from one point of view to another--first 

Lily's, then Mr. Ramsay's. With each jump, I am expected to make 

the necessary connections to keep the battle unified but yet to 

keep the individual feelings of the characters separate. 
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Like Mr. Ramsay, Lily too is selfish; however, her selfishness 

does not place any demands on anyone else, except to be left 

alone. Thus, Lily feels nothing but disdain for Ramsay; in fact, she 

cringes at the very thought of his approach: "Every time he 

approached . . . ruin approached, chaos approached. She could not 

paint. . .. He made it impossible for her to do anything" (TL 221 ). 

Even from afar, she feels his "exactingness," his demandingness: 

he permeated, he prevailed, he imposed himself. He 
changed everything. She could not see the colour; she 
could not see the lines; even with his back turned to 
her, she could only think, But he'll be down on me in a 
moment, demanding--something she felt she could not 
give him. (TL 223) 

She is so distracted by Mr. Ramsay, by what he stands for, that he 

does not even have to be present to disrupt, anger and confuse 

her. He makes her all too conscious of her differences, her desire 

to be alone, her rejection of the traditional female role which 

demands self-sacrifice, which requires constant giving. In 

response to Mr. Ramsay's unrestrained demands, she feels "any 

other woman in the whole world would have done something, said 

something--all except myself, thought Lily, girding at herself 

bitterly, who am not a woman, but a peevish, ill-tempered, dried

up old maid, presumably" (TL 226). But although she feels 

terribly guilty by her rejection of this role, although she knows 

the response this role would require, she refuses to succumb, she 

refuses to "surrender herself up to him entirely" (TL 226): 

A woman, she had provoked this horror [Mr. Ramsay's 
lamentations]; a woman, she should have known how 
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to deal with it. It was immensely to her discredit, 
sexually, to stand there dumb. One said--what did one 
say?--Oh, Mr. Ramsay! Dear Mr. Ramsay! That was 
what that kind old lady who sketched, Mrs. Beckwith~ 
would have said instantly, and rightly. But, no. They 
stood there, isolated from the rest of the world. His 
immense self-pity, his demand for sympathy poured 
and spread itself in pools at her feet, and all she did, 
miserable sinner that she was, was to draw her skirts 
a little closer round her ankles, lest she should get wet. 
(TL 228) 

Thus, by jumping back and forth between perspectives, making 

connections, making transitions, filling in the gaps wherever 

necessary, I simultaneously experience the emotional crises of two 

complex characters. 

During this same scene--that is, during the confrontation 

between Mr. Ramsay and Lily--1 experience another kind of gap 

along with the characters: a complete change of subject, which in 

this case relieves the tension and gracefully allows the characters 

out of a difficult situation. Mr. Ramsay, frustrated and annoyed 

because Lily has resisted his plea for sympathy, suddenly notices 

"his boot-laces were untied. Remarkable boots they were too, Lily 

thought, looking down at them . . . " (TL 228). So, in one instant, 

both characters are distracted by a seemingly innocent and 

unrelated object: Mr. Ramsay's boots. As a result, Lily responds 

with genuine feeling: "What beautiful boots!" (TL 229), but she is 

ashamed of the shallowness of her response to him when just 

seconds before he seemed to need so much more. She therefore is 

surprised when he instantly forgets his despair-- "His pall, his 

draperies, his infirmities fell from him" (TL 229)--and he smiles, 
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totally distracted by everything for which his "first-rate boots" 

stand. Again, Woolf expects me to make the leap, to follow the 

subject change, to understand why it has occurred, and to 

maintain the continuity, the sense of the story. 

Subject changes can appear in a text in other ways as well. 

At times, a character, deep in thought or even talking aloud, can 

suddenly go off on a tangent. I may experience momentary 

surprise at the subject changes, for I experience the change, and 

consequently the gap created by this change, through and along 

with the character, but my surprise is limited only to the 

introduction of a new subject and not that the change itself occurs. 

These changes are quite natural; they reflect the way the mind 

actually works, and consequently, I am used to making such quick 

transitions. The difference in a piece of literature lies in the fact 

that it only seems to be spontaneous. The new information which 

the writer has chosen to include is actually purposeful, somehow 

important or relevant to the novel as a whole. Thus, when Mrs. 

Ramsay suddenly shifts her thinking mid-paragraph from her 

guests to her protection of men (TL 13 ), I am momentarily 

surprised by the shift but am quickly able to bridge the gap, to 

redirect my thinking, to easily follow the meaning after 

successfully negotiating the twists and turns of the storyline. 

Thus, such shifts are not wholly surprising, not shockingly abrupt, 

but they clearly represent a change in thought pattern. 

In the preceding example, the change of subject comes as 

unexpectedly to the character as it does to me, the reader. It is 
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not premeditated on the part of the character; it just happens. 

Similarly, another type of content gap occurs when there is a 

change of scene. To accommodate for such a change, a character 

may consciously interrupt the flow of thought. For example, Mrs. 

Ramsay "must interrupt for a moment" (TL 18); that is, she 

consciously stops her conversation with Mr. Tansley, with whom 

she is walking to town, to talk to Mr. Carmichael, who has 

suddenly come into view. Similarly, a character's thoughts and 

imaginings may be disrupted by a change of scene, a change in 

what the character sees as compared to what she expects to see. 

For example, Mrs. Ramsay quietly enters her children's room one 

night, expecting to find them fast asleep, 

pursing her lips slightly, as if to remind herself that 
she must not speak aloud. But directly she came in 
she saw, with annoyance, that the precaution was not 
needed. The children were not asleep. It was most 
annoying. Mildred should be more careful. (TL 171) 

Thus, her thoughts quickly change from quiet meditation to 

annoyance to deal with the new and unexpected set of 

circumstances. The change in scene effectively startles Mrs. 

Ramsay out of a dreamstate, out of contemplation, and back into 

reality. Following Mrs. Ramsay's thoughts in my reading, I am 

able to make the jump as well. 

At times, when a character--and consequently the reader-

finds herself in a boring situation, a change of subject occurs. The 

mind does not allow for boredom for long; rather, it quickly 

redirects and focuses on something more entertaining. For 
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example, Mrs. Ramsay finds herself on a walk with Charles 

Tansley, whose conversation she cannot quite follow for she "did 

not quite catch the meaning." She thinks him "an insufferable 

bore," full of "ugly academic jargon" (TL 22). Finally able to stand 

it no longer, "Mrs. Ramsay could not help exclaiming, 'Oh, how 

beautiful!'" (TL 23) in response to a change of scene--the bay 

spreading out before them, in response to her need to keep her 

mind active and interested. Following Mrs. Ramsay's lead, I shift 

my focus, glad for the distraction, glad for the change in scenery. 

The varying points of view of the many characters provide 

yet another means of creating gaps within a novel. A character 

who interrupts the mood, whether for the better or the worse, 

through his actions or words, can easily change the emotion of the 

moment. For example, the novel opens with James Ramsay's 

joyful anticipation of a trip to the lighthouse the next day "if it's 

fine tomorrow" (TL 9). But Mr. Ramsay abruptly destroys these 

pleasant dreams with his remark: "But ... it won't be fine" (TL 

10). Although his comment may be accurate, the confidence with 

which he spoke and the sharpness of his words disallow any 

further anticipation and instead bring about feelings of hatred for 

him. It abruptly changes the direction of the characters' and 

reader's mood--it disrupts and confuses, leaving me feeling 

temporarily estranged, floundering for the appropriate feeling. In 

fact, this one remark affects the course of the entire novel, 

immediately showing me "the extremes of emotion that 

Mr. Ramsay excited in his children's breasts by his mere 
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presence" (TL 10). So, in addition to completely changing the 

mood of the characters, and consequently the reader, the 

comment affects the mood, even the outcome, of the entire noveL 

by showing how overbearing a man Mr. Ramsay truly is.. by 

showing the negative effect that this one character has on all the 

others. 

*** 
Woolfs method of layering language creates an indefinite 

number of gaps. I must fill in the gaps created by each layer.. by 

the differences in each description, in order to create a composite 

picture, in order to make a whole out of the collection of parts. 

Woolfs method of character portrayal provides an ideal example 

of this technique. I never get one point of view of a single 

character but rather must collect the scattered and partial 

descriptions which are found throughout the novel. In my mind, 

as I am reading, I organize and create a composite, a whole 

description of the character, despite the fact that the many parts 

really do not add up to a whole. This method is a reflection of 

reality, a reflection of the way we really know people. Lily's 

contemplations of the other characters show me how we do in fact 

know someone. At one point, Lily makes a conscious attempt to 

think about the Rayleys, a young couple who are newly engaged 

to be married: "She collected her impressions of the Rayleys. 

Their lives appeared to her in a series of scenes. . . " (TL 257). She 

does not know either one of them well, but she has seen enough of 

them to pull the many "scenes" together to formulate her own 
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opinion. When she is through remembering them as she has seen 

them and speculating on how they will be, however, she must 

admit: "this making up scenes about them, is what we call 

'knowing' people, 'thinking' of them, 'being fond' of them! Not a 

word of it was true; she had made it up; but it was what she knew 

them by all the same" (TL 258). Later on, in collecting her 

impressions, in creating a similar composite of Mr. Carmichaet 

"she smiled, thinking how many shapes one person might wear" 

(TL 289). She marvels at just how many different ways each of us 

sees the people whom we seem to know. Finally, after thinking of 

Mr. Ramsay, she concludes, "Half one's notions of other people 

were, after all, grotesque. They served private purposes of one's 

own" (TL 293). But still, despite the obvious problems, despite the 

room for fantasy, for varying points of view, for misinformation 

and misconceptions, this is the way we know each other. 

Consequently, this is the way I know Woolfs characters. 

The portrayal of Mrs. Ramsay, for example, requires 

numerous shifts in perspective; it requires me to allow for the 

many points of view--even the changing points of view--of the 

many characters. It requires me to cope with feelings that not 

only cover every extreme but also those which fluctuate within 

the course of the novel. Mrs. Ramsay's own self-examination 

reveals this very conflict. Early in the novel, she recognizes her 

own physical attractiveness: 

She bore about with her, she could not help knowing 
it, the torch of her beauty; she carried it erect into any 
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room that she entered; and after all, veil it as she 
might, and shrink from the monotony of bearing that 
it imposed on her, her beauty was apparent. She had 
been admired. She had been loved. (TL 64-5) 

Later on, she again acknowledges her own beauty: 

And, like some queen who, finding her people 
gathered in the hall, looks down upon them. and 
descends among them, and acknowledges their 
tributes silently, and accepts their devotion and their 
prostration before her . . . she went down, and crossed 
the hall and bowed her head very slightly, as if she 
accepted what they could not say: their tribute to her 
beauty. (TL 124) 

As a result, Mrs. Ramsay seems very taken with herself, taken 

with her own appearance and the responses that it generates. At 

other times, however, she resents what this beauty seems to 

bring; she resents what people seem to think of her because of it: 

Wishing to dominate, wishing to interfere, making 
people do what she wished--that was the charge 
against her, and she thought it most unjust. How could 
she help being 'like that' to look at? No one could 
accuse her of taking pains to impress. She was often 
ashamed of her own shabbiness. Nor was she 
domineering, nor was she tyrannical. (TL 88-9) 

Although Mrs. Ramsay sees her beauty as the source of her 

alleged domination and tyranny, she is confusing her physical 

state with personality traits. She allows her obsession with her 

appearance to excuse undesirable behavior, instead blaming the 

uncontrollable responses of others. 

In addition to these contradictions in perception of her self., 

I must contend with the differences in opinion of family and 

friends who live in the house with her. In one instance. I must 
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make the transition from Mrs. Ramsay's own self-reflection to 

those reflections of her daughters, all within one paragraph. I 

jump from Mrs. Ramsay's negative perception of herself, her own 

questioning of "what have I done with my life?" (TL 125), to the 

collected reactions of her daughters: 

When she looked in the glass and saw her hair grey, 
her cheek sunk, at fifty, she thought, possibly she 
might have managed things better--her husband: 
money; his books. But for her own part she would 
never for a single second regret her decision, evade 
difficulties, or slur over duties. She was now 
formidable to behold, and it was only in silence, 
looking up from their plates, after she had spoken so 
severely about Charles Tansley, that her daughters, 
Prue, Nancy, Rose--could sport with infidel ideas 
which they had brewed for themselves of a life 
different from hers . . . (TL 14) 

The paragraph begins with Mrs. Ramsay's self-assessment--her 

acceptance of her life at age fifty--but by mid-paragraph. the 

perspective shifts to that of her daughters. And to further 

complicate this new reaction to Mrs. Ramsay, it is comprised of 

some very mixed feelings. The girls both "honour her strange 

severity" and respect "her extreme courtesy," but "there was in all 

their minds a mute questioning of deference and chivalry" (TL 

14). Later, Charles Tansley reveals similar, inexplicably mixed 

feelings for Mrs. Ramsay: "He felt many things, something in 

particular that excited him and disturbed him for reasons which 

he could not give" (TL 20)--he felt that "she was the most 

beautiful person he had ever seen" (TL 25). Mr. Bankes also 
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reveals some confusion when contemplating just who Mrs. Ramsay 
. 
ts: 

For always, he thought, there was something 
incongruous to be worked into the harmony of her 
face. She clapped a deer-stalker's hat on her head; she 
ran across the lawn in goloshes [sic] to snatch a child 
from mischief. So that if it was her beauty merely 
that one thought of, one must remember the quivering 
thing, the living thing . . . and work it into the picture; 
or if one thought of her simply as a woman, one must 
endow her with some freak of idiosyncrasy--she did 
not like admiration--or suppose some latent desire to 
doff her royalty of form as if her beauty bored her 
and all that men say of beauty, and she wanted only to 
be like other people, insignificant. He did not know. 
He did not know. (TL 47-8) 

So, although Mr. Bankes obviously admires her character, he is not 

quite certain of exactly who she is--and what she wants. Thus, I 

experience Mrs. Ramsay from several perspectives--the point of 

view of several characters. However, each individual portrait is 

incomplete--in fact, each is more like a sketch than a fully 

detailed portrait. Each character knows only a small part of the 

very complex woman who is Mrs. Ramsay. To make matters more 

complex, these individual points of view are riddled with 

contradictions, inconsistencies and even confusion; the characters 

find themselves at different times feeling different ways about 

Mrs. Ramsay. 

Of all the characters who provide information about Mrs. 

Ramsay, Lily seems to know her best. In contrast to James and 

Paul, who have nothing but admiration for Mrs. Ramsay but who 
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also have a very limited understanding of her as a person, there is 

Lily who spends a good portion of the novel trying to come to 

terms with her and the tremendous influence she has. On one 

hand, Lily admires the life which Mrs. Ramsay has created. She 

thinks: "I'm in love with this all, waving her hand at the hedge, at 

the house, at the children" (TL 32). Yet at the same time, she 

recognizes her limitations, her shallowness: Lily "laughed almost 

hysterically at the thought of Mrs. Ramsay presiding with 

immutable calm over destinies which she completely failed to 

understand" (TL 78). She sees beyond the beauty which seems to 

overwhelm everyone else: "How old she looks, how worn she 

looks, Lily thought, and how remote" (TL 127). She recognizes her 

obsession with marriage as the ideal state: "What was this mania 

of hers for marriage?" (TL 261). She sees her indulgence and 

deference with her husband: "she was weak with her husband. 

She let him make those scenes" (TL 291). Finally though, she 

acknowledges her power: "There was something frightening about 

her. She was irresistible. Always she got her own way in the 

end" (TL 152). Lily's changing opinion of Mrs. Ramsay reflects the 

complexity of both characters. Mrs. Ramsay is many-sided; she 

cannot be reduced to a simple description, and she can never be 

fully described within the context of a novel. 

As the reader then, I contribute the unstated portions of 

Mrs. Ramsay's personality from my own fund of knowledge. I 

make her complete; I make her real. She will come alive, as much 

from the various descriptions Woolf provides as from what I bring 
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to her during the course of my reading experience. So, in addition 

to compiling the various points of view of the various characters 

for any one given character (or situation), I must also contend 

with the contradictions cited by one character. Thus, I provide 

the bridges between the various points of view, between the gaps, 

thereby unifying what may have been disjointed and 

disconnected. In the end, I make sense of what may not have 

been quite sensible, and I do this all so the story makes sense to 

me, all so the story has meaning for me. 

Lily's opinion of Mrs. Ramsay also reflects her own needs, 

her own confusions, her own desire to come to tenns with both 

who Mrs. Ramsay is as an individual and with what she 

represents, at least to Lily. Similarly, Mr. Ramsay's opinion of his 

wife reflects his own biases, his "private purposes" (TL 293) and 

consequently, is greatly affected by the misconceptions he has 

about all women. At the end of the first section when Mr. and 

Mrs. Ramsay are reading, Woolf provides me with an example of 

Mr. Ramsay's bias, this need to make Mrs. Ramsay into something 

she is not: "he wondered what she was reading, and exaggerated 

her ignorance, her simplicity, for he liked to think that she was 

not clever, not book-learned at all" (TL 182). This belittling vtew 

of his wife reflects his general view of women: "women are 

always like that; the vagueness of their minds is hopeless; it was a 

thing he had never been able to understand; but so it was. It had 

been so with her--his wife. They could not keep anything clearly 

fixed in their minds" (TL 249). Actually~ it is not clear if his 
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opinion of all women grows from observing his wife or if his 

opinion of his wife grows from a general conclusion about women. 

Mrs. Ramsay seems to confirm women's inferior intellectual 

capacity by her absolute admiration for her husband's 

philosophizing, his "masculine intelligence," his ability to 

understand the abstract, which she apparently could not: 

What did it all mean? To this day she had no 
notion. A square root? What was that? Her sons 
knew. She leant on them; on cubes and square 
roots . . . she let it uphold her and sustain her, this 
admirable fabric of the masculine intelligence, which 
ran up and down, crossed this way and that, like iron 
girders spanning the swaying fabric, upholding the 
world, so that she could trust herself to it utterly, even 
shut her eyes, or flicker them for a moment, as a child 
staring up from its pillow . . . (TL 159) 

Whether or not Mrs. Ramsay could ever learn square roots if she 

had really applied herself is unknown. She prefers to dismiss 

anything intellectually challenging to the man's realm, finding it 

easier to lay her trust in the male mind, in its capacity to make 

the world right. Thus, each character has a private agenda full of 

personal needs. Consequently, each projects these needs. or what 

constitutes the fulfillment of these needs onto the personalities of 

the characters they meet and presumably know. So, although Mr. 

and Mrs. Ramsay are not entirely accurate in their assessment of 

one another, they provide what is needed for one another; they 

fill each other's gaps. Similarly, as the reader, I have my own 

private agenda and to some extent, inevitably see in the 

characters what I need to see. 
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As many of the characters in To the Lighthouse 

demonstrate, behavioral expectations based on an individual's sex 

cause distorted perceptions of what is actually true. Thus, there 

are gaps between men and women, at least per Woolf, especially 

because of what men want, demand, need and what women can 

give in return. For example, both the Ramsays seek flattery--Mrs. 

Ramsay for her beauty, Mr. Ramsay for his mind--but the way 

each goes about getting it makes a statement about the 

individual's character, about his or her expectations of the 

opposite sex, or even the same sex. Mrs. Ramsay's demands are 

subtle: she makes her grand entrance into the dining room and is 

rewarded by admiring faces for her queenly beauty and 

compliments on "The Boeuf en Daube." Not much is said by the 

other characters but Mrs. Ramsay is satisfied by what she 

perceives to be a sufficiently appreciatory reaction. Mr. Ramsay, 

however, is much more intrusive, demanding an open declaration 

of flattery or sympathy, whether the giver wants to provide this 

or not. Two memorable scenes in the novel show Mr. Ramsay 

begging for a female response. At the end of the first section, he 

needs for his wife to declare her love: "Will you not tell me just 

for once that you love me? He was thinking that . . . But she could 

not do it; she could not say it" (TL 185). From her smile he knows 

she loves him but she cannot say it. For her part, she feels "she 

had triumphed again. She had not said it: yet he knew" (TL 186). 

Similarly, at the end of the novel, Mr. Ramsay desperately seeks 

sympathy from Lily, but she cannot give him the thing he seems 
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to want and expect most. Instead, she flatters him on his choice of 

boots. But this seems to be enough. His damaged ego is soothed. 

It is then, however, that Lily is flooded with sympathy (TL 230). 

When she can give, he no longer needs it. The gap widens. In 

both cases, the needs and feelings of the characters are 

mismatched. Mr. Ramsay needs what the women cannot give. 

Thus, there is an awkward gap between the two characters until 

he can take the leap, until he can find satisfaction in what is being 

offered. 
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CHAPTER VIII 

1lffi CONCLUSION: 

THE SILENT CENTER SPEAKS 

The symbol, a core of silence at the center of the novel, 
is thus the one possible bridge between the finite, 
temporal, factual world of language and the infinite 
reality that language cannot penetrate. (Ruddick 23) 

In comparison to all the shifting within and between the 

characters (as described in chapter VII), the repetition of themes 

throughout To the Lighthouse provides a constant on which I, as 

the reader, can rely. The frequent reference to going to the 

lighthouse, both implied (9, 26, 28, 173) and directly stated (12, 

15, 432, 50, 95, 99, 104, 220), is the most obvious example of such 

repetition. The pattern which such references provide assists me 

with feelings of familiarity, continuity and even security. I am 

comforted by his recognition of this aspect of the plot, particularly 

in comparison to some of the more confusing, even chaotic, 

feelings which are generated by the novel. However, the 

repetition of such thematic details functions beyond just providing 

comfort. As Lisa Ruddick explains: "The function of this 

continual repetition of detail is to free the reader from the 

limitations of the fact-bound human perspective and allow him to 

sense the larger pattern of things" (21). In effect. I take all the 

details provided by Woolf, combine them, and expand their 

importance to mean far more than what is initially suggested. 

Ruddick continues: 

92 



[T]he merging takes place not in the actual narrative 
but in the mind of the reader himself. For the 
constant return to a very few physical props in To the 
Lighthouse allows each object to acquire a variety of 
factual, verbal, conscious meanings which then become 
irreversibly combined in the reader's mind. Each time 
the object reappears in the narrative it triggers 
simultaneously a multiplicity of associations in the 
reader, so that it is no longer capable of being 'simply 
one thing' (TL 277), no longer a fact at all~ but 
something beyond fact, a cluster of intermingling facts. 
It is, then, by establishing rhythms that Woolf 
overcomes fact in a factual medium and produces a 
narrative which 'embraces or creates what is outside 
itself and beyond' (CR 156). (21) 

Consequently, Lily's painting, for example, and those details that 

combine to create that portion of the novel--her frustration, her 

desire to conceal her work, her need to unite the elements of her 

painting, the haunting accusation that women cannot paint--not 

only create a rhythm that I come to expect but, by the end of the 

novel, also come to mean far more than the details can account for 

in isolation. I create the pattern by connecting all related 

references, by momentarily leaping over all unrelated content, to 

form a familiar pattern that bridges the gap over the unfamiliar 

or confusing elements of the novel. By the conclusion of the novel, 

the pattern takes on a significance all of its own, a significance 

larger than the limitations of the details themselves. 

Repetition of ideas is quite common in Woolfs writing. 

Unlike the lighthouse and painting themes, such repetitions are 

not tied specifically to the content of this particular novel but in 

fact appear over and over again as lifelong themes, as lifelong 
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concerns, as lifelong questions for Woolf. Specifically~ the 

problems of language and communication and the use of silence. 

appear over and over again in both her fiction and nonfiction. 

These two topics, seemingly in opposition, are in fact closely 

related themes. The two are so closely related that at times it is 

difficult to distinguish one from another. In addition, the two are 

so complex that a thorough discussion of each would create yet 

another whole thesis. For the purposes of this thesis, a discussion 

of these topics in terms of their relation to gaps--that is, how they 

create gaps in the novel--will suffice. 

The problems of language and communication, which can be 

quite abstract in theory, can be best explained through example. 

At the simplest level, such problems stem from lack of 

comprehension on the part of one or more characters. For 

example, when listening to her husband and his students, Mrs. 

Ramsay cannot understand, cannot "quite catch the meaning, only 

the words, here and there ... dissertation ... fellowship ... 

readership . . . lectureship. She could not follow the ugly academic 

jargon, that rattled itself off so glibly . . . " (TL 22). She does not 

understand their language, the meaning of the words they use. 

and as a result, before she can even finish the sentence, her mind 

leaps onto another unrelated subject--the circus. Thus, her 

inability to comprehend what they are saying results in boredom. 

so she starts to think about something else. Later on in the novel~ 

Lily suffers from a similar comprehension problem when Andrew 

tries to explain Mr. Ramsay's work through analogy~ but in her 
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case, the result is misunderstanding rather than boredom. Lily 

mistakenly takes Andrew's explanatory example literally: 

Whenever she "thought of his [Mr. Ramsay's] work" 
she always saw clearly before her a large kitchen 
table. It was Andrew's doing. She asked him what his 
father's books were about. "Subject and object and the 
nature of reality," Andrew had said. And when she 
said Heavens, she had no notion what that meant. 
"Think of a kitchen table then," he told her, "when 
you're not there." 

So now she always saw, when she thought of Mr. 
Ramsay's work, a scrubbed kitchen table. It lodged 
now in the fork of a pear tree, for they had reached 
the orchard. And with a painful effort of 
concentration, she focused her mind, not upon the 
silver-bossed bark of the tree, or upon its fish-shaped 
leaves, but upon a phantom kitchen table, one of those 
scrubbed board tables, grained and knotted, of 
muscular integrity, which stuck there, its four legs in 
air. Naturally, if one's days were passed in this seeing 
of angular essences, this reducing of lovely evenings .. 
with all their flamingo clouds and blue and silver to a 
white deal four-legged table (and it was a mark of the 
finest minds so to do), naturally one could not be 
judged like an ordinary person. (TL 38) 

Andrew means to provide a concrete example for an abstract 

subject--his father's philosophy--but Lily becomes obsessed with 

the physicalness of the example--the kitchen table--and entirely 

misses the point. Therefore, her awe of Mr. Ramsay's great mind 

is a joke, misplaced, bestowed for the wrong reason. The gap 

arises between what is true for Mr. Ramsay and Andrew, or what 

they perceive to be the truth about what they know, and what 

Lily perceives to be the truth about what they know. In this case., 

the disparity is obviously great. And as a consequence, Lily's 
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"misreading" of the example results in a stumbling into, rather 

than a leaping over, the gap. 

Ironically, at the end of the conversation between Andrew 

and Lily, both are satisfied that successful communication has 

occurred when obviously it has not. At other times. the characters 

involved are more attuned to misunderstanding, to the 

awkwardness which an attempt to communicate may bring about. 

Such difficulties are frequently the case between Mr. and Mrs. 

Ramsay. For example, one evening Mr. Ramsay wants to talk to 

his wife, but he feels "uncomfortable, as if he were breaking into 

that solitude, that aloofness, that remoteness of hers" (TL I 03). 

The attempt to converse becomes so strained that "They both felt 

uncomfortable, as it they did not know whether to go on or go 

back. . . . They had reached the gap between the two clumps of 

red-hot pokers, and there was the Lighthouse again . . . " (TL 104 ). 

In this case, Woolf specifically mentions the gap that arises when 

two individuals find communication halting awkwardly to a stop. 

They feel themselves cornered, between two red-hot pokers, 

unable to advance, unable to back off, and always reminded of the 

unpleasant Lighthouse conversation that begins the novel. 

A closer look at Mr. and Mrs. Ramsay's relationship reveals 

plenty of reasons why their conversations are often strained and 

awkward. As Jean 0. Love observes, 

The difficulty with the Ramsays, in short, is this: 
people who seem to know one another do not truly 
know one another. They have a certain tense 
harmony and union, but even as they are united, they 
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are discordant within themselves and with one 
another. ("Mythic" 172) 

Despite their marital bond, they remain in opposition: He is an 

academician, a poet; he belongs in libraries. She "never had time 

to read," not "even the books that had been given her and 

inscribed by the hand of the poet himselr' (TL 43). He is 

"enraged" by the "folly of women's minds," the "irrationality" of 

his wife's remarks (TL 50). She is disgusted by his relentless 

pursuit of truth, his lack of concern for human feeling (TL 51). He 

is a taker; he demands sympathy, support and praise (TL 58, 162). 

She has given all that she has to give: "there was scarcely a shell 

of herself left for her to know herself by; all was so lavished and 

spent" (TL 60). He pursues truth--the search for philosophical 

truth is his life. She does not want to know the truth--that is for 

men to worry about--nor can she tell her husband the truth (TL 

62). They live in discord; they live in opposition. They suffer 

from "the inadequacy of human relationships" (TL 62) . . . "how 

flawed they are, how despicable, how self-seeking, at their best 

(TL 65-6). But despite all this, he wants to know that she loves 

him (TL 184), and she wants "unity," "nothing that could be 

written in any language known to men, but intimacy itself" (TL 

79). And so they persevere, attempting over and over again to 

overcome the obstacles, overcome the gaps, create unity and 

concordance where the differences seem so great, where 

understanding seems so rare. 
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Because Mr. and Mrs. Ramsay must overcome so many 

obstacles, because they have such a difficult time communicating, 

their conversations often fall to silence. But it is not a silence full 

of nothingness but rather a silence that speaks as loudly as words, 

sometimes more so. At times, silence is the only means by which 

they can close the distance, close the gap, between them. Thus, 

their silence acts as a private gap, or more accurately~ a private 

bridge, which allows them to crossover the gaps which their often 

inadequate communication create. This ability to speak through 

their silence allows them to continue, allows them to remain 

united, allows them both private space and intimacy. 

Woolfs use of silence in her novels is not simple; she uses it 

in a variety of ways, each with its own purpose. In the case of the 

Ramsays, silence has three primary functions. When in conflict, 

when they feel the gap between them growing, the silence 

accentuates their differences, shows them growing apart, shows 

their anger, the awkward uncomfortableness of disagreeing, of 

seeing things from two very different viewpoints. For example, 

Mr. Ramsay is disgusted with his wife's "irrational" insistence that 

they will go to the lighthouse tomorrow, despite the facts, despite 

the "barometer falling and the wind due west" (TL 50). At the 

same time, Mrs. Ramsay is angry with her husband because of his 

"brutal" insistence on pursuing "truth with such astonishing lack 

of consideration for other people's feelings" (TL 51). After each 

has had a private explosion of sorts, I feel their anger, the wall of 

silence standing solidly between them-- "There was nothing to be 
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said" (TL 51), nothing that could be said in the face of all that 

anger. The silence is only put to rest once Mr. Ramsay humbly 

apologizes. 

Silence also protects privacy, and both Ramsays need such 

protection at times. For Mr. Ramsay, it is a means of easing out of 

anger, out of intense emotion, and Mrs. Ramsay recognizes this: 

Not for the world would she have spoken to him, 
realising, from the familiar signs, his eyes averted, and 
some curious gathering together of his person, as if he 
wrapped himself about and needed privacy into which 
to regain his equilibrium, that he was outraged and 
anguished. (TL 49) 

More than even her husband, Mrs. Ramsay seems to require 

periods of silence to revitalize her soul, to restore her sense of 

self: 

For now she need not think about anybody. She could 
be herself. by herself. And that was what she often 
felt the need of--to think; well, not even to think. To 
be silent; to be alone. All the being and the doing, 
expansive, glittering, vocal, evaporated; and one 
shrunk, with a sense of solemnity, to being oneself, a 
wedge-shaped core of darkness, something, invisible 
to others. (TL 95) 

For Mrs. Ramsay, such silence is necessary--it is rejuvenating, 

allowing her to be herself, apart from all else, invisible, a gap over 

which the rest of the world must leap--even if only for a short 

span of time. And Mr. Ramsay respects her need for such silence, 

although "it hurt him that she should look so distant" (TL 100), so 

beyond reach, so helpless. 
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The Ramsays have their most intimate moments in the novel 

when they are able to communicate silently, through some other 

means than words. Despite a room full of people, despite the fact 

that no word has been spoken, the Ramsays are able to talk to one 

another through their eyes, through their gestures: "Their eyes 

met for a second; but they did not want to speak to each other. 

They had nothing to say, but something seemed, nevertheless. to 

go from him to her" (TL 179). Even when alone with one another .. 

they use such silence to speak to one another. In this case. silent 

communication occurs despite Mr. Ramsay's desire to hear his 

wife tell him she loves him: 

Then, knowing that he was watching her, instead of 
saying anything she turned, holding her stocking. and 
looked at him. And as she looked at him she began to 
smile, for though she had not said a word, he knew.. of 
course he knew, that she loved him. He could not 
deny it. (TL 185) 

Despite his initial desire to hear her words, Mr. Ramsay knows 

communication has occurred, and in a sense, he knows she has 

spoken the words he wants to hear. They have had their moment 

of intimacy. Thus, as Ian Gregor concludes, "Above all else the 

relationship expresses itself more eloquently in silence than in 

words, a silence which Mr. Ramsay continually longs to break but 

cannot, and which his wife gratefully accepts" (574 ). 

The adult Ramsays are not the only characters who 

communicate without words. Their children--James and Cam-

speak to one another through their silence. At first, theirs is an 
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angry, resentful silence, born as a result of their father's 

demanding and commanding personality: "they vowed, in silence, 

as they walked, to stand by each other and carry out the great 

compact--to resist tyranny to the death" (TL 243). At the 

conclusion of the novel, however, when their father finally 

compliments James for the first time ever, Cam "speaks" to James, 

silently congratulating him for getting what he has always 

wanted: "There! Cam thought, addressing herself silently to 

James. You've got it at last. For she knew that this was what 

James had been wanting ... " (TL 306). Because of the closeness 

they share, James and Cam are able to share their thoughts 

without ever having had them uttered. 

Lily is like the adult Ramsays in that her silences serve a 

variety of functions. Unlike the Ramsays, however, Lily's silence 

is not something which she shares with another individual, aside 

from the reader. Instead, it is a space containing her inner self, 

those questions which baffle her, those personal tests which make 

her who she is. For example, she responds to Mr. Ramsay's plea 

for sympathy with nothing more than awkward silence: "In 

complete silence she stood there, grasping her paint brush" (TL 

228). She refuses to give what she does not feel although she 

knows it is expected of her because she is a woman. 

Lily's most significant silences come when she is alone, when 

she contemplates life's purpose. She asks, "What is the meaning of 

life? That was all--a simple question; one that tended to close in 

on one with years. The great revelation had never come. The 
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great revelation perhaps never did come. " But in response to 

such serious ponderings, Lily faces vast nothingness: "All was 

silence" (TL 240-1). She is alone without answers to the most 

important of questions. Unlike other silences which in a sense are 

full--full of meaning, full of communication, full of words--this 

silence is empty, a huge heart-wrenching void. Finally, Lily must 

ask: 

Could it be, even for elderly people, that this was 
life?--startling, unexpected, unknown? For one 
moment she felt that if they both got up, here, now on 
the lawn, and demanded an explanation, why was it so 
short, why was it so inexplicable, said it with violence. 
as two fully equipped human beings from whom 
nothing should be hid might speak, then, beauty would 
roll itself up; the space would fill; those empty 
flourishes would form into shape . . . (TL 268) 

Lily finds the silence, the vast nothingness, that has formed as a 

result of her question-- "What is the meaning of life?" --is too 

overwhelming, too empty. She wants answers. She wants the 

space to fill. She wants the gap closed. And l--as the reader, as a 

participant in Lily's experience, and most importantly, as an 

individual asking Lily's question--1 want the gap closed as well. 

This plea for an answer on Lily's part takes me, as the 

reader, right to the heart of Woolfs writing. Such questioning 

underlies W oolfs every word. And she deliberately means for 

such spaces of silence to do so. As Charlotte Mendez concludes 

from W oolfs diary: "That Woolf set out deliberately to create 

such spaces of silence for her readers to experience is clear from a 
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diary entry regarding the composition of The Years: 'I think I see 

how I can bring in interludes--! mean spaces of silence, and 

poetry and contrast' (Diary 243)" ("Language" 97). Such spaces .. 

especially those huge, unaccountable gaps between the daily 

activities of the characters, point to the inner lives of the 

characters instead. If details of daily activities are absent or 

infrequent, I must conclude something else is worthy of focus, 

something else is of primary importance. As Mendez explains: 

Woolf accomplishes her goal of bringing together two 
'realities' partly through what is not in the novel, 
through its silences. Through we follow some of the 
characters through their lives, from youth to age, we 
are not given what are usually considered the major 
events of a life. Woolf leaves large spaces in her 
characters' lives, so that the major outward events 
must be seen in relation to the silence of inner being, 
the silence of the past, and the silence of death. 
("Language" 107) 

The two realities, of course, are the external and internal worlds. 

Woolf is able to draw attention away from outward events to the 

inner being by downplaying the outward, by leaving out the usual 

details, by creating a complete and fulfilling story without such 

information. I cannot help but be fascinated by the "silence of 

inner being," by the internal world, because it is my inner world 

that I ultimately explore. Thus, Woolf achieves her ultimate goal. 

As Vijay Kapur explains: 

Aesthetically her novels represent the age-old 
dilemma of the artist to give form to his vision: to 
impose order on the flux of experience; to compose the 
fortuitous details of sense experiences into something 
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whole; to articulate the silent, unconscious content of 
the mind. ( 46-7) 

So, although she cannot provide any concrete answers, at least any 

answers which I do not arrive at on my own, I cannot help but 

hear echoes of what may be "the silent unconscious content of the 

mind." The articulation of silence, then, forms the very center of 

the Woolf novel but "a center which itself is never articulated" 

(Ruddick 22). Woolf can hint around some truth. some center. but 

I must arrive at my own conclusions, for the center will change 

with each reader, with each new set of perspectives. 

Nevertheless, this center, this space, will build up, creating the 

meaning that is at the heart of the Woolf novel: 

In 'Anatomy of Fiction' Virginia Woolf observed. 
with Emma in mind, "Between the sentences, apart 
from the story, a little space of some kind builds itself 
up (CE, II: 138)." This sense of space is central to 
Virginia Woolfs own practice as a novelist. Central 
aesthetically, in that it is expressive of the dramatic 
expression she seeks; central metaphysically. in that it 
is ineluctably expressive of the void. the horror of 
which is both the source and the substance of her 
creative energy. "Space," "absence," "void"--these 
words lie at the heart of her work, and to see them at 
work in To the Lighthouse is to see the imaginative 
movement of that novel as it gradually develops and 
takes shape. (Gregor 377) 

Finally then, there always remains that unarticulable core of 

silence. As the reader, I will for a time find some truth but never 

all of it, for all the truth, all the answers, shall never be known. 

The activity of reading is an activity that is "never the same from 

one reading to the next" (Tompkins xvi-xvii). Thus, I will be able 
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to bridge the gap, the silence, for a short time before slipping back 

into uncertainty, before a rereading shows me new light, new 

answers. In the end, as Woolf so aptly shows, nothing is "simply 

one thing" (TL 277). 
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