Week 5: 2 & 4 May.  Change as liberation: What has been liberated?  

Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own (1928), To the Lighthouse (1927)

Abrams: feminist criticism (88-94); stream of consciousness (298-300)

I. Terms: 

A. “phallocentric” and “gynocentric” – binary & oppositional 

      Woolf seeks balance in AROO, via trope of androgyny

B.  “Stream of consciousness” technique: Abrams 298-300 applied 

       to Lighthouse 104-105

Note stylistic markers expressing multiplicity of 

consciousness:






“ego”: objectifying, comparing, noticing




“superego”: censuring, anxiously monitoring




“id”: feeling joy, coherence, boundariless pleasure

II.  Mrs Ramsay as “gyno” point of view in Lighthouse
A. Enacting the Mother role [not idealized], 83-114



1. Acts as the agent of inclusion

2. Enforces gender hierarchies

3. Prompts, and officiates over, heterosexual bonding

B.  Idealization of Mrs Ramsay’s vision: the stream of generations 

1. Reflected in the windowpane, 105 

2. Experienced on the stairs, 113-117


C.  De-idealization of Mrs. Ramsays’s vision

1. Is complacently “feminine,” 105-106



2. Is self-aggrandizing, 109-116

 

      Defensive against being laughed at by her children, 109

                              Self-congratulation makes her feel girlish, 116

FRIDAY

III.  “We think back through our mothers if we are women” AROO, 76: Mrs. R. as female “center” of relationality in this self-consciously gynocentric novel 

M/m: ex pp 3-4, father/son 

[as paradigm of competition]

M/f:  ex p 121, husband/wife 

[as paradigm of male dominance]

F/m:  ex pp 123-124, wife/husband 

[as paradigm of female dominance]

F/f:   ex pp 48-53, mother/daughter 

[as paradigm of separation-individuation]

--captured in the affirmative monosyllable that begins and ends the book:  “Yes,” p.3, ( “Yes,” p. 209

IV.  Lily Briscoe as a figure of resistance to idealization of the maternal

--closure: Lily’s vision completes the artistic aim, 52ff, : “mother & child reduced without irreverence.”  Everybody has a mother, but not everybody has to be a mother. 


DM’s “question of the week”— on syllabus: “What has been liberated?”—

is answered in the “yes” of the ending: the “civilizing” influence of sublimation, which can contain insight in an image.  

LECTURE WEDNESDAY 2 MAY: BACKGROUND  NOTES ON  Virginia Woolf, To the Lighthouse (1927): stream-of-consciousness; two uses of allusions

To the Lighthouse is a masterpiece of modernism, one which illustrates the “stream of consciousness” technique that is one of the cultural legacies of early 20th century experimentation.  This beautiful book presents difficulties to the reader comparable to and different from those presented by The Waste Land.  Whereas The Waste Land applies Modernist techniques and ideas within the medium of poetry, To the Lighthouse employs them in the medium of fiction.  I will devote my lecture today to a discussion of the genre issues that are central to a coherent reading of this and other novels of its type. 

In addition, the novel explores concepts about masculine and feminine as opposites that pervade social relations in the novel.  Traditional bourgeois conventions are represented by the forceful parents and by the men in the novel; the younger generations of females resist these conventions while remaining passionately attached to the mother-figure, Mrs. Ramsay.

STREAM-OF-CONSCIOUSNESS:

We need to hear the passage in which her character reaches its culminating expression, in the voice of Mrs. Ramsay’s own subjectivity [page 105]:

“Everything seemed possible.  Everything seemed right…. Just now she had reached security; she hovered like a hawk suspended; like a flag floated in an element of joy which filled every nerve of her body fully and sweetly, not noisily, solemnly, rather, for it arose, she thought, looking at them all eating there, from husband and children and friends; all of which rising in this profound stillness…seemed now for no special reason to stay there like a smoke, like a fume rising upwards, holding them safe together. …something, she meant, is immune from change, and shines out (she glanced at the window with its ripple of reflected lights) in the face of the flowing, the fleeting, the spectral, like a ruby… Of such moments, she thought, the thing is made that endures.” [105]

Apply  “Stream of consciousness” technique: Abrams [298-300]to this passage in  Lighthouse 104-105; note stylistic markers expressing multiplicity of 

consciousness:






“ego”: objectifying, comparing, noticing




“superego”: censuring, anxiously monitoring




“id”: feeling joy, coherence, boundariless pleasure

Another example: when, out of pity, Mrs. Ramsay invites the unlikable Charles Tansley to accompany her on a walk to town, notice how Mrs. Ramsay plays upon his  feelings, inspiring masculine self-confidence, and then blows warm and cool as she observes the effect she is having on him.  Notice how the stream of consciousness eddies back and forth, without transitions: [pp. 10-11]

“It flattered him; snubbed as he had been, it soothed him that Mrs. Ramsay should tell him this.  Charles Tansley revived.  Insinuating, too, as she did the greatness of man’s intellect, even in its decay, the subjection of all wives…to their husband’s labors, she made him feel better pleased with himself than he had done yet, and he would have liked, had they taken a cab for example, to have paid for it.  As for her little bag, might he not carry that?  No, no, she said, she always carried that herself.  She did too.  Yes, he felt that in her.  He felt many things, something in particular that excited him and disturbed him for reasons which he could not give.  He would like her to see him, gowned and hooded, walking in a procession.  A fellowship, a professorship he felt capable of anything and saw himself—but what was she looking at?  At a man pasting a bill [for the circus]… ‘Let’s go,’ he said, repeating her words, clicking them out, however, with a self-consciousness that made her wince.  ‘Let us go to the circus.’ No. He could not say it right.  He could not feel it right.  But why not? she wondered.  What was wrong with him then?  She liked him warmly, at the moment.  Had they not been taken, she asked, to circuses when they were children?  Never, he answered, as if she had asked the very thing he wanted; had been longing all these days to say, how they did not go to circuses… she would see to it that they didn’t laugh at him any more; she would tell Prue about it.  What he would have liked, she supposed,  would have been to say how he had gone not to the circus but to Ibsen with the Ramsays, he was an awful prig—oh yes, an insufferable bore. … till she gathered he had got back entire self-confidence, had recovered from the circus, and was about (and now again she liked him warmly) to tell her—but here, the houses falling away on both sides, they came out on the quay, and the whole bay spread before them…”

TWO USES OF ALLUSION IN TO THE LIGHTHOUSE
1. Mr Ramsay quotes Tennyson’s “The Charge of the Light Brigade”

Throughout To the Lighthouse, fragments are quoted in a way comparable to the way they are used in The Waste Land: little fragments shored against the character’s ruins  Let’s look at the scene where allusion first enters the novel, on p. 16:

Suddenly, a loud cry, as of a sleepwalker, half-roused, something about Stormed at with shot and shell sung out with the utmost intensity in her ear, made her eyes turn apprehensively to see if any one had heard him.  Only Lily Briscoe, she was glad to find, and that did not matter.

Why it doesn’t matter if Lily Briscoe hears Mr. Ramsay is something I’ll reserve to discuss later; but I want to point out here that Woolf is using this brief episode to characterize Mr. Ramsay as somewhat unhinged (like the narrator of The Waste Land)— a man who seems sometimes to be skirting the fringes of a breakdown, sometimes merely exercising the prerogatives of his own intellectual superiority, withdrawing into his own mind.  

What we learn about the contents of that mind cannot be briefly summarized, but let me just mention two things about this quotation.  

First, it’s a work by Alfred Lord Tennyson, the Poet Laureate of England from 1850-1892.  The poem is “The Charge of the Light Brigade” (1854), which celebrated the foolish heroism of British soldiers at Balaclava, in which an order was misunderstood and 247 men were killed. It was a very popular poem in its day.  

Second, I want to point out that the day in the novel on which Mr. Ramsay recalls this line— internal evidence suggests it is September 1909— is probably about 45 years later; Mr. Ramsay is apparently in his mid-sixties.  The poem dates back to the period of Mr. Ramsay’s adolescence; while the sentiment and the poem are both now out of fashion, Mr. Ramsay has endowed both with great personal meaning and he quotes the poem in a deep state of anxiety about whether his work is also out of fashion.  In fact, it sometimes seems to me useful to think of Mr.Ramsay as the voice of the narrator of  The Waste Land—it helps me to think about both of them as figures of threatened masculinity.  (Virginia Woolf was of course very familiar with The Waste Land which had been published in 1922.)  Mrs. Ramsay makes something like this same connection, while she is walking in the garden with her husband, inspecting rabbit holes: “He would sit at table with them like a person in a dream. And his habit of talking aloud, or saying poetry aloud, was growing on him, she was afraid; for sometimes it was awkward…But then, Mrs. Ramsay, though instantly taking his side…a great mind like his must be different in every way from ours.  All the great men she had ever known…were like that…” [70]

2.  Woolf’s narrator alludes to Wordsworth’s “Ode: Intimations of Immortality”

The theme of  To the Lighthouse is similar to that of Wordsworth’s  “Intimations Ode”: it explores the relationship between two states of consciousness—what Woolf called “moments of being,” and the awareness of time, loss and death.  To the Lighthouse dramatizes these shifting kinds of consciousness in the way the narrative is organized, and also symbolizes them: in the movement of waves and wind, that stir and probe and disturb objects in the flow of time; and in the sweeping beam of the lighthouse, which stills and captures things in a brief but recurring illumination.

In her choice of words for the state of illumination, Woolf frequently echoes Wordsworth’s “Ode,” so thinking briefly about that poem will help us conceptual the significance of Wool’s “moment.”  As you will recall, Wordsworth’s ode describes an ideal state of consciousness—“shadowy recollections” which become “the master light of all our seeing” that “have power to make / Our noisy years seem moments in the being of the eternal Silence.”  Occasionally, he noted, we are put in touch with that state of consciousness: “in a season of calm weather, though inland far we be/ Our souls have sight of that immortal sea/ Which brought us hither/ Can in a moment travel thither/  And see the children sport upon the shore/ And hear the mighty waters rolling evermore.”  Freud, we recall, labeled that rapturous sense of connection  “the oceanic feeling”—he too associated it with the sea. In To the Lighthouse this theme reaches direct expression in that same passage quoted above, at the culmination of the dinner party, “The Window.”  “…something, she meant, is immune from change, and shines out (she glanced at the window with its ripple of reflected lights) in the face of the flowing, the fleeting, the spectral, like a ruby; so that again tonight she had the feeling that she had had once today, already, of peace, of rest.”
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