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Mrs. Dalloway: A Refractive Window on Consciousness

Katsuaki TAIRA

Virginia Woolf’s famous work Mzrs. Dalloway is known for its jagged shift in
time and perspective and everything that is essential to establish a traditional story to
let the totality, or for that matter as many fragmentary constitutive elements as
possible, of the narrative signification cross over to the readerly consciousness. Because
of the abruptness and frequent rupture in significational continuity that occurs
throughout the story, the reader is seized with a sensation that the story is, as it were,
leaving the objective realm involving him and others who try to share the fictional
sphere they expect the author is obliged to provide across the heterogeneous
hermeneutic layers, which ultimately make up the total author-reader environment.
The off-putting sensation, however, does not sink in very deeply when the readerly
consciousness, or reactive and constitutive mind, realizes the fictive attempts that are
being made right in front of his eyes in the form of the textual imprint traditionally
made on the paper medium (and recently more and more often in the digital electronic
realm). The fictive attempts that evolve by dint of the transmogrifying mind of our
heroine, Mrs. Dalloway, and by extension through her catalytic vicarious subjects and
objects-cum-seemingly autonomous characters who obtrude into the conscious horizon
of the heroine, tantalizingly reflect and suggest to the hermeneutic consciousness
located on the other end of the multipolar scheme an ever changing aspect of a
consciousness at work that in its turn can be grasped in so many different ways
simultaneously while preserving a fagade that is merely and nakedly doffed of the
superficial covering, which in ordinary circumstances could become a camouflage
beguiling and misleading the interpretive mind every which way as to the true state

and condition of the entity and significance that is being presented.! The naked reality

1 Is it because of the momentary pleasure that the heroine is always after that the mind
that perceives and judges the situations that unfold before her eyes becomes so fluid
and every concrete object and entity becomes somewhat blurred and all the more
ephemeral as soon as the perceptive consciousness decides to delve deeper into them
and simultaneously, and automatically, allows the readerly consciousness to experience
them from so many different, and differing, angles? The momentary insight that ever
flees from the grasping mind and the almost schizophrenic changeability of narrative
may as well be the inevitable fate of Mrs. Dalloway. See Phyllis Rose in her Woman of
Letters: A Life of Virginia Woolf (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1986), pp.
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refracted by the fictive window may be in fact fleeting and indeterminate as to its true
state unless the readerly consciousness is willing to accompany the fidgety
consciousness being foregrounded at any given moment and determinedly pursue the
other until some form of logical explication emerges which possibly underpins and pulls
together all the waverings that all too frequently happen in this extremely disjunctive
story. Or perhaps, that the combinative principle that can explain the disjunctions and
significational hiatuses that typically obtrude may be illusory, or even contrary to what
the totality of the story means or gives rise to in the mind of the hermeneutic subject.
Perhaps, the story is to be processed as a continuation of myriads of not necessarily
interlinked bits of information and no more or less than that and the readerly
consciousness is to absorb or accompany them just to experience the aleatory
significational shapes that accrue from the process, regardless whether fictive
emphases and crescendos materialize or not. Slippery slopes of the intricate workings of
a private mind are the landscape awaiting the brave hermeneutic mind of the reader.
Whether the project will be forced to undergo a drastic rethinking or sail along a smooth
predictable path depends on the refractability, or the degree thereof, of the window
through which the other can be gazed and gauged. Either way, we must go along with
the mind of the abrupt and implicit “I” and reflect upon whatsoever accounts gush out of
the infinite and ineradicable center that continually dominates the fictive space, and try
to make sense of the seemingly desultory effluvia of textual outpouring in order to
attain the significational stability that, traditionally speaking, is presumed to exist in
the entente between the readerly consciousness and fictive characters, and which
perhaps may be identified with the reality allowed through the magical window posited
between the two.

The story plunges into the conscious process in progress, as it were, which
forces the readerly mind to grapple, even for a second, with the reality, or inner reality,
that is merely being exfoliated before his inner eyes. The choice he has at this juncture
is either to recoil and withdraw into his own comfortable ratiocinative mechanism
ingrained through his long experience with traditionally conventional fiction, which
more or less demands an expected line of mental processes sanctioned by the
time-honored protocols implicitly have been established throughout western literary
history, or seize the momentum initiated by the rather offputting statement manifested
at the inception of the story and allow his mind to flow with the conscious stream he

might or might not recognize vaguely coursing underneath the visible textual sign.2

125-145.
2 In fact the conscious stream here indicated may be another way of representing the
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What is surprising is that the reaction most readers would manifest upon their
encounter with the first line of the story is not only that it is the kind characterized by
its indefinable uncertainty but also, and rather contrarily, its expectedness from the
perspective of the mind that oversees what takes place between the authorial intent, or
in this untraditional work it may be more appropriately described as autonomous
conscious manifestations that pop up throughout the story, and the hermeneutic
constitutive consciousness intervening in whatever is happening in the fictive world and
grappling with the former. That is, if such an overarching larger meta-consciousness
can be posited between and above all the actors (or, actants, if I may use the old and
almost archaic term made fashionable during the heyday of literary structuralism) and
that which perceives and decodes them. Or, perhaps, the conscious process manifested
medias reis at all unsettling to the uninitiated readers in that the process is presumed
to be in a continuum and there is no disrupting it without destroying the semblance of
reality such presumed approach hopefully entails. But, as I already mentioned, it is
surprising only to the extent that the line focused on elicits the kind of reaction from the
reader because it has the semblance of reality and in fact, on perhaps retroactive and
reactive reflection, the reality that is cleverly compacted into a scheme that is both
iconoclastically novel and at the same time within the limit of expectations, that is to
the degree that most readers put the line in proper perspective albeit with delay, so that
the overall effect, which is to say the signification that is embedded within the ambient
lines that immediately ensue, gives rise to an understandable situation that easily
becomes combined with the other bits of conscious images, which overall contribute to
the landscape the central consciousness both inhabits and subtly inflects. Once the
initial surprise wears off, modulated by all the concomitant nuances the line itself and

the surrounding images evoke, the readerly consciousness is busy making any logical

conscious narrative psyche, which ramifies and transmogrifies into so many variegated
characters in the narrative space, which seemingly, and outwardly, project as each and
single individuals but in fact are mere manifestations and phases of that original
creative consciousness, from which the narrative always emanates and has begun to
flow in the first place. See a relevant argument pertaining to the various manifestations
of a narrative consciousness coursing through fictive personae, which nevertheless
preserves single origin and identity in spite of its many phases of manifestations, in a
collection of essays edited by Ralph Freeman, entitled Virginia Woolf® Revaluation and
Continuity, a Collection of Essays (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1980), pp.
7-8.
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sense of the statement, which is traditionally characterized as obtuse, to say the least.
The assertive voice, which tends to color the self-centered nature of the monologue our
protagonist indulges in at the moment, is inseparable from the self-absorbent tendency
of the conscious stream that is continued on to the next line. Without heeding any
convenience for the accompanying reader, although to be fair with the protagonist she is
completely oblivious to the external hermeneutic existence that gives life to the
continuance of her existence even for a moment, the voice concentrates on the private
affairs that may or may not have any relevance to the other in the hermeneutic scheme,
without even indicating any interest in bringing the other to come to grips with the
situation that is unfolding in the inner psyche of the protagonist.3

The puzzlement the readerly conscious feels for the moment barely dissipates
before, or rather regardless of which, the voice-cum protagonist splurges on the
well-defined schedule she has set for herself for the day. In a way, there is a dissonance
of a kind between the two conciousnesses, the one completely on a personally inclined
trajectory to satisfy her mind’s need to sort things out in order to deal with the
“momentous” event that is unfolding in her life for the day, and the other completely lost,
even for a fraction of a second, and compelled to find a handle to make any sense of the
unceasing details that indifferently come out of the spontaneous mind of the protagonist.
But, strangely enough, the latter has somehow synchronized with the direction of the
significaotry current of the desultory outpouring of the voice and finds himself at least
not as muddled as before, which is also mere milliseconds preceding the current
hermeneutic phase, and even though he might not actually comprehend the situational
signification that is implicit in the mid of the central consciousness but feels attuned to
the condition under which such promised meaning might arise in the fictive space he
has set his mind in. One of the first attempts, albeit perhaps an attempt made
retroactively with a few milliseconds time lag at least, would be relational to arrive at
the proper distance between the voice, the I, and the person unhesitatingly named. The

distance can be measured, or characterized, by the assignment tasked for the person

3 The significatory dithering this process gives rise to may correspond to what Andrew
McNeillie describes as a phenomenon in which what the author tells may not mean
what she putatively claims it to signify but merely is a performative, declarative gesture,
which fluctuates depending on to whom the voice addresses her message. Thus, the
signification expressed by one remark incessantly transmogrifies itself into something
else depending on all the factors that constitute the narrative, or rather narratological,
environment. The association made here is an extrapolation from McNeillie’s
“Bloomsbury,” one of the essays published by Sue Roe and Susan Sellers in The
Cambridge Companion to Virginia Woolf (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press,
2000), and the pertinent part occurs on pp. 5-14.
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specifically named. At this stage, the “work” and the putative person assigning it to the
woman so named are not at all clear, but the fact that the task so defined is indubitable
in the mind of the protagonist somehow colors the relational nuances that exist between
the two. And that she merely states the “fact” and hurries on to the next detail that is
possibly linked to the previous one involving the task assigned to Lucy, making them a
series of tasks preoccupying the protagonist’s mind, possibly delineates a position our
protagonists occupies in the relational scheme between the woman named and herself,
be it social or occupational or everything that sets one apart form the other. At this
stage, the readerly consciousness may be encouraged to put the proceeding line in the
same category as the second line, for the simple reason that the detail that unfolds is
the one that surely requires an amount of exertion, a kind that can be categorized as
work, which immediately harkens back to the task assigned to Lucy. Although the
imagery provided is rather obtuse and slightly odd for its overtly mundane evocation,
the rather authoritative tone (that is also harkened back to the authoritative assertion
made concerning the task assigned to the woman named) gives support to the possible
significatory exfoliation that finally sheds light on the mysteries the unceasing voice
has tantalizingly been generating since the inception of the story. But the
long-waited-for exfoliation is dashed with an unexpected cacophony that is both
mystifying and disruptively, and yet perhaps carnivalesquely, humorous. Somehow the
image of the doors taken off their “hinges” juxtaposed with Rumpelmayer, be it the
sound or the evocation it makes (regardless of what the person really is, for the
introduction is too abrupt for the reader to ascertain whether the associations he
unconditionally makes are objectively warranted or not) only amplify the bathetic
potential to such a degree that the authority which supposedly has suffused the
relational distance between the voice and the person named in the previous line
becomes threatened.

The threat does not materialize, however, as the self-absorbent voice merely
plunges into a further self-absorptive mode, in which a sentient entity within the
protagonist instinctively and spontaneously reacts to the air and smell and everything
that particular morning offers to her entire being. It turns out that the self being
exposed inadvertently, and in spite of herself, does not know the bounds that are usually
demarcated by time and space. The being that responds to the fresh morning stretches
over years since that momentous day she evocatively recalls as one of the climactic
moments in her life, which nevertheless impacts her up to the present, ultimately
keeping the memories of the past alive in the present. It is one of those moments in

which she relives and recreates the reverberations of the traumatic past compounded
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with some of the pleasurable episodic bits of memories that intersperse them. The point
of intersection and inception is the fresh morning, “as if issued to children on a beach.”
Although the spontaneity that plunges our protagonist in the current mood seems to
carry her all the way to the terminus of the present line, the moment when she begins to
compare, albeit textually implicitly perhaps, the freshness at the moment with the
tactilely pleasurable sensation she putatively experienced then in the past is already
merged with the intentionality that both initiates the latter half of the line and lets her
weave the artifice of nostalgic pathos in the form of what might have been suggested by
the childhood memory that resonates, conveniently enough, with the freshness of the
present.4 At this point, therefore, the ensuing demonstration of the emotional
exuberance is already prepared and presaged, which may or may not detract the impact
of the plunge that might or might not be complete otherwise. The plunge happens to be
both a jumping off point to the moment that is situated on the verge of taking off the
hinges and through the transcendent window into and through the passage of time,
which ultimately lands her in the self-same mood as the one she is exactly going
through now. But with a difference that the then simultaneously recalled by the
evocative power of memory is physically, or rather almost tactilely, demarcated by a
concrete window identified as the “French windows,” which conveniently enough allow
an onslaught of bundled emotionally packed visual images gushing through the
protagonist’s psyche. While the then so recalled is constantly related to the present, in
which the voice finds itself being expressed through the consciousness of the one
uttering it, the distant time frame given rise to at the moment obtains its own
autonomous existence and the comparison between the two time frames gradually shifts
to the prioritative nature of the then, which can be foregrounded through its tendency to
be standardized against which, for instance, the present can be measured. The
memories preserved through the long history of the protagonist are, therefore, all the
more precious, which simultaneously gives piquancy to the details being indulged in as
the voice enumerates the particular incidents and the circumstances in which they
occurred. While the voice seems to maintain its “calm” and objective recollective tone,

each detail it gives rise to redounds to the personal emotional timbre each one is woven

4 The interrelationship between memory and timeframes of past and present gives rise
to an interesting set of possibilities of histories, which in fact are innumerably woven
out of the threesome that is time and again catalytically impacted upon each other and
dissolved in the mind of the central consciousness. There is no surprise that the crucial
moments at the adolescent setup of Bourton are persistently revisited throughout the
story. See an argument on how the “tunneling effect” is achieved behind each
character’s chronological trajectories in Elizabeth Abel’s Virginia Woolf and the Fictions
of Psychoanalysis (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), pp. 1-32.
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with. Note, for instance, that the simple enumeration, such as “the air was in the early
morning; like the flap of a wave, the kiss of a wave; chill and yet (for a girl of eighteen as
she then was) solemn,” progressively mirrors the introspective emotionality each simile
is invested with, culminating in this passage with the identification of the biographical
stage she was at, eighteen, when the comparison inevitably, as it were, plunges into the
momentous scenes developed then and there and for which all the fresh plunge, starting
with the inceptive fresh air of the morning, has been preparing her and the readerly
mind, as it turns out.

The piquancy and the vividness the momentous scene is invested with no
wonder gradually lose their sharpness as the voice indulges in personal nuances, which
are inflected by what might have happened there and then. As the readelry mind
processes the implicit enormity of what is compacted in the expressions the subject
gives rise to, the tone she assumes threatens to take the willing
accomplice-cum-hermeneutic interpreter in a direction he never imagined it would take,
at least initially when the spontaneity of the voice merely surprised and almost
overwhelmed with its disjunctive and yet invigorating staccato inner codes, which
nevertheless evoked something hopeful and promising that is tantamount to the
freshness and spontaneity of the voice. What, then, does the string of words, now
coalesced as an overshadowed ominous initiation into the private wounds, which the
subject would not likely divulge unless the monologue assumingly takes place in a
nonchalant soliloquy, the kind that obtains its realization for its implicit promise of
evanescent memorability, really signify, or what impact does it exercise on the mind
that has been hard put to cope with the outpouring of semes from the mind of the
central subject in order to make them arrange and rearrange in any meaningful order
in his seemingly helplessly frantic hermeneutic attempt? Most likely, the interpretative
mind is similarly in the dark (perhaps reflecting the apparently directionless
meandering of the subject in question) even after a moment’s reflection and reordering
of the gestalt elements the voice putatively and incessantly provides. Perhaps, the best,
and a most passive way, to cope with the emerging textual phase is to let the mind of the
interpretative being enter that of the protagonist, as she allows her mind to wander and
identify with the prevailing consciousness of the then and there at Bourton, and
passively let the hermeneutic self reflectively color the bits of expressive ebullience as
the mind of the subject would have it. In other words, a difficult and perhaps the
self-same process to flow with the spontaneous voice as the latter meanders through a
spectrum of emotional conditions over and through a span of time that nevertheless is

identified with one point in her personal history. Or, perhaps, the protagonist herself














































































